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 Prologue 
   
   
   
 Thunder boomed, silencing the nine members of the Order in the tent. The fire in the pit roared, snarling like a hound. The chorus of insects and wild beasts died instantly, as if something had smothered them—as if a blanket of death had descended on the land. 
 Something was coming. Something ancient. Something… dark. 
 The hooded faces of the Order all snapped to the entrance of the tent, where their tenth and eldest member peeked out into the darkness.  
 “Brother…” one of the younger members said, stepping forward. “Brother, you mustn’t—” 
 The old man held up his hand, and the younger man shrunk back to the other hooded figures. The wind slammed into their tent again—but it didn’t deter the old man.  He peered deeper into the dark night… and something peered back.  
 The old man’s eyes widened. He reeled back, screaming. He clawed at his eyes, desperately trying to tear them out—desperately trying to tear it out.  
 “Hold down his arms!” one of them cried. “Quickly!” 
 The younger members rushed to restrain him before the old man hurt himself.  
 “Pathetic,” a voice boomed through the tent. No, through the world itself, as if the wind and thunder and fire spoke for him. “When will you monks learn? Claw out your eyes, claw out your tongues, claw out your very minds… Try as you might, I will have you.”  
 They all looked at one another. “Is that… him?”  
 “No, no… it can’t be… the Dark One is not supposed to be in this realm—” 
 As if in reply, the fire exploded, scorching the ceiling of the tent. Flames gnawed at the thick tarp. A dense, dark smoke sunk onto them. They cough and spat up tar and blood.  
 “I. Am. Everywhere.” The voice boomed for what felt like an eternity. “I. Am. Returned. I. Am. Death.”  
   And it only subsided when the first rays of sunlight pierced the dark night. The hooded figures stumbled to their feet. They turned to the eldest member, his eyes blooded.  
   “It can’t be,” one of them said. “It is too soon… We… We should have had more time…” 
   The old man sighed heavily. “None of that matters anymore. He is here. The Dark One has come.” 
   They murmured, shifting nervously amongst the ashes of their camp. 
   “The Dark One has come,” the old man said, “and he seeks his vessel.” 





 Chapter 1 
   
   
   
 “These weapons you have built, dear nephew, how did you come up with them?” Lord Arima muttered as he eyed Jin’s latest invention up and down. It was a wooden contraption with wide arms extending from both sides. At its center were twin columns into which smoothly spun skeins, twisted in numerous, interlocking loops, which locked the arms in place. Between the two columns was a long stretch of smoothened wood, with a deep furrow running through its center. “It… reminds me of a Yari, but this is… far larger than any bow I’ve ever seen. I know for a fact that this is not a bow, though it seems to function in a similar fashion.” 
 Arima pointed at the furrow. “A massive projectile is to be placed here, yes? I’d say just about as large as a small spear, maybe a bit longer.” 
 There were others like it—many others. The weapons, designed and created by Jin himself, were aligned and tested and calibrated again and again. Jin had seen to it that each and every one of the contraptions were perfect. 
 Jin nodded at his uncle’s words and laid a hand on the smoothened wooden surface of the butt of his weapon—a bolt-throwing ballista, perfect for taking out enemy lords and champions from afar. The people of Moyatani would never even conceive of such tactics. They were too focused on honorable battles and heroic deaths such that it was almost to the point that they hardly remembered the whole point of a war was to win. 
 War wasn’t supposed to be fair. 
 “Your assessment is correct, uncle,” Jin said. “The weapon is designed to unleash massive bolts that are capable of piercing through any infantry armor. Its purpose is to take out key targets and leaders—cutting the head off the snake, so to speak. I’ve trained its operators to aim for regimental commanders and captains. If we cut off their command structure, we might just throw an enemy army into disarray.” 
 Arima hummed and nodded. “Many would find such a thing to be dishonorable… but, given our circumstances, I would say it’s all quite fair. Numbers are not on our side, after all. But these weapons will surely level the field and maybe even tip the odds to our favor.” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think these are dishonorable?” 
 His uncle chuckled. “I may not look it, but I had once been a warrior. I was a master of the war bow, a weapon that many bushi would find dishonorable—the weapon of a coward. I hunted a great many deer, elk, and boar with it. A two hundred pound recurve bow that could launch arrows through tree trunks.” 
 Arima’s left hand absently reached up to caress his right shoulder. 
 Jin stood, intrigued by his uncle’s story. And so he waited for the man to continue. “When I was fifteen, my father sent me alongside a group of warriors to deal with a bandit threat to the east. The warriors, veterans though they were, would serve under me. My father meant for it to be a responsibility. I was to procure their weapons and armor for them and plan out every single thing ahead of time. I was made responsible for their lives.” 
 Arima smiled melancholically. “Yes… all their lives hinged on my ability to prepare them. And they looked toward me as their lord and leader. I couldn’t let them down. And I wouldn’t.” 
 There was a brief pause. Jin raised an eyebrow.  
 “I armed them all with war bows and trained them all for four weeks—just enough so that they wouldn’t shoot their own feet. I taught them to move quietly, just as a hunter stalks his prey through the woodlands—unseen and unheard for miles and miles. They didn’t become masters of the craft, mind you, but I had ensured they were good enough for the job.” 
 “But?” Jin asked. “I feel a sudden curve in this story, uncle.” 
 Arima chuckled. “Yes, my father thought I was wasting too much time training my warriors that he sent my older brother instead. Ken was… bashful and arrogant. He favored the nodachi
more than any weapon and father praised him for it. He gathered his own troops and went after the bandits the very next day.” 
 A pregnant pause followed as Arima laid a hand on the ballista’s tension spring, running his palms across the machination’s fibrous surface. The man’s face crumpled for a moment. “My brother returned a few days later… parts of him anyway. The bandits had ambushed his band and massacred them. They never stood a chance.” 
 “My men were ready by then and we set out the morning after father received Ken’s head, wrapped in bamboo leaves.” Arima’s hand drifted over toward the ballista’s long and powerful arms, caressing them with absent eyes. “My  warriors and I traveled through the woods, away from the paths, trekking through miles and miles of forests. Finally, we found the bandits’ hideout. They outnumbered us; I had only fifteen men with me and they numbered around forty. A frontal assault would’ve been suicide. And so we regrouped and planned. I wasn’t about to let my brother’s killers live through the night.” 
 “We waited until most of them fell asleep.” Arima continued. “They left ten men to stand and watch. We killed them all from afar. Luck was on our side that night as my warriors needed only a single shot each to kill the bandits. After that, we drew our knives and snuck into their camp. Once inside, we slit the throats of each and every one of them. I didn’t care about honor or glory. The only thing that mattered to me was that they all died—and they all did. When I returned home, my men and I carried with us the heads of all forty bandits.” 
 Jin was… honestly astounded. Arima had never seemed like a man who could do anything of the sort. He was a good man, sure, but not a warrior—nothing about Toyotoda Arima ever indicated such a past. His hands lacked the calluses of a warrior. His eyes weren’t sharp or quick. He wasn’t lying about his past either, Jin knew. It would take a liar of extreme skill to fool Jin. 
 His uncle wasn’t really anyone to talk about. 
 And yet, he had almost perceived Jin’s true age—or, at the very least, wondered out loud about it. Toyotoda Arima was not a man to underestimate, it seemed.  No… I shouldn’t underestimate anyone, Jin thought. The Hollowed Knight was once a man of little skill and value, and yet he arose and gained enough power to match my own.

 A question did form in Jin’s mind. “Why have you stopped training with the bow?” 
 Arima huffed and sighed heavily. He raised his hands to his face and stared at the smooth surface of his palms. “I guess the simple truth is that I became lazy and complacent after my father’s death and I inherited his role and mantle. There was no longer any need for me to fight at the forefront of every battle. And so I cast aside the bow and… wallowed in my manor.” 
 Jin nodded and shrugged. “Well then, uncle, I’m sure you’ll be pleased to know that this weapon of mine is just as capable of shooting bolts through trees—maybe even several trees.” 
 “That is good to hear, dear nephew,” Arima said, looking outward toward the construction projects around Hirata, where engineers and builders were hard at work, following Jin’s designs and instructions to the letter. A wall was steadily rising, one that would soon loom over their enemies and defend the people of Hirata. “This little village—though I could scarcely refer to it as little these days—is my legacy to this world and to my son. It is all I have and all that I will ever have. I would prefer that it remain standing once a new Shogun is declared.” 
 Jin dipped his head. “And I will make it so, uncle. Hirata will stand tall and proud when this war is over—if it ever ends.” 
 Arima raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean, Jin? Do you not think this war will end when a new Shogun ascends?” 
 Jin sighed. His uncle may be unusually perceptive and deceptively skilled with the bow, but he definitely wasn’t the brightest politician or analyst. At least, that was the impression the man gave off—Jin wasn’t about to underestimate him again. 
 Still, did he think the war was going to end? 
 The short answer was a concise no. Jin really didn’t think this new war would ever end. “The way I see it, uncle, the only way for this war to end is for a new Shogun to rise and establish a new Shogunate. However, with so many factions and Daimyos throwing their weight around the whole country in hopes of gaining power, everyone everywhere would be at war with each other. After all, only one clan can rise to the seat of the Shogunate and there are over two hundred Great Clans, and a thousand Minor Clans in Moyatani. They will never truly unite. They might, for a time, in order to bring down a much larger foe, but then—when that’s over—they’d just splinter and fight amongst themselves once more.” 
 “The only way for this war to end is for something… extremely powerful to come and force every single clan to heel. However, that’s not happening anytime soon. The only way to bring all the Daimyos to heel is with an army, forged from at least ten clans united—that was how the first Shogunate was established in the first place. However, that’s never going to happen, since every single clan is evenly matched with each other, which means they would have no reason to form an alliance or a coalition.” Jin explained. “Basically, this war is never going to end—not really. It might slow down and there might be periods of peace and stability as the clans recuperate, a cold war—so to speak. This war is going to outlast both of us, uncle. I’ll have died of old age and the conflict would still be bloody and brutal.” 
 Arima’s mouth twitched to speak, but Jin spoke first. “That is, of course, if nothing happens to change the coming tide, but I cannot speak for the future or what could be. However, I believe that something will prove me wrong. This war might just end a lot earlier than I’d imagined, but through means I could not have conceived.” 
 Jin paused. Yojimbo had spoken of a great empire beyond the shores of Moyatani, one that stretched across the known world. They would be a threat someday—Jin was sure of it. But their coming likely wouldn’t occur for another two or three decades. Before that happened, before the first foreign ships arrived with soldiers, horses, and monsters, Jin planned to conquer Moyatani, but he wouldn’t deign himself Shogun. 
 No, Murasaki Jin would be an Emperor. 
 He had ruled over his previous world and he would rule over this one. 

All in good time… Jin smiled at his uncle. “Regardless, would you like to see the other weapons, uncle? This ballista is powerful, surely, but I wouldn’t call a terror upon the battlefield, no. There are other designs that I’d love to show you.” 
 Arima nodded and gestured for Jin to lead the way. “Of course, dear nephew, I would love to see more of your designs. They’re really quite innovative—incredibly advanced too… almost as though they came from another world entirely. I’ve never seen such contraptions before.” 
 Jin smirked. “Well, uncle, it’s quite amazing what wondrous things humans are capable of building in times of war. We are at a time of war, and I have built marvels. And I will build more… in time.” 
 There were four weapons that Jin found were suitable enough to pull from his memory. First to mind was the Ballista, of which he had built five, though only two had been constructed thus far as the blacksmiths toiled in their forges to craft the necessary components. Next he thought of the Polybolos, a much smaller variant of the ballista, which was capable of repeatedly unleashing bolt after bolt after bolt, each one able to pierce through steel armor, which most Moyatani infantrymen did not possess. Third, the Onager, which was essentially a variant of the ballista that flung large pieces of stone, instead of spear-like bolts. And, finally, the Sunmaker, which functioned similarly to the Polybolos, but ejected scores of tiny, sharpened shrapnel directly onto enemy forces—mostly useless against armored targets, but highly effective against masses of lightly armored infantry. 
 Arima marveled and drooled over the weapons, praising each of them as works of art. They were, after all, so far beyond anything in Moyatani it was almost hilarious how ironic it was for a warrior culture to not have any innovations in siege warfare and artillery. Once his uncle’s appetite for Jin’s engines of war was sated and the man returned to his manor, Jin was finally able to breathe out a sigh of relief. Giving tours and demonstrations of his machines wasn’t something he was keen on doing ever again. Though, to be fair, Jin couldn’t exactly say he didn’t enjoy explaining the machinations behind each artillery piece. It was rather refreshing to play the part of a teacher—a profession he’d given up on, save for the small amount he taught Ebisu. 
 With nothing left to do for the next hour and the sun already at its zenith, Jin journeyed back into his office, deep in thought. It had been six long months since the Wendigo’s appearance and subsequent disappearance, and Hirata has grown to greater heights. Already, a great wall of stone was underway, soon to be finished. Around that wall would be an equally great moat, filled with spikes and stakes. The warehouses were filled to bursting with grain and rice, and ten new blacksmith forges were now hard at work, making weapons and armor for the warriors of Hirata. Given another six months, the small town would become a veritable fortress that only powerful mages would ever be able to breach. But Jin had already laid out his plans on how to deal with such foes. 
 Everything had been steadily going his way, thus far. Even Yojimbo’s band of misfits, once a nuisance, was now serving under him as a guerilla army-in-training, though there was still plenty of training for them to do before he could throw them at an army. They were, however, surprisingly easy to teach. The former bandits, honed by a lifetime in the woods, foraging and surviving without the need for civilization, were quick to grasp at the concepts of shadow warfare, attacking in unseen ambushes, sabotaging, and even assassinations. In time, Yojimbo’s band would become a great boon to the defense of Hirata and its continued prosperity. 
 Jin shook his head and found himself standing just outside the administrative building, where his office stood—empty. Speaking of teaching, I believe it’s time for Ebisu to harvest his first beast core… 

 War was on the horizon. Weakness would not be cultivated—not on Jin’s watch. Every villager would be trained to fight and defend themselves—even the women and children. Ebisu would be no different. With the boy’s aptitude for the arcane, he would surely be an asset in the war to come—and in the battles that would rage on for years later.  
 Moyatani would soon drown in an unstoppable tide of blood and gore. 
   
   





 Chapter 2 
   
   
   
  “You never met your mother?” 
 Jin shook his head as he reached forward and grabbed a flat, small, circular disk upon whose surface was emblazoned the word bushi. In front of him lay a square wooden table, outlined with 100 square tiles—ten rows and ten columns. Jin took the bushi
piece and placed it atop a spearman piece, before shoving it forward a single tile, placing it near his enemy’s spearman piece. 
 Yojimbo grumbled something inaudible as he pulled back his spearman piece, while bringing his archer piece a few tiles to the side, allowing the ranged units to screen his retreat. Jin responded by pushing two cavalry pieces forward, immediately eliminating Yojimbo’s archers. The foreigner gritted his teeth. 
 “Not really—she died soon after I was born. My father, Hamada, raised me by himself—or, at least, as much as a man could, while managing his own fief,” Jin answered, leaning back and waiting for his opponent’s turn. “I never really asked much about her, either. I really didn’t find her too interesting or important. Father once mentioned that she was fond of gardening and calligraphy, but that’s really all I know. Why do you ask?” 
 Yojimbo’s grimace shifted as he put forward another spearman tile to engage Jin’s cavalry. “You just have this distant look in your eyes sometimes. It’s the look of someone who’s lost someone or something terribly important to them. I had simply thought it might’ve been your mother.” 
 Jin smiled. He had lost… a lot of people who mattered to him—his mother, at least the one from his previous life, was just one of them. There were friends and comrades, lovers and mentors, many of whom he’d lost in the many adventures and journeys he’d taken. Heartbreak after heartbreak after heartbreak and still he pressed onward for their dream—for the betterment of the world. And, at the end, the last of his friends betrayed him. 
 Then again, he had it coming. After all, he was the first to betray them. After all, he had corrupted their dream. He had become a tyrant after everything—after every tyrant they’d brought down and defeated, he had become one himself. 
 His eyes must’ve betrayed him as well. 
 Yojimbo saw it. 
 “I have lost… people. I’ve no wish to speak of it.” Jin pulled back a single cavalry piece and lost the other to Yojimbo’s spearman piece. He followed up by pushing his bushi and spearman pieces forward. He eyed the board for a moment. No one had the upper hand. Whilst he was certainly struggling, Yojimbo had proven to be a masterful player and strategist—at least, in the game of Junggi. “Life… tends to throw rocks at us as we climb it.” 
 Yojimbo raised an eyebrow, but otherwise stayed quiet. The foreigner’s eyes scanned the board for a moment. “You’ve spoken like a true grandfather, mage. This childlike illusion of yours is magnificent, but your words betray your true age. You sound old and tired—like a war veteran who’s seen far too much for his years… And there goes your bushi.” 
 Jin’s eyes widened as he loomed over the board, frantically scanning and reviewing every little detail in his head. He wanted to lure in my bushi, using his spearman, he thought. Without a cavalry screen, he was able to overwhelm my bushi and spearman pieces simultaneously by using three archer pieces. But I never would’ve missed that if he hadn’t sacrificed his own bushi earlier.

 Jin sighed and leaned back. “That was… incredibly risky. If I hadn’t fallen for your initial pattern, that little maneuver just now could’ve easily cost you the whole game. Still… well played. Junggi’s quite a complex game.” 
 “You talk as though you’re already defeated, when all I did was even out the playing field—if anything, we’re now back at square one.” Yojimbo chuckled, taking out two fine porcelain cups and filling them with premium sake—from Hirata’s stock. Jin recognized it as one of the many premium rice wines they exported all over Moyatani—not quite as good as the premiums from the southern provinces, but theirs was far cheaper and easier to manufacture. Yojimbo was apparently enjoying his free stocks. “Still, you claim to have never played this game before and here I see you excelling at it after only two games. If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve thought you were a prodigy, but we both know I’d be wrong.” 
 Jin shrugged. Yojimbo was likely the most interesting man he’d ever met in his entire life—at least, in this life. “I’ve played something similar in the past. The pieces are a bit different, but the rules and objectives are more or less the same. Though, given your apparent experience in playing the game, I’d say it’s quite unfair—for now.” 
 Yojimbo raised a single eyebrow. “Unfair? You almost beat me just now. If you were any more familiar with the rules and the moves of every piece, you’d have easily seen through that ruse.” 
 Jin nodded and leaned forward. His eyes scanned the board. True enough, all Yojimbo did was even out the playing field. In essence, both of them had been robbed of their strongest weapons and would now have to continue the battle with only their fists. 
 In Junggi, the role of the bushi was that of a one-hit kill weapon. It could instantly kill any other piece as long as it was within a single-tile distance. Cavalry pieces could leap across a single tile if alone, but could leap across two tiles if two pieces were stacked on top of each other. However, the only pieces they could instantly eliminate were archer pieces. Spearman and swordsman pieces would take two or more attack moves to destroy, but both pieces were more than capable of counterattacking, especially the spearman pieces, which could negate the damage of a cavalry piece by simply facing in its direction. Archer units could attack from four tiles away, but could never kill anything in a single attack, unless every single archer piece was attacking a single piece. Each player would have a Daimyo, which could not move and died instantly to every attack, but could be assigned on any tile on a player’s side at the beginning of the game, which was made up of two rows. After the Daimyo was the
bushi, which always started the game standing right next to the Daimyo, either front, back, or side. There were four archer pieces for each player, alongside two cavalry pieces with six spearman and swordsman pieces. Twenty pieces for each player, with thousands upon thousands of tactics and combinations available to both. The game often lasted hours as victories and defeats were overturned and two minds toiled to foil each other in an incredibly complex game. 
 Whoever lost their Daimyo first lost the game. 
 Jin only had his Daimyo, a single cavalry piece, three archers, two swordsman pieces, and three spearmen. Yojimbo had his Daimyo, four archers, three swordsman pieces, and two spearmen. Jin’s only advantage lay in his cavalry piece, while Yojimbo had strength in numbers. 
 The foreigner had already beaten him twice. Both defeats happened due to his own ignorance of the game—to be fair, both Ebisu and Arima had invited him numerous times to play with them, but he’d refused each time as he really didn’t see it as important. He’d also been taught its basics when he was a child, but he’d never really paid much attention to it, since it was just a game and he was more interested in getting more powerful. Playing it with Yojimbo, however, had been a great reminder of the simpler delights and enjoyments in life—namely: winning in something that didn’t involve combat or death. 
 Yojimbo had already beaten him twice. Both times happened due to his own inexperience in the game. Jin just had to beat the damn foreigner or he’d never get to sleep, knowing someone out there was actually capable of outwitting him in a game of tactics and strategy. 
 And so the game went on for the next three hours in Jin’s private army’s new hideout, a well-stocked, easily defendable, and practically invisible fort in the high mountains near Hirata. Already, Yojimbo’s band had swelled in size, numbering over a hundred men, each one hardened and toughened by a life in the wilderness. Jin’s relentless training in the art of guerilla warfare only strengthened them further, giving their skills direction and sharpness, honing their senses to be more akin to blades. They could now move undetected through woodlands, their bodies masked in suits that bore branches and leaves, their faces covered in dyes of black, brown, and green. Yojimbo brought them even further by utilizing his tactical genius. They’d since proven themselves to be a near-unstoppable fighting force, after cleaning out the other bandit bands near Hirata. 
 “And that’s your Daimyo!” Yojimbo laughed as he flicked away Jin’s Daimyo, cementing his victory. “You almost had me there, mage. If I had been a turn too late, you would’ve definitely won, but this is my victory.” 
 “You’ve… beaten me. I was even trying to win that time.” Jin’s shoulders sagged as he sighed and leaned back, absently grabbing a cup of sake and instantly gulping it down. It burned in his throat, like liquid fire, but it was also sweet and fragrant. He didn’t quite like it, but whiskey and brandy were yet to be discovered in Moyatani. Rice wine was good, but not quite as good as his personal choice of liquor. “Huh… you might be one of the very few people to ever beat me in a battle of wits. Congratulations.” 
 Yojimbo mock bowed and clapped for himself as he giggled in response to Jin’s words. The foreigner’s face was flushed red from the alcohol consumption, and yet his mind was as sharp as always. It had been Jin’s tactic to draw out the game as much as possible so that Yojimbo consumed more and more rice wine, but that plan didn’t really work out as well as he’d have liked. Still, the foreigner was one of the very few people with whom Jin didn’t mind conversing. He was, after all, an intellectual equal.  
 Yojimbo huffed and stared him dead in the eye. “So, what’s your plan?” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. “You’ll have to be a little more specific.” 
 “A blind, deaf, mute could perceive the looming war on the horizon. I’d give it maybe four more months before this little cold stalemate breaks and all the clans start killing each other in droves.” Yojimbo’s tone was both somber and sober, his eyes looking outward to the dark clouds in the distance. “This little island-nation of yours will be drowned in blood. I’m not an idiot, mage. You’ve recruited my band and I to protect your town, but it’ll take a thousand miracles to save that place—no offense.” 
 Jin waved a hand. “None taken. Hirata’s not exactly a strategic location, that’s true. But it has grown on me, I suppose. It has been my home for many years and I do not want to see it burn. Already, I have begun the efforts to transform that burgeoning town into a fortress.” 
 “My plan,” Jin continued. “If it could even be called that, is to defend it with everything I have. Or, at the very least, ensure it’s not destroyed by passing armies and rogue warriors. There will be plenty of both in the years to come.” 
 “And what about after that?” Yojimbo raised an eyebrow and passed another cup of rice wine to Jin. “You and I both know this war for succession isn’t going to end—not really. You can defend your little village for the next fifty years and it’s not going to make a difference. Sooner or later, it’ll run out of resources and starve.” 
 “I know—but that’ll just have to be enough time for me to end this damn war myself.” 
   
 * * * 
   
 “Ebisu, you will now embark on one of the most crucial aspects to being a mage—the bonding with Magical Beasts,” Jin explained. He and the young Ebisu stood a few feet away from the tree line of the deep woods, where numerous Magical Beasts roamed. It was dangerous here, and they both knew it—well, Ebisu had an inkling, at the very least, and the boy was cautious enough not to run straight toward a powerful Magical Beast if they ever ran into one, which was honestly a rather distinct possibility. Huh… maybe this isn’t such a good idea. He’s only five years old and I can’t expect him to think the way I do.

 Jin shook his head. Magical children of an age with Ebisu were thrown into barracks, given weapons, and told to march under constant arrow volleys in his previous world. He couldn’t afford to be lenient with his training of the boy. That said, Ebisu’s current level of strength was only barely passable in Jin’s eyes. He was certainly talented and strong, but the boy lacked a certain drive to seek power, which prevented him from becoming as powerful as he could be.  
 “We’re going to have to find something weak for you to try and bond with—preferably an infant creature of some sort. Fully-grown Magical Beasts are more likely to rip you apart at first sight. So, that means we’ll be spending a lot of time wandering the woods until we find one that’s suitable for you, alright?” 
 Jin paused and eyed Ebisu.  
 The boy nodded. “I understand, master. But may I ask you something?” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. Ebisu usually never asked questions, which was why he could tolerate teaching him in the first place. “Ask.” 
 “How did you bond with your first Magical Beast?” 
 “Huh… hmm…” His first Magical Beast had been that Fire Salamander. Jin huffed and chuckled softly to himself. “It was… so very long ago. I was… about your age—maybe younger. I was meditating near a pond, trying to understand and focus my magical powers. The bushes rustled and this baby Fire Salamander just walked right out of it.” 
 “It was tiny and weak and injured. I reached out to it, and it just kind of bonded with me instantly.” Jin raised his left forearm to show the Fire Salamander—or, at least, it was a Fire Salamander up until the point it mutated into something else entirely with all the Beast Cores Jin had shoved into it. Now, it looked nothing like it once did. Now, it was a monstrous thing that resembled a gruesome dragon. “This used to be a Fire Salamander, but its power has grown far beyond what it was once capable of. Now, it’s something else entirely.” 
 “Is that how you’re able to shoot fire out your hands, master?” Ebisu asked, eyeing the tattoo on Jin’s left forearm. 
 Jin nodded. “Yes, offensive magic doesn’t seem to be possible without first bonding with some sort of Magical Beast. Even then, whatever offensive magic you attain is limited to the natural abilities of the Magical Beast you’ve bonded with. If, for example, you’ve bonded with a Frost Wolf, a creature that can create and manipulate ice crystals to a degree, then your offensive magic will revolve around the creation and manipulation of ice crystals, no matter how many Beast Cores you shove into it.” 
 “That said,” Jin continued. “What sort of abilities would you prefer to have?” 
 It really wasn’t a question for a five-year-old, but Ebisu was a mage and mages weren’t beholden to the same standards as normal humans. They were better, and they had to be better. He couldn’t coddle Ebisu the same way he might coddle another child—a lesser child. 
 Jin paused. A lesser child?   
 He looked out and gazed at the people of Hirata—his people. Were they truly lesser beings, just because they lacked magic? They toiled and worked hard to live every single day. And they laughed and cried and made merry amongst each other when night finally came. And yet they were feeble creatures—weak and prone to illness. They lacked any real means to defend themselves from powerful threats and were essentially living under the rule of the powerful—his rule, for Jin knew that he could kill every living thing in Hirata if he really wanted. 
 But were they lesser beings? 
 Was he greater for his possession of magical powers? 
 Well, Jin was definitely more powerful, but that didn’t really answer his own question, did it? “Huh… that’s something to think about…” 
 “Did you say something, master?” 
 “No,” Jin answered, shaking his head. Such ponderings were meant for private moments. “I was just thinking aloud.” 
   





 Chapter 3 
   
   
   
 A deathlike stillness met Jin and Ebisu as they entered the woods. The wind howled in their ears and brushed away great clouds of dust and dried leaves, and yet the trees themselves remained quiet. Each step forward sent out crackling echoes as twigs snapped beneath their feet. The cold earth whispered dark tunes, and haunting gusts of silence sang in their ears. There were eyes in the shadows—unseen things watching in the gaps between the trees. When Jin turned his eyes and his head, however, he saw nothing but ghosts and specters in the early-morning mists. 
 Jin crouched down and gestured for Ebisu to stop behind him. “Wait and listen. Do you hear that?” 
 Ebisu shook his head. “I don’t hear anything, master.” 
 They stood in a patch of forest that was filled with undergrowth, shrubs and bamboo sprouts, glowing roots and cold soil. The air was close here. The trees stood not far apart from each other. This part of the forest was ancient. It had remained untouched, even as Jin hunted down hundreds of Magical Beasts in the woods around Hirata. This place was farther and farther away from where he’d used to hunt, older and far quieter, miles and miles away from Hirata, saturated with ancient energies—similar to the ones in the far north. 
 It had been six days since their departure from Hirata, three days of constant training in the early morning and walking through the rest of the day. Ebisu, despite his upbringing in a noble household, was strangely adaptable. The boy had not complained once, even after all the mundane tasks Jin had assigned him, from cooking to gathering firewood. Ebisu performed everything diligently, as though it was a part of his training. Really, Jin was just being lazy at times, but the boy didn’t need to know that. 
 Their journey took them deep into the forests that surrounded Hirata, far from the roads and the paths, frequented by merchants and farmers. Jin led Ebisu into the deep wilds, where the very air itself was ancient, filled with trees so impossibly old they might have been older than the Moyatani civilization itself. As they walked, Jin lectured Ebisu about edible plants and mushrooms, and how to spot the poisonous ones. He taught the boy how to climb and pick fruits off high branches and how to climb back down safely. Ebisu learned fast and set it upon himself to gather as much food as he could gather off the forest floor. 
 However, all those things happened in relative safety, in a part of the forest that wasn’t deeply saturated by magical energies. 
 They had to be more careful in this section of the woodlands. Powerful Magical Beasts roamed such places and Ebisu was far from ready to take on even the weakest of them. A single Shadow Wolf could very easily kill him. An Earth-Shaker Boar would definitely kill him. An Ice Bear would likely gravely injure him. A lone Werewolf might just tear him to shreds before he could even attempt to bond with it. Sure, there were many less-aggressive Magical Beasts, but those creatures offered less-than-stellar abilities when bonded with. Ebisu needed to become powerful and Jin would make sure of it. 
 Which was why he had to lie to the boy. Confidence was key to molding one’s latent magical energies. If Jin had simply told Ebisu that he was about to be tossed right into the waiting maws of something incredibly powerful, the boy might just waver and die for certain. By tricking Ebisu into believing he’d be taming a weak monster, however, the boy’s incredible potential might just pull him through the flames. 
 Still, the presence of such great magnitudes of danger was perfect for training the young mage. After all, no trial was greater than a trial by fire—and Ebisu, at the very least, was possessed of enough latent talent to survive. The boy might just surprise him, after all, if he was given enough room to grow and explore—even in the midst of danger. 
 And yet… 
 “Something’s not right,” Jin said, eyes veering left and right. His breath quickened, and a cold gust of wind forced goosebumps to form across the surface of his skin, despite the heat emanating from his Fire Salamander. There was something unnatural about the whole thing—something artificial. “The forest’s quiet—too quiet. It feels like we’re walking into a trap.” 
 Power was subjective. The ability to level entire swathes of forestry was nothing compared to the powers that remained unseen, unheard, and untouched. What was the point of having incredibly destructive potential when your enemy could simply alter your perceptions? Whether by illusions or clever ambushes, the monsters that toyed with the senses were the most dangerous. After all, there was a reason why controller-type Magical Beasts were feared to such a degree as to be elevated to the same danger rating as the deviants.  
 If he was being truly honest with himself, Jin hated—and maybe even outright feared—mind-altering opponents. His mind was his greatest weapon. It had fueled his conquest as Mage-Emperor in his last life, and it would fuel it again in this one. Jin couldn’t stand having it taken from him by a Magical Beast.  
 Jin expanded his magical senses outward, his mind instantly absorbing all the information of every living being around him. Plants, trees, and ferns surrounded them for miles and miles, and yet there were only a handful of fauna—some insects and the like. It didn’t make any sense. This area of the great expanse of woodlands was absolutely saturated in magical energies. It should be teeming with Magical Beasts, not devoid of them. 
 “Master, I think I—” Jin shushed the boy, before he could make too much noise. There could be Magical Beasts lurking in the shadows, just out of sight and out of his ability to perceive them, like Shadow Wolves. The creatures had the ability to disappear into a strange pocket dimension in daylight, where they were basically imperceptible, save for other Shadow Wolves. They had to be careful lest they attract the wrong kind of attention. 
 Jin was more than capable of fighting off a pack of powerful Magical Beasts on his own, but doing so while protecting Ebisu was another matter entirely. 
 Jin leaned into his student’s ear and whispered, “Don’t make unnecessary noises. This forest is very much alive, my disciple. Do not underestimate it or it will kill you, do you understand?” 
 Ebisu nodded, his breathing ragged and heavy. The boy, however, was surprisingly steely in the nerves. He gulped down whatever fear had pervaded his thoughts and nodded once more, eyes filled with a familiar fire that Jin had once seen in himself—oh, so long ago, in another life. Ebisu whispered back, “I understand, master, but—” 
 “Hush now, Ebisu, we need to move.” Jin hurriedly turned and slowly stalked forward, deeper into the woods. His student followed closely, carrying the length of his katana, which Jin had lent him for this occasion as a means to defend himself. Lord Arima surely had something better and older to offer his son, but Jin simply couldn’t wait for Ebisu to come of age before throwing him into the proverbial cauldron. In Jin’s mind, it was either now or never, and the latter simply wasn’t an option. 
 Besides, Ebisu’s swordplay was nothing to scoff at. The boy could easily handle fully grown men in full battle regalia. His fighting was still far from perfect, and Jin had certainly refrained from teaching him the Murasaki Style, but what Ebisu lacked in technical ability he made up for in sheer talent—a natural mage and swordsman. However, that wasn’t to say Jin had only taught him the basics of swordsmanship. He had, after much contemplation, begun teaching Ebisu the full breadth of Feather-Moon Style. There was a tiny argument regarding honor and whatnot when they first started—for his young student had been raised in a manner that was befitting of the honorable bushi—but Ebisu’s mind was still malleable and the boy saw some sense after much arguing. 
 Still, the Feather-Moon Style wasn’t exactly suited for facing and hunting down powerful Magical Beasts. It was more suited to stabbing the creatures in the back and then running away if the first strike didn’t outright kill them. 
 They moved further and further into the woodlands. The mists rolled in and gradually obscured their vision. It covered the plants and the trees, the flowers and the ferns, and soon all around them was a thick blanket of humid white. And yet they were mages and their senses were not limited to sight, smell, hearing, touch, or taste. No, they had so much more than what mere mortals had. Where normal humans would’ve definitely already stumbled into a tree, both Jin and Ebisu deftly avoided slamming into a bamboo shoot or falling into a furrow upon the earth. Their magical senses expanded outward as the duo of mages steadily made their way into the depths of the forest. 
 It was akin to watching himself and everything around him, a sort of bird’s eye view of his own body and that of every object. An expansion of one’s magical senses was akin to taking leave of one’s mortal senses. Sure, Jin could still use all the others, but most of his focus would have to linger upon the rather strange experience of expanding his magical senses. Ebisu thought the same. Having an unseen pair of eyes, hovering over one’s own scalp, was not exactly pleasant. Jin had long since accustomed himself to the strangeness of it, however, and mostly found the experience to lean more toward the annoying side as opposed to something that was truly disorienting. 
 Thick mists blanketed the woods and still everything remained deathly quiet, like walking through a graveyard in the night. Only ghosts and specters lingered in the shadows, marred by the silence of it all. Insects made no sounds. There was no chirping of birds in the distance, atop tree branches. Jin couldn’t even hear the sound of his own footsteps, even when he purposefully stepped on a twig to snap it. Instead of the loud, breaking sound he’d expected to hear, Jin found only silence. 
 Something was actively messing with their senses—even his magical sense could no longer be trusted. That could only mean one thing: there was a controller-type Magical Beast in the area. No other creature was capable of affecting their senses to this degree. The only problem, however, was that Jin had never faced a controller before—not even once. 
 And so, when faced with the danger of the unknown, the best thing to do was to turn around and live to fight another day. “Ebisu, we should—” 
 Just as the realization hit him, a wave of powerful energies exploded all around them, blinding both his mundane and magical senses as it flooded his system. Jin screamed as he turned and shielded his eyes instinctively, but by then it was already too late. Heart racing, Jin turned to where Ebisu should’ve been standing, and blindly reached out to pull the boy toward him. His student was no-doubt blinded as well. However, his fingers found no cloth or skin, only empty air. 
 He might’ve fallen forward. Jin wasn’t too sure at that point. Everything around him was soft and mushy. It was almost as though he was thrashing around in a bed of the finest cotton and silk. He saw nothing but white, heard nothing but soft ringing, and smelled nothing but the familiar earthiness of the forest. His magical senses had all but failed, for he could perceive nothing but a great blackness around him each time he reached out. It was silent. 

How the hell did I used to deal with such creatures before? There was no shortage of mind controlling monsters and enemies in his previous world. Even the Wendigo had an ability that caused near-uncontrollable, cannibalistic urges in whomever it afflicted. There were mind-eating creatures that dwelled in black pools in the deepest of chasms in the depths of the world, who could cast illusions of such great potency that people claimed to have lived out their entire lives in a single moment after falling to the deadly powers of such creatures. Indeed, the controller-type Magical Beasts in Moyatani weren’t all that special, in comparison to the monsters in his previous world. He had beaten them, once—long ago. He had found a way to counter their illusory, mind-altering powers. 
 He would simply have to do so again. 
 There was, however, one tiny wrench in his new plan. 
 Jin didn’t understand the magic of this new world as deeply as he’d like. Without figuring out the depths of the arcane and the heights it could reach, there was no way he could just suddenly arrive at a counter to a powerful creature’s innate ability. Natural magic was different from programmed magic in that the former didn’t need intricate patterns or systems to function. Instead, it utilized something that relied on the creature’s natural instincts. It was true in his previous world and Jin was confident it was true for this one as well. Which brought him right back to his first problem: he didn’t understand this world’s magic enough—not even close. 

Alright, I can’t come up with a counter-spell… but maybe I could… he mused. No, that might just put Ebisu in danger. I’m not even sure if I’m stuck in some illusory world and my real body is out in the forest, asleep, or if this controller has taken hold of my actual senses. If it had been the former, simply willing forth every ounce of fire in his body to burn every single thing around him wouldn’t work, since his consciousness wasn’t attached to his physical self. If it was the latter, his magical powers should still function as intended, but then it might just burn Ebisu, alongside everything else. Even then, Jin couldn’t be certain that the controller was anywhere near them. For all he knew, this power functioned across vast distances and was only remotely controlled. I can’t trace the energy back to its source—not without my magical senses, which I’m not even sure is still trustworthy at this point.

 Jin forced himself up, but he wasn’t quite sure what was up or down. Everything felt wobbly. Everything was too bright. The ground was too soft and the air was too cold. He couldn’t even see his own hands, even as he brought them up to his face. Jin slapped himself, but felt no hard impact against his cheeks. For all he knew, his right hand might have just gone through his whole face. Jin reached inward and felt for his arcane energies. But he found nothing. He couldn’t pull anything out. 
 He looked into himself and found a great emptiness—a great abyss, staring back at him. Suddenly, all the white disappeared, replaced by a seemingly endless expanse of darkness and shadows—an infinite void. It was cold and eerie, and silent beyond silence. Cold… it’s… cold… I can feel the cold and nothing else. I just… I just want to rest.

 For a moment, Jin stopped struggling. He lingered there, drifting in the space between spaces, his own mind lost to him. It was oddly familiar—the haunting darkness and the endless cold. Though, he wasn’t quite sure how or why he found it familiar—just that it was. It was strangely peaceful. The silence of it all was a rather welcome reprieve if Jin was being honest. He had never found peace in his previous life. Every day was a new battle, another war to be fought. There were moments of calmness and stillness every now and again, but they never truly lasted—not even, apparently, after his own death. He was already dead, wasn’t he? Why was he still struggling in a body that wasn’t his, living a life that didn’t belong to him? 

What does it matter anymore?

 He was tired—exhausted. His soul was weary. The endless fight for the ultimate power seemed like a faraway dream that hardly mattered. He had sought out the highest throne, found it, sat upon it, and found it wanting. It brought him neither happiness nor peace. Sure, it sated his appetite for conquest and domination, but the simple truth was…  

I didn’t want any of those… things? he realized. 
 Right, it had been his friends—the same friends, who ended up betraying him—who had pushed him to become Emperor. When they had found and conquered the highest throne, it had been his wish to enthrone his dear friend, the Hollowed Knight, who would’ve been a far better choice. He was pragmatic and cold, a worn out product of far too many battles and wars. He was weary and wanted nothing more than to go home and rebuild his childhood village. I wanted to hide away in that lonesome mountain as a hermit, living in peace and quiet, away from the world.

 But then he took the throne anyway, because no one else wanted it, because no one else could’ve united the world as he had done. 

Power… I’ve been chasing power for so long that I can’t do anything else anymore. Jin allowed himself to lean back—metaphorically, since he wasn’t sure just where his back was anymore. Just why was he chasing power in this new world? Sure, he had the means and the talent and the knowledge to reach the top, just as he had in his previous world, but to what end? There was no Dark Lord to defeat, no great and otherworldly threat that required a united world to stand against. There was nothing, but warring peoples and their ambition and greed. 

Revenge… I want power to take my revenge against the Muramasa Clan for what they did to my family. But who was he kidding? He was chasing strength and power, even before they ever betrayed the Murasaki Clan. Even then, he didn’t need to become Emperor again. He didn’t need to sit upon the highest throne and look down upon the world from atop. Heck, he wasn’t even sure if he cared enough about his ‘family’ to really warrant a revenge-fueled quest—well, it was more about his pride than it was about any sort of familial love, but still. 
 He didn’t need power for revenge. Heck, he could probably march right into the Muramasa family castle as he was now and burn it to the ground with every living thing inside—babies and all. And yet he hadn’t done that—not in the many years he’d spent in Hirata. The journey wouldn’t even take a long time—a day or two at most. What do I really want out of this new life of mine?

 “Valden… my sweet little boy…” Jin felt his eyes widened at the voice. He turned and found a bright light shining directly into him, a great, starlit thing that filled the darkness of the void with silvery rays. At the center of the great chasm of silver lights was the vague figure of something humanoid. But what really caught Jin’s attention was the voice. 
 He hadn’t heard that voice for many decades—a voice he’d all but forgotten. And yet it had been the same voice that called out to him whenever he stayed out in the sun for too long and missed lunchtime, playing with friends. It had been the same voice that told him stories of glorious heroes and their courageous deeds in ancient days. It had been the same voice that sang him songs just before he went to sleep. It had been the same voice that laughed and cried in the walls of his old home in that lonely old village on some nameless mountaintop. 
 Jin knew that voice—his heart refused to forget, even when his mind had long since let go. 
 “Mother?” 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   





 Chapter 4 
   
   
   
 “Mother?” Jin asked. 
 “Valden, it has been so long since the last time I've seen your face.” The pale, silvery silhouette spoke with the voice and tone of his mother. It chuckled in the same manner his mother used to, whenever he’d tell her of his exploits during the day, playing with his friends in make-believe. “And yet you wear the face of another—let me see my son.” 
 The silvery silhouette snapped its fingers, and something thrummed within Jin—a deep and warm feeling in his chest. Like liquid fire, the warmth spread outward, burning as it went—and yet it wasn’t painful. The sensation was rather soothing, like a relaxing dip in a hot spring, after many hours of training. Jin glanced down and actually saw his own body, glowing and shimmering, bright rays of golden lights blasting out of his skin in every direction. 
 And then he felt it. His arms were suddenly much shorter and smaller, the same with his legs. Just about every part of him had shrunken. Jin glanced down and found the color of his skin had been altered as well, a soft creamy-white as opposed to the pale white he’d long since grown accustomed to. Upon his right wrist was a tiny scar in the shape of a lightning bolt. 

Wait, where have I…?

 Of course, he had gotten that scar after a rather amusing accident one rainy afternoon. He had slipped on the side of the mountain pass and fell into the woods below. Only the relative lightness of his tiny body saved him from further harm—it also helped, somewhat, that he had been thoroughly enjoying the whole affair, all the while his mother chased after him, frantically screaming out his name with each muddy step. And yet the one thing he so clearly remembered from that day was her face, eyes red with tears. And yet she was smiling when she found him in the undergrowth, near the roots of some old tree, covered in mud and grime. 

Why am I suddenly remembering all these things? True enough, the scenes and images from the very distant past were welcome. Just the sight of them had brought a smile to his lips—one of the few, rare smiles he’d shed in the new world. 
 Jin shook his head, finding it was actually there. His sense of self was back, at least. He could feel his own body parts again. The endless blackness, however, was still there—and so was the shining silhouette with the voice of his mother. No, it couldn’t possibly be his mother. This must all be a trick, some sort of mind-altering illusion. Whatever this thing was, it had the ability to access his memories—even ones from the distant past, even the ones he’d already forgotten. He couldn’t underestimate this thing. 
 “What are you? How dare you take on the form of my mother?! Reveal your true form, monster!” Jin wasn’t too confident about making threats at something that could probably lobotomize him if it wanted to. Still, if this was to be the end—hopefully not—he’d rather die standing defiant and steadfast. Then again, mind-altering opponents rarely ever killed their victims, instead leaving them catatonic or vegetative—neither ending he wished for himself. 
 “You are weary, my boy. I can feel your mind slowly cracking apart from this path you’ve thrown yourself into.” The silhouette reached forward and placed the ends of its fingers on Jin’s forehead—a gesture his mother used to do whenever he felt agitated or anxious. And the effects were the same. Almost magically—and he knew it almost certainly was—the anxiety and doubt that’d riddled his body seemed to simmer down, like a great roaring flame reduced to cinders. Jin breathed out a low and steady sigh, his burdens leaving him. His shoulders slumped forward. Every muscle in his imaginary body seemed to relax. 
 “Alright… who are you?” It couldn’t be his mother—it just couldn’t be. His mother had long since departed the world of the living and disappeared forever. She was dead, through and through. She couldn’t be here. She shouldn’t be here. 

And yet here I am—alive, even after my own death, Jin thought. 
 No—this was all a trick by some mind-altering Magical Beast of great power. He was, after all, beset by some form of illusory magic earlier in the forest. It wasn’t a stretch to believe this was all an illusion world of some sort, meant to trap Jin’s mind in an endless void, all the while tormenting him with visions and constructs of his own making. His mother, for instance, was the catalyst to every single thing he had done in his previous world, the push that eventually drove him into seeking the highest throne. Her death finished the child in him, squashing whatever remained of his innocence. What remained of him was a grim, pragmatic soul that merely hoped for the best, while preparing for the worst—a shell of a man, if he was being honest. 
 The Hollowed Knight, his one friend, had walked out of the same flames unscathed—emotionally, at least. After the burning of their village, they had wandered the countryside, foraging and surviving for months without end, and still his friend had the strength to smile and laugh, while he could do little but sulk and brood in the shadows. 
 “My boy, my dear boy, life hasn’t been kind to you after my death, has it?” The silhouette spoke in a manner that would’ve had him believe it was truly his mother if he had been a fool, but he was no fool—he was the Mage-Emperor, the greatest of the great and the one who stands above all. This Magical Beast would never fool him into lowering his guard—not even for an instant, not even when it used his mother’s face against him. 
 “I asked you a question, creature. Who and what are you?” He couldn’t sense his own magic, which meant he couldn’t defend himself if it came down to some sort of mind battle. Still, Jin could feel and move his shrunken limbs well enough. The only issue was that he was still floating in the void and could do little but… well… float, which meant he was utterly vulnerable, both physically and magically. I’m at an absolute disadvantage… hah, how could I have let this go so poorly? I should be better than this. No, I’ve gotten sloppy.

 Then again, did it really matter? What if this whole mystery world was simply the death throes of his mind, conjuring up an entirely new life for him to live, before his soul descended into the Underworld forever?  
 Probably not, but it was certainly a possibility. 

Oh, what the heck, he decided. Let’s just see what happens if I play along.

 “Alright, mother, what—where are we? What is this place?” 
 The silhouette chuckled as it moved closer toward him, hovering over the great blackness. It reached forward and laid a hand on his right cheek, cupping his face and filling him with a familiar warmth that shook his defenses. It was something his mother always used to do. She loved to touch his plump face whenever she had the chance, squeezing both his cheeks or simply cupping them, smiling all the while. “Life truly hasn’t been kind to you, my dear boy. I am sorry that I wasn’t there to watch you grow, to guide you and love you. How I wish I could, but—” 
 “But you were busy being dead. You haven’t answered my question, mother.” Jin nearly spat, but kept his composure. Besides, he wasn’t quite sure if he had any actual saliva in this place. And, if he did, testing the patience of something that could rip apart his mind was not a good idea. For now, the best thing to do was to play whatever game it was playing. Understanding one’s enemies was the path to defeating them. Maybe if he could understand its motives, Jin might just find a way out of this place. And then he’d spend a very long time rethinking his life and what he really wanted out of it. 
 For now, his only priority was escape. 
 The silhouette sighed and pulled back its hand. The cold rushed back in and lingered over his skin, like the sweeping winds from freezing mountaintops. In here, however, Jin lacked the warmth of his Fire Salamander, or the various powers it granted him. Here, he was just an ordinary human being. Huh… that’s a sobering thought.

 “My son, why do you fight?” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. What kind of question was that? Was this Magical Beast interested in a philosophical debate? 
 Well, if that’s what it wanted, Jin was more than capable of delivering. “I fight, because I choose to, because it is what I want to do. I seek power above all—the power to stand above all.” 
 “My dear boy, I raised you… and I know you well enough to know when you’re lying and when you’re not. Right now, I know for a fact that you are lying, not just to me but to yourself,” the silhouette answered, and Jin felt a lump building up in his throat. “Why do you lie to yourself, my dear boy? Why are you trying to convince yourself of this foolishness?” 
 The dam was breaking. Already, cracks were forming all across its surface, trickling droplets of water streaming outward. The lump in his throat was threatening to burst. 
 “Why?” Jin chuckled darkly, despite himself. He glanced down at his feet for a moment, wondering if he even had an answer. 
 He didn’t. 
 He didn’t know why he was lying to himself. 
 He didn’t know why he was trying to convince himself that his goal was to seek power—that power defined him and everything he did, when it didn’t. 
 Power was a means to an end, power was a tool used to achieve something greater than itself. 
 The simple, but utterly bitter truth was that he didn’t have an end. 
 He was tossed into this world with only the hope and the promise that he would live this new life better than he did his previous one. Instead, he was doing the exact thing he was hoping to avoid, he was going down the same road he had promised to steer clear of. 
 The simple truth was that he had been living his new life without any clear purpose in mind—without reason, without anything to truly strive for, except for the illusion of power being the end, when it wasn’t. 
 And so he didn’t have an answer. 
 He didn’t even know if there was one. 
 Maybe, he was lying because that was the only way he could maintain the illusion he’d placed over himself. Because, without that illusion, without that veil, he’d be utterly, completely, hilariously, lost. He had never been lost before. There was always a goal, an end to look forward to and work toward. Now, he had nothing to do and nothing to look forward to. He wasn’t even entirely sure if he really wanted this new life. He wasn’t sure if this new life was even worth it. Without the illusion, he wouldn’t be sure of anything—not even himself. 
 In an utterly hilarious and twisted way, the illusion of power and strength and superiority was the only thing he really had. It was the only thing that gave him meaning and purpose. 
 “Ah… hahahahaha!” For the first time in a terribly long count of years, tiny droplets began streaming out of his eyes. Despite this, grim bouts of cracked laughter escaped his throat. It was painful. And each one came out in choking gasps and strained pants. Was he seriously crying? When was the last time he ever cried? 
 Had the damnable creature really just made him cry? 
 “Haha… this is an all-time low,” he said, “can someone come in here and kill me?” 
 Jin slumped forward and chuckled for a final time, before breathing out a long and quiet sigh. As the last of his tears fell into the void, the silhouette reached forward and laid a hand over his shoulder. When Jin looked up, he saw for a moment the sad look on his mother’s face, one of regret and longing, eyes filled with unshed tears. The silhouette seemed distressed and unsure of something, but he wasn’t sure why. “I wish I could stay for longer, my son.” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. “What are you playing at, creature?” 
 “Goodbye, my sweet little boy. We will see each other again someday. For now, fate has decreed otherwise.” 
 “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 “Awaken!” 
 The void crumbled. Flecks of light shone through the cracks and flooded the darkness. Slowly, but surely, the endless blackness was disappearing, like a construct slowly fading into oblivion. Jin lost any and all sensation over himself, but suddenly regained his connection to his magical energies as everything around him was engulfed in a golden, blinding brightness. 
   
 * * * 
   
 The moment his eyes fluttered open, Jin surged forth and unleashed a great torrent of flames in every conceivable direction. Sights and smells, sounds and textures, even an absent taste on his tongue. Everything came back at full force. He vaguely noted the sky had gone dark, filled with stars and ashen clouds. He didn’t care. Everything around him had to burn. 
 “Come out!” Jin raised a single hand forward and willed forth a great torrent of flames, turning a great swathe of forestry into ashes within seconds. Burning tears fell from his eyes as he roared into the heavens, “Come out and face me!” 
 As he screamed, great pillars of flames shot out into the sky, further illuminating the blazing forest. 
 Silence greeted him. 
 And so Jin greeted back with an endless barrage of flames, spewing out everywhere, endlessly. Some controller-type Magical Beast dared invade the sanctity of his own thoughts, even using the image of his own mother against him. Such an affront would not go unpunished. Such an affront deserved only death and destruction in return! 
 “I will burn every living thing in this forest to find you!” Jin screamed, storm clouds gathering above as his Lightning Bug tattoo heeded his call for destruction, arcs of blue energies dancing around his right hand. “How dare you humiliate me, you bast—” 
 Something blared across his magical senses, a familiar presence he’d nearly forgotten. Jin ceased his flames immediately, shaking his head. His eyes flashed upward, where a shadow rapidly descended from above. Jin stood still, relaxed, as the flames raged on around him, and a figure dropped a few feet away from him, on a bed of coal and ashes. 
 Crouching down, ragged and worn, covered in ash, soot, mud, and grime, was Ebisu. His clothes were torn and shredded, and blood dripped down a crimson blotch on his forehead. His breathing was harsh and heavy, like someone who’d just finished running across hundreds of miles without rest. His feet were bare. And yet his eyes glinted with confidence and pride, and his lips were twisted into a grin. 
 Jin’s eyes widened when he saw the glowing tattoo on Ebisu’s right hand, some eldritch creature that seemed to be a single, giant eye, surrounded by writhing tendrils. He didn’t quite recognize the creature immediately, but it might have been a Tormentor, an incredibly rare type of Controller, whose abilities were mostly unknown, save for its power to use its victims’ fears against them. Or, it might have been something else entirely. Jin couldn’t exactly trust his vision at that moment, clouded as it was by rage and indignation. 
 Jin huffed and fell to a knee, suddenly losing all strength in his limbs. His student stood and wobbled over to him, looking utterly exhausted, but defiant and confident all the same. Jin shook his head and placed a hand underneath his chin. “Ebisu? How… What happened? Have you bonded with a creature while I was lying unconscious?” 
 Ebisu smiled and huffed, falling right on his bottom and sagging quite visibly. “Yes… master… I… I was trying to tell you that I noticed something was following us at the time, but… but then you just fell unconscious. I carried you somewhere safe and went looking for the source of whatever had attacked you.” 
 The boy’s eyes fell upon the tattoo on his right hand. A sickening purple glow emanated from it, alongside eerie eldritch energies that caused the hairs on the back of Jin’s neck to stand. Whatever creature Ebisu had bonded with was unnatural. The sensation it gave off was almost akin to whatever magic was bound in his Agito’s blood-red metal—an accursed aura, otherworldly and malicious. 
 Ebisu had bonded with it without his guidance—somehow. 
 Jin chuckled and leaned back, allowing himself to fall flat on the ash-ridden forest floor. With everything that’d suddenly happened, his own thoughts had become a bit distant. Once, he might have cared more about Ebisu’s encounter, cared more about his health and wellness, but now Jin simply didn’t care. Being able to fight against the creature that’d ensnared him within his own mind might have given him some measure of reprieve, but he couldn’t even have something as banal as that. 
 And so, all that came out of his parched lips were a few tired words, “How’d you do it?” 
 Ebisu fell on his back and gave out a soft chuckle. Despite their mutual exhaustion, the boy did not lack in excitement. Jin felt something well within his chest, a pang of pain so tiny and so insignificant he may as well have never missed it. And yet it was there, and it didn’t feel good. “Well, I followed your lessons and used my magical senses to try and find the source of the hostile magic!” 
 Jin huffed and sighed. “Hmm? Tell me more.” 
   
   





 Chapter 5 
   
   
   
 There was something stalking them from behind the tall trees. A nameless terror, a moving shadow, tendrils writhing in the gaps between the colors. A darkness was following them, moving where their eyes could not see, where their ears could not hear, and where their noses could not smell. Ebisu would turn over his shoulder again and again, expecting something would be trailing after them in the trees and yet, each time he did, there was nothing, but the silence and the whispers of the leaves in the overgrowth. 
 It might have been just his mind playing tricks on him. After all, this was the first time he’d ever ventured this far away from his home, from his father, from his village. Things were bound to be scary and terrifying in more ways than one. 
 And yet, he steeled his mind and his nerves, and kept his breathing steady and calm. 
 There was, after all, nothing to be afraid of. 
 Everything was happening as it should. 
 Ebisu looked to his master and teacher, and found him utterly at ease with the environment, moving with not a care in the world—confident and regal, a true noble. His master, Murasaki Jin, carried himself with such efficiency and grace that he was almost dancing, even as he moved across the forest floor with gliding steps. Ebisu hoped to emulate his master someday, and so he followed every single order and did every single task as though his very soul was on the line. Whenever his master asked him to make tea, he would, knowing full well that this was his master’s way of testing his ability to maintain perfection and composure, for a true noble was capable of making tea in even the worst of circumstances. Whenever his master asked him to gather firewood, Ebisu would do so knowing it was a test of his strength and balance, his efficiency and patience. 
 Everything was a test, an obstacle to be overcome, using nothing but his wits and his strength. 
 Everything was designed by his master and teacher. 
 And so, when his master showed neither fear nor hesitation, Ebisu deigned to do the same. There was nothing to fear. Everything was in his teacher’s control. His teacher was powerful beyond anything and anyone he could imagine, stronger than fully-grown men, stronger than the bushi
themselves. 
 Ebisu trusted his teacher. 
 In this world—in all worlds—strength ruled everything. 
 His own father, whom he loved and adored, was not a strong man. Despite his age, despite everything, Ebisu was not blind to such a simple truth. His father was weak and feeble, easily pushed around and manipulated by mere merchants, who should’ve been trembling in fear and awe at his presence. Instead, his father tolerated the fools and their childish jabs and japes, even laughing at his own expense, like a madman. They pushed him around for years and years, until Jin came along and began offering his advice to father. Gradually, things changed for the better. As Jin’s words slowly settled in his father’s feeble mind, so did the old man’s spine begin to form. 
 And his teacher was one of the strongest. 
 When the mists rolled in, however, and the winds blew cold and the skies grew dark and heavy with nebulous gray clouds, his most powerful teacher simply fell onto the ground—unconscious, eyes rolled backward. 
 Ebisu froze. Every muscle in his body refused to move as his eyes followed Jin’s descent toward the cold, forest floor. 
 His mind raced. Jin was the most powerful person he’d ever known and he was now on the ground, unconscious, sleeping like a baby. Foul magic lingered in the air, the trace energies of a powerful Magical Beast, who’d just cast something powerfully strong. And yet the embers of magic felt almost unnatural—alien, even. Then again, he’d never encountered a Magical Beast before. It might’ve been perfectly normal and he wouldn’t know.  

No… I’ve never met one, but I have felt their presence, Ebisu thought. This one was simply… different. 
 Ebisu couldn’t understand how something so foul could possibly exist. Not only was its presence disgusting, its smell was no less abominable. A horrid, putrid stench seemed to consume the forest—almost akin to the smell of rotting fish, left to dry under the sun for days and days, covered in maggots and worms. And yet it also smelled akin to smoldering coals and brimstone. 
 His stomach churned. Bile arose up to his throat, the contents of their early morning breakfast. His mind rang with whispers and dark thoughts, scenes and images of bloody battles and ancient places in the depths of the world—tall, black towers, rising amidst ashes, shadowed by a veil of leaves and tall trees. Ebisu shuddered and absently grasped at his temples as a mind-shattering headache threatened to rip his head apart from the inside. 
 Despite the pain, however, Ebisu forced himself to move. The child lumbered from one tree to the next, staggering and limping as his vision blurred and his senses cracked beneath the images looming over him. When he fell to his knees, he saw a massive pyramid of black, rising from the deep, engulfing the world in darkness. The sun turned sickly pale, whilst the skies bled crimson and burgundy. The seas roared and crashed as something stirred underneath. 
 A single eye, hideous and bulbous, like the eye of a squid, but many magnitudes larger, opened in front of him. A titanic shadow loomed behind the eye, an ancient creature, slumbering in the depths of the sea—waiting, watching, dreaming. It bellowed unknowable words of power, each one resonating with a deep and powerful magic that dwarfed Ebisu’s own by thousands upon thousands of leagues. Even his master, Murasaki Jin, who was already far beyond Ebisu, seemed rather tiny in comparison. 

What’s going on? What is this feeling? Ebisu grasped at himself, but defiantly stared back at the giant eye. “What are you?” 
 A cold, rasping voice spoke in his mind, “I am…” 
 The sunken city shook, its black towers toppling over each other as the seafloor cracked apart and an immense earthquake rocked the world. The hideous, titanic eye glowered and seemed to grow even larger as the voice finished, “I am… the Devourer!” 
 The black city disappeared, alongside the massive eye. In their place was a brief void, into which everything collapsed. The chanting whispers ceased as a burst of silence overtook it. And then the void itself disappeared, and the woodlands returned in force, carrying with it a powerful burst of energies. 
 Ebisu’s eyes widened as an immense wave of dark and powerful magic blasted him backward, sending him flying over his teacher’s downed form. He landed on a bed of grass, dazed and confused. His chest rose and fell intensely, as though his teacher had just ordered him to run a thousand laps around Hirata, without stopping for food or water. Sweat poured above his brows and dripped into his eyes ceaselessly. Despite this, however, Ebisu’s muscles had regained their former strength, though pins and needles riddled them and even the slightest movement was incredibly uncomfortable. 
 The boy pushed himself up, forcing his painful muscles to move. Ebisu gasped for air and leaned against the trunk of a tree. What just happened?


What was that giant thing? Why was there a black city underneath the sea? Ebisu paused. He’d never really seen the sea before, and neither had his father. Hirata was so far away from the coast that it’d take a week’s journey just to reach the first signs of salty waters.  
 Everything sunk in—the reality of what he’d just seen. 

Something bad is coming, he realized. 
 Ebisu blinked, shook his head, wiped his eyes, and banged his head against the nearest tree. The blurriness faded at last, and his senses returned. The noises of the forest returned with it, the chirping of birds, the shaking and rustling of leaves, the howls and cries of woodland critters, and the faint howls of the distant winds—elements that’d disappeared mere hours ago, when his master pointed out the unnatural silence that permeated the woods. The mists receded as well, slowly retreating back from whence they came, until the forest was cleared of them.  

No, he thought. There was something messing with my head. Those were just illusions. That giant eye wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real! 

 Ebisu froze. Was it  a Magical Beast? It had to be. Master said they were strong, but Ebisu never imagined they could be so— 
 He blinked and realized his teacher was still unconscious. He should be awake—he had to be awake. 
 “Master!” The boy rushed toward his teacher’s unconscious form. Ebisu knelt beside him, grabbed his shoulders, and tried shaking him awake. Despite the force with which Ebisu shook him, however, Jin wouldn’t awaken. “Master, wake up! We need to get out of here. There’s something following us!” 
 Jin still didn’t awaken. His teacher had been brought low by something that lingered in the woods. 
 Ebisu closed his eyes and reached for the strings of magic in the air. His teacher was tangled in them, utterly consumed by a host of powerful energies, converging at his mind, where the roots of the alien magic lay. The strings emanated from far away—almost a mile away from his master, deeper and deeper into the woodlands into the southwest reaches. Ebisu gulped.  

It’s a controller-type, he realized. 
 His teacher had drilled into his head the various types of Magical Beasts and how best to deal with them. The only ones that simply could not be dealt with were the deviants and the controllers, since both types were equally capable of turning a human being into a ‘vegetable’—whatever that meant. In any case, his teacher had warned him to steer clear of such creatures. 
 Ebisu ducked down and slipped into the bushes, masking his magical aura by compressing his energies deep into his core. The downside of which was that he wouldn’t be able to detect anything. The upside was that nothing could detect him—nothing magical, at least, though his master mentioned it also masked his presence from those that did not care to see him, allowing him to move unseen through thick crowds. 

I have to find the controller and put an end to it, he decided.
His right hand absently lingered over the handle of the sword on his hip—a well-crafted katana, given to him by his father. The only sure way to end a controller’s magic was to kill it—somehow. His swords-skills were subpar at best, and his stealth abilities were abysmal at worst. Ebisu had to somehow find the controller during a moment of weakness and vulnerability and kill it then and there in a single, decisive stroke. He had to save his master. 
 It came from the southwest. Chances were, the Magical Beast came from that place and he’d find it there if he ran toward it as fast as physically possible. His master could outrun a horse. Ebisu wasn’t that fast, but he was faster than most of the other kids. controller-types weren’t known for their physical prowess. He needed to get there before it disappeared. 
 Pins and needles riddled his muscles. They came alongside painful spasms that rocked his entirety. The pain pushed him to his knees, but Ebisu resisted. His body wanted to lay down and rest on the soft grass, but his teacher needed him. For the first time—ever—he would be the one to save someone. If anything, this would be the greatest test he’d ever received from his master and he could not afford to fail. 
 Every single thing he’d ever learned from his teacher would finally be truly tested. There was no room for error. There was only victory or death. And Ebisu did not want to die. He could not afford to die. He had too many things to inherit, too many responsibilities to shoulder when he finally came of age. Therefore, the only way for this whole test to end was by his victory. Any other outcome was unwelcome.  

I will save my teacher! he resolved. 
 With that in mind, Ebisu turned toward his master. He grabbed him by his ankles and dragged him toward a tall bush, where his body was obscured by a thicket of leaves and tightly wound twigs. He’d be well-hidden there—at least, until Ebisu returned victorious. His master would be so proud when he dragged that creature’s body and presented it to him as a trophy. There was also something about the harvesting of cores, which his master never really elaborated much on. He’d also have to bond with an infant Magical Beast, but this harvesting thing would have to come first… he guessed. 
 With the controller’s location still fresh in his mind, Ebisu began the long journey to the southwest of the woodlands. As his master had taught him when moving alone in the deep forests, teeming with Magical Beasts, Ebisu moved across the tops of the trees, jumping from one branch to another, leaping and grabbing as he went. It was the safest way to navigate an otherwise dangerous environment. There were only a few Magical Beasts that were capable of climbing and most of them lingered in the far south. The only thing he really needed to watch out for were the incredibly rare Blood Fiends, who dwelled in the treetops. 
 Hours and hours passed as Ebisu followed his memories of the trail of magic. Navigation was difficult. Several times he ran across massive beasts with powerful auras, snakes the size of trees, and silvery elks that moved faster than his eyes could possibly follow. He recognized very few of them—only the Earth-Shaker Boar, which his master told him to steer clear of, and an Iron-Shelled Tortoise that lumbered across a flat clearing, its shell glinting in the sunlight.  
 His master’s words rang clear in his mind: “Remember, Ebisu, Magical Beasts only ever interact with other magical creatures. Most of them would rather ignore a passing human being than show themselves at all, even when that human is encroaching on their territory. So, if you hide your presence from them, most Magical Beasts are unlikely to give a damn about you—but not every Magical Beast is going to ignore you. There are plenty of aggressive species that will kill you regardless. Therefore, you must learn to conceal yourself from their mundane senses all the same. A Werewolf pack, for instance, won’t care about the presence of magic in your body or the lack of it.”

 He couldn’t reveal himself—not to anything. 
 Ebisu journeyed on for another hour, ending with him climbing to the top of an ancient Redwood tree. The forest was utterly massive. There was no possible way he could track down a single Magical Beast without using his magical senses. He knew its signature—the smell and the feel of its aura, that sickly, putrid stench that came with it. 
 And so Ebisu activated his magical senses for the briefest of moments. His mind turned to his memory of tracking down the source of the web of foul magics that had entangled his master’s mind. The foulness lingered in the air. It was close, but faint—old. Despite this, Ebisu followed it. He reached out with his own magic and brushed against the putrid remnants. 

There! His eyes widened as he turned and found a cave on the side of a mountain, where the source of the foul, corruptive energies converged. Wasting no time, Ebisu reined in his magic presence and retreated into himself before rushing toward the mouth of the cave. The creature had to be there. 
 When he finally reached the entrance to the cave, a wave of foul miasmas rushed over him, like a putrid gale. The stench in the air stunk like rotting fish. The magical energies that lingered were foul and disgusting. The fact that he could perceive it at all was horrible, like dipping into a pool of oil, mud, and grime. But there was also an alien presence behind it all—something that was anathema to the very nature of the world itself. And yet it was magical all the same. 
 He hated it—everything about him hated it. 
 He needed to kill this thing as soon as possible. 
 Finally releasing his grip over his magical energies, Ebisu ventured into the cave. 
 The ground was dry at first, made of sharp rocks and ancient beds of undisturbed pebbles. There were no footprints or paw-prints on the floor, despite the lack of air and the natural softness of the ground being perfect for preserving such things as tracks. His father had briefly touched on the topic of hunting and tracking down animals for food and sport, but had never really displayed much skill in it and relied more on his lackeys to hunt for him. Still, Ebisu did learn something that day. 
 And that knowledge was telling him that the cave was either empty or whatever he was tracking was capable of sustained flight, or was staying in the ceiling. It must’ve been crawling on the walls instead of walking on the ground. The creature must be trying to set an ambush—and he was walking right into it.  
 Ebisu continued onward until he reached a wide open space, filled with dark shadows, hanging down from everywhere. His sight rendered useless, Ebisu activated his magical senses. He felt it. In the middle of the cavern, the creature he was looking for hovered in the air. Its magical presence was foul indeed, alien and hideous and disgusting—but powerful. Ebisu took a single step forward. 
 “What are you?” he muttered. 
 Ebisu expected an attack. He expected some form of retaliation from the creature he’d tracked down so fervently. It had attacked first, after all. There was no reason to believe it wasn’t already aware of his presence and was just waiting for the right moment to unleash some kind of magical power. And so his body tensed and he drew his blade from its sheath, ready to strike. 
 What he received instead, however, was something else entirely. What he’d perceived as moving shadows had been a mass of writhing black tendrils, hundreds of them, floating in the air as though it was water. At the center of the tendrils was a single, massive, lidless eye. 
 A fragmented, disembodied voice spoke in his mind, “I have no name… Ebisu, son of Arima. I am only the Weaver of dreams and prophecies… or I was…” 
 The voice was pleading, melancholic, lost, and utterly lonesome.  
 And it was familiar. He knew this voice—and he knew it well.  

Father? 

 It was his father’s voice, before Jin came along and ran the village for him. It was his father’s voice in the days when he would consume far too much rice wine and mumble off about his lost dreams and past glories. It was the voice of someone whose world had crumbled and died, and everything that had once mattered to them simply no longer did. 
 With a sigh, Ebisu lowered his blade. His master surely would have already hit him over the head for daring to lower his guard in front of an enemy, but Ebisu was simply no longer certain if this creature was an enemy at all. Though its presence was hideous and horrifying, its voice told a different story—one of loss and pain and grief. It might have been mimicking his father’s voice, but the truth shone through: the creature was lost, and utterly alone. 
 It could have chosen to attack him at any time, right? And yet it chose not to. It could have chosen to destroy his mind and put him to sleep as it could have done to his master and yet it didn’t. It could’ve stayed and continued its assault, attacked him as well, but it didn’t. 
 The fact that its voice sounded so much like his father’s broken voice wasn’t helping his better judgement. 
 At the very least, Ebisu wanted to know why it had attacked them—why it had attacked his master. He wanted answers. No, he needed answers. 
 “Why did you put my master to sleep?” Ebisu asked. “And what kind of Magical Beast are you? Don’t even try to lie, because I swear I’ll… I’ll kill you!” 
   





 Chapter 6 
   
   
   
 “There is still time, Ebisu.” The creature seemed to plead with him. Its tone was almost desperate, like a farmer asking his father for help or a hungry beggar in the streets. This Magical Beast wasn’t making any sense at all. The fact that it was communicating with him and not actively trying to warp his perception of the world, as controller-types are supposedly fond of doing, confused Ebisu. When his master spoke of these creatures, he spoke of them as though they were simple-minded beasts that were to be tamed or harvested—resources to be used and thrown away. 
 Sure, some were stronger and deadlier than others, some were cunning and intelligent, but they were all beasts in the end. 
 And yet this creature wasn’t acting like a wild beast that needed to be put down. It was talking—actually communicating with him, like people were supposed to do. This creature… was a person? 
 “There’s still time for what?” The boy cast a stern look. He wasn’t a fan of riddles and confusing words. He hated them, in fact. “If you want to tell me something, just say it.” 
 “You saw it—that creature in the depths of the world,” the Magical Beast answered. Its tendrils, slithering in the air, writhed and twisted about as its single, massive eye seemed to darken further. When it spoke, its voice seemed to twist the air itself. “It will awaken soon. You must prepare yourself, boy. Fate has decreed your presence in the grand scheme to come.” 
 Ebisu shook his head, sighing. “What are you talking about? You’re not making any sense. And you haven’t even answered my questions yet: what are you and why did you attack my master?” 
 “Let me show you.” 
 The eye shimmered—gold and silver and sapphire, jewels shining in the shadow of the cavern. Something flashed in the boy’s mind—a spark of images and dark shapes in the deep. Tall, black towers arose from the depths of the ocean and reached for the heavens, piercing beyond the clouds themselves. Shadows moved beneath the waves as powerful tremors rocked the continents of the world. And then it came—a nightmarish titan, wreathed in darkness and power. Many stood before it, but nothing and no one could match its eldritch magic. Heroes and villains alike united—and failed nonetheless. 
 The images cracked apart, and Ebisu found himself floating in a sea of endless blue. In front of him was the titan. It loomed over him, its dreadful, baleful eyes casting eerie lights. When it spoke, mountains shook. 
 “You cannot save this world, human,” the titan said, its voice thundering. “You cannot stop me.” 
 When next he came to, Ebisu found himself on his knees, both hands planted firmly upon the floor, panting and gasping for air. Cold sweat ran down the side of his face. His chest rose up and down rapidly, and it wouldn’t stop no matter how much he wanted it to. Ebisu wanted to reach for the handle of his sword, but found his hands had refused his mind’s orders. “What was that thing? I… I’ve seen it before… no, you showed it to me before!” 
 “Do you remember its name, Ebisu?” the creature asked. “Do you remember what it calls itself?” 
 The boy nodded and slowly pushed himself up on shaky legs. Ebisu’s hands were still frozen stiff. He couldn’t feel them at all. The rest of his body, at the very least, was only marginally corpse-like and pale. If he had to run for his life right then and there, Ebisu wasn’t sure if he could. “I remember… it called itself the Devourer.” 
 Ebisu shook his head and blinked. “But why was it talking to me, like I was its rival? I’m only five years old! I can barely even fight with a sword! Of course I can’t stop it. I doubt even my master can stop that thing! No one can stop it!” 
 “No, your master cannot stop it,” the grotesque creature agreed. “Powerful as he is, Murasaki Jin can’t stand against the Devourer. And yet he has a role to play in the Grand Scheme. He will play that role as you will yours, Ebisu. That is why I led you here. That is why I made your master question his purpose.” 
 “You… what?” Ebisu shook his head, bent down, and grabbed his sword. His arms felt heavy and weak. Despite this, Ebisu raised his sword toward the creature’s eye. The point of his weapon was unsteady and unbalanced. It hardly mattered. The weaver, or whatever it really called itself, had just admitted to attacking his master. No matter the reason, an affront was an affront. “It doesn’t matter. What you did has left my teacher vulnerable in a forest, teeming with dangerous things! I will not forgive you!” 
 Ebisu lunged forward, but found himself frozen in place. He tried and tried, forcing his muscles and his bones to push him forward and yet nothing happened. 
 He gritted his teeth. “Let me go!” 
 “I am not your enemy, Toyotoda Ebisu,” the creature reasoned. “The real enemy is out there, asleep. Waiting. You must prepare yourself.” 
 Ebisu decided he was no longer in the mood for listening. 
 His eyes scanned the creature’s unnatural body. One of its many tendrils was pointed right at him. A thin veil of magical energies extended from the tip of the writhing appendage toward his chest. Ebisu’s face darkened. His hands balled into fists and dark crimson energies poured from his body, covering his skin and clothes. “Let… me… go!” 
 A wave of red darkness exploded outward, ripping apart Ebisu’s clothes and blasting the creature into a cave wall, where it left cracks upon the stone. 
 Ebisu took a single step forward, dark magic bursting out of his body in droves, and immediately fell on the ground, gasping. The energies dissipated almost instantly, leaving scorched, hissing marks upon the faces of the rocks and the floor. From his place on the ground, Ebisu looked on in wonder as a pile of pebbles melted into a puddle of black and gray. What did I just do?

 “I told you, Ebisu, I am not your enemy,” the creature’s voice echoed in his head again. It seemed amused. When Ebisu glanced up toward it, he noted the distinct lack of injuries or damage. And yet its collision with the cave wall had created a massive, circular indentation, from which cracks spread outward to every direction. “The real enemy is out there, asleep. It will awaken in the years to come. This world must be ready.” 
 He wanted to move, but his body refused. Even his grip over the handle of his katana had waned. At that moment, a fellow five-year-old could have probably just yanked it out of his hand. He couldn’t win. This thing was far stronger than him—far stronger than he’d thought. 

I can’t even push myself up off the floor. I’m too weak. Ebisu gritted his teeth, pushing himself further and further into the dirt in his attempt to get back on his feet. Tears trickled down his eyes. His fingernails bled as they dug into rock and stone and cold moss. I wanna go home! I wanna go home! 

 An hour passed. The tears dried up on his face. 
 And Ebisu still hadn’t risen from his place on the ground. 
 He turned a single, lazy eye toward the creature that fluttered in the air beside him. 
 “What…” he groaned, finding no strength in himself. “What are you expecting me to do? I can’t even beat you.” 
 “In time, Ebisu, you will come to fully understand your role in the Grand Scheme,” the creature said. “For now, what you must do is gather strength—all the strength you can gather. To that end, I offer my services. Bond with me, as you have journeyed to do in this forest. Bond with me and you will have a power unlike anything else in this world.” 
 Ebisu groaned into the dirt, having just enough strength to nod. He didn’t want to bond with this creature. He wanted a Fire Salamander, just like his master. And yet this thing was undoubtedly powerful. If he could gain the powers of this… thing, he’d become pretty strong, right? His master was strong—the strongest he’s ever known. Ebisu wanted to be just like him.  
 “Why?” he asked. “Why do you offer your strength to me? What role do I have to play in this Grand Scheme you keep talking about?” 
 “I offer you my strength because you need it,” the creature said simply. “The truth is that you’re weak, Toyotoda Ebisu. And you will remain weak if I do not offer you my strength. A great disaster is coming. You will need my power if you are to play the role that is meant for you, Ebisu.” 
 “And what role is that?” 
 “I cannot tell you,” the creature answered. “There are many things you cannot know and many secrets I must keep. This one, for instance, will be kept a secret from both you and your master, until the stars are right.” 
 “What? I—” 
 His world blackened. Ebisu dreamed of ancient, sunken cities and great dark towers, beneath the waves of the world. 
 When the boy awakened, the first thing he felt was the new and foreign magic that was seeping into his system. Ebisu glanced down at his right forearm and found a tattoo of an eye, wreathed in eldritch tendrils. And then he screamed as his mind was torn. His hands absently reached up and wrapped around his temples as an agonizing headache seemed to rip his head in two. What’s happening to me? he thought.


 Almost as quickly as it appeared, the pain vanished. Ebisu fell to the ground, panting, covered in sweat and dirt. “What happened?” 
 His mind was blank. The only thing he recalled was stepping into the mouth of the cave and then here he was, on the ground. Once more, Ebisu glanced at the tattoo on his forearm. How did it get there? What was it? 
 He tried to remember. Ebisu scoured his mind for anything—any memory that might point him toward a sliver of knowledge about the creature that he must have killed in order to acquire this tattoo. As he did, however, the headache threatened to return in full force. Eyes widening, Ebisu released the thought and pulled himself away from trying. He reached for his forehead, gently massaging it as he stared into the cave wall. 

What’s going on? he asked himself again. He shook his head. What he did remember was chasing after their assailant. It took him deep into the woodlands, where he’d narrowly avoided being torn to shreds by powerful Magical Beasts. And then he traced the energy signature of… something, which led him into a cave that was situated upon the side of a mountain. He followed the trail and then- nothing. His memories came up blank afterward. Whatever had happened must have wiped his memories. 
 Ebisu raised his right forearm and channeled a tiny bit of magic into the tattoo. It began to glow an awful, purple hue. A strange pulling sensation made itself known in Ebisu’s fingertips, like prisoners begging to be released. It almost hurt as the boy reined in the sensation. It wanted to be unleashed. And so he did. With a simple, mental command, Ebisu unleashed the power that was brewing in his right hand. 
 From his fingertips came a burst of colorless energies. It expanded briefly before colliding against the far side of the cavern walls. There was no explosion as it impacted the hard surface. There was only a brief, but powerful, pulse that left behind numerous cracks and furrows. “Oh…” 
 Almost immediately, Ebisu’s trail of thought leapt right into his ability’s combat applications. It was definitely different from his master’s fire and lightning, but that didn’t mean it was weaker. It just meant it had to be used differently. And, truth be told, Ebisu wasn’t quite as fond of burning down entire sections of woodlands with a single attack. His teacher’s powers were incredible in their destructive potential, but that also meant they were incredibly dangerous to just about everything else. Ebisu had seen, first hand, the desolate landscapes left behind whenever his master fought something powerful. 
 The barren, ashen wasteland left behind when his teacher drove off the Wendigo was a testament to that. 
 Shaking his head, Ebisu glanced back at his tattoo. The grotesque eye seemed to stare back at him, emitting powerful energies that gnawed at the depths of his stomach. Regardless, Ebisu ignored the alien feelings and renewed his focus. Master said that one’s tattoo has different powers, depending on where it’s placed on the body.

 Willing forth his magic, Ebisu gathered his energies around the tattoo and commanded it to move to his chest. The grotesque, eldritch image came to life as its tendrils writhed and slithered over Ebisu’s skin. The boy recoiled. But the fear was quickly replaced with wonder as the tattoo visibly swam up his arm and settled over his chest. 
 Something shifted within him, like thousands of insects and parasites coming to life in his stomach. Ebisu bounded forward, falling on his hands and knees as he tried and failed to wrench out whatever was in his belly. Nothing came out. As the dreadful feeling settled and Ebisu acclimated, he found four tendrils writhing below his arms, extending outward. They writhed in the air, needing no support from anything as they moved in accordance to Ebisu’s thoughts. It’s like having an extra two pairs of arms! This is awesome!

 Ebisu willed forth one of his tendrils to grab a nearby rock, half the size of his torso. He knew for a fact that he wouldn’t be able to lift it. The appendage stretched onward and wrapped around the large rock, before easily lifting it upward. Ebisu willed it toward him, and the tendril retreated, pulling the rock as it went. The boy noted the ease with which it lifted such a heavy object. A single tendril was far stronger than all the muscles in his body, combined. Ebisu unconsciously willed the rock be dropped. It shook the ground upon impact—such was its weight. The boy’s mind, however, was already moving onto combat applications. 
 Having six limbs would make him nigh-impervious in a duel. What if I armed each tendril with its own weapon? he wondered. Would they even benefit from having weapons? They’re strong and sturdy and incredibly powerful by themselves. But fighting with six swords is way better than just one!

 Brimming with excitement, Ebisu ran out of the cave and out into the woods. The sun was nearing the west. That meant it was already afternoon. Night was likely still several hours away.  

I can’t wait to tell my master about this!


 

 * * *  
   
 “So you’re not entirely sure how you bonded with that creature?” Jin asked, a single eyebrow raised as he sent a questioning glare toward his student. He then glanced at the Lightning Bug on his right forearm. “That’s… not so strange actually.” 
 The woodlands burned behind them as they walked onward, illuminating the shadows of the night. Jin led his student toward the nearest road, away from the forests and the tall trees. Their strides were slow and weak, and their clothes seemed just about ready to flutter in the wind and disappear forever. And yet they walked with pride and mirth. Ebisu, especially, was utterly at ease, despite his own exhaustion. 
 “At least we got what we came here for.” Jin eyed Ebisu’s strange tattoo. He still couldn’t figure out what the creature was as, upon closer inspection, he realized it definitely wasn’t a Tormentor. Based on its body shape, the Magical Beast was likely aquatic in nature as something like that probably wouldn’t survive on dry land—but then, when magic was taken into account, logic wasn’t nearly as strong. Whatever the case, the strangest thing about Ebisu’s tattoo was the energy it gave off. The smell and feel of it was almost akin to rotting fish and putrid cinnamon. 
 Jin shook his head. At the end of the day, Ebisu’s newfound powers hardly mattered in the face of his current predicament. “So, you don’t remember anything after entering the cave?” 
 His student nodded, dragging along his katana as its sheath seemed to have disappeared. Jin glanced down at Agito and uttered a quick thank you to the heavens for somehow keeping his companion’s sheath intact.  
 “No, master,” Ebisu replied. ”My mind is blank and my head starts hurting whenever I try to think about it too much. Whatever happened must’ve badly damaged my memories or something. I’d like to remember, but I just can’t.” 
 Jin nodded. Ebisu’s description was definitely the work of a controller. Those things were the only creatures capable of altering minds and memories. And yet, without Ebisu’s input, it was simply impossible for him to arrive at a suitable conclusion. He still wanted to find and shred the creature that’d forced him to face the darkest pits of his own mind, but… with Ebisu here… going on a grudge quest against a single Magical Beast that was probably already a hundred miles away seemed quite useless.  
 Jin looked at his student. “Whatever the case, we’ll need to find out more about what you can and can’t do once we return to Hirata, understood?” 
 “Yes, master!” Ebisu chirped. “I’m so excited! Can’t we just run back home?” 
 Jin shook his head. “I’d like to walk for a bit. There’s… something I need to think about, student. In the meantime, place your tattoo on your right forearm and focus on your control over that telekinetic blast you mentioned. There are plenty of trees you can practice on.” 
 As the night darkened, and the burning patch of forestry grew ever farther away from them, Jin’s mind wandered. Even as Ebisu destroyed tree after tree, shattered boulder after boulder, and flattened tall stalks of grass with his powers, Jin couldn’t find it in himself to pay attention. Sure, his senses remained on high-alert, due to their close proximity to the woods, where bandits and Magical Beasts dwelled, but most of his consciousness dwelled back on his conversation with the thing that masqueraded as his mother—or, it could have been his true mother’s soul, but that was far too complicated and improbable for him to even consider. 

What do I want from this life? he asked himself. 





 Chapter 7 
   
   
   
 The hooded figures of the Order took shelter from the rain in a cave. They had all become rather pale these last few days, the old man noted, but he couldn’t tell whether it was due to the hard journey… or to him.  
 They all felt him, all the time. The Dark One loomed over them like a cold shadow. The old man had felt this many times before, but some of the younger members had only experienced it once or twice.  
 But if the Dark One’s presence wasn’t enough, they all knew what they would soon have to do… again. And none of them liked it.  
 They had to find the vessel and kill it before the Dark One could enter this realm fully. The old man knew there would be a debate about it—just as there had been the last time, and the time before that. The killing of vessels—children—was not easily done. But it was their duty, their sacred duty.   
 If they neglected it… If they were too late, even just a moment late… 
 Everyone and everything would be forfeit. There would be no Moyatani remaining. There would be no world remaining. That display in the tent a few days ago had only been a fraction of the Dark One’s power. 
 The rain slowed and stopped.  
   The old man struggled back up to his feet. “Come,” he said. “We have to keep moving.” 
   They gathered what remained of their tents and equipment and followed the old man out of the cave, stepping into the afternoon heat. “How much longer?” one of them asked, shielding his eyes against the sun. 
   “Not long,” the old man said, his eyes fixed firmly forward. “We are close to the vessel. Murasaki Jin is near.” 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   





 Chapter 8 
   
   
   
 “My lord, my name is Miura Shinji. I have been sent here by the Imperial Academy to ascertain the presence of what the Grand Council has referred to as the Anomaly.” He was a young man, though visibly a lot older than both Jin and Ebisu. If Arima had to guess, Shinji was probably nearing, or in his early, twenties. His black hair was cut short, close to his scalp, which meant he was either a monk at some point or he was of commoner stock. His skin color was somewhere between dark brown and red, which was typical of the Varnu people, who lived in the far north, separated from the rest of Moyatani by a massive mountain range, where monstrous creatures were said to dwell. He wore a blue kimono, stylized with the traditional Varnu patterns of interlocking triangles, and wore nothing underneath it. His hakama was a dark blue, having the same patterns as his kimono. The young man wore neither slippers nor socks.  

A Varnu, eh? he thought. I’ve only ever met one of their people. And that was a long, long time ago.

 Arima knew very little of the Varnu, save for what most people already knew about them. They were a primitive bunch who worshipped nature and maintained no real cities as they moved around the northlands, following the great herds of bison and prowling the shores for passing pods of whales. They were said to be possessed of strange magical powers that were alien, even to the brightest minds in the Imperial Academy.  
 Then again, that last bit was only a rumor. Arima was the last person on Moyatani to know anything about magic.  
 Arima raised a thoughtful brow as he gestured for the courtly young man to sit down across him. “Very well, I am not one to question the authority of the Imperial Academy. Tell me: what is this ‘Anomaly’ that you speak of?” 
 The Imperial Academy, despite its name, was actually incredibly uninvolved with the affairs of the state. The only authority they deferred to was the authority of the Emperor, who was too scared to order them to do anything. The Shogunate usually distanced itself from the Academy, but it had been known to spend tremendous amounts of gold to hire a powerful mage. The Imperial Academy’s only role, if any, was the preservation of knowledge and wisdom, and the continuation of arcane education. Beyond that, they hardly did anything. Hence their non-intervention in the looming war, which—despite its scale—would hardly affect them. 

A pity, Arima mused. They hold so much power and yet they refuse to use it for the benefit of the many. 

 Shinji nodded before rolling up the academy’s insignia, which was etched upon a single scroll, glowing with magical energies. At least, Arima figured it might have been magic. He’d never seen blue ink before and neither had he seen any glowing ink before. The young man bowed his head and squatted right across Arima. “Several months ago, the Grand Council detected the presence of an incredibly powerful, unclassified Magical Locus. Its presence was felt all throughout the nation—many mages felt it. While many in the council believe it to be some kind of deviant-type Magical Beast, there are some who feel the need to investigate its true nature, before reporting back to the council.”  
 Arima nodded. “Are you talking about the Wendigo?”  
 Everyone in these parts knew about that particular incident. No one really saw it, since Jin went ahead and dealt with the creature before it could reach them, but no one could dispute the fact that it had been stopped—somehow. The unnatural ice and frost that’d heralded its arrival simply disappeared. Jin came back a few hours afterward, looking all torn and ragged. The boy didn’t speak much of his encounter, though his eyes spoke for him well enough. No one pried and everyone simply went on with their lives, silently, but fervently, thankful for Jin’s heroic act.  
 Shinji’s eyes widened. The young man almost made to lean forward, but seemed to hold himself back at the last moment. Arima noted how he forced his breathing to die down, but failed miserably. The excitement was clear in his eyes. “The Wendigo?” 
 Arima nodded. “Yes, the creature is known to many of us here. It comes in the winter, in the cold, in the dead of night, and it comes with the madness of cannibalism. Many of my veteran guards might’ve encountered it in their youth. I’ve never really seen the creature itself, but even I know of the stories. And I experienced the terror and despair its most recent appearance brought with it.”  
 The young Varnu cleared his throat, coughing into his fist. It was all just an act, Arima noted. The way the boy’s hands shook, the cold sweat that rolled down the side of his face, and the sudden quickness of his breath was all too telling. Shinji was anxious, maybe even a little frightened. But he was also excited about something. How odd. He came all the way here because of that? 
 “The Imperial Academy has classified The Wendigo as a mythical-class deviant-type Magical Beast, making it one of the most powerful creatures to ever live in all of Moyatani history. Its ability to control the weather on an unprecedented scale has been noted to be beyond any elemental Magical Beast, beyond anything that’s ever been recorded,” Shinji explained, and spoke in a tone that belied the shortness of his breath. “The Academy doesn’t even know what it looks like. The eyewitness accounts are… not exactly conclusive.” 
 The excited young man paused for a moment. And Arima noted the strange colors that seemed to flare out of him. Was it magic? He wasn’t so sure, but that was the only explanation he could think of. Then again, the young man didn’t appear to host the same tattoos as Jin.  
 Shinji released a long and shaky breath. The flares around his body had outright turned to sparks. “You’re saying it’s been spotted here? How come the village is still standing?”  
 Arima nodded. “It’s been spotted here and it’s been driven away many, many months ago. My ward, Murasaki Jin, used his awesome powers to defend the village and defeat the creature. The blanket of ice and snow, and the veil of dark and heavy clouds, dispersed in a single instance. And we knew, right then and there, that Jin was triumphant over the Wendigo.”  
 The room seemed to shrink all around them as Shinji leaned in. His eyes seemed darker, despite the sunlight shining in through the windows. Arima gulped and swallowed an empty lump in his throat. The young Varnu’s face was a mix of troubled, anxious, excited, and indignant. When he spoke, his voice was filled with venom.  
 “What do you mean, my lord? Are you saying this… Murasaki Jin has managed to defeat a deviant-type Magical Beast, a feat no other mage in the thousand-year history of Moyatani has ever done before? Is that what you’re saying, my lord?”  
 Arima raised an eyebrow. This boy was problematic. He really did not like the way this visitor was talking about his nephew. “Yes, that is exactly what I’m saying, Miura Shinji. The Wendigo came with ice and winter at its beck and call. My nephew ventured out into the deep woods to confront the creature. He returned, and the threat disappeared. Therefore, the Wendigo was vanquished! Do not dare question Jin’s honor, boy!”  
 It was only after he finished speaking did Arima notice the fact that he had leaned forward and crushed the fragile teacup in his right hand. His palm bled. It stung, but the pain was more of a minor annoyance than anything real. What hurt more than the shards of porcelain, embedded on his hand, was the implied slight upon his nephew. What sort of unwashed, uneducated brigand would- ah, right. Hirata’s quite far from any major settlement. This Varnu—strange though the thought is—probably looks at us as though we were mere country bumpkins to be laughed at.  
 “I mean no disrespect, my lord,” he said. “Truly, I did not mean to offend you. I also did not mean to impede your nephew’s honor.” 
 The dark-skinned boy raised his hands in the air in deference and surrender. But Arima was well aware of the unspoken threat, of the true difference in power between them. Mages were still worshipped as gods in several, primitive regions, where good education and good governance was simply non-existent. This boy could probably kill him and every other person in Hirata if he wanted to, and the only thing stopping him were the old laws and Imperial Mandates, and the other mages that would definitely hunt him down if he overstepped his boundaries, considering his connections to the Imperial Academy.  
 “However,” Shinji continued, “I simply find it hard to believe that a mage—one whose name is not even known to us in the Academy—would be capable of defeating a deviant-type Magical Beast. It’s simply not possible. Perhaps, he was able to divert its course, or perhaps, he was able to annoy the beast enough into believing that attacking this village wouldn’t be worth the effort.” 
 Arima scowled at the young man but said nothing. 
 “Whatever the case,” Shinji said with a false smile, “I would very much like to meet this nephew of yours, my lord. It is not often we hear of a mage, who took on a deviant-type and lived to tell about it. Almost every encounter with one, you see, almost always ends in a gruesome and terrible death—or just outright madness. This Murasaki Jin, whom you speak of, must be a powerful magic user indeed.” The mage tipped his head, but Arima did not miss the slight glint in his eyes. Shinji was up to something, and Arima wasn’t quite certain if that something was good or bad. Then again, shady things tended to happen whenever the Imperial Academy got too involved with anything—really, weird things tended to happen whenever magic was involved. “Right, I also heard the news about your son having magical potential. Is this true, my lord?”  
 Arima stiffened at the mention of Ebisu, who still hadn’t returned after a week of his expedition with Jin, whose only explanation for the whole thing was that their little escapade was something every single mage would have to undergo at some point in their lives and it was better for Ebisu if he did so as soon as possible under Jin’s guidance. Still, he trusted his nephew with his own life. That boy was gifted with wisdom far beyond his years, with knowledge and power that was far beyond anything he’d ever known. At times, it was almost as though his nephew was an old and wizened scholar, who just happened to be stuck in the body of a child. But that hardly sounded right. But then how’d he come up with all those war-machines and construction techniques if he was just a child? 
 Jin couldn’t even be considered a teenager yet.  
 Arima shook his head and wrung his mind out of his own thoughts. “Huh? Err… yes, my son showed potential for the magical arts and has been learning under Murasaki Jin for a while now. I don’t know how it works or how they’ve been training, but I’ve seen my five-year-old son perform feats of strength and agility that trained soldiers and warriors would struggle to match.” 
 Shinji chuckled and pulled out a peeling knife. “We mages are born with the innate ability to regenerate. While I understand that every human being is also possessed of the same thing, the regeneration and healing of mages is much faster than that of normal people.” 
 He took the peeling knife and sliced open his palms, drawing blood and opening up a good amount of skin. However, the wound didn’t stay for long as it quickly closed. Only a single drop was spilled. All traces of the wound had practically disappeared, leaving nothing—not even a faint outline or a rough scar. “When people train their muscles, this creates miniature tears within, which is what causes the pain you normal humans feel after working manual labor for too long, without rest. Mages, however, do not suffer this pain as our muscles heal faster than they tear. Thus, we’re quicker to develop our physical bodies to heights beyond our years. Even then, the magic in our bodies allows us to grow far above the limits of normal humans.”  
 Shinji took out a piece of rock, which Arima recognized as one of the decorative rocks he kept near his pond, and began squeezing it with one hand. It was a small piece that was just about large enough to peak through his closed fingers. “This unnatural growth is why mages are far more powerful than any human could ever be—with some exceptions of course.” 
 The decorative rock shattered in Shinji’s hand. The dust and debris fluttered down the floor and scattered. “No normal human could do this. Your son will be able to—in time, given enough training.” 
 The mage dusted his hands and pulled a scroll out of one of his many pockets. Like the seal of the Imperial Academy, the new scroll was glowing with strange and arcane energies that Arima was too old to try and understand. It would probably be interesting to Jin.  
 Shinji cleared his throat, coughing in his hand. “Anyway, I simply wished to inform you that—should the boy wish it—he will have a place in the Imperial Academy. After all, he is of noble stock.”  
 The mage handed the scroll over to Arima, who took it with a single raised eyebrow before setting it down on the table. “I appreciate the offer, and I will certainly consider it. But let us return to the matter at hand. How exactly are you going to investigate this Anomaly you mentioned? The Wendigo incident happened many months ago and a lot of the populace has happily moved on from that nightmare. You can ask Jin yourself. I’m sure he’d be delighted to tell you exactly how it happened, but you’ll have to wait until he comes back from his expedition with my son.”  
 Shinji raised an eyebrow. He closed his eyes and sighed. “Well, I believe I’ll start by tracing the origins of the Anomaly. Such a strong magical signature would not have fully dissipated yet and should still linger where it originated. After that, I’ll ask around the village to see if anyone’s seen anything. The Imperial Academy is interested in any and all information regarding the matter at hand. Once your nephew arrives, I would like to question him as well… if I have your permission, my lord.” 
 Arima waved a hand. “I give you permission to roam my lands and investigate whatever Anomaly you speak of. However, as for my nephew, you’ll have to ask him yourself. I dare not presume Jin’s wishes.” 
 “Are you not the lord of this manor?” Shinji gestured all around him. “Are you not his superior? Are you not in command of him? He is your ward, is he not?”  
 Arima chuckled, before turning toward the opened window behind him. The walls were nearly finished. After another five or six months, Hirata would be impregnable. And it would all be because of his nephew, Murasaki Jin, whose mind contained knowledge that—frankly—terrified him. He then turned toward Shinji and chuckled once more. “Do you know who designed those walls and the weapons we’ve placed near them?”  
 Shinji shook his head. “I must confess: I’ve never seen such fortifications before. They are, dare I say, engineering marvels—even the Emperor’s own palace does not boast such walls. And then there are the weapons atop them… I honestly wasn’t even aware they were weapons at all, until you said so, my lord.” The mage bowed his head. “No, my lord, I do not know who designed them. But—dare I ask—how does this aid in answering my query?”  
 “Jin designed all of those,” Arima said. “He collected craftsmen, engineers, and architects from neighboring cities, offered them refuge and safety in Hirata, and in exchange they helped him with his weapons and structures. Have you noticed the drainage systems?” 
 Shinji shook his head.  
 Arima continued. “He designed those as well. If Jin hadn’t arrived and offered his wisdom and knowledge, Hirata would’ve remained a simple, backwater farming village, filled with dirty peasants and rice. Now, we have schools and roads and hospitals. We even have lights in the streets to illuminate the darkness of the night. All these things happened because of Jin.” 
 Shinji was silent, his eyes wide in disbelief. 
 “And don’t even get me started on the fact that he’s a very powerful mage,” Arima continued. “And, even if Jin wasn’t a mage, I could never truly consider myself his superior—not even when I am the lord of this manor and the lord of Hirata. So, no, Miura Shinji, I cannot simply order Jin around as though he was some common servant or slave.”  
 Shinji nodded. His eyes seemed to grow darker than they already were. “I see… then I eagerly await your nephew’s and your son’s safe return from their expedition.”  
 Arima nodded. He wasn’t sure if what he wanted to do next was wise. Jin surely would have protested if he was here. Miura Shinji was too suspicious. There was something off about him, and it wasn’t just the fact that he was a mage. There was something in his eyes—something dark and dreadful.  
 And yet, Jin wasn’t here, and Arima could only do what he felt to be right. “I feel the same. And, as a token of my hospitality, I invite you to stay in my home, Miura Shinji, as a guest. You shall partake in my food, water, and my wine, and I shall shelter you beneath my roof and clothe you in my clothes.”  
 Shinji stood up, lowered his head, and prostrated. He spoke with his face planted firmly on the floor. It was an act Arima never thought he’d ever see a mage ever do, considering their powers. “And I humbly accept this honor, my lord.”  
 But, maybe, just maybe, he was a little hard on his judgement of the boy. After all, he showed the proper respects owed to the lord of the manor. He couldn’t possibly be such a bad person. Shinji was still definitely suspicious, but maybe he was different from all the other mages who used their powers for their own good, terrorizing villages and causing mayhem. After all, he was a mage of the Imperial Academy. They were a civilized bunch—educated and courteous, all of them pulled from noble stock.  
 “Well then, Miura Shinji,” Arima said, before clapping his hands once. A servant walked in and bowed. “This servant will take you to your room. Tomorrow, you may begin your investigations.” 
 As Shinji bowed, Arima spoke grimly, “I must warn you, however, boy, to never insult Jin ever again. I know you’re powerful—all mages are. But he is beyond you, so mark my words.”  
 There was another glint in the young Varnu’s eyes as he stood. “Your words are marked, my lord.”  
   





 Chapter 9 
   
   
   
 “You saw the Wendigo?” Miura Shinji asked, a single eyebrow raised as he propped himself against the side of the doorway of some farmer’s cozy little home.  
 Mornings were coming later and later. Nights grew longer and daylight seemed to flicker out earlier. It was the dawn of autumn and, as such, Shinji wasn’t quite sure if interviewing people this early in the morning was a good idea. He wasn’t exactly a morning person himself. Tea made it a little more bearable, but he’d rushed out so hastily to begin investigations he’d forgotten to drink even water. 
 Luckily, his first respondent seemed to be in the mood for talking, despite having just risen from his sleep. 
 The old man nodded and yawned. He stretched his arms both ways and closed his eyes afterward. “I was in the woods, gathering mushrooms and root vegetables, when this… sudden cold fell about me. I saw snow at a time when there shouldn’t be any. It was falling from the sky, it was. The clouds grew dark and heavy, and a fell presence was there. I can’t explain it, but you have to be there to know the feeling of it.” 
 Shinji nodded. The old man likely had a very weak magical potential that simply shriveled and died as a result of underdevelopment. He wouldn’t have felt the creature’s presence otherwise. “And then what happened?” 
 The old man raised his arm and eyed the stump that used to be his right hand. It had already healed and scarred, but it didn’t look old either. Judging by the formation of the scar tissue, it seemed the hand itself had been torn off in a rather gruesome fashion, by something that’d come incredibly fast—a projectile of some kind.  
 The old man continued, “I was foolish and my curiosity won over whatever survival instinct I had in my head. When I was young, my father would tell me stories of a creature who commanded the winter and the storms, whose arrival was heralded by madness and cannibalism. I never believed him, and I wanted to see for myself if his stories held even a shred of truth.” 
 Shinji gestured for him to continue, but the old man paused as his tea kettle began whistling and dancing from its place over an open spit of flames. He turned, grabbed the kettle, and poured tea over two clay cups. The old man stood up and offered one to Shinji, who leaned into the steam and whiffed once. He didn’t recognize the smell. After a moment of deliberation, Shinji took a single sip. Flower tea? Eh, I’ve had worse.

 “Thank you,” Shinji said as the old man took a seat. The tea wasn’t nearly as bad as he’d thought it would be. Still, it was a lot better than what the peasants in the capital were drinking—a lot better, actually. He smiled and nodded at the old man. “And what did you see?” 
 “I saw—” 
 A sudden commotion broke their conversation. Bells rang and horses trotted nearby. The townsfolk were clamoring about something, and had gathered into a crowd. Shinji could hardly make out their words, but simple deductive reasoning seemed to indicate the arrival of someone or something important, likely some sort of caravan from the capital. The gates of the innermost wall retreated upward, the metal clanging against stone. Shinji briefly eyed the distant walls and hummed. 
 He hadn’t gotten around to inspecting them yet, but one of the reasons he’d been sent to Hirata were the whispers of supposed innovations that’d never been seen before—strange buildings and contraptions that even the grand architects at the capital could never have conceived. The great wall that surrounded the town was just one of those wonders. Shinji was still having trouble understanding how the drainage system even worked. The houses and the buildings were not made of wood and straw and paper; instead, they were built of stone and ironwood, sturdy and durable—quite unlike the homes of the peasants in the capital. The streets did not smell of urine or feces, and the roads were near spotless, even when it rained. 
 The old man stood and glanced through his window. “What is it now?” 
 He gasped, eyes widening, before putting down his teacup, and walking past Shinji and out his doorway. 
 Sighing, Shinji turned and glanced at the source of the commotion. There were two people coming in through the gates. Guards flanked them on both sides, and the townsfolk cheered and celebrated their arrival. Both were dirty and ragged. Their clothes were torn, shredded, and burnt. They looked like a pair of beggars and vagabonds. One was noticeably older than the other. The older of the two was roughly around eleven to thirteen-years of age, whilst the younger was likely around five or six. Both of them emitted incredibly powerful magical auras—both of them equally strange. The older possessed an absurd amount of pure, distinctly Moyatani, magical energy. Just sensing it was like trying to swim in the middle of a great ocean, whilst a mighty storm raged on. The younger one seemed to hold an alien presence within him. Dark energies swirled around him, bending light and space. What bastard magic do those two possess? Shinji wondered. 
 Children weren’t supposed to be hosts to such unnatural forms or magnitudes of magic. They had to be investigated as well. The Academy wasn’t exactly fond of anomalous mages, who weren’t under its influence. If the anomalies were deemed as threats, they’d either be brought into the Academy’s fold or exterminated. There was no simple way to go about it. However, if Shinji was being honest with himself, he didn’t care a single bit. He was here for the Wendigo and nothing else. If the Academy was really interested in these two, they could just go ahead and send another investigator. Now, where was I? Oh, yeah…

 The townsfolk cheered and shouted at their arrival. “Our hero has returned from his journey!”  
 Shinji’s eyes narrowed as the streets slowly filled with celebration and merrymaking. If he had to guess, these two were Murasaki Jin and Toyotoda Ebisu, the lord’s nephew and son, respectively. The former of the two supposedly drove the Wendigo away when it came close to destroying Hirata. 
 Shinji sighed and turned away. One way or another, his investigation would lead him to the enigmatic figure known as Murasaki Jin. It certainly wouldn’t be today, since he’d need to interview a number of witnesses first and investigate the scene of its presence, but it’d have to happen eventually. Well, it seems my first interviewee wasn’t much help, after all.

 Shaking his head, Shinji turned and walked away from the brewing crowd. He never did like to be around a lot of people. Just the thought of being surrounded by hundreds of cheering townsfolk made his skin crawl and his stomach churn. His tribe was rather fond of doing the same, looking back. Everyone knew each other so well that every little thing was celebrated—birthdays and name-days and every other day when someone had even the tiniest accomplishment. They even celebrated the first time a baby ever laughs, and the first time it ever starts talking. As he reached the mostly empty town square, Shinji paused and looked up at the sky. I wonder how everyone is doing back home…

 A baby’s cry cut off Shinji’s musing as he turned to look at a young mother, cradling her infant to her chest. A quick magical scan revealed some potential within the child, though, given its conditions, said potential would very likely be wasted—the same as the old man, shriveled and dried up. 
 He continued walking toward the barracks, where two or three of the veteran guards were said to have encountered the Wendigo at some point in their lives, and one of the newer members was said to have witnessed Jin’s battle with the creature. Shinji kept his expectations low. Normal people were prone to flights of fancy, turning a simple, banal tale into something intricate and very obviously exaggerated. Still, every bit of information would aid in building a clearer picture of just what the Wendigo truly was and what it was capable of. Its ability to control the weather was the only thing that had been noted down and, even then, it wasn’t considered accurate by most members of the Grand Council. 
 Shinji paused as soon as he laid eyes on the barracks. It was a lot smaller than the one in the capital, but its architecture and design were definitely better by a great magnitude. A single look was all it took for him to know of its durability. Its walls were made of stone, inlaid over each other, separated by what appeared to be dried, gray mud. Was this another one of Murasaki Jin’s innovations? It certainly mirrored the way the walls were built, one rectangular stone laid over another, joined together by a layer of gray… something. Fascinating, Shinji thought. The engineer’s guild would be greatly interested in this. Unfortunately for them, I don’t care about their affairs. Still, this Murasaki Jin would find himself very quickly surrounded by enemies if he ever shared his construction techniques.

 “May I help you, sir?” One of the guards approached, a young man who barely fit into his helmet, though his grip over his spear indicated many hours of constant training. He was probably around fifteen to seventeen years of age—a farmer’s boy at that. Still, his hands were calloused and his muscles had definitely seen plenty of work, whether in the fields or in the drill yards nearby.  
 The sight of the boy’s hands turned Shinji’s mind to the coming war. The whole country would be drowned in it. It would take a while for the fighting to reach Hirata. Even so, the boy would be lucky if he lives through the next two years.  
 Shinji forced a smile and took a single step forward. “Yes, you can definitely help me, young man. I’m looking for anyone who’s had any experience with the Wendigo. Eyewitness accounts and stories are welcome aplenty.” 
 The young guardsman nodded and turned a shoulder toward the barrack’s entrance. “Iko’s one of the oldest guards among us. He’s seen many things in his time. The old coot used to be a soldier in the Daimyo Izayoi’s army. You should probably ask him.” 
 Shinji nodded.  
 The guardsman continued, “The only other person I can think of is Miroko. He’s the youngest one, but he just happened to be running around the woods with his dame when the Wendigo incident happened—snow and all. He saw quite a lot of the stuff, including our hero’s battle against the icy beast… though, he was probably way too scared to stick around and see it through to the end.” 
 “So, Iko and Miroko… they’re really the only ones with any sort of experience regarding the Wendigo?” Shinji asked. He was certain the lord mentioned there were at least three. 
 The young guardsmen sighed and shook his head. “Well, there is one other person… but Kazuo kind of lost his mind a few weeks after the incident and is now locked up in the hospital. The man killed his family and ate their flesh. A lot of older people here say he’s been infected with the Wendigo sickness. Lord Jin wanted him dead, but Lord Arima pleaded with him not to, said the man is innocent. Anyway, you’ll have a better time talking to the wall than with that one. His mind’s just too far gone.” 
 “Thank you,” Shinji said with a slight bow. “May I enter the barracks?” 
 “Of course,” The young man replied. “Lord Jin made it so that any and all civilians are free to enter any and every single one of the administrative buildings.” 
 Civilians weren’t allowed in most Imperial Offices in the capital. They were either barred entry or outright killed on sight if they so much as placed a single foot across the boundary. The only ones allowed entry were noblemen, bushi, or officials—and the guards, of course, but that was a given. Shinji found it rather stupid. Wouldn’t the whole city be more productive if the peasants, merchants, and other townsfolk were allowed to participate more in public affairs? Then again, these Moyatani folk were not the same as the Varnu, who valued community and family above anything—everyone had a role to play for the betterment of the whole. 
 In Moyatani, it seemed that the nobles outright didn’t care about the people they were supposed to be ruling and caring for. And so, this Murasaki Jin was certainly a child of good character. With all his power, knowledge, and wisdom—supposedly—is Murasaki Jin even a child? Shinji wondered. The people of Hirata worshipped him as some kind of divine leader. He’d never heard of any child, not even legendary ones, who could perform such feats. And he’d never heard of a child with an interest in public works and architecture. 
 For a moment, Shinji turned over his shoulder to glance at the moving crowd that’d surrounded Murasaki Jin and Toyotoda Arima as they lumbered toward the lord’s manor, surrounded by guards. He stared at them for what seemed to be ages, studying them, looking into their magical cores to try and better understand the source of their unnatural powers. 
 And then the world froze as Murasaki Jin’s head snapped toward him. Their eyes met. The child suddenly seemed to grow in size, reaching heights taller than mountains—a veritable titan, peering down at him, eyes burning with red flames and crackling with blue lightning. The titan seethed, fiery plumes puffing out of its nostrils. The landscape cracked and cackled, and molten rock and living flames spewed out of the ground. The screams of tortured souls echoed all around them, people begging for mercy—for reprieve. And then the titan morphed, growing twin black horns. Its skin turned black, like coal. It unsheathed a crimson sword, dripping blood and viscera. 
 The world shuddered around it. The tortured screams intensified until all they said was a single word, repeated again and again. “Asuraaaaaaaa…”

 Shinji gulped, averted his gaze, took a single step back, and promptly bumped into the guardsman from before. 
 The vision faded. The titan disappeared. 
 The young Varnu shook his head. What the hell was that?

 “Are you okay, sir?” the guard asked, wringing Shinji out of his own thoughts. The crowd passed in the distance, and both Murasaki Jin and Toyotoda Arima disappeared in a sea of cheering bodies. 
 Shinji shook his head. “Yeah, it’s nothing, I just…” 
 The guard chuckled. “His presence sure is something else, right?” 
 Shinji raised an eyebrow.  
 The guardsman continued, “I didn’t believe it at first—the lord appointing a ten-year-old to run the whole village in his stead. I thought the kid would probably drive the whole place to ruins within a year. I mean, what kid is even capable of making smart decisions, right?” 
 The guardsman’s face seemed to twist from calm to outright fanatical in mere moments. “But then Lord Jin showered us with his innovations, his miracles, his powers, and his great works.” 
 The young man gestured all around him. And Shinji couldn’t find it in himself to argue. “All of this… built by a ten-year old. I couldn’t believe it. Just the thought of it was impossible for me. But then I met Lord Jin in person. I’ve never felt so small in my entire life. It felt as though the Shogun himself was looking at me—judging my worth.” 
 Shinji disagreed. He’d seen the Shogun before. That frail old man couldn’t scare a rabbit if he tried. Then again, he couldn’t scare anything anyhow - what with being dead and all.  Murasaki Jin, on the other hand, was something else entirely. 
 “I…” Shinji glanced at the barracks and briefly contemplated continuing his interviews with the supposed witnesses. His breathing was unsteady. And his core was fluctuating. The child’s—no, that thing couldn’t possibly be a child—presence had shaken the entirety of his being. “I have to go.” 
 He turned and ran away from the moving crowd, and into the merchant’s district. Shinji found an old ramen restaurant and entered immediately. The business had likely just opened, but he didn’t care. He needed to be away from everything for now. The shop owner, an old woman whose hair was as white as snow and as dry as paper, came and took his order—a simple pork ramen with scallions and roasted garlic. 
 The Grand Council needed to be alerted of this. Damn the Wendigo and its powers over the weather. That Magical Beast was not an immediate threat and wouldn’t be for a while—if the myths and legends about it were true. Murasaki Jin, on the other hand, was a walking anomaly, one that desperately needed to be ascertained. That thing’s just a child now, he thought. But what kind of monster would it be when it grows up?

 That vision wasn’t just the result of his divination powers. No, that was something else entirely. It was a warning. Shinji’s magical powers worked through physical contact, giving him glimpses of events in the past or future. A simple teacup might show him every living being that had once grasped it, or it might show him the moment of its creation and the moment of its destruction. He could control it, of course. Otherwise, he’d receive feedback every single time he’d step on something. 
 His powers weren’t active when his eyes met that monster’s, and yet that vision had managed to invade his mind. It’s a warning, Shinji decided. I have to alert the Grand Council about him. Murasaki Jin is a dangerous anomaly. And I might as well include Toyotoda Ebisu in my report. His magical aura is… unnatural. The boy could be just as dangerous as his teacher.

 Shinji briefly considered walking up to and just laying a hand on the… monster, just to see what his powers would show him. It wouldn’t be too hard, considering the crowd that’d gathered around it. But he quickly rejected the idea. It was simply too dangerous. Shinji had already been seen. If he got too close, he might end up starting a fight. 
 And a fight with Murasaki Jin was one thing he didn’t want. 
 Unfortunately, the Grand Council’s influence did not reach as far as Hirata. Its assets and resources stopped where the Emperor’s powers ended, which—to be fair—wasn’t exactly a huge area. And that meant Shinji couldn’t call upon the council’s resources this far north. He would have to do everything on his own. He’d ascertain whether Jin and Ebisu were threats. 
 And if they were, he’d have to kill them himself—somehow.  
 Despite his murderous thoughts, Shinji could not help but shiver at the prospect of actually facing that monster that was hiding in the skin of a child. Damn the Wendigo, Murasaki Jin might just be an even bigger threat.  





 Chapter 10 
   
   
   
 “You’ve changed, Jin.” His uncle was, of course, strangely perceptive once again. It’d been only a day since Jin’s return with Ebisu from their journey and Jin had just spent the last few hours in his room, staring into the wall and hoping it might just grow a face and talk and tell him what he was supposed to do with his life, because Jin had absolutely no clue. Ebisu had spent that time practicing and harnessing his newfound powers, utterly ripping apart his family’s garden, leaving nothing but shattered bits of rocks and the tattered remnants of once-beautiful plants. 
 Jin had watched the whole thing and laughed. And now, his uncle was telling him that he had changed. 
 Well, aside from his lack of bath and food, Jin didn’t think he’d changed that much since his trip. At least, he didn’t think so. His uncle apparently disagreed. Still, the man was rather deceptive in his perceptivity, and whatever he had to say was probably worth hearing. After all, what could Jin possibly lose from a little more self-reflection, right?  
 What was the point of all of his power if he didn’t have anything worth doing? He wanted to conquer the world and everything in it, just as he’d done in his previous life. But he’d conquered in his last life because he had to, because he had to unite all the tribes and kingdoms of the world against a common threat. But here, everything was fine as it was. There was no great and all-powerful terror that loomed on the horizon. People were just living their lives and bickering amongst themselves.  
 Come to think of it, he had more reason to just disappear into the mountains and hide away from the world forever. Why am I even here?

 Jin closed his eyes and sighed, leaning forward and taking a quick sip from the teacup in front of him. He might as well just ask. “Why do you say I have changed, uncle?” 
 “You smell,” Arima said plainly, and Jin bartered no arguments there. He had just come out of his room, not having changed his clothes at all, so the burns and the dirt and the grime were all still there. Heck, a thin twig that Jin was sure had been from the forest floor from when he was stuck in that vision was still stuck in his hair. “But there’s something different about your aura, dear nephew. Your eyes are distant and unfocused, and the air of confidence and superiority you once exuded is now gone.” 
 His uncle’s face was both grim and curious as he leaned forward. “What happened? Ebisu refuses to speak to me, preferring to train endlessly for hours and hours, even beyond his bedtime. That boy has been destroying the garden since your arrival yesterday morning.” 
 “Ah, that,” Jin huffed and chuckled at the thought of Ebisu following in his exact footsteps. Then again, Jin sincerely hoped not. His path had a tendency to descend into tragedy, loss, pain, and death. He shook his head. “Our journey was a resounding success—for the most part. Ebisu managed to tame a powerful Magical Beast all by himself. The Magical Beast was powerful enough to send me into a temporary coma, so I can say that his efforts were not at all wasted. In time, such a tattoo will prove to be very powerful indeed.” 
 Jin sighed and placed the teacup back onto the table. His uncle was waiting with bated breath for the continuation, it seemed. “We had journeyed into the deep woods, far from the main roads—far away from civilization. Magic was strong in the air and yet everything was strangely quiet. Something attacked us. I was knocked unconscious, and Ebisu rescued me by taming the powerful Magical Beast and absorbing its powers into himself.” 
 “So, my boy has become… powerful?” Arima whispered, his eyes widening and wandering over toward the window, where Ebisu was busy tearing apart what little remained of the garden, while the servants and the guards avoided him at all costs. His uncle seemed proud of his son. The way he smiled with pride, while his eyes beamed with joy almost brought Jin’s heart to a flutter. But then his uncle turned back toward him and asked, “That is good news, dear nephew. But I want to talk about you. What happened to you, Jin? You look and feel changed. You’ve explained what happened to Ebisu, but I want to know what happened to you.” 
 Jin paused, before releasing a long and tired sigh—the kind that old men often released when they looked back at their lives and found many, many regrets. Jin had plenty from one life and was well on the way to making more in this new one. His mother’s smiling face haunted his mind, her ghostly laughter echoing within the depths of his soul. “I don’t wish to talk about it, uncle. What happened to me was for me alone and no one else may know of it, and I would not wish it any other way.” 
 Arima’s lips seemed to curl to speak, empty words fluttered out of his mouth. Jin’s uncle sighed and nodded. “I see. I understand, dear nephew. I will not pry further, but know that I am here to help in any way I can. It is the least I can do for all that you’ve done for my family.” 
 Jin nodded. “Who is the mage that’s been skulking around the village as of late? I may have been cooped up in my room for a while, but even I can feel the odd magic that’s suddenly in Hirata.” 
 “Ah,” his uncle began. “You must be referring to Miura Shinji. He’s a mage from the Imperial Academy, who’s apparently been sent here to investigate an anomaly. I’m quite certain he was referring to that incident with the Wendigo, but it could certainly be something else entirely.” 

Huh, they’re operating outside the capital? Jin had often wondered why he hadn’t encountered as many mages as he should have. As it turned out, most mages in Moyatani were holed up in the Imperial Academy at the capital, where they were educated and employed by the Imperial Court, which was quite strange considering the fact that the Shogunate held most of the actual power in the nation and not the Emperor or his court. My fight with the Wendigo must’ve sent some god-awful amounts of magic into the air for them to take notice, especially this far north.

 Hirata was still technically in the Northern provinces, after all, though it was at the very south of what separated the north from the south. As per the Murasaki Library, the influence of the Imperial Court was centered on the capital and its outlying cities and villages. Since the Imperial Academy’s power came directly from the Imperial Court, their influence didn’t really extend much outside the Emperor’s reach—not that anyone could actually stop them if they did extend their reach, but they never tried anyway.  
 “Did this Miura Shinji mention anything unusual?” Jin asked. 
 Arima nodded. “Shinji told me of his intent to investigate you as well, seeing as it was you who fought away the Wendigo, which they considered to be a… what was it? Something about a mythical Magical Beast or some such—I can’t quite remember the exact words he’d used.” 
 “Well, if I had to guess… the Wendigo would very likely fall under a deviant-type Magical Beast.” That thing would definitely not fit any of the known Magical Beast types, hence the deviancy. If its powers from Jin’s previous world carried over to this new one, it’d be near-unstoppable. Its control over ice and snow and storm was unrivaled. That alone would be enough to put it at the very top of the Magical Beast hierarchy. However, what truly made it terrifying was its ability to infect people with uncontrollable, cannibalistic urges that made good men slaughter their own families in fits of hunger and rage, feeding on their children. If Jin’s powers from the previous world had been carried over, he would’ve incinerated that monster from existence itself, but he was weaker in this world—far weaker than he thought was possible. 

If the Wendigo is here, could my old friend be here as well? Jin wondered. If that monster clawed its way to this new world, why couldn’t my noble and selfless Knight be here as well? Jin paused and sighed quietly. Seeing his mother again had brought along several childhood memories of the one, who would come to be known as the Hollowed Knight. 
 “Yes, I believe Shinji mentioned something of the sort,” Arima said. “I believe he said it was impossible for anyone to defeat a beast of that stature, hence his insistence that he ask you questions.” 
 “Oh…” Jin sighed and ran a hand through his hair, before shaking his head and groaning. “I never did explain what happened, did I?” 
 His uncle shook his head from side to side. “No, Jin, you did not, but then it didn’t matter to anyone how it happened, just that you saved this village from doom.” 
 “I didn’t defeat it,” Jin said, his eyes drifting out the window and toward the distant horizon. It was early in the morning. The sun was yet to rise over the mountains. For a moment, Jin wondered if it was ever going to rise again. But who was he kidding? Of course, the sun would shine upon the world once more before setting on the other side. The fervor of his life, it seemed, was not like the sun. It had fallen, but had not risen. “I threw everything I had against the creature until I ran out of magic.” 
 “It wasn’t even a fight, uncle,” Jin continued. “It just stood there as though it wasn’t even bothered by the heat of my flames and the power of my lightning, which it probably wasn’t. It was going to kill me, but something else came and drove the Wendigo away.” 
 Jin huffed and shrugged. “I hardly did anything to it, honestly. I am not exactly sure just what sort of being could cause the Wendigo to run away, but something came and did just that.” 
 “I had thought so…” Arima nodded. “Truth be told, you didn’t carry the look of a victorious conqueror when you returned from your battle against the creature, Jin. Your eyes spoke of confusion and defeat. I had wondered why that was the case, since the village was still standing and the ice and snow that’d arrived so suddenly had completely disappeared, but I never thought to ask you.” 
 Jin shrugged. “I never claimed to be victorious. Whatever the case, I suppose I’ll have to talk to this investigator. The Imperial Academy will likely play a pivotal role in the war to come, if it does join—though, considering its loyalties, that is rather unlikely, since the Imperial Court, and the Emperor, is neutral in the internal affairs of the Shogunate.” 
 His uncle raised a curious brow. “Do you think they might become our enemy?” 
 Jin shook his head. He’d already considered that possibility before. After all, the walls he’d labored so hard to build would very likely be useless against a mage of sufficient power and skill. “That’s highly unlikely. But that doesn’t mean they won’t loan out their mages to assist anyone who’s rich enough to afford their services, which means the likelihood of fighting a fellow mage in the fields of battle is quite high.” 
 Arima sighed and took another sip of his tea. “Our Daimyo has many rich enemies. I just wish we won’t be attacked by a mage of a similar power to yours. That would be catastrophic.” 
 “I’ve already created several contingencies to deal with such possibilities,” Jin said. “I will enact them when needed. Hopefully, I will never have to, but war is unpredictable.” 
 “That is very true—” The manor shook and Arima’s face was frantic as he hurriedly stood and peered out the window.  
 Jin raised a single eyebrow as he pushed himself onto his feet.  
 His uncle turned to him and sighed. “Do you mind checking in on Ebisu? I’m afraid… the garden has run out and he’s turned his attention to the manor. That boy only seems to listen to you when it comes to his education.” 
 Ebisu needed to learn how to control his new powers without bringing the whole house down. Jin liked the place and it’d be a waste of resources to have to build another one from scratch if his student decided to level the whole thing. “I’ll train with him today, but I think I’ll have to take a bath first… and a change of clothes too. And also send a few servants to clean my room. I’ve not been in my best shape, uncle.” 
 “We all have such days, Jin,” Arima replied. “It’s amazing you’re already on your feet after only a single day.” 
 “Well then.” Jin stood and bowed, before turning toward the opened doorway. “I suppose I’ll be off to take a bath.” 
 Arima waved him off with a bow of his own, though the lord of the manor need not stand. Jin then leapt out the nearest window and dashed through the scared guards and servants, and arrived at the garden—or the ruins of what used to be the lord’s prized garden, where exotic plants and flowers were carefully tended and managed as to grow with grace and beauty. Ebisu sat at the center, his clothes covered in dirt and mud. The boy’s right foot pounded against the ground again and again, and upon his face was a mask of annoyance and frustration. 
 Jin approached him. “Ebisu, I see you’ve been training your new powers.” 
 His student’s face immediately lit up upon Jin’s arrival. Ebisu stood up and bowed. He didn’t seem to mind all the dirt that’d clung on his clothing, the leaves and the mud and the tiny bits of crushed rocks. “Master, you’re back from your meditation! Are you well?” 
 Jin nodded. “I am well, my student, thank you for asking. However, I believe this place is… unsuited for training, no? We will continue your training in the nearby woods… in a while. Meet me at the edge of the western forest in two hours, my student.” 
 Ebisu’s grin was barely contained as he bowed and disappeared from view. Jin’s eyes widened as he took a single step back. Was he seeing things? No, that was impossible—but, then again, he did just spend a whole day awake and talking to a wall. Jin shook his head, alongside the errant thoughts. He trusted himself a lot better than that. No, Ebisu definitely teleported away, he thought. He must’ve used the powers of that creature he has on his right forearm. Huh, what else can that thing do?

 When Jin turned, he was greeted by a peculiar sight of numerous guards and servants, standing in formation. They all bowed in unison and spoke as one, “Thank you for saving the manor, Lord Jin!” 
 Jin huffed and chuckled. Ebisu was a child and, like all other children, had a penchant for breaking things, which—when the boy’s powers were involved—became a destruction of an entirely different magnitude. But Jin would be lying if he didn’t admit to the strange, fluttering feeling in his stomach when he heard the sincere thanks. He liked the feeling.  
 “It’s… nothing,” he said. 
 The crowd quickly dispersed. The guards returned to their posts, whilst the servants tended to the remains of the garden in whatever way they could. Jin stepped back into the manor, eager to finally have a proper bath. A quick whiff of his underarms had confirmed his suspicions: he stunk—really badly. A good, warm bath was everything he could ever want at that moment. Two servants led the way. “Your bath is ready and waiting, my lord. Please, tell us if you need anything.” 
 Jin smiled. He was never quite fond of having servants attend to his every need. They could have been spies for all he knew. But in this new world, he didn’t need to be wary all the time. It was highly unlikely that enemy lords would send spies to Hirata. The Engineer’s Guild definitely might, but they were honestly free to copy his public works if they so pleased—Moyatani could certainly use much better plumbing and sewage. “Lead the way.” 
 The air shuddered. Foreign magic had entered the manor. Jin hoped he wouldn’t have to face the damn foreigner, looking as he did, but it seemed fate didn’t care much about how he looked or smelled. Jin turned to the servants, noting how he was almost as tall as they were. His child-like body was a long way from catching up to his real age, but it was growing at an alarming rate. He shook his head. “I’ll go alone. The both of you tend to the gardens at once.” 
 Jin stood waiting in the middle of the living room. A fire burned in the great hearth, whereupon a cauldron hissed as its insides bubbled and boiled. The foreign presence approached slowly, like a predator carefully stalking and studying its prey. Of course, it was all useless as Jin already knew who he was and what he wanted. Still, with mages, it was always a good idea to be ready for absolutely anything. After all, Jin had no idea what this magic-user was capable of. 
 When the foreigner stepped into the open, it was to the sight of Jin on the floor, having already discarded his clothes and used it to wipe himself as clean as he could. Jin wore only his breeches. His hands gripped Agito, and his eyes followed the foreigner’s every move. “So, you’re from the Academy? Your magic is strange… and foreign. Why are you here, mage?” 
 “You tell me, mage,” the foreigner spat back with equal vigor. Jin decided right then and there that he liked this person. “The Imperial Academy detected an incredibly strong locus of power near this village several months ago. I have been sent to investigate. And when I neared this fief’s borders, I saw great watchtowers and paved roads, and around the village a great wall of stone and metal.” 
 The foreigner took a single step forward. Magic flared out of him—a predator, ready to pounce on its prey. Jin’s eyes darkened as he stood up and kept both hands on Agito, one on his companion’s scabbard and the other around its handle.  
 The foreigner stopped and spoke, “And yet the strangest thing I hear is this story about a child-mage, whose prowess in battle is so great and terrifying that he managed to stand against a mythic-class deviant-type Magical Beast and live to tell about it.” 
 Jin grinned. Oh, this was heading right where he wanted it. 
 He drew his sword, revealing Agito’s blood-red blade. “And? Would you like to hear about it?” 
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 Shinji didn’t like fighting. He didn’t like the clashing of blades, of skin, of bones, and of flesh. He didn’t like the pain that came after or the blood that inevitably spilled as a result. The Imperial Academy, of course, thought otherwise as it held dueling matches in a gladiatorial arena, where the students were pitted against each other to test their skills and their might. On occasion, a powerful Magical Beast would be captured by senior mages and brought into the arena as a sort of spectacle—a moving mountain the students must overcome, lest they perish at its hands. Only a few students ever died, of course. Most of the Imperial Academy’s trainees were too powerful to die at the hands of some Magical Beast, but some—the sons of rich and powerful nobles, who’d somehow wriggled their way into the Academy with neither the skills nor the talent—died rather easily. 
 The Moyatani people seemed to thrive off war and violence. It was in their culture. They looked up to the bushi
as though they were divine avatars, who exemplified all their virtues and their beliefs. They were barbarians—warlike barbarians at that. Even the natural development of magic in their bodies evolved to be aggressive and destructive, taking power from Magical Beasts and using it for themselves, like a bunch of marauding usurpers, whose only purpose was to destroy everything and anything around them. 
 Oh, how he missed his tribe and the peace in which they lived. The Varnu despised violence and bloodshed. They prayed and apologized to the animals they hunted, and honored the creatures by using up every bit of it afterward. They revered and respected nature, and kept themselves far from the machinations of industry and technology. And their magic evolved in much the same path. They didn’t need to bend Magical Beasts to their will and absorb their essence into themselves to form a locus in the shape of a tattoo. No, Shinji’s people only ever needed to form a bond with nature itself—or, at least, an aspect of it. And so Magical Beasts weren’t aggressive toward them. They lived together in harmony, both sides respecting each other and tolerating each other’s existence. 
 It was peaceful. 
 And he missed that peace. 

I never should’ve accepted that liaison quest, he thought.
The Elders knew he hated the very idea of even stepping foot in Moyatani and yet they chose him anyway, because he possessed the most versatile ability in their tribe—or, at least, that’s what they told him. 
 And Shinji hated it. 
 He hated every single moment he spent in this blasted land of savage brutes and sword-loving warriors, who lived only to fight and feast. Shinji didn’t want to fight, but everyone in this country seemed to leap at the chance. Sure, he’d killed before and would likely do so again, but he’d honestly prefer not to do that if he could avoid it. 
 And so, when the mostly naked ten-year-old drew a strange crimson blade, Shinji’s only response was to sigh.  
 “And?” Jin asked. “Would you like to hear about it?” 
 Shinji didn’t have a weapon. He never really needed one, even in the toughest of battles. 
 He raised both hands up and closed his eyes. Moyatani warriors would never attack an unarmed person whose eyes were not even open. This child—or this monster that was pretending to be a child—likely followed at least some of the known Moyatani virtues. It was risky, but Shinji faced enough bushi
to know he wouldn’t be attacked.  
 “There is no need for violence, Murasaki Jin,” he said. “I only came here to talk and learn, and I will be off.” 
 Even at a glance, Shinji knew immediately how powerful this ‘child’ truly was. He’d toured the whole of the Imperial Academy and met everyone worth meeting. Among the students, only a few of them would even come close to this thing. And only one could be considered its equal in terms of raw power—a student, who was fifteen years older. And this is where the anomaly originates. How does a ten-year-old child possess such massive volumes of magic? he wondered. Even the senior students aren’t anywhere close to this magnitude of power.

 He had to be careful. Shinji had no doubt he could take on this monster, while it hadn’t had a chance to fully explore the true depths of magic and thus become the titan it was meant to be. Though his magic was weaker than Jin’s, the versatility of his powers should allow him an easy victory if it ever came to it.  
 “I do not want for us to come to blows,” Shinji said. 
 Murasaki Jin was visibly on edge. If Shinji had to guess, the boy was likely agitated by the flaring of Shinji’s own magical energies, which were anathema to Jin’s own. The magic of the Varnu people did not originate from within. Instead, they gathered magic from the air, from the earth, from the water, from everywhere. Hence, their magic was always flaring around them, responding to their emotions and generally being a nuisance when dealing with Moyatani mages, who perceived such magical activity as an act of aggression. Unfortunately, Shinji did not have the time to explain the differences in their magical sources and simply maintained his arms in the fashion of surrender. 
 “Yes, my uncle has informed me of your intent to ask questions regarding the Wendigo,” Jin said. The boy’s grip over the handle of his blood-red sword seemed to tighten. Shinji had to deescalate the situation, otherwise everything would end in blood. After all, even if this Murasaki Jin was possessed of a monstrous strength, that didn’t mean he was inherently evil or destructive. Sure, he had the typical Moyatani penchant for violence, but that was a sin of his culture, not his own. Shinji wanted so desperately to give the child the benefit of the doubt and just forget about that dark and terrible titan in his vision. 
 Was Murasaki Jin truly a monster or was he just a child who just so happened to contain monstrous powers? Shinji had to know. His powers would definitely give him the answer to his question, but he had to get close enough to do anything. A handshake would suffice. For now, the most important thing was the de-escalation of tensions. 
 “I—” Shinji began, but Jin cut him off before he could continue talking. 
 “Just so you’re aware, I didn’t actually defeat or even scratch the Wendigo,” the boy explained. Murasaki Jin’s tone was neutral, conveying no aggression, but plenty of suspicion and curiosity.  
 For a moment, Shinji wondered why the ten-year-old’s tone and manner of speech reminded him so much of his grandfather, but he quickly discarded the thought. He detected no age-defying illusion or some strange flesh-altering magic at work. Murasaki Jin was not lying about his age and was most definitely just an abnormally powerful child and not an arch-mage in hiding. 

Murasaki… where have I heard that family name before? Shinji didn’t fancy himself to be up to date with all the happenings in the continent, but he’d definitely heard that family name mentioned several years ago in the Imperial Court, when he first arrived in the capital of Moyatani for the liaison quest. One of the messengers might’ve declared something and the name was mentioned, but—try as he might—Shinji just couldn’t remember. 
 Jin continued. “I wouldn’t even call it an actual fight, really. Think of a toddler, who’s picked a fight with a fully armed and fully armored warrior—that’s exactly what happened. I wailed at the Wendigo with everything I had until I’d exhausted nearly all of my magical energies and it just stood there and ate everything without taking any damage.” 
 Shinji nodded. This was making a lot more sense than what the townsfolk had told him. According to them, Jin had heroically defeated the Wendigo after an epic battle that leveled an entire section of the forest, leaving nothing but the burnt out husks of redwood trees and ashes. He’d then returned victorious, the Wendigo forever vanquished. 
 He leaned forward, but maintained a respectful distance as Jin’s grip over his blade was yet to loosen. Shinji stayed back and kept his arms up. He couldn’t, however, control the very unsubtle flaring of his magical energies. It was probably the only drawback to Varnu magic. Every single person with even the slightest hint of magical talent could immediately spot them, even the untrained. “So, how come Hirata is still standing if you weren’t able to defeat the Wendigo?” 
 Jin shrugged. “Something else came and did my work for me. I don’t know what it was or what it wanted, but it blasted the Wendigo away and the overgrown ghoul never came back afterward. However, I am certain it’s still skulking around somewhere, just out of sight and out of human attention.” 
 Shinji nodded. Now, the story made complete sense. While definitely rare and mostly undocumented, it wasn’t entirely outside the realm of possibility for two very powerful Magical Beasts to fight each other for their own reasons. However, the only thing that could stand up to a mythical-class deviant-type was another one of the same likeness, which meant Murasaki Jin had been in the presence of two of those things having a feud, which either made him the luckiest or unluckiest mage to ever exist as most mages could go about their whole lives and never even encounter a single deviant-type. And Murasaki Jin just happened to be in the middle of some possible territorial dispute between two incredibly powerful creatures. 
 “So, I guess that explains the anomaly,” Shinji remarked. Two incredibly powerful deviants in one area with this monstrously talented child in the middle of them was bound to create a locus of unfathomable energies that even the old coots in the Imperial Academy would be capable of detecting. However, what they’d felt was likely just the fallout of a rather spectacular battle of some kind. “You’re a very unlucky person, Murasaki Jin.” 
 Shinji smiled and raised an arm toward the boy. It was a gesture that was meant for adults and nobles, but something about the child made him seem much older than what his age would have dictated. With a slow and shallow nod, Jin extended his own arm forward and grasped tightly at Shinji’s forearm. 

Yeah, he’s probably just very unlucky… Shinji noted the tiredness and the weariness that seemed to weigh heavily in Murasaki Jin’s eyes. Looking closer, Shinji noted how the boy’s distant look seemed out of place for someone of his age, whose faces were usually full of life and joy and mirth, even the other student mages of the same age group as Jin were still possessed of their innocence and joviality. Murasaki Jin, however, just seemed like a weary soul, stuck in the muck of his own existence, doomed to walk upon the world for eternity. 
 And then something flashed in Shinji’s mind’s eye, and the world shifted around him. 
 Lord Arima’s manor disappeared and all around him was suddenly a sea of endless black rocks and crags. The sky was gray and rained ashes upon the blackened earth. The soil was barren and powdery. Great gusts of steam and plumes of smoke belched out of great furrows, where fiery hot magma flowed. Shinji eyed his surroundings and immediately realized a single, glaring fact: this place wasn’t anywhere in Moyatani. There were no active volcanoes or volcanic regions anywhere in the country. 

This vision is a lot more solid than usual, Shinji noted idly as he began walking around, literally walking circles around the spot he’d landed in. The ground felt solid and real, though it felt muted somewhat, as though he was feeling only the ghosts of the land itself. Whatever the case, this was probably the first vision he’d experienced where he could physically interact with the thing around him. He couldn’t even move in all the other visions. He was just the spectator, watching everything unfold—past, present, and future. 
 Shinji knelt down and ran his fingers across the ground, feeling every single one of the pebbles and stones and sand. It was all solid. “This is… interesting.” 
 And so, having nothing to do, Shinji began walking in a single direction. Magical senses didn’t work here and neither did his future vision. Then again, he was already in a vision of sorts and so it made sense that none of his powers were functioning here. It actually felt sort of liberating to not see the future of every little thing he touched with his hands. Though, Shinji would have preferred to walk around in a place where trees and grasses grew aplenty, and snow fell from the sky in place of ashes. “What are you trying to show me?” 
 Shinji’s power came from the sky, from one of the spirits of sight—fore, hind, and current. All of them worked in conjunction with his powers to bring about these visions. Though they never responded, Shinji often found it calming to speak to the spirits as though they were there, watching him as they watched over his people in the far north of Moyatani. “What is this place? Why are you showing me this place?” 
 The spirits, as per the usual, didn’t bother giving him an answer. And so, Shinji continued walking. 
 There was nothing especially notable about the place, save for the fact that there was clear volcanic activity despite the lack of an actual volcano. The great cracks and furrows upon the earth and the strange shapes around them seemed to indicate some kind of massive fight between two incredibly powerful entities that leveled the landscape itself. If he had to guess, this was very likely the result of a battle between two mythical-class deviant-type Magical Beasts—it was the only plausible explanation. Mages, even the ones who had specialized in destruction magic, couldn’t possibly alter the landscape this much. Then again, a war between groups of mages might do just that…

 He saw a large hill in the distance, surrounded by bubbling lava and flanked by massive crags. Shinji approached the hill and climbed atop it. When he reached the top, the Varnu’s jaw dropped.  
 A great structure of some kind, taller and grander than anything he’d ever seen before, loomed in the distance. Its walls were made of black stone, and its towers stretched far beyond the clouds. And yet a singular spire at the center of the structure seemed to reach even further, piercing the heavens themselves. It definitely wasn’t of Moyatani design. The architecture was a thousand times more advanced than anything the Engineer’s Guild could possibly concoct. 
 “By the ancestral spirits, where am I?” What sort of power could even build such a structure? There had to be some kind of magic involved in order to create something of that magnitude, otherwise the rocks would just crush themselves with all the excess weight. Unfortunately, Shinji simply couldn’t use his powers and neither could he feel anything other than the strange muteness that accompanied all his visions. 
 “I guess the spirits want me to go there?” After all, it was the most obvious structure in the whole place. Every other direction was the same, endless blackened lands, filled with boiling magma and great furrows. Shinji walked toward the terrifyingly large structure. 
 Was it a castle? It could probably be called that. And yet the castles he’d seen all over Moyatani were each hardly larger than a single one of the many towers that comprised the overall structure. In fact, the whole thing was probably large enough for the whole capital to fit in rather comfortably. It had to be built with magic. There was no way something that huge could stand on its own. The structure defied natural law.  
 Shinji continued until he reached the castle. When he did, he quickly noted how the front half of it was mostly melted. The ruined structures showed signs of having once been reduced to slag, but were now mostly just blackened slabs of rocks. 
 Whatever happened here might have begun from the inside of the castle. After all, the spirits couldn’t possibly have brought him here just to see the outside of it. There had to be something of note within. And so Shinji followed the trail of half-melted debris. A great furrow led him directly into the base of the castle, where his eyes finally laid upon the first of many mysteries. 
 There were people here, but they seemed to be frozen in time. They wore strange clothes and had foreign features, even their hair colors were bizarre, ranging from gold to red and brown. Shinji had never seen such people before. They were panicking. Their faces showed much fear and confusion. Where are all the guards? Shinji wondered. If the castle was attacked by something, there should have been some kind of armed response.

 There were children here, he noted idly. None of them  appeared to be aware of what was happening. 
 Shinji turned and saw a flight of stairs. He followed its steps upward and walked for a whole minute until he reached a room, where the floor appeared to be mostly melted. There was a figure there—a woman. She was definitely a powerful warrior of some kind. Her armor was thick and covered in searing hot flames that burned everything around her. She was tall too, much taller than the tallest Moyatani he’d ever seen. 
 And yet a huge gash ran down her left shoulder all the way down her right hip. Her entrails looked just about ready to fall out of her. Shinji knelt down. Who is this woman?

 Most of her face was covered in the same crimson armor that belched out crimson flames. The only thing he could see was her eyes. They were gold, twin orbs that shined like the sun. 
 He reached out to touch her. But when the tips of his fingers reached her armor, she moved. The woman released a searing hot raspy breath that melted more of the floor. She looked at him with weary eyes. 
 Shinji leapt backward, eyes wide. “What? This isn’t possible! Who are you?” 
 “Yav… Yavira…” She clutched at her wounds, but she was losing too much blood. Shinji was no doctor, but even he knew that she was going to die no matter what happened. Her wounds were simply too great. “I am… the Burning Queen. What has happened to the Mage-Emperor?” 
   





 Chapter 12 
   
   
   
 The foreigner’s eyes went blank for the briefest of moments. His irises disappeared, replaced by murky jade pools. Magic flooded out of his body in droves. And yet the energies were calm and cool, quite unlike the magic Jin had felt in himself or in others. It was foreign and different—unique. Then again, the foreigner did not possess any Moyatani features. It must have followed that his magic was also fundamentally different. Is this what the Wendigo was talking about when it said I was yet to even breach the surface of understanding the depths of magic in this new world? he wondered. 
 How did the foreigner’s magic work? What made it fundamentally different? The man didn’t seem to possess any sort of tattoo on his body, though he did wear thick clothes and any tattoos might have just been concealed. But surely Jin would have sensed their presence. And yet why did his magic feel different? Why did it feel peaceful and free? The aura that emanated from the man almost reminded Jin of a gentle breeze from a lush and wild region, where the animals roamed free and the trees grew tall and strong. The magic that flooded out of the foreigner was wild and untamed, and yet it wasn’t aggressive or violent. It just was. 
 The whole thing took less than a hundredth of a second, and the foreigner’s eyes returned to their previous hue. And then the man’s face twisted as though a thousand different thoughts had just been hammered into his head at once. Jin’s grip over Agito’s handle loosened as the foreigner took a single step back and promptly fell on his bottom, eyes wide open. 
 “Are you… alright?” Jin asked, genuinely curious.  
 Whatever happened to the foreign mage was definitely magic-related. The fact that the man’s aura had greatly fluctuated in such a small amount of time was a testament to that. Were his powers at work here? The foreign mage saw something that shook him to his core. His face was eerily similar to the faces of teenage warriors who’d just had their first taste of battle and were seriously reassessing their capabilities. Jin raised an eyebrow and took a single step forward toward the downed mage, whose eyes seemed to be looking into an entirely different world. 
 But then the foreigner blinked and shook his head—before screaming like a frightened chicken and leaping up to his feet. His eyes bulged red with thin veins, and his breath quickened. The foreign mage’s chest visibly expanded and contracted underneath his thick clothes, and large beads of sweat rolled down from his forehead, despite the cold winds that flew into the manor. The man raised a shaky hand and pointed an accusing finger at Jin. “What the hell are you?!” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow and pointed at himself with his free hand. “I’m… a…” He paused and thought a little deeper. “Huh, that’s a surprisingly difficult question to answer. Can you give me a week to think it over? I mean, what are we—really?” 
 “Shut up!” The foreign mage shook his head and screamed, “Who was that woman?! She was bleeding and dying on the floor! Everywhere I saw only blackened rocks and smoldering ruins! What was that place?!” 
 Jin paused and considered the man’s question for a moment, before shrugging. “I… have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 A crowd of servants and guards gathered near the doors, but most of them stayed several paces away in fear of getting caught in a battle between two mages. And yet they stayed, regardless. 
 “Yavira!” the foreign mage screamed. Jin’s chest heaved at the name and pain flooded across his form—a pain borne not of flesh, but of his spirit. His heart physically hurt, as though something was constricting it. Agito fell from his grasp. “She was there! I saw her. She was dying!” 
 That name… he hadn’t heard that name in so long that he’d almost forgotten it. 

Yavira… Just saying it with the voice in his head made his heart burst with pain. Jin’s hands curled into fists as he stalked forward, his tattoos unleashing wave after wave of violent magical energies. Fire and lightning seeped out of his form, coating his body in a cloak of fiery reds and cackling blues. 
 Their betrayal had broken his soul and then twisted what was left of it. They all stood there, their weapons raised against him, having conspired amongst each other for the greater good of all—not once considering the burden he had to endure as the Mage-Emperor, as the ruler of every living thing. 
 Red lightning seethed out of his eyes, blood-red streaks arcing outward and blasting at the floor and the walls. When Jin spoke, his voice was distorted, as though two people were speaking at once—the voice of an elderly man, whose fury was ice-cold, and the voice of a child, whose rage burned hot. The servants and the guards cowered, and screams echoed all around.  
 “Miura Shinji, you will tell me how you learned of that name and you will tell me now,” Jin demanded. “Or I will destroy you and everything you are!” 
 And yet the foreign mage had a defiant look on his face as he stood his ground and glowered back. “Who is she? I felt her pain and her grief! What was that blackened castle, whose tower reached beyond heaven?” 
 Jin paused. His rage dissipated by the tiniest bit. Does he have the ability to see memories? No, that’s probably not the case, since he wouldn’t be asking those questions if he could.

 “Yavira, the Burning Queen, mistress of all the flames of the world. That’s the one you saw,” Jin said calmly, even as his feet burned the ground beneath him. He raised his hand high and dropped it low in a diagonal arc. “I killed her by slicing open her torso… Well, that was the injury I’d given her after I learned of her betrayal. I wanted to slice her head off, but our friendship made me stay my hand.” 
 Jin sighed, burning tears falling from his eyes and hissing as they met the floor. “I would’ve spared her if she had just stopped… I would’ve spared all of them… they were my friends.” 
 Although she was not his friend since his childhood days as the Hollowed Knight had been, the Burning Queen had endeared herself in his heart almost as soon as his journey truly began. She had just once been a simple serving girl in some rundown tavern at the edge of the world, carrying pints of cheap beer and overcooked bits of meat. Both Jin’s previous self and his childhood friend had arrived at that bar, looking for both. They were hungry and weak after a failed attempt at a simple recovery quest that had them delving into the depths of an ancient city which had been filled with creeping, reanimated horrors. 
 Yavira served their drinks and their food, and she was also there when they were thrown out of the tavern after they couldn’t pay for their last orders. Valden, as his name was at the time, was yet to discover and unlock his magical talents. He, alongside his childhood friend, had been nothing more than another ragged band of adventurers for hire, exploring dark and ancient places for coin and patronage. And they were terrible at it. Valden had almost no skill with any weapon, save for the quarterstaff, while his childhood friend was only good at swinging swords and breaking jaws. The only thing they seemed to be good at was killing goblins, and that hardly took an ounce of skill at all. Yavira pitied them and offered them their last pint of beer and dried meat for free. 
 In that moment, Valden made a foolish, laughable promise that should’ve been nothing more than a jest, but he took it seriously anyway. He promised the young woman that one day he would return, rich and victorious, and that he would free her from her life of servitude. Yavira only seemed to chuckle in turn, though not before uttering, “I’ll hold you to it, adventurer. Never make a promise you can’t keep.” 
 And so, for the next five years, Valden kept that promise. He trained and trained and forced himself into the greatest and most profound hardships, until—one day—he and his childhood friend were recognized by children from across the street as the Vagabond Knights, an adventuring duo, whose exploits were told by bards and minstrels all across the land. In his happiness and in the swelling of his pride, Valden had unleashed a burst of magic around himself. On that fateful day, everything in his life changed. 
 Though lacking in training, Valden possessed obscene amounts of magical energies, which allowed him to simply blast away foes with pure magic alone—without even bothering to cast spells or rituals. As the fame and success of the Vagabond Knights grew, so did their wealth. True to his promise, Valden returned to that rundown town at the edge of the world, to that very same tavern, where he’d met the young serving girl who’d offered him kindness in a time of need. 
 By then, Yavira had inherited the tavern from its previous owner, and the town had been reduced to a hive of bandits and scum. She was untouched and unmolested, due to the king of thieves’ affections toward her. When Valden returned with his childhood friend, it quickly became apparent that violence would and could not be avoided. And yet he and his friend had become powerfully strong beyond mortal comprehension. 
 It was a massacre. The rivers ran red and the rundown town simply ceased to exist. In the chaos, Yavira had discovered her own unique powers: the total and complete control of fire. It was by her side that they struck down the bandits and the thieves, and all the other scum that dwelled there. The townsfolk had given her the epithet of the Burning Queen. 
 One thing led to another, and Yavira took control of what little remained of the whole town, becoming its sole ruler. Valden and his childhood friend stayed and offered everything they could offer to help rebuild. In the many years that would come, that very same town would become the capital of his Ascended Empire, but that was a story for another time. 
 Belthora, they called it, the city at the edge of the world, ruled over by the Burning Queen, who was worshipped by her people as a demi-goddess of fire and flame. 

Yavira… She was something else, a kind and caring woman who drew in the people around her. Jin remembered fondly how easily she attracted the masses into relocating to their little town. Wandering, despondent people from ravaged countries and ruined cities flocked to Belthora, and Yavira welcomed them with open arms. In just a few, short years, the once-struggling city had become a trove of wealth, knowledge, and liberation, where the people were free from oppression and danger. 
 The Burning Queen formed the first senate, where representatives were chosen from among the masses and were allowed to enact laws and regulations for the benefit of the town. Such freedom simply did not exist anywhere else in the world. And the idea of it soon spread to neighboring cities and domains, causing riots and revolutions. 
 Yavira’s kindness shook the world to its core and changed its face forever. 
 And that was just the beginning. 
 Jin huffed and chuckled, his anger fully dissipating at the memory. The aura of cackling lightning arcs and crimson flames seemed to disappear. He stared into the ground as the foreign mage processed his words. “She was beautiful and powerful, and I killed her.” 
 Miura Shinji caught his breath. “You… killed her? Why? She was your friend, wasn’t she? Who are you? Who were those people? Where was that? I’ve been all across Moyatani and I’ve never seen such people, not even in the foreign ships from distant shores.” 

How does he know about her? Jin shook his head. “No, you will answer my question first: how do you know of her? How was it that you were able to see her and feel her emotions?” 
 Mind-readers were an absolute pain to deal with as they were capable of reading one’s movements just as those movements were visualized in one’s mind. Miura Shinji didn’t seem to be a mind-reader, but his powers clearly revolved around minds, memories, and visions. Then again, Jin thought. There are probably a thousand different types of magic in this world that trying to predict his abilities are a waste of time.

 “You are no child. I can see that, now,” the foreigner said, wiping the sweat away from his brows with the edges of his sleeves. His eyes steeled and darkened, and he settled into an unknown martial arts stance, one fist raised halfway forward, while the other stayed back near his face. His legs were spread apart diagonally, likely for balance and rhythm. And yet, when he spoke, his voice cracked and shook. “I do not know who or what you are, but I have seen the evils that you have wrought in... wherever and whatever that place was.” 
 He was emotionally unstable, Jin noted. Both his eyes and his breathing were unfocused and unsteady. The foreigner was making a decision in the heat of the moment, guided by his emotions and not by his logic. The mere fact that he wasn’t considering that numbers weren’t on his side was rather telling. “You’re making a huge mistake, Miura Shinji. I suggest you reconsider your decision.” 
 The foreigner was no longer listening. “Murasaki Jin, you have been judged, and I have decided that you are a threat.” 
 Jin grinned and leapt backward. His right hand flashed and swooped down and grabbed Agito by the handle, before settling into the Murasaki-style Crimson Petal Stance, meant to disarm and disable through excessive force. Killing the foreigner might just bring the whole Imperial Academy on his head and, while Jin’s powers were nothing to scoff at, he simply was not yet strong enough to fight a whole army of mages by himself—not by a long shot. “I won’t kill you, foreigner, but this is going to hurt—a lot. Once I’m done beating you to a pulp, you will tell me everything.” 
 “I will hear none of your lies, monster,” Shinji replied. “I did not wish for violence or death, but I cannot allow your existence to—” 
 “How dare you raise your fists against my nephew, Miura Shinji!” Arima’s voice boomed across the living room. All the guards and servants around them went to their knees and bowed in the lord’s presence.  
 Jin’s uncle stood near the doorway, his face flushed red with anger and indignation. After all, they were very about to start a fight that would very likely bring the whole house down in a matter of moments, even if Jin held himself back to the fullest, which wasn’t exactly a smart idea, considering his enemy was a mage. Despite this, Arima had enough gall and guts to march right up to Shinji’s face and screamed, “You will stand down and honor the laws of hospitality! Do you understand, boy?!” 
 Jin stood, both eyebrows raised as his mouth hung open in shock. Well, this definitely isn’t the Arima I know.

 Miura Shinji’s eyes were glued to the floor as Arima continued his tirade. “I gave you my blessings and welcomed you as my guest, and this is how you repay me? You attack my beloved nephew and threaten my home? How dare you!” 
 “It is my duty to—” 
 “I don’t give a damn about your duty, boy!” Arima cut him off. Jin hardly recognized the man before him. He’d never witnessed his uncle’s fury—not once, not ever. Toyotoda Arima was never angry about anything—not even when Ebisu made a man-sized hole on the wall of his manor and laughed about it as though it wasn’t important. And yet this man, who once buckled under the laughable presence of fat merchants, was now yelling at a mage. 
 Most people would likely soil themselves at the thought of having to just look a mage in the eye. Jin really hadn’t been keeping an eye on his uncle for him not to notice a change of this magnitude.  
 “You are in my house and you will give me the proper respects. Is that clear?” Arima demanded of Shinji. 
 The foreign mage shuddered, his eyes wide with fury. His magical energies flared outward, like a storm of colors. The floor cracked at his feet and the manor shook from an unseen pressure. The winds shifted and grew ever colder, though Jin only noticed this from the shivering of the servants. His magic is powerful, Jin thought. I shouldn’t underestimate this man.

 And yet his uncle was undeterred. Toyotoda Arima stood his ground, even as his hands shook behind him, and cold sweat rolled down the back of his neck. He was the lord of the manor, of the village, and of every soul that dwelled here, and he was finally standing up for his title. Jin’s eyes focused on Miura Shinji once more. The mage was still shaking with bridled anger, likely only kept back after many years of training and discipline. 
 And yet, Jin was ready.   
 If the foreign mage lashed out at his uncle, he’d be dead in a heartbeat. 
 But then the pressure dissipated, and the magic that was flaring around Miura Shinji lessened and lessened, until it disappeared, retreating into his body. The temperature returned to normal and warmth flooded the manor once more. The foreign mage took a very deep breath before sighing and bowing low. “Forgive me for betraying your trust, Lord Toyotoda… I will be taking my leave.” 
 “Do so quickly. I no longer wish for your presence under my roof,” Arima spat. “The servants will carry your things. Now, leave me and my family alone, boy.” 
 Shinji ignored Arima and locked eyes with Jin. 
 The message was clear. Jin nodded and smiled. “I’ll be seeing you, Shinji. I still want answers.” 
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 “He’ll still be skulking around for a while,” Jin said, eyeing the setting sun in the distance, slowly dipping behind the woods and the mountains. Night was coming, but he would find no rest in his bed.  
 Jin turned. Sitting on a table, taking a sip from a cup of premium sake was Arima, face flushed and still shaking with anger.  
 “Still,” Jin continued, “he doesn’t seem like the type to kill unnecessarily. Otherwise, you’d already be dead, uncle.” 
 “I know, Jin,” Arima replied. “The Varnu people are an honorable lot. He would sooner cut open his own wrists than attack me in my own home, after I welcomed him as a guest. They make for very poor assassins, the Varnu.” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. Hamada had mentioned the Varnu once, very briefly. They were supposedly a primitive people, who dwelled in a region far north of Moyatani, a frozen land, where crops did not grow. They were a hardy people, and often exported their textiles to Moyatani. The rug at the center of their living room in Castle Murasaki was of Varnu origin. For a moment, Jin wondered if it was still there or if it had burned alongside the castle. 
 Jin shook his head. “Well, whatever the case, I will now be constantly watching over my shoulder for any sign of that little bugger. I’ve no idea what his powers are, so it’s best to just assume anything and everything within the realm of plausible possibilities.” 
 Arima shook his head and downed another cup of sake. “If he is a true child of the Varnu, which he probably is, then you can rest assured that he will never stab or attack you from behind, and neither will he hold anyone hostage in return for your compliance. Then again, if he isn’t, then anything can happen, Jin.” 
 “That…” Jin sighed and sat in front of his uncle, before grabbing an empty cup and pouring a liberal amount of rice wine into it. “…is very true. Ah… why did he even want to kill me? We’ve never met before, and I’m quite certain I’d remember his face if we ever did at some point.” 
 Arima raised an eyebrow. “No, he mentioned something that didn’t quite make sense to me. Miura Shinji spoke of a woman, did he not? He mentioned a foreign name, too. Yavira, I think. Do you know her? It seemed as though you knew her, Jin.” 

Hah, he must’ve been listening to at least half of my conversation with Shinji before intervening, Jin thought. Cunning old coot. Jin sighed, closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. There really was no easy way to say this. Did he even want to say it? His uncle deserved to know the truth, at the very least, for all he’s done. The real question was if he’d even believe it. It was far-fetched—far too impossible a story, even for a world filled with magic and monsters and wonders. 
 Who would believe him? Well, the simplest answer was no one. No one would believe such a story. An all-powerful Mage-Emperor from another world, who woke up in the body of the son of Murasaki Hamada. Or am I truly Murasaki Jin in his new life, instead of the usurper of some poor boy’s life? I don’t know.

 And so Jin chuckled. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, uncle.” 
 Arima leaned forward. “Try me, Jin. I’ve heard plenty of crazy stories. I am not young.” 
 “I’m—”  
 A servant rushed through the door, panting, and promptly fell on the floor. 
 “My lords!” The young man held up a single red scroll, wrapped in a thin, golden ribbon.  
 Jin’s eyes widened. The only authority in the whole province, whose power was symbolized by such a symbol, was the Daimyo himself. The red scroll could mean only one thing.  
 “I bring a message from the Lord Izayoi!” the servant continued. “He requests all his retainers to gather in Uzaboto as soon as possible!” 
 The servant quickly dismissed himself as soon as Jin grabbed the scroll and gave it to his uncle. “And so, it’s begun. A red scroll can only mean one thing, uncle…” 
 Arima sighed heavily as he opened the scroll and began reading its contents. His uncle’s eyes darkened, and his shoulders sagged. Finally, he rolled the scroll and gingerly placed it on the table, right next to the sake. When he finally spoke, Arima’s voice was grim. “I had hoped for more time. I had hoped to die before such a time could begin. Fate, it seems, has other plans.” 
 “It’s war, then?” Jin confirmed. 
 “The Daimyo has called for a war council. It’s likely we’ll march to war within the next six months,” Arima answered. “We have many allies in the northern and western provinces, so Lord Izayoi will likely have us march southward.” 
 Jin nodded. “Hirata cannot muster a legion of conscripts. At best, we can offer five hundred warriors for the war effort and nothing more. We need warriors to stay behind and defend their homes, in case the war ever reaches us, which it eventually will.” 
 He needed warriors to man the walls, to operate his machines, and to fight in the strategic choke points that would open up as the enemy inevitably looked to climb over the town fortifications. At the very least, Jin needed other people to hold back the enemy long enough for him to unleash a veritable tide of magical destruction upon them. He possessed more than enough power to decimate an entire army by himself. The biggest unknown was the possibility of an enemy mage. But that was neither here nor there. Jin could only hope to plan for the future and its many possibilities, but there was only so much he could do alone. 
 His uncle nodded. “Hirata is a small fief. Lord Izayoi will not be expecting much from me—if anything at all. However, our warriors possess weapons and armors of a much higher quality than the rags and sticks the other lords give their conscripts. And you have ensured that they receive adequate training in the arts of war.” 
 “They have enough discipline to stand their ground and raise their spears in the face of a cavalry charge, at the very least,” Jin assured, feeling rather proud of the warriors who’d been under his care. Quite a lot of the rowdy young men had been incensed at the thought of learning under a ten-year-old, but Jin very quickly silenced them by means of effective and efficient violence. “I have faith in them. They will serve you well in the war, uncle.” 
 “War?” Arima repeated, chuckling softly as he stood and downed one last cup of sake, before walking toward the window and leaning against the ledge. His eyes were downcast as Jin followed him. “This great nation is going to fall. Moyatani will drown in its own blood and the people will suffer for it. Warlords will rise and society as we know it will collapse. We stand at the precipice of great and terrible changes, Jin. Is it war, or is it revolution?” 
 Jin stepped forward and looked out the window. The servants had already finished cleaning up the remains of the garden and Ebisu was unlikely to blow it up again anytime soon. The sun had long since fallen asleep and much of the village was illuminated only by the lamps of Jin’s designs.  
 “It’s both, I think,” he said. “War and revolution often go hand in hand.” 
 They stood in silence for a time, merely looking out the window as the wind rolled by and blew over them. Jin looked upon Hirata and smiled softly. He was the one who built this place. His uncle had ruled over a nameless village in some forgotten place in the eastern province—but Jin had turned that useless, backwater village into a hub of trade, industry, and science. And it was still growing. Soon, this place would become something even bigger than the capital, dwarfing it in both stature and wealth. In a time of great social and economic upheaval, the people of Moyatani would look upon Hirata and they would look upon it with awe—Jin’s first masterpiece upon the waking world. 
 He did not want it to die and disappear into rubble, turned to ruins by some passing army of marauders. No, Jin could not accept such a fate. Hirata was the beginning of something wonderful. It was actual proof that he could build and nurture, not just destroy and conquer. Hirata was the first example in his new life that he’d fulfilled his promise to himself and to his friend. 
 Jin sighed and turned to his uncle. A single tear was running down Arima’s cheek. “Will you leave tomorrow, uncle?” 
 Arima nodded. “I will leave in the morning, before Ebisu awakens. Before that, I will cook his favorite meal. Tell him I made it, will you, Jin?” 
 Jin nodded wordlessly. His uncle continued, “I ride for Uzaboto soon after. You will gather five hundred of our warriors and tell them to march to Chobei within three days. I will meet them there.”   
 Jin lowered his head. “As you command, uncle. But what will I tell your son, uncle?” 
 Arima huffed and forced out a chuckle. “Tell him his father rides at the head of a massive host. Tell him his father will charge his enemies head first and return victorious. Tell him whatever lie you can to ease the burden of my absence. Will you do this for me, Jin?” 
 Jin sighed. He didn’t want to lie to his student. Ebisu deserved to know the truth, at least. His father would very likely not be in the front lines, as commanders always did their work from behind. His father would very likely die, especially in the event of a retreat, because lords were always hunted down first. And that there was very little glory in war, as opposed to the books that seemed to worship the acts of the bushi. Ebisu deserved to know, even at such a young age, the harsh reality that was to become his life. He deserved to know that, despite his powers, loss was something that happens to every person. 
 And yet Jin also had the very simple option to save Ebusi from the pain of losing his father. Arima wasn’t a fighter. He wasn’t even a good leader or a competent commander. His death was almost certainly assured, unless he managed to learn decades’ worth of military tactics within the next few months. And still, Ebisu was just a child. Was it really so evil to let him dream of better, happier things at his age? Was it really evil to allow him to sleep soundly at night in the knowledge that his father was safe and sound? 
 Ah, this was probably why Jin was terrible with children, save for the strangely mature ones. The Hollowed Knight often spoke of how he should have opened a school for magical children, where they might learn to harness their powers without blowing themselves up in the process. Valden had tried, he really did, but Valden had had no idea how to talk to children or how to understand them, and so he’d given up. It was only through some divine miracle that Jin was even capable of teaching anything to Ebisu. 
 Jin groaned and ran his hand through his hair. 
 “I will… try my best,” he said. “But I can’t make promises based on lies. I will tell Ebisu what he needs to know, uncle.” 
 Arima smiled. “That is all I wish, Jin.” 
 The older man turned and laid a hand on Jin’s right shoulder. His eyes were strangely focused and steely for a man who’d just downed several cups of sake. “I want you to lead Hirata, Jin. Use your otherworldly knowledge and lead this place in my stead.” 
 Jin stiffened.  
 But Arima continued, “I do not know how or why, but I know that you are not of this world, nephew. Your wisdom, your knowledge, and your strength… Please, use them for a noble cause. Protect the people, lead them, and become the man you were meant to be. You may not have found a reason for why you were brought into this world, Jin, but you can give yourself a reason for why you should live.” Arima finished, letting go of Jin’s shoulder and slowly walking away, his eyes losing their focus and sharpness. “Protect the people, Jin. Protect the people.” 
 His uncle left his office and proceeded up the stairs and into his room, presumably to pray and enact whatever last rites he wanted to. Jin stood in place, eyes narrowed as he turned and leaned into the edges of the open window. What a perceptive man you are, uncle, he thought. If only you were blessed with a strong mind and an even stronger body, you would’ve carved out a name for yourself in the history of this world as a peerless warrior.

 How did he figure it out? Was it all just his unnatural perception? Was it some sort of cognitive ability? Then again, Jin figured it hardly mattered. His uncle, despite his meekness, was far more than met the eye, and he had seen what all others failed to see. Huh, did Hamada notice anything peculiar about me, or did he just brush everything away as me being some sort of incredible prodigy?

 He shook his head and sat down, eyeing the dark, gray clouds in the distance. Jin then grabbed the whole bottle of sake and drank the whole thing dry. His face flushed red as he laid on the floor and sighed. “I guess… I have a purpose now, huh?” 
 It wasn’t a terrible purpose. Defending the weak and the innocent sounded a little infantile, but that had been his dream once upon a time when he lived at the top of a nameless mountain, playing with wooden swords and eating apple pie, and sleeping to the sound of his mother’s beautiful voice. The young Valden had wished to become a knight, who defended the people from evil monsters and cruel tyrants. He had wished to do so alongside his friend, who did become a knight, but of a different kind. 
 In this new world, he could live out that dream and turn it into reality. Valden became the very thing he’d once dreamed of defeating and driving away, but Murasaki Jin was different. He could become a hero—not a demon, but a true hero, who defended and nurtured the weak and the innocent.  

Could I become a hero?

 Well, if he could take the highest throne and smite down the gods themselves, then becoming a hero should be rather easy. But what does that even mean?

 His first step, regardless, would be to defend Hirata and ensure the safety of its people, no matter the cost. Arima surely knew that he was going to die in the coming war. There was no way he could survive. The defense and nurturing of Hirata was his final wish, and Jin was prepared to do everything in his power to fulfill that wish. 
 Jin lingered in Arima’s office for another hour. Having taken another bottle of premium sake from his uncle’s hidden cache, Jin took to drinking the night away as he’d done numerous times in his youth. But the magic that coursed through his body would not allow the alcohol to dull his mind, no matter how much he drank and how many bottles he’d downed. Disappointed, Jin walked out of his uncle’s office and walked into his room. As soon as he stepped foot inside, however, he froze. 
 “Now… just how did you get here?” he muttered, eyes narrowing. 
 At the center of his room, a ring of dust surrounding it, was the family heirloom that he’d taken from the Murasaki treasury many years ago. He’d almost forgotten it even existed after trying numerous times to pry it open and finally giving up after it never did. Though it looked to be made of mundane wood, the heirloom was surely protected by some extremely powerful magic that kept anyone from opening it. And so it had remained at the bottom of his storage chest, where he kept most of his important belongings, alongside Agito. The days and the weeks and months flew by and his mind simply forgot about the tiny wooden box from five years ago. 
 After all, he couldn’t get the thing to open no matter how hard he tried. 
 And now, somehow, it was there, on the floor. A hellish script of unknown origin, crimson symbols as though etched in blood, were scattered all around the surface of the heirloom. It emitted a strong, magical stench that reminded Jin of a gruesome and bloody battlefield, where millions died and blood flowed and seeped into the soil, creating a crimson marshland, filled with corpses upon corpses, piled atop each other, and all the while carrion birds circled above. 
 He had seen plenty of those—far too many for one life. 
 Jin took another step toward it and stopped immediately. This presence…

 He knew it from somewhere. Whatever was inside of the heirloom was seeping outward, and the presence that emanated from it was somehow familiar. It was dark, evil, and malicious, but it was also unbearably powerful—a magical energy whose magnitude was far beyond anything Jin had ever known. It was so powerful that the energies were actively pushing him back—away from the heirloom. Jin couldn’t take another step forward, even if wanted to. 
 “What is going on?!” Undeterred, Jin pushed back against the wave of evil magic. He took another step forward and felt the skin peel off his right foot. Jin braved through it—he’d been through worse. He took another step and all the skin from his shins to his foot disappeared in an instant.  
 It didn’t matter. He would heal all of it back anyway. 
 Jin took another step forward and felt his flesh stripping from his bones as the dreadful energies assaulted every fiber of his being. Where do I remember this magic?

 It came from a brief and distant memory, something he’d felt in passing. 
 It flashed in his mind’s eye, a statue of a demon in his family’s treasury. 
 Jin’s eyes widened. “The Asura.” 
 The energies exploded outward and sent him flying through a wall. 
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 A wave of malice and darkness exploded out from the lord’s manor. Those with magic in their blood looked and saw and felt a great terror, rising into the sky, a titan of wrath and ruin, given form. They witnessed a specter, towering above the clouds themselves, wreathed in black flames, eyes aglow with eldritch lights, bearing aloft a blade of ash and shadow.  
 The common folk shivered and felt a deep dread creeping into their souls and making their skin crawl and their hairs stand on end. Those who lie asleep and dreaming thrashed and turned in their beds, beset by torturous nightmares of ancient battlefields and rotting corpses, millions upon millions of lost souls groaning and moaning for release, their near-skeletal hands reaching out to some unseen savior that would never come. 
 Great black clouds converged over the earth. The stars disappeared and all the lights seemed to dim as the shadows in every corner grew. 
 “What’s going on?!” one of the guards yelled at his fellow patrolmen.  
 The darkness was growing. The lights that were scattered all over town were dimming. And, when he looked toward the lord’s mansion, something terrible stared back at him, a titan of ashes and darkness. “Do you see that?!” 
 “I don’t see anything!” another guard replied, screaming. “But there’s… something foul in the air! I can feel it!” 
 A great evil had descended upon Hirata. Fear gripped its townsfolk. A terrible panic swept across the town, fear and paranoia seeping into the minds of the masses.  
 The guards and warriors marched out onto the streets to calm the rapidly forming mobs of deranged merchants and farmers, but even they were wavering as an aura of madness and despair exploded from the lord’s manor, enveloping the entirety of Hirata in a single nightmare. 
 Screams echoed everywhere—men, women, and children alike afflicted by the overwhelming malice and rage in the air. 
 And yet, as quickly as it appeared, the specter vanished, leaving nothing but a thin wisp of smoke and ashes that only the magically gifted would ever see. Almost as though the nightmare was never there to begin with, the once crazed townsfolk returned to their homes in a daze, their minds addled and confused, unable to comprehend the power that had loomed over them moments ago. And so they did as their minds dictated and chose to forget the horror that was the ashen titan. 
 And no one noticed the figure of Murasaki Jin, blowing a hole through the manor and flying out, disappearing. 
 * * *  
   

Shinji

   
 Shinji’s eyes snapped open as a wave of fear, terror, and malice spread through the woodlands. Several birds and bats flew off into the night, and the forest came to life as the beasts were sent to fearful flight. The ground shook, and the wind grew colder. The shadows turned darker, and an evil magic twisted time and space itself, creating tiny pockets of singularities in the air, where dust and leaves and twigs were pulled inward, before they were violently launched back out. 
 Shinji’s eyes narrowed as he leapt from his perch atop a tree and bent down, eyeing a singularity that was rapidly destroying a mound of dried leaves and twigs. 

Spatial anomalies through sheer force of magic… he mused.  
 Such phenomena were not unheard of. There were entire branches of magic dedicated to time and space, and there were even a few Magical Beasts that swam through the currents of time itself, defying whatever temporal rules humans were bound to. But what could cause such a thing to happen?  
 Shinji breathed in and cringed, his head ringing and his stomach rolling at the malice and darkness that seeped through the air and corrupted everything it touched. It wasn’t just malice, it was also anger and indignation—the rage of one who was betrayed. And there was just so much of it, the wrath and ruin of a million souls, crying out for justice and vengeance and destruction. His eyes widened and the woodlands shifted as his powers pulled him deep into the bowels of another vision. 
 The trees around him shrunk into the ground, disappearing into red puddles that stank of copper and iron and filth. It was a bog, darkened by shadows and the absence of the sun or the moon, the sky turning a stark crimson hue.  
 Shinji took a single step forward and recoiled when his feet sank. The ground was not soil or mud or clumps of moss and swamp matter, but bodies. Millions upon millions of bodies, stacked atop each other, desecrated and ravaged beyond recognition.  

They appear to be victims of war, he realized. Most of them are wearing some kind of armor and holding weapons in their hands.

 He didn’t recognize the designs of the armors or the weapons, but something about them felt familiar. The corpses themselves were obviously the children of Moyatani, with their almond-shaped eyes.  

It’s an ancient battlefield, he thought. Some of the weapons are made of poorly wrought iron, but most of their equipment is of wood and bronze. They must be the ancient people of Moyatani.

 There were flags underneath the crimson waters. Etched upon them was the same symbol, over and over again, a blood-red blade over a field of white skulls. That symbol seems familiar…

 There was a northern family of nobles whose sigil was that of a crimson blade, over a field of skulls. Unfortunately, Shinji had only read about that clan in passing, and they weren’t all that important, since they were not nearly as powerful as their neighbors. He did remember the first name of the last clan head, however, a brutal warrior whose skills easily made him a match for even the most powerful of mages, despite his lack of magic. His name was whispered among the sword masters of the capital as being one of the very best in the whole country, Hamada the Mage-Killer. 
 Apparently, he received the title after some errant mage challenged him to a duel and lost quite laughably. The man was given a choice between death and shame. Of course, the mage chose death and was promptly decapitated. Tales of the mage’s death spread all across the southlands, marking the event as one of the very few times a mortal was able to defeat and kill a magic user. Hamada was young at the time, one of the many bushi who sought to receive the title of Strongest Under Heaven, though he failed, just like everyone else. 
 The records hadn’t spoken of him since he went back north and inherited his father’s title. 

This clan still exists. Hamada’s last known exploits took place less than twenty years ago, Shinji reasoned. The symbol was important to the vision. Shinji needed to find its source: Hamada’s clan. 
 But then the corpses moved, their lipless mouths opening in a silent scream, their pale and bloated eyes widening. The bodies moved in the crimson waters, almost as though they were swimming, hands and legs and heads bobbing up and down, drifting in the unnatural currents. The fetid smell of it all made Shinji grimace and wretch. 

Why am I still here? Visions usually ended when he reached a point of clarity or understanding. He’d seen the flag and clan’s symbol. What else was there for him to see? 
 Everywhere he looked, he saw only death and decay. And so Shinji wandered, walking over the bloated corpses of warriors and peasants, men, women, and children. Their limbs were scattered about the place, and numerous spears jutted out of the crimson waters with babies hanging from its tips, their tiny chests run through as though they were little more than animals and beasts. Bowels and entrails lay splattered, half-sunk and floating above the putrid pools. 
 He glanced upward and beheld a blood-red moon, peeking out of the black clouds. Shinji’s eyes widened as he recalled the various historical and sociological lessons on Moyatani culture he’d learned from among his people, stored in their own archives, hidden from the rest of the world.  
 The Blood Moon was said to have first arisen when the Great Rakshasha had come into the world, screaming and raging, rearranging the faces of the mountains and carving deep furrows into the earth, where rivers now ran. His people remembered that day as the Day of Woes and Tears, when the blood of millions was spilled, but the Moyatani knew it as the Day of the Asura, when the first demon ravaged the world. 
 But what were the spirits even trying to tell him? The Asura was just an old legend, told by old men and women to scare little children, or to teach them what not to do if they wanted to be bushi. True, the legends painted the creature to be some kind of creation and destruction demon, whose power quite literally shaped the world as it was today, separating the continents and carving out the great mountain ranges, but such a power could not possibly exist. While many Moyatani believed it to be true, it was simply impossible for something of that magnitude to exist. Its very presence would upset the balance of magic in the world, creating spatial anomalies everywhere and making a mess of things. 
 If it existed, the world would not have survived. 
 Then again, the legends also told of the Kensei, a legendary sword-saint who was said to have challenged the Asura in single combat at the top of Mount Ryomen, where the demon was ultimately defeated and the world was saved from its eternal wrath. 
 The Kensei was another headache of a myth Shinji had been forced to study during his education, but the gist of it was that the legendary sword-saint only ever arose in a time of great chaos and evil, a time when the Asura was said to arise from the ashes of a million dead. 

A million dead… the whole country’s about to descend into total war… Shinji paused, eyes drifting all around as the corpses writhed underneath the fetid, crimson pools. Millions would surely die, thereby fulfilling the first phase of the prophecy. But… it’s just a legend. There’s no real evidence for the existence of the Asura, even the Imperial Academy agrees that it’s just an old creation myth, passed down from generation to generation.

 It couldn’t be about that. 
 Pale, Shinji bent down and reached for one of the corpses. He grabbed it by the face. It writhed in his hand, before its neck just popped off, leaving the head in Shinji’s fingers. He shook his head and dropped the still-moving head before turning and walking to a particularly high mound of groaning corpses.  
 “What are you trying to tell me now, spirits?” he said. 
 Just as Shinji finished speaking, the vision ended, and he found himself back in the forest, standing amidst chaos and devastation. Broken trees, deep furrows, upturned patches of soil, and huge craters greeted him as he blinked and steadied himself. The spatial anomalies were gone, alongside the malevolent presence that’d pervaded the woodlands, but the damage was done and the once-pristine forest was now a ragged field of destruction. 
 Shinji sighed. “Well, at least the whole place didn’t catch flames while I was under.” 
 His head turned to the west, where Hirata lay—where the malevolence had originated. Groaning, Shinji began to walk. The night was young, and the sky was clear. A part of him did not want to return to Hirata ever again. In truth, this assignment was becoming far too complicated and far too dangerous way too fast, and Shinji didn’t even want to be in this country of savages. He didn’t want to risk his life, or anything really, to save a few Moyatani brutes. He’d do it in a heartbeat to save a fellow Varnu, but there were probably only ten of them here, while the rest of his family was frolicking in the frozen fields in the north. 
 And yet another part of him, the part that enjoyed solving mysteries and chasing after excitement, wanted desperately to know exactly what had caused such a disturbance—the origin of such a hateful malevolence that even the spirits of the most ancient of battlefields could not mirror. No, that hate belonged to something that was already consumed by it, the living embodiment of fury and rage itself.  

First, it was that monstrous kid, Murasaki Jin, he thought. And now something of this magnitude is just running around the place. Just what is wrong with this country?

 Utterly confused about what to do next, Shinji just started walking. He didn’t know where he was going or why, he simply followed his feelings and the will of the spirits—both were very often intertwined. And his feelings were telling him to follow the trail of carnage and destruction, of malice and darkness. It would surely lead him somewhere, but he didn’t know where.  
 But he knew one thing: it certainly wasn’t leading him back to Hirata. 
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 “Oh, you’re finally awake.” 
 Jin blinked and saw a great gray blur. There were vague humanoid shapes around him, but they were too hazy for him to recognize anyone. The voice that just spoke to him from the left of his head, however, was definitely familiar, despite its echoing quality. 
 “My men found you in the river, asleep,” the man continued. There was a commotion coming from somewhere. There were probably hundreds of people here. The sounds reminded him of a war camp. Horses were present too, though Jin wasn’t quite sure exactly how many of the beasts there were. “You floated alongside blocks of ice and yet you weren’t cold. That’s some power you have…” 
 Jin tried shaking his head and rubbing his eyes, but the blur and the haze were both still there and neither of them seemed like they’d be going anywhere anytime soon. At least he knew he wasn’t surrounded by enemies. They would have killed him in his sleep if they were enemies—which meant he didn’t have to burn every living thing within a mile radius. 
 The familiar voice continued, “Anyway, you’ll be pleased to know that I have successfully gathered a force of one thousand men. I have trained them to your specifications. The only thing for them to do now is to have a taste of a real battle. Harsh training can only get them so far. Don’t you think so, Jin?” 
 Jin huffed and chuckled. How did he even get here? What had happened? 
 “It’s good to meet you again, Yojimbo.” Jin smiled as he sighed and stopped trying to force away the haze in his senses. He was surrounded by friends, anyway, and Yojimbo—as strange as the thought might seem—was unlikely to betray him, especially now that he was awake. “How have you been doing? I hope you’ve been spending your funds wisely.” 
 The foreign merchant-guerilla leader chuckled. “Hah, do you take me for some lousy noble? Of course I spent the funds wisely. I’ve even procured over a hundred draft horses, and I’ve armed each and every one of my boys with adequate weapons. We’re not exactly a formal army now, are we?” 
 Jin nodded. “Where exactly are we right now? I can’t exactly tell, since my eyes aren’t working.” 
 Most of the ambient noises and the conversations of Yojimbo’s band of former misfits were still coming to him as hazy sounds that made no sense. 
 “We,” Yojimbo began, “are in the foothills of the Yumihara Mountains, about twenty miles east of Hirata. No one can find us here. I’ve memorized every nook and every cranny, and I’ve weaponized all of them. When we finally strike, no army will ever see us coming—unless, of course, there’s some magic involved, but I can’t really account for that.” 
 They both laughed. Mages were difficult to strategize against. You never really knew just what they were capable of, and so the only option was to consider everything, which wasn’t exactly realistic. 
 “You’re quite far from home, aren’t you, boss? How’d you end up in that river? Did the war start a little earlier than expected?” Yojimbo asked. 
 Yojimbo’s tone was halfway between teasing and mocking, but Jin knew the man well enough at this point to dismiss such things. But then he couldn’t remember just what had happened. Jin had a talk with his uncle in the man’s office. He drank sake and went to his room and then…  
 Jin couldn’t recall anything afterward. His mind was hazy and blank, and trying to remember what happened actively hurt. “I… honestly have no clue. I remember I was in Hirata, and I was drinking sake and then—” 
 Yojimbo burst out laughing, slapping his knee. “Ah, sake… of course. There’s no need to say anymore, boss. The rice wine explains everything.” 
 Jin groaned. “Any news of passing armies and outlaw bands near Hirata?” 
 “Nothing,” Yojimbo said proudly. “We’ve cleared out all the outlaws and the bandits that were attacking traveling merchants and their caravans. Of course, we lawfully and legally confiscated all their stolen goods in the name of the lord of Hirata as we do work under him by proxy.” 
 Jin shook his head. Damn former bandits… 

 “But we’ve seen no sign of passing armies or anything that could be considered one,” Yojimbo finished. “Why? Has the war finally started?” 
 Jin nodded. “Lord Izayoi has called for a war council and my uncle is probably already there—I hope. This is the prelude to war. The eastern provinces under the Great Lord Izayoi will be gathering a host of war and, if I’m correct, will invade the western provinces. Once that happens, the south might just explode and war amongst themselves, while the lords of the northern provinces slowly march southward.” 
 Yojimbo hummed. “Yes, unlike the other Daimyos in Moyatani, Lord Izayoi has the distinct advantage of having the loyalty of his retainers. The lords of the western, northern, and southern provinces probably won’t even listen to their Daimyo.” 
 Jin nodded. “Izayoi is the only one in a position to launch invasions.” 
 “And so the war finally begins…” 
 “Yes… yes, it finally will.”   
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 “What will you do?” Yojimbo asked. “Hirata doesn’t exactly possess a powerful army—or an army at all—and this guerilla force can only do so much, before sheer numbers overwhelm us.” 
 “Is there a way to realistically end this war?” There wasn’t, but the question was rhetorical. Jin had always known that this war for succession was going to be the tipping point of everything he’d ever known in this land. The struggle to claim the title of Shogun would plunge the whole country into a war so bloody it’d seem like an act of gods. And Hirata would be caught in the middle of it. Arima made Jin promise that he would protect the people. Jin had every intention of keeping that promise to the best of his abilities. 
 The only problem was that even the best of his abilities might not be enough. 
 Yojimbo shook his head and leaned back. He looked serious for once. At least, he looked contemplative enough to pass as someone who was serious. “I honestly don’t know. Maybe, if the Great Khan came and invaded, your little lords might unite against a common foe, but that won’t happen for a while. He’s busy taking the rest of the world.” 
 Jin shrugged. Broken families, strangely enough, had a tendency to come together when someone from outside their family threatened another member. A similar case could be argued for Moyatani, but there simply wasn’t any singular enemy powerful enough for every single lord to come to their senses, put aside their differences, and unite for the common good. That was, short of this ‘Great Khan’ coming and burning entire towns and cities. But, as Yojimbo said, such a thing wasn’t going to happen for a while. 
 Heck, Moyatani might still be at war when that foreign conqueror finally arrived. 
 “My goal isn’t to fight the war,” Jin explained, sitting up and willing away the haze in his eyes. “My goal is to live through it with Hirata and its people still intact. That’ll be a lot easier to accomplish than outright ending the war.” 
 Even if he was granted all his powers from his previous life, Jin wouldn’t have been sure if he could end the looming war. The people of Moyatani were simply too caught up in their martial culture to ever consider simply voting for a new Shogun to be put in place. Everyone who was anyone was going to lay their claim on the prestigious title and damn everyone else for their ambition. Brute force wasn’t going to end anything. They needed diplomacy, but there were simply too many actors at play for such a thing to work. 
 Yojimbo leaned in and raised a single, doubtful eyebrow. “Again, how do you plan on doing that?” 
 “I honestly don’t know,” Jin admitted. “I can defend Hirata from invasions easily enough, but I won’t be able to do that for all of the next ten years—and this war’s bound to last for at least a century.”  
 Try as Jin might, the only real solution—one that would also fulfill his promise to his uncle—was to relocate the whole village somewhere that would remain untouched by the war. 
 Unfortunately, that was impossible. There was no place in Moyatani that would be spared the bloody onslaught to come. Everyone everywhere would suffer equally. 
 How was he going to keep his promise to Arima?  
 Jin continued. “There’s only so much I could do. The walls I’ve built will fall eventually. The weapons I designed aren’t going to win against innumerable hosts, and this guerilla army is only meant to slow down and greatly hinder my enemy’s advance.” 
 Jin’s fist hit the ground with a loud thunder-like crack. “I can’t save everyone. I can try my damn hardest and maybe even delay everything for the next eight or so years, but Hirata is going to burn eventually.” 
 “Ha!” Yojimbo’s eyes seemed distant for a moment as he looked out to the entrance of his tent. “A long time ago, when I was younger, I lived in a town that’d remained untouched by the Great Khan’s conquests. Soon, however, his mighty legions reached my home, and we were given an ultimatum. If we killed our own ruler and presented his head to the Great Khan within three days, he would spare us his wrath and peacefully absorb our town into his Empire.” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. Yojimbo wasn’t one to share much about his past, and Jin was admittedly rather curious about this Great Khan the man always mentioned. Additionally, it was incredibly interesting to learn of other nations and cultures. The children of Moyatani were quite bland.  
 “And then what happened?” Jin asked. 
 “I was only seven at the time, but I remember how my mother took me with her as she and almost everyone else I knew marched right up to the king’s castle.” Yojimbo’s expression was melancholic and so was his tone. “Eventually, they’d forced their way through the guards and into the castle. They took the king and killed him without even bothering to hear what he had to say. 
 “My mother made me watch as they took his body apart and offered his head to the Great Khan,” Yojimbo shuddered very briefly, almost as though he was trying to control his own body’s reaction to the rather grim memory. 
 “Did this Great Khan keep his word?” Jin asked, genuinely curious. If that conqueror was going to invade Moyatani at some point in the future, it’d be prudent for Jin to know more about his enemy. 
 Yojimbo shook his head. “The Great Khan merely accepted the head and ordered his forces to burn the city and kill or enslave everyone in it. I survived by hiding under the corpses and sneaking out through the canals.” 
 “Ugh, so… wait, I’m having trouble following. Why are you loyal to this tyrant?” 
 Yojimbo laughed grimly. “Because it had all been a test, if the people of my hometown had stood their ground and stood by their king to defend their home, the Great Khan would’ve gladly offered them peaceful terms of surrender. Loyalty, he told me many years later, he wanted to see if the people were loyal to their king. They weren’t, and so he had them all killed.” 
 Jin nodded. That was a very sad story. Then again, he couldn’t exactly say he hadn’t done much worse things when he was emperor and was out trying to conquer the world. It made him briefly wonder about his past actions and the morality of them, but he pushed aside those thoughts and focused on the present. 
 “Was there a point to this story?” he asked the other man. 
 Yojimbo shrugged. “The point is that war is fickle and that people are also fickle. You might just find yourself stabbed in the back by the very people you’re trying to protect.” 
 “I’ll keep that in mind.” Jin had considered it, of course. Given his past, it was never far from his mind. Loyalty was a fickle thing that could hardly be relied upon. But no, the people of Hirata feared him more than they feared their own enemies. That, alone, was enough to keep them in line—not to mention the various things Jin had done to make their lives better. 
 He couldn’t help but admit, in the small corners of his mind, that he feared what he might do to them should they betray him. What would become of the village, if they were to do what the Hollowed Knight and the others had done to Jin? Betrayal. It would surely stoke the flames of Jin’s wrath.  
 He shuddered at the thought of what he might be capable of.  
 “I think I’d like to see the sun for a while…” Jin finally said. He had regained enough of his strength to try and go outside for some warmth. 
 “Suit yourself,” Yojimbo shrugged. “Just don’t push your body too hard.” 
 Jin sat up and winced at the fluctuating pangs of pain in his chest. What was that? Jin wondered. 
 He wasn’t wounded. There was no bruising of any sort or any break or fracture in his ribcage—all of which would have healed in moments anyway. It was a strange sort of pain—not quite physical, but not quite mystical either. There was a weight to it, almost as though he was stabbed by a particularly heavy, but incredibly thin, needle right into the center of his chest. It hurt, but it wasn’t unbearable. He’d had far worse things than a needle pierce his chest and come out the other side. 
 It was just mildly annoying—made even more annoying by the fact that he did not know what was causing it and why. It was very likely magical in nature, probably a slow-acting curse that dealt damage to his body over a long period of time, but, then again, Jin could only guess, and he’d never really heard of curses in this new world. I’ll just have to figure it out later, he decided. 
 Regardless, Jin forced himself up and stretched his limbs, wincing as he did. His legs were still rather wobbly—again, a mystery, considering his regeneration—and his arms still sagged. His whole body was heavier, and moving took a great deal of effort. But he could move, at least, and that was what mattered. He didn’t want to be stuck on some makeshift bed for another ten hours if he could help it. Besides, Jin wanted to see what Yojimbo had been up to for the last several months. Though they maintained constant communications, Jin hadn’t been fully aware of what the foreigner was up to. 
 Jin’s legs gave way. He found himself falling, but his right arm quickly launched out and grabbed the nearest thing it could. Luckily, his fingers had wrapped themselves around a rock on the wall, which prevented him from falling further. Jin’s chest heaved as he caught himself, eyes wide.   
 “That… was… close.” 
 Yojimbo clicked his tongue and shook his head. “You should probably just stay in bed, boss. If you die out there in the cold, I’d lose my source of income. That’d be just sad, don’t you think?” 
 Jin groaned. “Shut up and give me a few seconds. I’m still recovering.” 
 The foreigner shrugged and chugged down another cup of rice wine in a single gulp. “Suit yourself, boss.” He stood up. “I’ll be outside. I have to meet our new instructor. He’s promised to teach my boys how to move with absolute silence, since a blind, deaf, grandmother could probably figure out where they are whenever they’re marching in the forest. Honestly, I’d hoped they’d understood the whole concept of guerilla warfare when I explained everything, but I might’ve set my expectations a little too high with these monkeys.” 
 Jin nodded. Yojimbo’s band was stealthy enough for a guerilla army, but if someone could make them even stealthier, that could only be a boon—an army that could strike, unseen, from anywhere and nowhere was more dangerous than a host of bushi.  
 “Where did you find this new instructor?” Jin asked.  
 “We didn’t,” Yojimbo answered. “He just showed up in my tent one night and asked if he could offer us his services. No one saw him walk into the camp, even when I had over a hundred sentries keeping watch over every possible entrance. He slipped right through and laughed at our defenses. And so I asked him if he could teach my boys how to sneak, like he does, and he accepted.” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. “Someone snuck through your defenses so easily?” 
 It was probably a master shinobi of some kind. Though, it was strange for one to seek out an employer when the coming war would surely have every lord fighting over the shadow warriors. They were incredibly rare, incredibly expensive, and incredibly effective. Every lord and their dog would soon be lining up to hire them.  
 So, what was one doing here and why? 
 One possibility was that this shinobi had been sent to kill Yojimbo, but that seemed a little odd. The shinobi had snuck through the sentries, passing by the tents and the soldiers, and entered Yojimbo’s tent without anyone noticing, but said shinobi did not proceed to kill Yojimbo right then and there. No, the other possibility was that this shinobi had been sent to gather information and was here on someone else’s behalf. 
 Yojimbo nodded. “He’s a master shinobi of some kind, but a part of me doesn’t think so. He certainly doesn’t act like any of the shadow warriors I’ve ever seen, and he also doesn’t use any of their weapons. The man only carries around a tanto. He’s really good with it, though. It’s scary how someone of his age can easily take down five of my boys without breaking a sweat.” 
 Jin huffed and straightened, pushing himself away from the rock perch he’d held onto. He winced and laid a hand on his chest. The sharp, stinging pain returned for a moment before disappearing just as quickly. Jin breathed in and released a long and shaky breath. 
 Just what was wrong with his body? He looked inward with his magic and found nothing of note. Everything should have been fine, but his regeneration wasn’t healing his grogginess as it ought to. And then there was that phantom pain in his chest. Something’s going on inside me that even my magical senses can’t detect, he thought. I have to figure it out soon so I can deal with it.

 The worst problem, however, was the blankness in his head. No matter how much Jin tried to remember the events that led up to his awakening in Yojimbo’s tent, he couldn’t. It was as though something had ripped out his memories, leaving nothing but a blank haze of thoughts, alongside a particularly nasty headache whenever he tried looking into it too much. 
 Jin shook his head. “What’s his name?” 
 “He calls himself Nobito No Yoritsumo,” Yojimbo answered.  
 Jin’s eyes widened at the name. How long had it been since he’d heard it?  
 “Have you heard of him?” Yojimbo asked. 
 Jin paused and straightened. Nobito No Yoritsumo, the one who taught me the Blade of the Feather-Moon?

 That old bag of bones was still alive? Jin had assumed the old man had perished during the attack on his old home, dying alongside all his teachers and all the guests. In hindsight, despite his age, Nobito was a master assassin and infiltrator. It would have been quite easy for him to sneak out of the castle, without anyone spotting him. That man could sneak up on Hamada in broad daylight, Jin thought, and father wouldn’t notice until the old man placed the tip of a dagger at his throat.

 “Damn… he really lived through that ordeal, huh?” Jin muttered. 
 Yojimbo tilted his head. “So, you do know him?” 
 Jin nodded. “He taught me the Blade of the Feather-Moon. It’s an assassination sword-style that very few people have ever heard of. I believe that not even the Shinobi are aware of it. Nobito’s probably the best assassin in Moyatani,” Jin admitted, taking another step forward, but then stopping immediately as his body wobbled and his head spun. “I’m great at killing people without getting noticed, but my former master is on an entirely different level.” 
 Yojimbo bellowed a hearty laughter before laying a heavy hand on Jin’s shoulder. “Well, it’s a good thing that he’s on our side then, yes? And, not only that, he’s teaching my miscreants his art. I see this as an absolute win!” 
 Jin groaned and shoved the man’s hand away. “He’s only teaching your boys the basics. He’s probably here for another reason. How much are you paying him?” 
 “About a hundred silver coins a month, alongside food, water, and his own tent,” Yojimbo answered. “All these things I find to be very reasonable. Heck, I’d even say he was selling himself short, given your apparent admiration for him, which begs the question of why.” 
 Jin nodded. Nobito was always a shifty old man. Undoubtedly, Jin’s old teacher was likely also spying on them the whole time he was staying in Castle Murasaki. If he was spying for their enemies, then Jin would kill him as soon as he possibly could. If he was spying for someone else, who was unrelated to the death of his father and the destruction of his home, Jin might just forgive him and give him a particularly harsh pat on the back. After all, sending spies to allied courts was not uncommon. In fact, Jin knew several of his father’s servants had been spies for allied clans. They were mostly harmless, and Hamada had been aware but didn’t care too much about it since he did the same thing every day. 
 “He’s very likely here as a spy,” Jin said. “Which means someone’s found out about our operation, somehow, and is looking to gain more information about what your band is doing. Have you told him anything?” 
 Yojimbo nodded. “Well, he knows that we’re an army that’s not meant to fight in the open. But he doesn’t know who we’re working for and why. As it stands, my boys are simply one of the many roving war-bands all across Moyatani. We just happen to have more resources.” 
 “That’s fine, I suppose.” Most of Yojimbo’s warriors were unaware of their continued employment under Jin. Sure, the early members, those who came from Yojimbo’s little bandit gang, were aware of the fact that Yojimbo, their boss, had another boss, who was calling all the shots, but the latest recruits likely weren’t aware, which meant Nobito was very likely unaware of the fact that Jin was in control of Yojimbo’s war-band. “I’ll go and meet him. I’ll tell him you found me floating down a river and you decided to do something good for once in your life.” 
 “Eh, fine. That’ll probably do it,” Yojimbo replied, shrugging. His face was flushed red from all the rice wine he’d been drinking. “He hasn’t seen your face yet, so that excuse might just work.” 
 Jin shook his head. Nobito was too dangerous a person to deal with the same way he dealt with everyone else. A master assassin with dubious loyalties was a problem. It would have been a lot better if the old man wasn’t here to begin with, but Jin could not deny the benefits of having him teach Yojimbo’s band of miscreants how to walk without getting seen.  

I could just choose not to meet him at all, but I’d rather figure out what he’s up to before I head back to Hirata, Jin thought. Otherwise, I’ll always have a proverbial dagger at my back. No, I can’t leave unless I’m certain of his motives.

 For all he knew, Nobito might have been a spy for the Muramasa family, which led to the fall of Jin’s home and family. It didn’t matter how much the old man had taught Jin or how many of his so-called secret techniques he’d shared with Jin, if Nobito betrayed Jin’s family, then he was going to die—of that there was no question or doubt. 
 “Are you sure you’re fit to go out as you are, boss?” Yojimbo asked, raising a single hand and using it to push Jin back with barely any force. Jin struggled to maintain his upright posture, but otherwise did not fall down. “See? You just barely managed to survive that.” 
 “I’m fine,” Jin reassured, though he wasn’t quite sure if his words were for Yojimbo or for himself. “I’ll be fine. I’ve been through much worse.” 
 “It’s good to see you again, Jin.” 
 Jin froze. 
 That was Nobito’s voice. It came from right behind him. 
 Jin felt the tip of a blade sticking against the back of his neck. 
 When did he— 
 Of course…  
 “It’s good to know you’re still alive, my student.” 
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 “It’s good to know you’re still alive, my student.” Nobito said coolly. The master assassin sounded just a tad bit older. His voice seemed rougher around the edges, tired and ragged. 
 Nobito’s tone had lost quite a lot of the arrogance and pride it once had. 
 The edge of the blade was cold at the back of Jin’s neck. Its tip was dangerously close to just piercing his skin and spine. It’d take Nobito less than a second to plunge his blade deep. He’d heal through it, of course, but Jin would first have to suffer through ten seconds of paralysis, assuming his former teacher bothered to stop at stabbing just the back of his neck. There were still plenty more places to stab and wound severely. The neck just happened to be fatal for most people. 
 At that point, he was already beaten. 
 Jin chuckled. 
 Then again, he could be a very sore loser. After all, even paralyzed, Jin could still unleash the full brunt of his magical powers, releasing a deadly wave of blazing infernos and arcing bolts of lightning to destroy everything around him. Not even Nobito could escape something of that magnitude. There was simply nowhere to run to at that point. But, still, Jin admitted, such a thing was meant to be used for when he was all out of options—at the lowest possible point he could reach. 
 For now, he knew enough of Nobito No Yoritsumo’s tricks to land an effective counter, without getting himself stabbed at the back of the neck and paralyzed for the next ten seconds. “Don’t act too surprised, Jin. Did you really think those brutes could kill me or that I would let myself die in that castle?” 
 Jin wasn’t listening. 

The tip of the blade is squarely over the center of the back of my neck, Jin noted, using every bit of his senses to scan his body and the blade. He did not know Nobito’s exact bodily position and he did not have enough time to try and find out. The master assassin was, well, a master at playing tricks on his enemy’s senses, making them miss the tiniest of details. But the blade’s angle indicated a limited range of movement. Nobito was staying out of Jin’s range—but that only gave him the option to thrust the blade forward another two inches, just enough to pierce Jin’s spine. 
 And so there was really only one thing to do in that moment. 
 Jin rolled forward, ducking underneath the blade’s tip. He twisted and rolled on the ground. Agito was nowhere near him. His companion was on the table a few feet away. And so, as he turned, Jin held out his right hand instead. Blue sparks of electricity coiled around his fingers, dancing and arcing outward. “Hello, teacher. I’ve grown a lot stronger since we last met.” 
 Nobito stood there, grinning. The old man looked a lot older than the last time Jin had seen him. His face sported numerous wrinkles and his eyes were restless. Nobito’s beard had grown out of control, covering the entirety of his neck. 
 Jin’s former teacher lowered his tanto, its edges dulled with constant use. The weapon looked as though it hadn’t been maintained for a long time. “Your response was excellent, my former student. It seems I have taught you well.” 
 Lightning cackled from his fingers. Jin’s eyes narrowed, his eyes glowing blue. Flames erupted from his left hand, burning through the rick silk and thick furs that made up most of the floor. The air vibrated and thrummed with Jin’s magical energies. A dreadful pressure filled Yojimbo’s tent. Nobito sighed and held up both his hands, lowering his head. “Now, Jin, I mean you no harm. I do not wish to fight you or be in conflict with you.” 
 Nobito stiffened and raised his guard. “Yeah, I’m not falling for that trick, old man. What are you doing here and who sent you? If you don’t answer me truthfully, I’ll turn you into the human equivalent of pork crackling.” 
 Yojimbo snorted and nearly fell on the floor, laughing. When he settled, the foreigner wiped a stray tear from the corner of his left eye and snorted. “Ah, that one got me. That was a good one, boss.” 
 Jin huffed. There were very few occasions, during his reign as Mage-Emperor, when he had ordered the most heinous and cruel of criminals to be executed by boiling in a vat of burning oil. The results were often disgusting. Not even his generals, save for the Hollowed Knight, were able to stomach such a sight. Human skin held a very remarkable similarity to pork skin when deep fried for a long time. 
 The children of Moyatani were not nearly as torturous in their delivery of executions. Even the most gruesome criminals were simply decapitated and their bodies burned and thrown into the sea. Jin shook his head and turned an eye to Yojimbo, “Yeah, but I meant it. Nobito No Yoritsumo, if that is your name at all, you will tell me what you’re doing here and who sent you. The penalty for declining my command is… well, a grizzly death. Don’t make me say it again, my former teacher.” 
 He should’ve seen it sooner, but Jin had been too lax in thoroughly investigating his teachers. He was too focused on gaining power and becoming stronger that he had forgotten the security of his own home. Nobito No Yoritsumo could’ve been a spy. He was a master assassin, whose stealth far exceeded that of any shinobi. The old man could’ve easily slipped through the halls and corridors of Castle Murasaki, reading and recording Hamada’s personal documents and no one would’ve been the wiser. 
 But, for now, Jin would give his old teacher the benefit of the doubt. After all, he hadn’t really bothered to check what any of his instructors and mentors were up to in their free time. He’d been too caught up in gathering power for himself to even care. 
 Nobito sighed and dropped his blade. “I came here of my own accord, Jin. War is looming on the horizon, and I thought it best to seek out a lesser-known war-band and offer my services to them. If I teach this army the right skills, they will never be caught. They will never be ambushed, and they will never be trapped. Yojimbo’s little army will outlast the war and that’s exactly what I plan on doing—surviving.” 
 “Offering my services to some other lord’s court is a foolish course of action,” Nobito finished. “The politics of this country is too volatile—nowhere is safe. So, I had two choices: join a bandit gang or join a roving war-band. As you can see, I believe I’ve made the right choice.” 
 Jin chuckled. His magical energies flared outward, enveloping the spacious interior of Yojimbo’s tent. “Yeah, I don’t believe you.” 
 A great conflagration of fire and lightning came forth from Jin’s hands. It boomed and sent thunderous waves rippling across the air as it traveled forward, ready to turn Jin’s former master to ashes and crackling. 
 “Wait!” Nobito went down to his knees and bowed his head, planting his forehead on the ground. Jin’s eyes widened, before willing his fire and lightning to dissipate, sending the brunt of the forces he’d unleashed soaring upward and boring a hole through the roof of Yojimbo’s tent. The foreigner wiped the sweat from his brows, sighing and falling on his bottom. 
 “Phew! I thought, for a moment, that you were really gonna blow up the place,” Yojimbo said, eyeing his collection of premium rice wines from Hirata. 
 Jin, however, was paying Yojimbo very little heed. Something was definitely not right if Nobito was willing to go down on his knees, even under threat of death. 
 Jin sighed and turned to Yojimbo. “Can you leave us alone for a moment? I think I need to talk to the old man and it’s better if it’s just the two of us. I swear I won’t blow up your tent if I end up killing him.” 
 Yojimbo seemed torn for a brief moment. He nodded and walked out without another word. The sounds of bustling activity from outside covered the sound of the foreigner’s footsteps. Jin turned to regard his old teacher with a stern glare. Nobito wasn’t off the hook, but Jin was willing to hear him out if he was desperate enough to actually submit. Sighing, Jin leaned against the rock wall, where Yojimbo’s tent had been propped against, and spoke, “Explain everything that happened, old man. I know there’s something you’re just dying to tell me so you might as well get on with it. My patience is really starting to run out.” 
 He still had to run back to Hirata and find out just what happened to him, and then he’d have to raise the defenses, rally the warriors, and ensure the town and its people were prepared for the coming war. And then he had to make contingency plans after contingency plans, just to ensure the people’s survival should the worst come to pass. Jin’s previous discussion with Yojimbo still rang through his mind and he didn’t need his former teacher coming in and adding another problem to the growing pile of problems already on his plate. 
 “Your father ordered your teachers and instructors out through a series of tunnels that ran underneath the castle,” Nobito began. 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. Just how many secret tunnels did Castle Murasaki have?

 “When the others ran out into the night and fled from the siege, I… decided, against my better judgement and returned to aid in the defense of the family that has treated me with respect and dignity, when all others treated me with disdain and mistrust.” Nobito’s tone was somber, almost defeated. Jin wondered why. “I stuck to the shadows, eliminating as many shinobi as I possibly could. There were many of them—all of whom were sent to kill Hamada, before he alone could change the tide of the battle.” 
 Jin nodded. Nobito did seem like the perfect counter-assassin tool, given his skills that far outranked even the best of the shinobi. The old man continued, “When the shinobi retreated, I attempted to sneak into the enemy camp and kill their lord. Such a blow would’ve crushed the resolve of their soldiers and severely diminished their morale. Though they far outnumbered the forces your father had mustered, they would’ve crumbled without their lord.” 
 Nobito’s face fell. “At least, that’s what I thought when I crossed the enemy’s lines and snuck into their camp,” Nobito said. “What I did not expect was for the enemy lord to have two mages at his side—red-robed, magical users. They bore a symbol I did not quite recognize.” 
 Nobito shook his head. “I tried—I really did—but their magics proved too great, even for my skills.” He sighed. “I barely escaped with my life, after wounding the enemy lord. I had gambled with fate, you see, and threw poisoned shuriken at his neck. The mages intervened at the last moment, and the enemy lord barely moved out of the way.” 
 “The shuriken
missed, after it had sliced through the side of the lord’s neck,” Nobito explained. “I killed one of the mages, when I threw another, but it was far too dangerous to remain after two failed attempts. So, I ran… and, when I looked over the horizon, the castle had already fallen.” 
 “Where did you go?” Jin asked. 
 “I journeyed north after that, wandering the countryside, frequenting taverns and drinking away the shame of failure,” Nobito’s eyes seemed lifeless and colorless, as though he had lost everything dear to him. “I wandered the northlands for longer than I care to count. I even contemplated just crossing the border into Varnu territory… but then I hear rumors and whispers of a boy in the southern lands—a ten-year-old boy—who held powers beyond imagining, whose prowess eclipsed even the mightiest bushi, and that warriors from all around the eastern provinces would come to challenge him. They said that this boy was in charge of a village and that it prospered under his care.” 
 Jin nodded slowly. 
 “I only knew of one other boy, who might possess such powers.” Nobito sighed. “He was the son of a noble and fearsome lord who perished in the defense of his home.” 
 “And so I dared to hope that you, my former student, had somehow survived and found your way to some backwater village.” For a moment, Jin wondered if Hamada might’ve survived as well, but immediately shook away the thoughts. Nobito continued, “I journeyed south. The rumors grew. Each one I heard was more exaggerated than the last—the tales of the demon of Hirata, a monster in the body of a child.” 
 Jin laughed. There were stories about him? Huh, he’d never bothered to listen to anything the peasants and the merchants were saying about him. In hindsight, the stories and legends were probably the reason why Jin once had a constant supply of eager challengers—until they all stopped coming at some point. The fame and awe that came with the rumors and whispers would likely come to his benefit at some point, though, Jin had no real reason to crave something as banal as fame. 
 Still, he wasn’t about to play the fool and just believe everything his old teacher was saying. Spies and assassins were tricky like that. This whole story could simply be just that—a story—and Nobito might’ve been the whole reason why Hamada was unable to muster a proper army when, by all accounts, he should’ve been able to. “Yeah, that’s a very nice story and I’d love to hear more of it, but I’m not an idiot. Why don’t you tell me what really happened so we can get on with our lives?” 
 Nobito paused, and his eyes glimmered before his face twisted and his lips curled into a smile. His whole demeanor changed immediately, almost as though a mask had been peeled off of his head. Nobito raised his wrinkled hands and clapped. The tired, ragged, and humbled old man was gone. Standing there was the arrogant and prideful master of the Blade of the Feather-Moon. “Ah, that was so close. I almost thought you might actually fall for that stupid story, Jin. Ah, I really did teach you well.” 
 Jin smiled and bowed slightly. “Yes, you did. And that’s why I’m not about to believe in some sob story. Tell me the truth, right now.” 
 Fire and lightning erupted from Jin’s hands. The unspoken threat lingered in the air. Nobito released a heavy sigh and shook his head. “Fine, the simple truth is that I ran out the hidden tunnels underneath the castle and never looked back. I didn’t care about your father or about your castle, and before you accuse me of anything, no, I wasn’t working for whoever sacked your home. I may be a master spy, assassin, and saboteur, but I have standards.” 
 “It’s true that your father treated me far better than almost every other lord that once hired my services,” Nobito groaned. “Bushi are so close-minded. They think it’s cowardice to sneak up on someone and stab them in the back, instead of stabbing them from the front. I mean, what’s the difference? The person’s going to die regardless. They might as well die, without having the chance to fight back!” 
 Jin ran a hand across his face. “Stop, this conversation is taking me nowhere. What are you doing here, Nobito, and who sent you?” 
 “The short answer is that I’m here, because I’m bored,” the old man said, flatly. “The long answer is that my death will come soon and I want to teach my art to as many people as possible. Unfortunately, my usual clients—lords and their sons—aren’t as willing to learn the Blade of the Feather-Moon as these rich bandits are. Honestly, I’m teaching a dying art-form to five hundred people, who are all very eager to learn and apply their learnings. Though most of them will not excel at the art, I’m willing to wager that, at least, a few will truly absorb the essence of the Blade of the Feather-Moon, unlike you, Jin.” 
 The fires and the lightning in his hands were immediately snuffed. Jin raised an eyebrow and leaned back, laying a hand on his chest. “Excuse me? I’ll have you know I’m plenty stealthy. I’ve killed a whole squad of shinobi and they never even noticed me.” 
 “Oh please,” Nobito waved his hand, brushing off Jin’s accomplishment. “Everyone and their grandmother, and their dog, has killed at least three of those buffoons. Shinobi are glorified thugs, lurking in the shadows. They don’t understand the true essence of stealth.” 
 The old man gestured toward Jin. “Also, you were a terrible student, Jin—no offense. But you’re far better suited for stabbing your enemy in the face, repeatedly, instead of stabbing them from behind. You’re good, but not nearly good enough to carry the mantle of the Feather-Moon. I’m here because I’m hoping one of these idiots is worthy.” 
 Jin sighed. That one was no longer a lie. It also explained why Nobito was fine with the modest payment when Hamada had offered him exuberant prices. “Fine, I guess, you’ll be staying here as a part of Yojimbo’s retinue, then? We could use a master assassin for the coming war. These people need to learn how to deal with shinobis, anyway.” 
 “I know,” Nobito said. “And yes, I’ll be staying with the foreigner until I find someone worthy enough to carry the mantle of the Feather-Moon. There is already one among this band of hapless little children, who shows enough potential to become something more than what she already is.” 
 “I see,” Jin replied, before shaking his head and walking toward his former teacher. He extended a single hand. “Welcome to the army, my former master. I happen to be Yojimbo’s patron.” 
 Nobito smiled. “I know. Without you, he wouldn’t be able to afford any of the many things he likes to accumulate.” 
 Jin’s eyebrows furrowed as a sudden thought occurred to him. “Wait, you mentioned a red-robed mage in that story…” 
 Nobito raised a single eyebrow. “I saw the enemy mages from the window in my room. They wore red…” 
 His former master’s voice trailed off as Jin’s senses returned to that soft haze it had once been when he first awoke. 
 Jin winced and groaned as the needle-like pain returned in his chest. This time, however, it was far more painful than the others before it. He fell to a knee, clutching his chest, eyes wide. What’s going on?

 In Hirata, a single crack appeared on the surface of an otherwise unassuming wooden box in Jin’s room. 
   
   
   
   
   





 Chapter 18 
   
   
   
 “What happened to this place?” Shinji muttered under his breath as he beheld the chaos of Hirata. 
 The small town had once been the very image of prosperity. It was better than the capital and every other town or village in all of Moyatani. Its people lived simple but abundant lives, where even the poorest of the poor did not fear hunger and thirst, for the unlikely governor of Hirata had made it so its people would never have to suffer under such oppressions. 
 Well, hunger and thirst still seemed distant foes to the people of Hirata, but the whole town looked as though a storm had swept across it and laid waste to everything, leaving a ravaged folk behind. Most of the infrastructure had survived, of course, being made of rock and stone, but almost everything that was made of wood or wasn’t bolted down to the ground had been either ripped apart or torn off. Several of the townsfolk sported injuries, and their eyes spoke of nameless horrors that came in the night. 
 Even the guards, who were usually enthusiastic in their patrols, were dreary eyed and weary, exhaustion weighing on their faces. Most of them looked just about ready to drop down and sleep on the ground. 
 Shinji’s eyes narrowed as he approached the nearest person, an old woman, who sold fresh fruits and vegetables at incredibly cheap prices. Her stall was not nearly as shredded as everything else around her was, though her bloodshot eyes and the dark bags underneath them was enough to tell Shinji that she had gone through the same horrors as everyone else in Hirata. 
 “Excuse me,” Shinji began, slowly approaching the dead-eyed woman. She stared off into the distance, into the gray slabs of stone that made up the tall walls surrounding the small town. When Shinji cleared his throat, the old woman’s eyes widened. She shook her head. 
 “Y-yes?” She said, forcing out a hollow smile. Her voice was ragged and tired, not the usual warmth and mirth that marred the voices of Hirata’s inhabitants just a few days ago. “I’m sorry for spacing off. Did you want something, young man?” 
 “Yes,” Shinji nodded, forcing out a smile in turn. He grabbed an apple and tossed a single silver coin at the old woman’s counter. It was far more than what the fruit was actually worth, Shinji realized, but nothing was more effective at making people talk than good old fashioned bribery. Besides, she definitely needed it more than him. His stipend from the Imperial Academy was counted in gold coins—worth far more than silver. In the end, it was nothing to him. 
 Shinji took a bite out of the apple. It was sweet, crunchy, and juicy—unnaturally so, but he didn’t mind. In fact, it was better than any apple he’d ever eaten in the southlands, though it did seem as though its growth was influenced by magic—likely through the presence of an Emerald-Winged Butterfly, a harmless Magical Beast whose presence drastically affected the plants and the fruits around it. 
 He pretended to look around, feigning interest and curiosity. “So, can you tell me what happened here? It’s like a storm came through this place.” 
 The old woman shook her head. The weariness reflected off her eyes. “Something happened… I don’t know what, young man. There were… nightmares. My grandchildren couldn’t sleep and there were… voices in the air. They whispered in my ears, telling me to do terrible things to the people I loved.” 
 Tears streamed out of her eyes, and Shinji could only listen on in silence as the story unfolded. This didn’t seem like the work of Murasaki Jin, who—by all accounts—wielded elemental powers and cared deeply for the people under his care. A monster he may be, there was little reason for him to lash out at the people of Hirata in this manner—not that he could. 
 She sobbed, eyes hollowed. Her hands trembled. Her skin paled. “By the time I had realized what I was doing, I was already holding a knife to the throat of my grandchildren. I… I… I almost killed him, my poor little Sakura…” 
 The old woman became a sobbing mess and Shinji found no further use for her. He did, however, gain a rather substantial amount of information from that conversation. Something came and attacked the village two days ago—judging by the mental effects, it’s probably some kind of controller-type Magical Beast of an unknown class, Shinji reasoned. Though, from the damage and chaos it had apparently inflicted on the village, I’d say it’s either a low behemoth-class or a high leviathan-class.

 Then again, there wasn’t a pile of corpses anywhere. Property damage aside, there were just people walking about with weary faces and bloodshot eyes. They were disturbed lot and, judging by the old woman’s brief description, more than one person had tried to kill their family members in the psionic haze that befell the village. I should ask around the Administrative Offices for a casualty report, he decided. 
 And so, Shinji spent the next two hours asking around, talking to the dreary, dead-eyed villagers, and the guardsmen. The stories were unsurprisingly similar to each other. Save for the very few with the rare spark of magical talent, almost everyone had caught themselves at the crux of murdering a close friend or relative. The worst of it, however, were the few people who’d turned feral and attacked anyone and everyone around them, prompting the militia to respond with lethal force. 
 Ten people died in a single night. Five of them were children, four adults, and a single guardsman. 
 Those with a spark of magical talent, however, vaguely remembered a presence of some kind—a dreadful weight in the air. Like everyone else, their memories were hazy and mostly incomplete, but they remembered the presence rather clearly and the overwhelming power that came with it. 
 And yet no one remembered anything after that. Every single person in the village simply reported waking up on their beds in the morning with no recollection as to how they even got there, after the chaos of it all. 

Here are the facts: something exploded in the lord’s manor, Shinji thought. After that, everyone reported feeling a sudden sense of unease and dread. And then the nightmares came, Shinji leaned against a particularly intriguing design for a lamppost and eyed the denizens of Hirata, walking about and minding their own business. They were trying to get a sense of normalcy after what’d occurred some days ago, but the torment in their eyes was clear for all to see. Where was Murasaki Jin in all of this? 

Once the nightmares began, the whole town fell into madness…

 Still, the presence of a hospital was helping things along quite nicely. Where these backwater bumpkins learned to perform the medical arts was lost on him, but it probably had something to do with Murasaki Jin’s strange wisdom—as everything else did. 
 Shinji glanced around for a moment, searching for eyes that lingered on him. He found nothing. And so, with a slight huff, the Varnu expanded his magical senses all across the town. It extended beyond the walls, reaching the edges of the woodlands, encompassing every piece of rock, stone, grass, and dew. And still, Shinji found nothing amiss. Whatever happened here had left no magical signature for him to follow and investigate. This village was just one mystery after another.  
 He leaned back against the lamppost and sighed. First, there was that woman in his vision. Shinji had been overwhelmed by the emotions she’d felt and lashed out at Murasaki Jin as soon as the vision had ended, which—in hindsight—was a terrible thing to do, considering he himself did not quite understand just what the heck he was seeing then. The second mystery was Murasaki Jin himself. Shinji might not be the greatest investigator in the Imperial Academy, but it didn’t take genius to figure out there was something very wrong with the boy—his age did not seem to match his intelligence and his power. No, his power is far beyond that of his age, Shinji thought. Even the most talented and prodigious students in the academy would pale in comparison to that monster…

 Not to mention the strange, black titan Shinji saw in a vision the first time he laid eyes on Murasaki Jin. 
 Whatever was going on in Hirata revolved around that boy—Shinji just knew it. Where was that monster, anyway? He was the leader of this town and Shinji’s earlier display of magic should’ve alerted Jin to his presence. That was, of course, if he was in Hirata at all. 
 “Ah, wait,” Shinji walked off to the nearest guardsman and asked, “Do you happen to know where Murasaki Jin is? I have business with him.” 
 The guard shook his head and pointed toward the lord’s manor in the distance. “We’ve not heard from the lord governor in the last two days. A few of the boys say they saw Lord Jin fly out of the manor walls before the nightmares came. Apparently, the lord hasn’t returned since.” 
 Shinji raised an eyebrow. “He… flew out the walls? What?” 
 Did something attack Murasaki Jin? 

Of course, it makes sense! Shinji deduced, nodding and smiling at the guardsman as he walked off and wandered around the town’s strangely spacious roads and alleyways. Murasaki Jin must’ve encountered whatever Magical Beast had wandered into Hirata and tried to fight it off, but was overpowered and thrown out. The creature must’ve been in the Lord’s Manor at some point for Jin to fight it there. I think I should pay that place a visit. Lord Arima has likely barred me from ever entering his home, but that he doesn’t have to know…

 Shinji’s sense of honor mightily conflicted with his decision, but—for the greater good—he had to put it aside. There were far greater things at stake than just his honor and his rigidity toward the beliefs of his people. He had violated his guest rights and that was unforgivable, but here was an entire town of people, who were under threat by something that was definitely powerful enough to make its inhabitants kill each other at a whim. The lack of any magical signature suggests that whatever did this is sapient, capable of controlling its magic in such a way as to be undetectable and untraceable, Shinji reasoned. Which means it’s one of the very few Magical Beasts with conscious control over its magical energies.

 Only the deviants were known to have such control over their magic. Like mages, the rarest and most dangerous of Magical Beasts were capable of growing through constant training and experience. They weren’t mere beasts in mind, but were capable of truly intelligent thought and reasoning. It’s what made them far more dangerous than any other Magical Beast. 
 Sadly, the Imperial Academy has not seen fit to disseminate such information to other mages. Only the members of the Grand Council, alongside the highest ranking of Imperial Mages were privy to such information. How they gained such information was an even bigger secret. After all, the Imperial Academy would surely lose face if every other mage knew they sent in entire squads of trained and eager mages to their deaths, just to gain a sliver of information on Deviants. 
 But that wasn’t any of Shinji’s business. 
 Here and now, what he needed to do was gain access to the lord’s manor. Shinji couldn’t detect even the slightest hint of any magical signature when he blanketed the town in his aura, but focusing on a point of conflict might give him clues. Better still, he might be able to use his ability to see just what exactly happened in there that caused all of this. But a part of him did not want to do that. The vision he’d seen back in the forest, alongside the vision he’d seen when he met Murasaki Jin, was too grim and too malefic, even for him. Shinji did not want to see that charred, barren wasteland, ever again, or that bloody marshland, filled with floating, rotting, and bloated corpses. 
 And yet he had a duty to uphold. 
 The Academy sent him in here to investigate the anomaly—or, as he’d found out, anomalies—and Shinji was no closer to an actual answer than he previously thought he was. The mysteries were piling up with no end in sight. The only thing that seemed to tie them all together was the presence of one Murasaki Jin. Whatever was going was related to him one way or another, and Shinji was willing to bet all his savings that the latest mystery was also related to that monster. 
 Shinji sighed, chuckled, and shook his head. It’s just one anomaly after another…


 

 * * * 
   
 It didn’t take any effort to sneak into the lord’s manor, undetected. Sure, there were plenty of guards and patrols, all over the place, but they were mere mortals and their senses were so easily fooled. Shinji easily bypassed the manor’s security and made his way into the courtyard—or what remained of it—and found the giant hole on the walls, where Murasaki Jin had supposedly flown out of. 
 There were no servants anywhere. The manor was strangely empty, save for the guards on patrol outside. They vacated the premises—why?

 Shinji reached out with his magical senses. He felt through every crack and crevice, surrounding the numerous holes on the walls, searching for even the tiniest hint of magic. When he couldn’t stretch his senses anymore, Shinji pulled back his energies, frowning. Nothing…

 Still, he hadn’t yet reached the actual epicenter of whatever had unfolded here. Focusing his magical senses to search for the tiniest of magical signatures greatly limited his range. Thus, Shinji needed to actually be standing where Murasaki Jin had once stood. 
 Confident that he was alone, Shinji strode into the manor. There were signs of minor struggles—dents on the walls, bloodstains and scratches on the floor, a few torn clothes here and there, but nothing truly gruesome to indicate a massacre of any kind. It was very likely that the servants here had torn into each other in the ‘nightmare’, hence why the manor was empty. 
 The hearth was cold and filled with sleeping ashes. It hasn’t been used for more than a day, indicating that people haven’t been in this place since the nightmare event. What happened to Lord Arima? Shinji wondered. He couldn’t possibly have attacked his son, though—even if he did—Ebisu is a powerful mage and an attack by that frail man wouldn’t probably scratch him, but lord Arima seemed like a man of strong will and mental fortitude.

 There were many denizens who were able to resist the whispers of the nightmare. Shinji wasn’t quite sure what allowed them to do so, but he had inklings it had something to do with a strong mind. Whatever the case, he’d find out soon enough—maybe. 
 Shinji walked up the stairs, keeping his steps light and silent, despite the obvious emptiness in the manor. Scratches and stains marred the walls, and Shinji was certain he’d seen a blood fingernail dug into a wooden beam as he passed. The holes on the wall were all on the highest floor, where the guest rooms were located, which means that whatever had caused Murasaki Jin to fly out of the manor was up there at some point. 

If it is a Magical Beast, then it wouldn’t be one with a large stature. There are no dents on the wooden floorboards and neither were their signs of forced entry. Shinji noted. It’s either a very small creature or it’s hovering. Regardless, that should narrow down my search.

 The moment Shinji reached the third floor, an unearthly pressure washed over him. The colors blurred and the shapes bent. The lines wobbled and the floor seemed to coil and churn, like a writhing serpent. And yet it wasn’t magical in nature. Shinji realized that the moment it overcame his senses. It was simple malice, beyond anything he’d ever felt before—beyond anything he’d ever known—an evil so great and towering it threatened to swallow him whole. It was… titanic. The presence was so physically powerful that it seemed to bend space itself, making the hallways appear smaller one moment and larger the next. Shinji couldn’t stop his hands from shaking, nor the sweat from pooling over his forehead. 

What… is this? 

 Shinji’s bones froze and his muscles refused to move. Every fiber of his being was telling him to run. And he wanted to. But he was a deer, frozen in fear as a massive predator lumbered toward him. No matter how much he tried, Shinji could not bring himself to move. 
 “Your presence offends me, Varnu.” 
 A reverberating voice rang in his mind—no, it was many voices. There were so many of them, but they spoke in perfect synchronization, creating a deep and unsettling chorus with each word. Shinji shuddered. He still couldn’t feel any magical spike around him—not even the slightest bit. There was nothing here. 

Wait this malice… it’s… It was the same as the malice in the blood-ridden swamps of his vision. It was anger and indignation. It was the hatred and the shame of a million souls, screaming out for vengeance. They called out to him. Shinji felt their pain and knew their sorrow. The spirits wanted him to be here. 
 But why? 
 “This is our rage, Varnu—the rage of those who fell after we were betrayed by the one who wields the light.” 
 Shinji tried to speak, but his lips wouldn’t move. 
 “Who are you?” he spoke in his mind. “What are you?” 
 “I am vengeance, I am hatred, and I will return.” The reverberating chorus of dark voices answered. The pressure in the hallway seemed to intensify. The whole manor appeared to shake. When the voice spoke again, it spoke with cold rage. “I am the Asura, little Varnu, and I will make this world pay.” 
   





 Chapter 19 
   
   
   
 Fear. 
 Shinji had never been accustomed to the feeling—no matter how natural or human it was to feel such a thing. Fear was a constant thing that ensured the survival of the weak. It allowed them to make decisions for their safety—run or fight? When prey creatures met their predators, it was the fear of death that gave them the strength to run or to fight. It was the fear of failure that pushed men to achieve greatness and glory. It was the fear of loss that pushed mothers to heights of strength undreamed of, just to save their children. 
 Fear was the final element—the catalyst to humanity.    
 And yet it was also fear that prevented men from moving. It was fear that made men question themselves and their actions. It was fear that drove kings to slaughter babies and innocents. 
 However, Shinji could only count with one hand the number of times he’d felt true fear. The first time was when his little brother was nearly mauled to death by a brown bear. And the last time had been that vision in the charred, blackened lands, where he met that strange, foreign woman, Yavira. He had felt her pain and her doubts and her sorrows. Everything she had felt became his to feel and the fear that soiled her soul was greater than any fear he’d ever known. She wasn’t afraid for her life—no, Yavira had already accepted her death the moment she chose to betray the one she loved. 
 She was afraid of being wrong. She was afraid that she might’ve been doing the wrong thing—that betraying this ‘Emperor’ was not necessary. 
 Shinji did not quite understand that part. The vision did not exactly give him all the answers. Instead, giving him more questions. But such was the nature of the visions of the spirits. 
 Now, however, Shinji was confronted by a fear he did not quite understand. 
 He didn’t feel the urge to run. His body instinctively knew running was pointless. And yet he did not feel the urge to fight, either—fighting was just as pointless as running. 
 Shinji was backed into a corner, from which he could neither flee nor defend himself. It was utter hopelessness, he realized. He had never felt so powerless before anything in his entire life. He had faced down champions and Magical Beasts in the Imperial Academy’s arena. Shinji had only felt a tinge of excitement and maybe even a hint of boredom and homesickness—never fear or hopelessness, not even when he was up against a mage of such great power that Shinji’s own versatility just didn’t matter anymore. 
 He hadn’t felt fear then. 
 And yet… 
 “I can smell your fear, Varnu,” the dark, whispering voice mocked. “But there is no need for you to be afraid—not yet. The stars have not aligned. The time is not right for my return. My vessel is incomplete… he is not ready.” 
 Shinji’s eyes widened and a sudden moment of clarity washed over him. That’s right, this disembodied voice is a spirit, he realized. Spirits can’t interact with the physical realm, no matter how powerful they are. This… Asura is no less harmful than a strong gust of wind.


No! Shinji shook his head. This malevolent spirit had nearly caused an entire village to kill each other in a nightmarish fit. Who knows what it’s truly capable of? Underestimating it wouldn’t do him any good. Its sheer presence was driving him to his knees. Not even the great Fire Spirit could do such a thing, and that was one of the most powerful spirits known to his people. 
 And still, he could not believe it. The Asura was actually real? The dark entity that was said to have reshaped the face of the world in its rage truly had once existed? 

No, it can’t be real. This spirit is trying to deceive me! His logical mind reasoned, finding no other respite. And yet, it made sense in his mind. Many spirits in his homeland were fond of trickery and deceit, making themselves appear stronger and more powerful than what they really were. 
 A low chuckle echoed from everywhere. The spirit was amused—greatly. When it spoke, the tone of its voice was that of a disappointed parent. “Is that how you plan on tricking yourself, Varnu?”  
 Shinji’s vision faded and hazed. The shadows grew around him and seemed to converge over his form. It was still early in the morning, and already he saw nothing but darkness. Footsteps echoed, like drums in the deep, lumbering over the wooden floor. His world shook, and a black silhouette of something vaguely humanoid stood several feet away from him. Its body was made entirely of shadows, but for the hazy outlines of arrows and weapons sticking out of it. Twin, curved horns jutted out of its head, curling backward. Its eyes were twin rubies, blazing with hellfire and wrath. When it spoke, the world paused to listen. 
 A wave of fear and dread passed through the air. Cracks appeared on the floor. The wooden boards and beams yawned and groaned at the pressure that was suddenly pressing down on them. Shinji shuddered. There was no magic in any of this, and it definitely wasn’t some sort of deception. This thing—its power—was real. 
 “Hear me now, child of the Varnu. Fate has brought you to me and you shall deliver a message to the one who wields the light.” Its voice was whole. It no longer reverberated with the choral tones of a million souls, speaking as one. No, it was one being, a single avatar of malice and hatred, given physical form. It took a single step forward and the world heaved at its presence. Though it was without magic, its very aura was corrupting everything around it—brown wood turned black and paper turned to ashes. The floor it walked on seemed to age a thousand years with each passing second. “Go to the one who wields the light and tell it: the hour is near and, this time, I will no longer be swayed by petty words and honeyed promises. This wretched land will burn.” 
 The one who wields the light? There were about a hundred spirits, who could carry such a title and none of them were even remotely involved with the concept of malevolence. No, Shinji shook his head, if the Asura was real, then it meant its eternal rival was also real.  
 But he just couldn’t accept it. To accept it meant the acceptance of the divine and the supernatural, of the things that lie beyond the realms of mortality, beyond the realms of human comprehension. If the myths were indeed real, then the Asura could only mean the Kensei…  
 And Shinji just could not accept such a possibility. 
 He couldn’t. 
 “Who are you talking about—” 
 The specter held out a single, blackened hand, its fingers ending in sharp talons, blazing with black flames. “Now, begone from my sight, little Varnu. I await only the return of my vessel. You are not welcome here.” 
 Shinji’s eyes widened as a torrent of unseen energies washed over his body, like a great and terrible flood. The explosion rocked the manor, cracking the walls and breaking the floor in an instant. It tore his clothes and broke his bones, and blasted him through the walls of the manor. 
 Every inch of him burned with invisible flames. His muscles seemingly roasting before his very eyes and yet he saw no fire or acid, or anything that might explain what he felt and saw. His senses grew cloudy and hazy, and so did his agony wane as his mind slowly took leave of his body. The Asura’s burning eyes blazed in Shinji’s memory. 
 The Varnu mage soared across Hirata, its townsfolk frozen in place as the Asura’s malevolent energies seeped into the town once more, though lacking the nightmarish whispers it’d once inflicted. 
 It wasn’t magical in nature. The slightest hint of magic should’ve alerted him immediately. No, this power wasn’t magic. It was the purest manifestation of malice and rage. It was beyond magic. 
 The last thing Shinji perceived before his world turned black was the echo of the Asura’s dark laughter, reverberating within the depths of his mind, taunting him, belittling him, whispering its inconceivable malice into his thoughts and twisting his aura, like a living corruption. It tore away at his soul, but the spirits that guided him fought back against the darkness. The malevolence was not yet as strong as it could truly become, given time. No, it was growing in strength, but it was still weak. Its power was not even a shadow of its former glory. 
 The spirits fought back and won, barely driving back the tide of corruption. 
 No, they didn’t win—the malevolence simply chose to stop. 
 “That was adorable, little Varnu,” the Asura whispered into his mind. Its voice was like the grinding of metal and the cracking of ice, horrible to behold. “Sleep.” 
 And so he did. 
 Every sensation quickly faded as his body broke upon the surface of a cool pond. 
 There was only darkness. 
   
   
 * * * 
   
   
 “Show me what you have learned, my former pupil!” 
 Yojimbo looked on with keen interest as both Jin and his master, Nobito No Yoritsumo, disappeared before his very eyes, like shadowy wisps of smoke and ashes. What was left of them were the barest of specters, vaguely resembling their forms, before that too faded. 
 The old traveler raised an eyebrow, smiling at the spectacle. 
 After settling their differences, his newly-hired instructor and his benefactor apparently decided on a friendly spar, using only this Feather-Moon Blade they both kept talking about. Hence, the strange sight before him. 
 Jin and the old man reappeared near the corner, their blades clashing once before they both disappeared again. 
 They reminded him of the Hashashins of his homeland, shadowy warriors whose skills in the arts of assassination were legendary. Even the Great Khan commended them, offering their dark brotherhood a place in his Empire to serve as his dealers in death where swords and spears failed. The only difference, Yojimbo noted, was that the Hashashins were not overly fond of melee. Indeed, their methods would’ve seemed alien to the ‘oh-so-honorable’ children of Moyatani. 
 The Death Dealers of the Great Khan preferred the use of poisons and deadly regents as their means of disposing of their lord’s enemies. Political rivals, outspoken patricians, grumbling merchants, and protestant leaders would often be found on their beds, frothing at their mouths, their eyes rolled to the backs of their heads and the Hashashins’ emblem carved upon their foreheads—a warning to all the peoples of the Great Khan’s Empire. 
 The shinobi of Moyatani were little more than children, playing at being assassins and somehow getting paid to do it. 
 It’d been a source of great annoyance to Yojimbo when several of his rival merchants, from an earlier time when he’d attempted to trade with the islanders, had hired the Shadow Warriors to dispose of him. They should have succeeded. They had everything going for them and it should have been an easy task, but they blundered all the same. Yojimbo had been asleep. His guards had been stationed far from his abode and it was in the dead of night. Instead of poisoning his sake gourd or the very conveniently placed pot of soup, the shinobi had tried stabbing him through the heart—the least efficient method. 
 Heck, they could’ve just disguised themselves as one of his guards and that would’ve been better. 
 Regardless, their weak attempt was the death of them. 
 He was no slouch in close quarters combat, especially in the realm of wrestling and boxing—both forms of combat were culturally ingrained into his people. Of course, they would’ve beaten him eventually, since they were better trained and Yojimbo hadn’t fought anyone for over a decade at that point, but he should never have had the chance to fight back at all. If they were clever about their work, he should’ve died in his sleep, without ever knowing the faces of his attackers. 
 Feathery silhouettes of both Jin and his master appeared suddenly a few feet before him, their blades narrowly missing each other’s throats, before they disappeared in a shower of ashes and dust. Yojimbo honestly couldn’t tell how either of them were doing that. It didn’t seem like magic, despite the fact that neither of what they’re doing could even be considered physically possible. But the old traveler had seen the Hashashins perform similar feats that hardly made sense to any logical mind and boggled the senses. 
 He didn’t question it too much, of course. Yojimbo was curious, certainly, but the tricks of assassins were more of a spectacle than an actual subject to be studied intently. It was the same with magic. It was an oddity that, more often than not, caught his attention whenever it was displayed, but that was all it was for him: mere spectacles and sources of entertainment. 
 The real subject, the old traveler posited, was the walking mystery that was his benefactor, Murasaki Jin. 
 Who was he, really? 
 The boy was definitely not a child—not by any stretch of the imagination, and yet his features were that of a ten-year-old. Still, his physical appearance was likely just a very powerful illusion. Mages were known to do that—especially the ones who were conscious of their image and, despite his feeble attempts at hiding it, Murasaki Jin had a penchant for wanting to maintain a somewhat dignified and regal appearance, though he himself may not be aware of such a thing. 
 Then again, Murasaki Jin’s appearance hardly mattered. 
 No, what really caught Yojimbo’s eye was the knowledge and wisdom his benefactor hoarded. The walls that surrounded Hirata and the manner in which they were designed and built, were eerily similar to the structures of the peoples of the far western lands of the world, who built great fortresses and dwelt in forested, hilly regions, where the Great Khan’s horse-bound armies could not conquer. According to the very few travelers and merchants, who dared to cross the Crimson Desert and braved its myriad of demons and monsters, the people there were superstitious and ignorant of magic. They were said to have gathered any and all mages and had them all burned in pikes. 
 Yojimbo turned. Beside him was his travelling chest, where he kept most of his personal effects – most of which were worthless to the eyes of many. He reached in and grabbed a leather-bound journal. Etched upon its face were the words: Records of the West by the explorer Ashan Al-Ayyub. 
 He flipped open its pages, skipping most of the earlier bits as the explorer described his arrival upon the lands of the far west, and its people. Yojimbo flipped and flipped until he reached the section wherein the explorer began writing down the details of the foreign peoples’ architecture and construction techniques, even sketching their buildings and structures in several of the pages. 
 The resemblance to the buildings in Hirata was uncanny—especially the walls. Yojimbo hadn’t seen the weapons Jin designed, but rumors speak of strange and unnatural contraptions that bent and moved at odd angles. They described the weapons as capable of firing massive spears of metal or launching rocks at massive distances. Yojimbo certainly wasn’t an expert on the designing and creation of weapons, but the descriptions were most definitely of siege engines—powerful siege engines at that. 
 The one that unleashed massive spears sounded suspiciously like a ballista, while the one that launched heavy rocks across vast distances was almost definitely a catapult. The Great Khan’s legions made use of both weapons, especially in sieges. 
 It was unmistakable. Murasaki Jin somehow knew these things, despite never having seen or encountered them before. Or, more realistically, he had encountered them before through some unknown means. Yojimbo was certain his benefactor had never set foot outside Moyatani. The way Jin’s eyes widened when Yojimbo had spoken of a much larger world outside this little island hadn’t been faked. 

His natural mannerisms and inclinations hardly resemble anyone of Moyatani heritage, Especially considering the fact that it was Jin himself who had concocted the idea of building an army whose sole purpose was to strike from the shadows before running away—an anathema to the kind of warfare waged by bushi.

 And the children of Moyatani themselves hardly built any fortifications to defend their homes and castles, neither were they capable of building actual siege weapons. 
 The fact that this… man had thought of such a thing at all was already an oddity. It was clear that, like many of his fellow Islanders, Murasaki Jin had never been outside the island nation of Moyatani. And yet his designs and ideas reached far beyond. 
 How was that possible? 
 Eyes narrowing, Yojimbo looked on as Jin and Nobito reappeared for a flash, their blades held over each other’s eyes, before they disappeared as they had before. 

Just who are you, Murasaki Jin? Yojimbo wondered. 
 Almost as though the man had heard Yojimbo’s thoughts, Jin reappeared. His eyes were wide, almost as though he was in shock. And his right hand was placed over his chest. The… man had a distant look on his face. He didn’t even notice the edge of his old master’s blade land on his neck. Something about him seemed different – unnatural. His aura was off and unfocused. Murasaki Jin wasn’t himself. 
 Yojimbo stood up. “Is there something wrong, boss?” 
 Murasaki Jin blinked, before heaving and groaning as he fell to his knees, grasping at his chest. “There’s something… there’s something calling out to me….” 
 Yojimbo raised a single eyebrow. “What are you—” 
 Someone burst through the tent flaps, wheezing. Yojimbo turned. It was one of his boys—a runner. “Boss, I’ve got a message from one of our forward scouting teams!” 
 “What is it?” 
 “There’s an army that’s marching down south!” the runner said. “Hirata’s right in its path!”  
   
   





 Chapter 20 
   
   
   
 “An army?”  
 The news appeared to have pulled Jin out of his strange, magically induced stupor. It had blinded him, somewhat, to be stuffed into a dreamlike state, where voices and whispers filled his head. There was something calling out to him, telling him to return and finish the joining of their souls. The time was now, it said. The time has come to finally become one—as they were always meant to be.  
 Those thoughts had not been his own. The mere fact that something else had once again invaded his mind sent Jin’s blood to a boil. He wanted to rage at something, maybe burn down a whole section of some random lord’s forest, but now was not the time to lose control of his emotions. No, as much as Jin hated the feeling of having his mind utterly defenseless to psychic attacks, there really wasn’t much he could do about it at the moment. He was stuck with two choices: wallow in anger and indignation or ignore it and move on.  
 Jin had chosen the latter choice.  
 There were far more important things at play that needed his immediate attention.  
 The runner nodded. He was a young man, who was probably recruited by Yojimbo from one of the few fishing hamlets around Hirata. His hands were calloused and hardened, but he didn’t look the type to have developed such things by wielding a weapon in hand. “Yes, sir, there’s an army.”  
 Jin paused at the news, his eyes narrowing dangerously. This was early—too early, in fact, that it hardly be said that the war had already begun at all. The Shogun’s funeral hadn’t even started yet. For anyone to try and move an army at this time would be seen as utterly disrespectful and dishonorable. Then again, beneath the façade, no one really cared about either of those things. No, what the lords cared about was that no one should move before they did. 
 Whoever was at the head of this army sure had some guts. It might be because they’re moving their army unseen through the north-eastern passes. It might be a forward force of some kind, meant to hunker down and wait for the war to start before striking out with another army.  
 He couldn’t be sure of anything. There were too many unknowns for Jin to arrive at any logical conclusion. For all he knew, the army could just be a very large war-band of bandits and gangbangers, held together by some brutish, self-styled, warlord. 
 Jin nodded. His old master walked up beside him, sheathing his tanto. “Tell us everything, boy. Spare none of the details.”  
 “At once,” the runner said, procuring a document from the pouch he had on his waist. He gave it to Jin. “I’ve detailed everything I’ve observed of the passing army on that piece of paper. I would’ve observed more, and for longer, but I wasn’t confident in my ability to remain undetected. It was a small host, my lords, and they had forward scouts running all over the place. I was afraid I’d get caught.” 
 The boy’s scribbles were not easy to decipher, but it was legible enough to be understood after a while. Jin turned to the map at the far end of Yojimbo’s tent, decorated by several pieces, each one serving a particular symbol: a flat black disc represented Jin’s forces in Hirata, and a flat square represented Yojimbo’s ambushing army. Jin eyed the document, before taking a single gold coin, placing it at the far north of the map, a few hundred miles away from Yojimbo’s encampment.  
 “The invading army is here,” Jin said, pointing a finger at the gold coin. “In the Jazan Pass. It’ll take them at least a whole week to get through the whole passage on foot. Can we send a few scouts to monitor their movements?”  
 Yojimbo nodded, pointing at a spot on the map that was further south than the invading army. “We definitely can. I can send in the veterans to Snakebite Ridge. If they’re passing in from Jazan Pass, my boys won’t miss them when they pass right beneath the ridge. We can get a more accurate troop count and army composition from there.”  
 “It’d be good if we can get a more accurate number than between five hundred and ten thousand. This estimation is useless.” Jin sighed. But, then again, he couldn’t exactly fault the young runner for panicking. That kid just wasn’t ready. “Still, we can extrapolate a few things. The fact that they’re using Jazan Pass means they can’t have brought siege equipment with them, which means they’ll want to make camp at a place with plenty of lumber. If they want to take Hirata, they won’t be able to do it without siege equipment.”  
 “That is, of course,” Nobito interceded. “We’re assuming they’re here to attack Hirata at all. It could just be a passing army that’s quite unaware of that little village. Not to be tactless, but Hirata’s not exactly the most important place in the Eastern Provinces. I’ll bet this army’s trying to get behind the Daimyo’s lines, circumventing the reach of the Great Lord’s armies.” 
 Jin’s former teacher pulled out a much larger map. Hirata wasn’t even on it. Instead, Nobito’s map focused on all the major trade hubs and large cities, alongside important castles and roads. Jin winced at the Murasaki Castle symbol that was still on the map—far to the north. “Muteba Castle is right here. It’s lightly defended and hardly worth mentioning, except for one thing. It was built right over the Uemi River, which flows in through the Red Rivers in the Northern provinces. My guess is that this army is trying to take Muteba castle and gain control of the river. This would essentially allow whoever was in charge of this army to send in reinforcements through the river, circumventing most defensive positions in the Eastern Province and allowing them to set up a proper defensive foothold.”  
 Jin hummed and nodded. His eyes scanned the map. “That’s certainly a plausible explanation.”  
 It hardly mattered. Then again, invaders always sent out raiding parties to attack nearby villages and hamlets for supplies. Hirata was close enough to Muteba castle to be included in future raids, if the invading army ever decided to do so. Besides, whoever was at the head of this enemy army was an enemy of his uncle and, by extension, was Jin’s enemy. It didn’t matter that they might not attack Hirata at all. What mattered was that this was a trespassing enemy and should be disposed of as such.  
 “We can’t ignore the possibility that it might attack Hirata to gain supplies on its way to Muteba castle,”Jin voiced. Though, if the invading army ever decided to do that, it’ll soon find that Hirata was a lot harder to breach than that dumb river castle. Hirata was defended by a ring of walls, each one more difficult to conquer than the other, whereas Muteba Castle barely had a moat to defend it. It’d be a terrible decision to attack his beloved village on the way to siege an insignificant castle.  
 Both Nobito and Yojimbo nodded in agreement. Hirata was just on the way to Muteba castle. In fact, even if the invading army chose to ignore Jin’s village altogether, it’d still be passing through incredibly close. The whole thing was just a recipe for disaster.  
 “Indeed, it’d be wise for us to strike first, either way.” Yojimbo said. “Even if this rogue army isn’t headed toward Hirata, sooner or later, it will attack that village for resources and supplies. It won’t be holding a position in Muteba, otherwise.”  
 Jin nodded. “Then we’re in agreement. Send a scouting party to observe the passing army. I want a half-decent troop count and army composition within two weeks. Send your messengers to Hirata. I will meet them there.” 
 Yojimbo laid a hand on the map, bringing his pointer finger over the flat square and moving it into the Sleeping Woods to the far North of Hirata. “I’ll have my boys set up ambushes all over the woodlands. We’ll attack their flanks and their rear. They won’t see us coming and, if they do, they won’t catch us anyway. We’ll thin them out before they ever reach your village, boss. You can count on that.” 
 Jin eyed the Sleeping Woodlands. He had briefly passed through that place a long time ago when he’d just escaped his home. It was a deadly place, filled with all sorts of nightmarish Magical Beasts—no sane army would ever pass through it, unless they were all suicidal. That meant this army would have to go around the woods, circling around for miles and miles, just to avoid the jaws and the claws of the dark beasts that dwelled in the Sleeping Woodlands, which meant Yojimbo’s much smaller band would be virtually undetectable—so long as they stuck to the edges of the woods, far from the Magical Beasts. “That’s… Are you sure you’ll want to set up ambushes in that place? I don’t doubt your men, but there’re thousands of Magical Beasts dwelling there. And more than a few of them are capable of wiping out entire armies if provoked.” 
 Yojimbo nodded. “I’ve kept an eye on that place for the last two years. Magical Beast activity dwindled away as soon as that Wendigo thing showed up and made a mess of things. For now, it’s safe enough that my boys can strafe through the sides of the woods, without fear of getting attacked by something with more than one head or breathes something other than air.” 
 “Very well, I’ll defer to your judgement.” Jin smiled. He and Yojimbo were similar. Neither would leave anything to chance. So when the man said it was probably safe then it was probably safe. Jin did not exactly have the resources to perform a safety check on the Sleeping Woods and, if he was being honest with himself, he wasn’t really inclined to do so. Werewolves roamed that place and, despite all his powers, Jin didn’t want to be anywhere near those things if he could help it.  
 “Thanks, boss, I’ve also taken the liberty of hiring a group of professional explorers to scour that place,” Yojimbo added, immediately catching Jin’s attention. After all, he had spent resources on something not quite necessary to their cause. Still, Jin offered him the benefit of the doubt. Yojimbo was no simpleton and it’d be foolish to treat him as such.  
 “What are you hoping to find in there?” The Sleeping Woods was roughly five hundred thousand square miles of dense forests. It was one of only places in the Eastern Provinces where magic had seeped deep into the bedrock, underneath the soil, bathing the trees themselves in magical energies. It was why so many Magical Beasts dwelled in it, and why it sounded very stupid that anyone would send a team of explorers into that place—not to mention the Werewolves.   
 Yojimbo’s grin threatened to split his face apart as he walked to a wooden chest and took out an old scroll. It was yellowed and withered, and upon it was a series of old Moyatani scriptures. “It’s a map to a lost treasure trove somewhere in the Sleeping Woods. It doesn’t specify just what the treasure actually is, but what it does specify is the location and how to get there safely.” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. When was the last time he’d gone off on a quest to find some lost treasure? He’d surely done plenty of it in his adventuring days when he’d lived as Valden, but Jin simply never had the time or the inclination to pursue such things. He envied the explorers in a way. Adventure, in and of itself, was already a treasure—the excitement, the thrill, the sleepless nights, the battles to be held in tight corridors, and the loot that was shared afterward.  
 He shook his head. “How sure are you that there’s a treasure in there at all? For all we know, it could be nothing.”  
 And Jin had lost count of just how many hours he’d wasted chasing after a treasure that didn’t exist. Sure, he’d often recovered valuable loot and artifacts on his journey, but finding out the treasure he’d been chasing never really existed at all was often disheartening. And, as much as he wanted to, Jin simply couldn’t spare any resources for something that turned out to be nothing.  
 Yojimbo pulled out five books from his cache. Each one seemed to detail the life of one Umoro Hachiman, an explorer of great renown. Even Jin had heard of him, though he knew sparse details about the man’s life. What Jin did know was that he was famous for discovering some ancient relics that dated back all the way to the discovery of the island of Moyatani by the honored ancestors. Jin raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t exactly in the mood to read a few books, no matter how interesting they might have seemed.  
 “In all of his diaries and written works, Umoro Hachiman has referenced something he calls the Black Demon’s Treasure. No one knows what it is and I’m sure only around five people have ever heard of it.” Yojimbo explained. “While no one definitely knows that this treasure really is, I believe I may have cracked the mystery as to where it is. Hachiman was subtle, but he left many clues in the pages of his books. Each one points to its location. However, a single clue will take one absolutely nowhere. So, naturally, I compiled all his works and figured out the treasure’s exact location.” 
 Nobito hummed. “I might’ve heard of this treasure from my master, but I was a child then and my memories of it may be a little hazy to say the least. But my master believed the treasure was too great for any one man to wield, and that it should remain hidden from the eyes of the world forever. I honestly forgot why it was called the Black Demon’s Treasure. The old man did explain once.” 
 Yojimbo nodded. “In any case, I narrowed down the exact location of the treasure. It might be a weapon, it might be riches. I don’t know. But I’m sure it’ll help us in this war, somehow. It has to. Hachiman believed the treasure was a mighty thing of great and terrible power. It has to be something, at least.” 
 Jin sighed. It was a long shot and they didn’t exactly need it. But, if Yojimbo was right, then this treasure, whatever it was, might just be what he needed to keep Hirata safe when the war finally erupts. It could be a weapon, it could be mountains of gold, or it could be some kind of magical artifact—any of those things was worth it, Jin reasoned. Besides, Yojimbo had already sent out the exploration team. It’d be a waste of time to have them recalled. “Fine, if your little team finds nothing of importance, then it really wouldn’t weigh us down anyway.” 
 Jin shifted his focus back toward the map. “I’ll try to sneak into the enemy army once it stops near Hirata. They’ll likely make camp here, near the river. It’s far enough out that our watchtowers wouldn’t spot them, but close enough to launch an immediate attack if they want to. If they have a mage, then I will do my best to eliminate said mage, even if I have to alert the whole bloody camp to my presence. If there are no mages among them, I’ll try to kill as many of them as I can. With any luck, I might just drive them to retreat before they ever reach Hirata.” 
 Nobito sighed. “This is why mages shouldn’t interfere in the wars of men. Nearly all of you can shift the outcome of a battle with just a flick of your fingers. I’ve seen mages freeze entire battlefields on a whim, turn legions of men into ashes…” 
 Jin couldn’t help but agree. Mages shouldn’t be a part of the lives of mortal men, ever, but where their powers could be used for personal gain, it could also be used to help others. A powerful mage could just as easily bring life to a barren farm as another mage could burn it all down. “Whatever the case, if they have a mage in their ranks, it’ll be good for the continued existence of Hirata that said mage be eliminated immediately. I can’t have someone blow a hole through the walls that took so much time and effort to build.” 
 Yojimbo nodded. “I agree, enemy mages need to die before they ever reach civilian centers. It’s too dangerous, otherwise.” 
 “In that case, you better remember everything I taught you about remaining unseen, Jin,” Nobito said, before walking toward the tent’s exit. “I’ll take my leave. I’ve many students to teach today and most of them are idiots.” 
 Jin nodded as his former master exited the tent. He continued, “If they do reach Hirata, I want your men to be constantly snapping at their heels. Poison their water supply, set fire to their camps at night, set vermin upon their food stashes, and whatever else you can think of that doesn’t involve direct combat.”  
 “What about their horses?” Yojimbo suggested. “I can send in a few of my sneakiest boys to set their horses loose. An army without a proper cavalry force would never be able to function properly. They’ll have no forward scouts or skirmisher screens.” 
 Jin agreed. “If you can, then do it. Cripple them as much as possible. Our objective is to ensure they never reach Hirata at all. If they do reach my village, I want this enemy army to be nothing more than a shadow of its former self.” 
 He would not—could not—betray his promise to his uncle.  
 Jin was prepared to do everything in his power to protect the people.  
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 “Oh? You’re finally awake,” It was a child’s voice, holding a certain air of condescension that was held only by those who knew themselves to be truly powerful. He knew that tone well enough. “You’ve been floating here for the last two days. What happened to you?” 
 Shinji did not recognize the voice, but it was somewhat distantly familiar—a stray memory in a forgotten trail of thought. 
 Shinji tried speaking, but what came out of his mouth was a cacophony of dry coughs and gurgles—not quite the words he’d been hoping for. There was a soft chuckle to his right, but the footsteps indicated that whoever was near him happened to be moving, likely in circles. “People say they saw you fly out of the village, like a ball of fire, screaming and kicking in the air. I had to see for myself. I even had the guards make sure you were never disturbed, but when I came here all I saw was you floating in an old fishing pond.” 
 Shinji’s eyes drifted to the side and met a barrage of water. He frowned and forced himself upright, rising to his feet and wobbling as he did. There were tiny fishes and critters attached to his person, biting and chomping at his skin, though most of them were stuck as his flesh regenerated almost as fast as their teeth could chew. He’d been here for two days? 
 His clothes were torn ragged, likely eaten away by the elements and the creatures that dwelled in the pond he’d landed in. His eyes hadn’t healed—quite an oddity, considering everywhere else seemed well enough to move without aching terribly, which meant his regeneration was working fine. Something else was messing with his eyes – an external factor. 
 Something flashed in his mind’s eyes—dark memories and the thirsting laughter of an evil more ancient than anything he’d ever known or seen. It ordered him to do something—no, its command was clear in his head. He had to travel south and meet with the one who wields the light. He had to warn somebody—anybody—of this great and terrible evil. I can hear its voice in my head!

 “Hey, are you alright?” the childish voice asked. “You don’t look too good, mister foreigner.” 
 Shinji doubled over and puked out a clump of grass and moss. The taste of it was foul on his tongue and the thought that it’d been inside of him was enough to nearly send him into another regurgitating fit. But there was simply nothing in his stomach to purge. 
 When he finally came to, Shinji found himself standing eye to eye with the lord of Hirata’s son. The clarity of his vision had returned, though every color was still somewhat muddled and hazy, like a blurry painting, obscured by a veil of thin cloth. Still, Shinji could see well enough to recognize the lord’s only son, Toyotoda Ebisu. 
 “I—” Whatever Shinji wanted to say almost immediately disappeared as he paused, wide eyed, and glared at the utterly alien presence that was Ebisu. The boy’s aura, the feel of his magical energy, the unnatural cold he exhumed… All of it was utterly alien—a kind of magic that simply should not be. It wasn’t overwhelming in its presence, not like Murasaki Jin’s, but Shinji wasn’t even sure if the boy’s magic could be quantified at all. “What—” 
 The words died in his throat as dark magic seized his body, holding every inch of him in a monstrously powerful grip. He could not move. 
 Ebisu’s right hand was held out, a shimmering bubble of magic surrounding his fingers. Shinji couldn’t make out the tattoo on the boy’s forearm. It exuded a sickly, purple glow. “Weren’t you the one who intruded in my home? Father told me to look out for you. He said you might be trouble. I didn’t listen too much. I figured you’d be too afraid of my master to ever come back, but then…” 
 The boy’s face darkened. “It happened, and my master disappeared. I tried looking for him, but then I came home and heard of someone supposedly breaking into my home and then flying right out of it, just like my master.” 
 Shinji couldn’t fight back. Despite the utility and versatility of his abilities, they weren’t specifically meant for fighting. Sure, he could use them for fighting and he had done so numerous times already, with great success, but they simply weren’t meant to be used in such a manner. With his visions, he could see exactly what his opponent would do next, allowing him to evade, defend, or counter with utmost precision. Sometimes, Shinji would even see the whole fight happen before it ever does and he’d know exactly what to do to end it as quickly as possible, without ever allowing his opponent to unleash their powers. Sure, he had superhuman strength and speed, just like any other mage, but—unlike most Moyatani mages—Shinji was incapable of unleashing torrents of pure destruction from his fingertips, alter the weather, or turn entire forests into ashes in mere seconds. 
 He had none of that. He could only make use of what he had and what he had simply wasn’t optimized for fighting. 
 Then again, unlike the children of Moyatani, the Varnu people preferred to talk first before fighting. In fact, it was better if everything was resolved by talking, without ever having to raise one’s fists. 
 Shinji coughed hard, his lungs having soaked up quite a bit of water. It was only his magically enhanced physiology that’d kept him alive. Mortal men and women would’ve died if their places were reversed. “I’m sorry about that, lord Ebisu. But I was investigating the cause of the nightmare and my investigations simply led me to your manor. I wanted to get your permission, but you… well… you weren’t there. And I had a reason to believe that this might’ve been an immediate threat. So, for the sake of the people, I had to break into your home. I swear I stole nothing from your home.” 
 Ebisu’s head tilted to the right. He blinked once before sighing and dropping his right hand. The pressure around Shinji’s body dissipated instantly and he fell right back into the shallow pool. Is he using telekinesis? Shinji wondered. What sort of magical beast did he absorb to get such an ability?

 “I know you didn’t steal anything,” Ebisu said assuredly. “I’ve had you searched while you slept. I just wanted to see if you’d die in there.” 
 “What?” 
 Ebisu laughed. The trees swayed away from him, as though the spirits of nature were repulsed by his presence. But… Ebisu was only a child. Though utterly alien and incomprehensible, his aura was not nearly as repulsive as the aura of that thing that called itself the Asura. No, that monster was evil and malice, given form. Shinji shook his head. “Regardless, my lord, I believe I’ve discovered the cause for the nightmare.” 
 Ebisu raised an eyebrow and leaned down. The boy, who was probably only six years old, loomed over him and looked so much taller than he actually was. The lord’s son spoke with a grave, but curious tone. “What caused it? Did something attack my village?” 
 Shinji shook his head. “I believe a powerful evil spirit has taken residence in your manor, my lord. It was so powerful that it was capable of fully interacting with the material world and casting me aside without the aid of magic. It was responsible for the nightmare. Its presence was similar to the dark presence I felt on the night of the nightmare. I just can’t wrap my head around why. What could it possibly gain by causing your village folk to attack each other?” 
 Ebisu nodded and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. How do we get rid of it?” 
 Shinji shook his head. “I doubt any of the methods I know of are enough to exorcise it from the mortal world.” 
 And it was true. While there were about a hundred different ways to help angry, vengeful spirits pass on into the realm of souls at the center of all the stars, all of them would fail in the face of the Asura—or the self-proclaimed Asura, anyway. Spirits varied greatly in power and scope. It defined who they were and what their roles were in the grand scheme of the world and its wonders. The Asura’s power was simply beyond anything Shinji had ever known—beyond anything his people had ever known. Its existence was, quite literally, impossible. The fact that it might’ve been a real, physical creature at some point in its existence made things even more complicated than they already were. 
 Still, Shinji had to hope that the spirit was only deceiving him. Otherwise… Well, otherwise, he wouldn’t know what he’d do. Exorcising curses was easy enough. All he’d need to do was to talk it down and convince it of the futility of its actions, convince it that it was simply better to let go and embrace the peace of eternity. 
 Spirits, as a whole, could be categorized into three types: Nature spirits, Free spirits, and Curse spirits. Nature spirits governed the many aspects of nature, ranging from Fire spirits to Time spirits. They were the most powerful type, given the responsibility they had to perform for the entirety of their existence. Shinji’s own Guardian Spirit was a Nature type, the Spirit of Visions, one who was responsible for all the visions in the world. 
 The second type was the Free spirits. They were not nearly as powerful as Nature spirits, but they were without responsibilities and burdens. They often took on the forms of fairies, elves, and dwarves, dwelling in places rich in magic, where they could take on physical forms. Otherwise, they spent most of their time playing tricks on children or placing weak curses in people’s houses. They were mostly harmless and uncaring for the affairs of mortals, save for the very rare occasions in which The Elders of the Varnu would call on them during feasts and celebrations as the Free spirits were drawn to happiness and merriment. 
 The most dangerous spirits were the Curse spirits, who were most often mistaken for demons. Like the Free spirits, Curses were without responsibilities and burdens. Unlike the fun-loving spirits, however, Curses exist only by the power of their own pain and the pain of others. The entities are very often borne of hatred and anger, anchored in the mortal realm by a constant need to feed on human emotions. More often than not, Curses dissipate on their own as most of them simply aren’t capable of sustaining their own hate, disappearing into the realm of souls after a while or after someone convinces them that holding on to grudges wasn’t going to make their afterlives better. 
 However, Shinji once asked his mentor, what happened when a Curse could sustain itself? What happens when it grows strong and powerful? What happens when it grows to match a Nature spirit? 
 And what happens when it grows even stronger? 
 The Elder’s answer had been rather simple: such a thing hasn’t happened and will never happen. 
 And, in a way, he was right. None of Shinji’s questions held any sort of merit, since none of his proposed scenarios were even remotely possible. 
 Except Shinji had felt the power of the most destructive Nature spirit, the Lord of Fire, and still it was almost nothing compared to the sheer presence of the Asura. That thing… could it even be called a spirit? Surely. It didn’t have an actual physical presence. What was there, at the root of its overwhelming presence, was raw, undiluted, malevolence. There was nothing else at work. Its connection to the source of its power was so great that it didn’t need a magical nexus to manifest itself in the mortal realm. 
 He couldn’t exorcise such a thing. Not even a full gathering of all the elder Varnu could exorcise something of that magnitude. 
 “Then what do you propose should be done about it, foreigner?” Ebisu asked, “I will not let such a… creature roam free in my village. My father entrusted the people’s safety to me and I will protect them with everything I have. So, tell me, how do I get rid of that spirit? How do I kill it?” 
 “It’s not as simple as killing someone.” Shinji wished it were. Things would’ve been a lot easier if getting rid of spirits was as simple as chopping off somebody’s head and calling it a day. “Someone needs to talk some sense into and convince it that staying in the mortal realm isn’t going to make it feel any better, that letting go of its hatred is ultimately a good thing.” 
 Ebisu nodded, leaned back, and stood up. The boy placed a hand underneath his chin. He was deep in thought, Shinji figured as he pulled himself out of the pond and onto the muddy banks. Ebisu stood atop a boulder, overlooking the small body of water that Shinji had landed in. In hindsight, it was either shear dumb luck that he’d somehow met a body of water or it was the Asura’s design, meant to keep him alive for as long as possible. Then again, he might’ve just been overthinking things. Even if he’d crashed against the face of a rock wall, he’d still survive and heal. 
 “Yeah, I can’t do that,” Ebisu shrugged. “I should wait for my master to return and let him deal with it.” 
 “Are you talking about Murasaki Jin?” 
 “Yep! Master taught me everything I know!” Ebisu chirped, his demeanor flipping instantly. The boy raised his right hand and a wave of alien energies passed through the woodlands. The trees bent and broke, as though an unseen weight had settled atop them. The ground shuddered. The air shimmered and grew just a tiny bit colder. And yet the grin on Ebisu’s face was wider than ever. “He taught me how to use my magic! Did you see that?! I’m awesome! I can do awesome things now!” 
 Shinji nodded slowly. It was almost too easy to forget that most mages were just children who hardly knew the difference between right and wrong. Ebisu turned away, squinting his eyes and raising his right hand, fingers turned and pointing toward a nearby clearing, where a tiny stream ran through the middle. “Watch this!” 
 All the sounds and all the colors in the world disappeared in an instant. Time itself seemed to pause as something shimmered in the air in the middle of the clearing. And then came a deep, almost humming sound that sent shuddered running through Shinji’s body. The hairs on his skin stood up. What was he— 
 It appeared: a colorless, featureless mass of the purest blackness, drawing in all the light around it. No, Shinji realized, it wasn’t just pulling in the light—it was pulling in everything toward it. Trees splintered and uprooted, great chunks of earth ripped out of the ground, alongside grasses and water. The mass of black was pulling everything toward it. And everything it pulled disappeared as soon as it touched its featureless surface, like a bottomless pit, the entrance to the void itself. 
 Just what sort of powers was this child playing at? 
 Eventually, the pull of the black mass grew so strong that Shinji found himself gradually getting pulled toward it, like a soft tug that was growing stronger and stronger with each passing moment. Ebisu looked as though he was facing a particularly strong gust of wind, uncaring. And then something must’ve clicked in the boy’s mind as his eyes lit up for a moment. “Oh, right! Master said that if I left it for too long it might start hurting other people!” 
 He snapped his fingers and, just like that, the globular black mass disappeared, leaving behind a ruined clearing that was now more akin to a crater. The colors and the sounds returned in full force—a featureless wave that seemingly bounced back from the ends of the world and slammed back into the dark singularity before disappearing with a slight poof. The shuddering of time and space ceased, but Shinji hardly noticed it as he fell to his knees, wheezing. “What… What’s going on?!” 
 Ebisu chuckled. “Oh yeah, my master mentioned something about my ability sucking in all the air around it for a moment. Your breathing should be back to normal in… Now!” 
 Shinji breathed in a shaky breath. Ebisu was right. “Hehe, I’m so sorry about that, mister foreigner!” 

I have to get away from this kid! Here was another monster, who was possibly capable of destroying entire cities on a whim—and he wasn’t even old enough to enroll in the Academy yet! He’s a monster, trained by another monster, Shinji thought. Just what the hell is wrong with this village? Why are there so many monsters here?

 Ebisu raised his hand and reached for Shinji, whose eyes widened as the boy’s hands neared him. Shinji would’ve recoiled and slapped the boy’s hand away if Ebisu hadn’t suddenly paused, his eyes darkened immensely, as though his consciousness had been pulled right into the depths of his own mind. Shinji ran a hand across the boy’s face and, when Ebisu did not react, bolted southward. 
 Too many. 
 There were too many monsters living in one place and Shinji wasn’t about to spend another moment of his life in this place. This is way beyond the terms of my contract, Shinji resolved. I’m not risking my neck for these people, no! Those old coots aren’t paying me enough for this!

 Behind him, Ebisu stood frozen in place, a veritable forest of alien tendrils swirling around him as his eyes turned pitch black. 
 As Shinji raced through the woods, a chorus of dark whispers invaded his mind. They spoke of chaos, of destruction, of the devouring of worlds and the dimming of the stars in the heavens. He knew it must’ve been the Asura, playing tricks on him once more, but a tiny part of him doubted it. The presence at the back of his mind was different. 
 The whispers ceased after a certain distance, and Shinji moved on, shaking away the foreign thoughts that he knew weren’t his. He had to return to the capital. He had to warn the academy of the threat posed by Murasaki Jin—and his apprentice. 
   





 Chapter 22 
   
   
   
 “The Dark One’s vessel finally moves against us.” A dark figure spoke, hooded and covered in black bandages. Ten figures huddled together in the unnatural shadows within a large tent. A fire blazed at their center, but their faces and features were all obscured, hidden by darkness. The only discernible thing about them was their voices, but there were very few people who even knew who they were—so, it hardly mattered. 
 No one knew who they were, save for themselves, and that was enough. “It will reach us in four days.” 
 Someone else sighed exasperatedly. “Why don’t we just kill him and be done with it? The vessel is still a child and I doubt it’s already begun the process of bonding with the Dark One. It’s vulnerable.” 
 “It resides in Hirata, right? Why don’t we just saunter over to that backwater village and kill him and everyone else in it?” 
 The others seemed to agree, nodding and voicing out their opinions in short hums. 
 The oldest of them shook his head. “No, everything must happen in accordance with the thread of prophecy that has been given to us. It won’t work otherwise. We are already working against the machinations of fate as we are, we can’t afford to take liberties. The vessel will come to us and we will destroy it when it does. We need only wait nearby.” 
 “I’ve heard rumors that the vessel took on a powerful deviant and won,” another figure said. Whispers were soon drawn from the hooded figures, each of them exchanging tiny tidbits of information amongst themselves. “Are we certain it hasn’t already bonded with the Dark One? It’s not possible for any mage to stand up against a deviant and win—not even against the weakest of deviants.” 
 The others seemed to agree. Murmurs and whispers spread amongst the cabal. 
 “There are ten of us, my dear brothers, ten of the most powerful mages of the order,” another spoke, a younger voice, full of mirth and confidence. “Even if such rumors were true—and I doubt they are—we should easily be able to defeat the vessel if we all work together.” 
 “Besides,” the confident figure chuckled. “We’re talking about a child here. There’s no possible way it could’ve stood up against a deviant—not without having first bonded with the Dark One and we know for a fact that hasn’t happened yet. The rumors are false and we’re overestimating its abilities, nothing more.” 
 Their leader hummed in agreement. “Indeed, the rumors are most likely a falsehood. It is more likely that the vessel fought against a particularly powerful Magical Beast and mislabeled the creature, thinking it to be a deviant.” 
 The others agreed, exchanging murmurs and whispers. “Regardless, we have confirmed that this vessel is exceptionally powerful, despite its young age. We should take great care not to underestimate it. Once it arrives, all ten of us will bring forth all of our powers and destroy it immediately. We shall not talk, we shall not delay, we shall not tempt fate any more than we already have. Is that understood, my brothers?” 
 And they were tempting fate with their actions. The battle between the dark and the light was an essential fabric to the great weave of destiny. But Moyatani would not survive yet another Cataclysm. The previous battle, thousands of years ago, had left the land scarred and deformed, and it would’ve sunk the whole island if the Bearer of the Light hadn’t tricked the Dark One, easily defeating it and stopping its rampage. Entire nations and countries had been ravaged and left barren by their duel. New land masses were formed as the sweeps of their blades caused mountains to rise and fall and new islands to rise from the depths of the sea. 
 Another confrontation between the avatars of dark and light was bound to happen, just as fate had mandated. But the order could no longer risk such a thing from ever happening. What would happen if the darkness won? What would become of Moyatani? What would become of the world if that thing emerged victorious? No, mortal lives were at stake and it would be the mortals who would ensure the prophecy never comes to pass. 
 And that’s how Mordelo Sabardin found himself in this backwater island nation, far away from his birth country of Amon Adar, to hunt down one of the few legitimate threats to the world itself. 
 The Order’s influence stretched from one corner of the world to another and he, like many of his fellow champions and masters, was called all the way to Moyatani for the same thing: the dissolution of the Prophecy of Night, where the Asura and the Kensei would battle for one last time, heralding the end of the world itself. In their desperation, the mages of the Order sought to sever one of the links of the prophecy in an attempt to stave off the coming of the end times. 
 That link was one Jin Murasaki, a child of Moyatani, who was destined to become the Asura’s next vessel—or so their seers predicted, seeing as dark energies and black magic seemed to converge upon the boy at all times, clouding their ability to see his future. Mordelo wasn’t quite sure how that worked, since there could’ve been a myriad of other possible factors as to why the boy was surrounded by such things, but they’d deduced that he was the vessel and that killing him would bring the Prophecy of Night crashing down. After all, if the vessel was dead, then the Dark One could not reenter the mortal realm and thus its fated battle against the Bearer of the Light would never come to pass. In effect, the world wouldn’t have to suffer their stupid little grudge. 
 That’s what the Order’s chief mages explained to him, at least. Mordelo just wasn’t quite certain about messing with the links of prophecies and uprooting the very fabric of fate itself. But there was a plan, and it sounded just about simple enough to work. And the truth was that he did not want the world to end, just because two incredibly powerful beings simply could not put aside their differences and talk it out like normal adults with their emotions in tow. I doubt they even remember why they’re so angry at each other.

 And so the council dispersed and everyone exited the tent to go about their day in the camp, amongst the ‘soldiers’ they had brought alongside them. Mordelo eyed the tents and the campfires. Everything looked real. They even marched in unison, carrying flags and weapons, bearing great banners aloft as though they were performing drills of some kind. It was magnificent how much these things were imitating life. Still, all it took was a single look at their eyes to see just how different they really were from actual living beings. 
 “Quite the little rabble, aren’t they?” Lorraine, a fellow champion mage of the Order, said, standing beside him. She had a habit of appearing and disappearing as she pleased. No one could really pinpoint where she was at any moment as she was one of the very few to master the art of the Hive, successfully networking her intelligence across numerous bodies. 
 She was like him, in a way. Both of them looked quite out of place in an eastern land, where the peoples had a certain, yellowish skin tone and almond-shaped eyes. They were also taller than everyone. Blending in amongst the local population, until their mission started, had required the constant use of magic. Worse still was the fact that the Moyatani tongue wasn’t exactly easy to learn. Mordelo had to spend the first five months just learning the language, which—fortunately enough—wasn’t broken down into another hundred or so dialects as the children of Moyatani were rather monolithic. People from the farthest north could still understand the people from the farthest south. 
 Mordelo nodded, eyeing the magic-crafted creatures move about as though they were real soldiers at a real encampment. “Yes, they are. They’d look quite convincing from afar. Do you think we’ve caught the vessel’s attention with this?” 
 Lorraine shrugged. “Blowing up his home and killing his family hardly garnered us any actual results. I doubt this will accomplish anything. Messing with fate and trying to alter the natural course of the world is hardly going to give us anything good. Honestly, I think this is all going to end really badly. And I’m not the only one who thinks that.” 
 Mordelo nodded. “I recall you unleashed one of your fire spears on the walls of that castle.” 
 They had done just that, some four or so years ago. A local lord dreamed of expanding his territory and taking over Murasaki Lands. A thread of fate had been revealed right then and there. They had a chance to kill the vessel, if only they could draw it out of hiding. Both Lorraine and he had volunteered for the mission, which – all things considered – was really quite simple. The seers had seen that if the vessel’s home was destroyed and its father was killed, it would rush out of the castle, all blind rage and fury, and he would be very easily destroyed. 
 The plan was a disaster. The vessel had been there. But instead of rushing out and meeting them in a fit of blind rage, it escaped and disappeared, never to be heard from or seen again until a few months ago, when they heard rumors of a boy, who defeated the Wendigo, a legendary creature whose name was known even in the most remote cities in the Great Khan’s Empire. They all knew right then and there that it must’ve been Jin Murasaki. 
 “We can only hope that he actually comes out to face us this time,” Lorraine continued. “Once was enough. We failed the first time because fate intervened, because destiny does not want to change. And now we’re trying again, because the Order doesn’t seem to understand the simple fact that the threads of fate shouldn’t be messed with.” 
 Mordelo agreed, nodding. “And yet, I would like to live on in a world that hasn’t been ravaged by the powers of the avatars of dark and light. I would like to see my children grow and have families of their own. I guess we’ll just have to keep messing with fate.” 
 Lorraine shrugged and gestured forth. “That’s why we’re all here, brother. That’s why I labored day and night to create this little army… all for the sake of the world.”   
 In truth, the supposed army was merely a host of homunculi, meant to attract the vessel’s attention as they entered its territory. The seers had seen the vessel’s concern over Hirata and saw an opportunity to exploit that concern. By gathering a massive ‘army’ of what amounted to flesh props that could hardly defend themselves in an actual fight, the vessel, Jin Murasaki, might just become desperate enough to try and attack the force by himself. “I hope it works. I’m tired of staying with these primitives!” 
 Lorraine groaned. “Their cities don’t even have plumbing. They don’t have sewers. They don’t have hospitals. It’s like living in Gaullia, but everyone’s eating rice and fish, instead of dried meat and unleavened bread.” 
 Mordelo chuckled. Now that Lorraine had mentioned it, the lack of technology in Moyatani made it eerily similar to Gaullia, whose people worshipped trees and nature, and shied away from any sort of advancements, preferring to live in huts and furs. Well, he found the comparison to be a tiny bit skewered. Moyatani metallurgy, for example, was actually quite advanced compared to most nations under the Great Khan’s rule. But, in general, they were about as backward as the barbarians of Gaullia. “Whatever the case, I hope the vessel shows up. I’d really like to see my family again after all this.” 
   
 * * * 
   
   
 “Should we trust those foreigners?” Makashi asked, sighing as he leaned against a pole that propped up the top of the tent he stayed in. His robes seemed to darken further, even when rays of light illuminated much of his form. As it was in the ceremony, most of his face remained shrouded in black shadows. 
 He turned and shook his head, eyes drifting away from Mordelo and Lorraine, who stood near the center of the camp, observing the homunculi as they moved about in the semblance of life. They really were well-made. “They seem unreliable at best. Weren’t they sent in to try and deal with the vessel four years ago? They failed. Why are they still here?” 
 “They’re powerful and loyal. We need those two things more than anything else in the fight against the lord of darkness—you know that.” Uemuji answered. He was a bald, old man, whom many of the Order’s members on Moyatani looked up to as a sort of grandfather figure. No one knew just how old he really was, but there were rumors from among the highest echelons that Uemuji was already old when the Emperor’s great grandfather sat on the throne. “The Order’s infested by parasites and traitors. We gathered only the champions because we knew for a fact that they wouldn’t betray us. Lorraine and Mordelo, strange and foreign they may be, have stayed true to the Order’s tenets. They strive to protect this world from the coming darkness, even if they stumble and fall.” 
 Makashi grumbled something under his breath, but nodded nonetheless. He couldn’t exactly deny Uemuji’s words—not without making himself look like a total buffoon. Besides, the old man was right. The foreigners were loyal to their cause—even to the point of murdering children, a line which most Moyatani members were still unsure of. But neither Lorraine nor Mordelo hesitated when they figured out the vessel’s identity being that of a child. 
 Makashi could never bring himself to kill a defenseless child, no matter the reason or the situation. He just couldn’t. The mere idea sent chills running down his spine and a pool of bile rising up his throat. Murasaki Jin was a child who needed to die for the sake of the world. Only the foreigners had risen up to the task back then. 
 “I still don’t trust them,” He said. “The fact that they’re so willing to harm a child, a powerful child though he may be, is still beyond reason – to me, at least.” 
 Uemuji nodded. “It is good that you feel that way, Makashi. It is easy to lose one’s self of morality in times of crisis. However, the Dark One is beyond morality, beyond reason, beyond logic, beyond anything remotely human. He will kill and destroy again and again and again until there is nothing left of the world but a barren land of corpses. The Kensei is weaker than him, despite all the stories. If the Light falls, then so does the world.” 
 Makashi shook his head. “I know the stakes, old man. It’s just… I have a son. He should be around the same age as Murasaki Jin and I don’t think I can not as easily as the foreigners could, at least.” 
 “It is alright to have doubts, Makashi,” Uemuji dropped his quill and looked toward the younger man, whose face was riddled with indecision. Their eyes met for a moment. “I have had many children and I loved each and every one of them with all of my heart. And, though it pains me to even remember, I have slain numerous children as well.” 
 Makashi sighed. “How can they do it so easily? How can you? Children are weak and defenseless. They are innocent creatures.” 
 “I never claimed to be capable of easily killing children, Makashi, but I can do so, begrudgingly, when I have to.” Uemuji had a distant look on his face. “Do you know why we are confident that we can break the prophecy before it ever happens? Do you know why we’re bothering to do all this, even when fate itself stands against us?” 
 Makashi's eyes answered for him, though the man himself stood motionless. 
 “This isn’t the first time the Order has gone after a vessel of the Dark One,” Uemuji said simply, eyes fluttering softly. The old man never quite bothered with the obscuring shadows that most members of the Order placed over their faces. “There have been three other vessels in the last five hundred years. The Order had them killed before the moment of their joining. For the last five hundred years, we have prevented the return of the one who would destroy the world in his rage. They were all children, for the Dark One could not join with them until the appointed time.” 
 “Helpless… defenseless children… one was killed in its crib, choked to death and crushed to ensure it would never rise again. Another was drowned and chopped to pieces. The third one was burned to death, until even its bones became ashes. All of them were vessels, and all of them were of the Murasaki Clan.” The old man had a distant look on his face, like he had suddenly aged a hundred years more. “I killed all of them, Makashi. They were innocent little things that had done no wrong. They’d done nothing to deserve the fate that’d befallen them and yet they had to die all the same.” 
 “But,” Uemuji paused, “do you know what this means, Makashi?” 
 The younger man shook his head. 
 “This means that we can stop the prophecy as many times as we can!” The old man laughed, almost proudly. “We can stop the Dark One’s return again and again. We can prevent the end of the world, the end of everything. If all I have to do is to kill a few children every three hundred years or so, then I will gladly do that.” 
 “This Murasaki Jin will die, just as his ancestors died.” Uemuji said with a tone of finality. “He will die and we will save the world as we’ve always done. Such is the way of things, Makashi.” 
 “And what if we fail?” the young man asked. “What happens if he escapes or somehow bonds with the Dark One before the appointed time? After all, didn’t the seers predict his death at the burning of the Murasaki stronghold? I saw the visions. I saw him die at the hands of Lorraine and Mordelo and yet that did not happen.” 
 “If we fail, then…” Uemuji’s face darkened. The old man clutched something in his chest, a particularly large pendant that resembled a winged octopus of some kind. “Then the world will be undone. That cannot happen. This world must survive until—” 
 The old man paused. Makashi’s eyes narrowed. “Until what?” 
 “Until the stars are right, my boy,” The old man spoke ominously. “Until the stars are right…” 
   
   





 Chapter 23 
   
   
   
 “Report!” Jin wasted no more words. Gone was the child-mage prodigy and here was the Mage-Emperor who commanded a thousand nations to battle. The scout stiffened, his body going rigid almost by instinct. His right hand snapped up to his chest in a sloppy salute. Jin raised a single eyebrow. “Begin with troop numbers. How many of them are there?” 
 “I estimated around five thousand enemy soldiers, my lord!” the scout replied, raising his chin high and avoiding eye contact. 
 Ebisu, who’d stood near the wall, arms across his chest, merely tilted his head to the side, as though the whole thing was boring him. Then again, Jin mused, this whole talk of military strategies and troop movements was probably incredibly boring to someone of Ebisu’s age. Children weren’t usually brought into military command centers, but Ebisu was the heir to his father’s fief. Now was the best time for him to learn the horrific realities of war, if nothing else. 
 The heir of Hirata stepped forward and then turned to face Jin with an uncaring look in his eyes. “Master, we could take all of them. Five thousand doesn’t seem too much. The two of us could probably take them all on.” 
 Jin shook his head, gesturing for the scout to stand at ease as he turned to Ebisu. “Look, my student, we don’t know the full army composition. We don’t know anything beyond mere numbers, as yet. What if we jump and a host of mages ambushes us?” 
 Ebisu nodded slowly, digesting the information. “I see, master. Forgive my impudence.” 
 The young boy turned to the scout and lowered his head. “Please, continue. I want to know more about our enemy.” 
 Jin smiled. Ebisu was a surprisingly fast learner. At the very least, he was smart enough to put aside his pride when needed. Jin had lost count of how many powerful men and women had died in idiotic ways, just because they were too dumb to know when they’re beaten, too prideful to consider a tactical retreat, too driven by their emotions to not attack at all. 
 He didn’t want his protégé making the same mistake as those fools from his previous world. “Continue, and spare no detail, good man.” 
 “There were only around five hundred horses, my lord, and I noted no siege equipment of any kind,” The scout continued recalling everything he’d seen. He seemed to fidget in Jin’s and Ebisu’s presence, like a peasant in the presence of a king or an emperor. Jin shook his head and gestured for the man to continue. “All of the infantrymen wore armor. I didn’t get a good look as I was afraid they might see me, but I did note that nearly all of them wore padded clothes and were mostly armed with spears, while some wore wooden armor and carried swords. There were no bushi
among them. At least, I didn’t see any. And I saw no flag or banner with which they were marked.” 
 Jin raised an eyebrow. If a bushi
wasn’t leading the enemy host, then it was very likely that this war band wasn’t sanctioned by any lord or clan, especially since they carried no banners or flags. Were they bandits? Were they mercenaries? 
 Everything suddenly seemed a tiny bit suspicious. Neither bandits nor mercenaries were capable of marching out this far inland without a long baggage train, especially if their host numbered around five thousand soldiers. They would need the support of a rich noble for them to pull that off and yet there were no flags or banners involved. No Moyatani noble would shame themselves by hiding their family crest. Something didn’t seem quite right. 
 “They made camp around twenty five miles from the Sleeping Woods,” The scout finished. “I believe they’ll try to walk through the forest or go around it soon, my lord. They can’t make camp in the Serpent’s Pass forever. They’ll have to move quickly or the lot of them will be eaten by… well, things that dwell in the darkness.” 
 Ah, people still believed that nonsense about shadow demons in the Serpent’s Pass? 
 Jin merely nodded, before turning to look at the map. If the enemy army decided to push through the Sleeping Woods, it’ll take them at least two weeks to get to Hirata, assuming they passed unmolested, but Yojimbo had other plans. If they chose to go around the Sleeping Woods, which was honestly the smart thing to do, considering all the Magical Beasts that refused to leave after the Wendigo’s winter tantrum, it’ll take them around a month of constant marching to even come close to Hirata. Even then, they’d have to willfully turn back west to reach his village, instead of following the river and heading straight for Muteba castle. 
 Jin’s eyes narrowed. “Ebisu, take note of this. If they choose to go around the forest, then chances are they’re not interested in Hirata and we’ll simply not attack them—not yet, anyway. However, if they do push through the woodlands, they’ll end up right at our doorstep, which means it is very likely that they will attack our home.” 
 Ebisu nodded, but otherwise stayed quiet as Jin’s eyes fluttered over to the scout. “Tell Yojimbo to keep eyes on them at all times.” 
 The man saluted once more. Jin continued, “Keep me informed of their movements. Whether or not they decide to move through the Sleeping Woods is the determining factor as to when we’ll attack them. Return to Yojimbo with all haste and tell him to prepare for an attack regardless.” 
 The scout bowed. “As you wish, my lord!” 
 He then exited Jin’s tent. 
 As the man left, Jin sighed and turned to Ebisu. “Remind me again why we’re in a tent and not at the manor? I’m not complaining, mind you, but I am curious. You didn’t want me stepping a single foot in that place from the moment I arrived. In fact, no one’s in there—not even the servants.” 
 Ebisu stiffened, absently turning his shoulders toward the manor’s general direction. He then sighed. The boy seemed to deflate somewhat. His baggy eyes showed, despite his natural regeneration. “Do you not recall the nightmare at all, master?” 
 Jin leaned back and closed his eyes. The wheels of his mind turned backward. Once more, he reached for his memories of that night. He and Arima had a brief conversation, where his uncle had made him promise to protect the village and its people. Jin remembered that one quite well. And when his uncle went to sleep for the night, Jin had taken a bottle of sake and drank, far from the eyes of the servants and the guards. He drank and went up the stairs as well. He walked through the hallways toward his room and— 
 Nothing. 
 Jin’s mind turned blank and black after that. The mere act of thinking about it, digging through his memories, brought about pangs of searing pains across his head, like a dagger through his skull. It burned and throbbed, and Jin found himself with no choice but to retreat, leaving his darkened memories alone. There was something actively keeping him from remembering something—an entity with enough power to actually mess with his mind. The thought irked him, both Jin and Valden hated having their minds explored by others. 
 After walking up the stairs, Jin’s memories would simply cut and leap further to when Yojimbo’s men found him in the river and he’d briefly awakened as they took him into their secret encampment. His mind flowed clear after that, no more headaches or blank memories. 
 He shook his head. “I can’t remember anything on the night of the nightmare. I’ve heard the rumors: the people supposedly began running amok?” 
 When Ebisu nodded, Jin continued, “I’ve asked around a fair bit, but the stories don’t exactly match all that well with each other. Whatever happened here had messed with everyone’s memories.” 
 “But,” Ebisu said, eyes narrowed, “there are a few who remember seeing a dark titan, standing over the manor, looming over the village. They remembered its presence, its aura, and the dreadful malice it exuded.” 
 Jin nodded. “It was standing over the manor? Is… is that why you’ve called everyone out of that place?” 
 “There’s something in there, master.” Ebisu said, shivering. “There’s something… evil in there and it wants to come out. I felt it… I think I felt it more than others. I’m afraid of what might happen to you if it comes after you.” 
 The boy took a deep breath. “I asked all the servants to vacate the premises as soon as I could. But I told a few guards to patrol outside the walls and report to me anything and everything strange they might encounter. They all seemed to agree that something seems to be watching them, eyes in the shadows and in the darkness.” 
 “You’re afraid that… something might come after me if I enter the manor?” Jin asked. Well, now that his student mentioned it, there was an odd feeling coming from his former home. It was as though there were whispers behind his ear, faint, voiceless whispers, telling him to come to them. It was inviting him into the manor. There was something there, Jin figured, but what was it and how long did they have to live in fear of it? 
 Still, he wasn’t in any rush to face whatever creature had taken residence in their former home. Anything that was powerful enough to mess with the minds of every person in a village of thousands deserved his fear and respect—at least, until Jin could find a way to burn it to ashes. Oh, how he hated psychics and their mind tricks. Honestly, he’d have preferred a physically superior foe than something could mess with his memories. 
 Ebisu nodded. 
 Jin sighed. “Very well, we’ll deal with this after we’ve dealt with these invaders.” 
 “Have you gathered the men?” Jin continued, switching the subject matter at hand. Ebisu visibly brightened. 
 The boy’s back straightened. “Yes, they’re all armed and armored. The provision stores are fully stocked with dried meat and rice cakes.” 
 Jin smiled. “That’s good. That’s very good, Ebisu. You’re ready for greater responsibilities, I believe. Your father will be proud of you if he saw you now.” 
 His student brightened even further. Jin continued, “Go talk to the troop commanders and tell them to begin live siege drills at once. Watch over them and ensure they’re doing what they’re supposed to be doing. Can you do that for me, Ebisu?”  
 The boy nodded firmly, but Ebisu could hardly hide the grin that was threatening to split his lips apart. Jin held in his own chuckle. The boy reminded him much of himself when he was around the same age, full of happiness and life, full of mirth and determination. The only difference between them was that Ebisu was capable of leveling a small mountain if he really wanted to. The boy had immense magical potential and a powerful Magical Beast to compliment his natural prowess. 
 “Very well,” Jin said, smiling. “Go to them then, Ebisu, and speak to them as their lord—because you are the lord of Hirata now. I’m just the governor. You are your father’s heir and, therefore, their true lord. Remind them of that.” 
 Ebisu beamed. “I will! I’ll show them I’m the most awesome commander ever!” 
 And so the boy ran out of the tent with a grin on his face. A servant walked in after him, an aged woman whose name Jin had long since forgotten. She carried a jug of water and a bowl of rice, topped with grilled pork. “Your meal, my lord, just as you wanted it.” 
 Jin nodded and smiled. “Thank you.” 
 He gestured for her to leave and so she did, bowing as she exited the tent. Jin eyed his meal. He didn’t recall ordering any food. But his belly spoke otherwise when it gurgled at the sight of the meal. “Huh, when was the last time I ate anything?” 
 Jin certainly didn’t eat any of Yojimbo’s food, that was for sure. The man had no taste in anything other than alcohol. Even then, all he really drank was the premium rice wine of Hirata. Well, to be fair on that last bit, Hirata did produce amazing batches of sake last year, better than anything that was made in the capital. 
 Jin shook his head and stared at the food. He leaned in and took a tiny bite of the rice and pork. They weren’t poisoned. At least, if they were, then it was a very weak form of poison that wouldn’t affect him at all, but it was probably not poisoned at all. And so he took a bite. Funny, it was almost exactly like his favorite meal back at— 
 Jin froze, trying to remember that old woman’s face. 
 He loved this meal, but he barely ever ate it under Arima’s roof. 
 No, Jin only ever ate such a meal back in Murasaki castle. I have to find that woman!

 She must’ve been one of his father’s former servants to remember his favorite meal. There were only ten of them, if his memory hadn’t already failed him, but, then again, Jin hardly bothered himself with their names or faces back then. They were servants and nothing more. Who is she? he thought. How did she survive the siege? Did the enemy let them go or did she find a way to escape on her own?

 Jin rushed out of his tent. But the woman was already gone. She’d disappeared into the veritable crowd in front of him, warriors and peasants, moving around, carrying great hefts upon their backs, preparing for the war ahead. Jin scowled inwardly as the people began converging around him, giving him their greetings and their prayers, their hopes and beliefs. He forced himself to smile for them and extended greetings of his own. “My people, I assure you, we will survive the coming storm. We will not be humbled and we will not be defeated!” 
 They cheered on, hearts elated and souls burning brightly. Jin hardly cared for them personally, but raising morale was important during sieges. It helped them stay focused and steady, despite the enemy’s might. 
 Regardless, Jin wasn’t quite in the mood to be talking to peasants. He retreated inward, pulling his very being into himself, hiding his essence and his aura behind a veil of silent magic. Jin became a ghost in all but form. He could still be seen, of course, but the lack of a presence made it so that he blended into anything and everything. No one would recognize him and no one would see him, unless Jin wanted them to. Now, where’d that woman go?

 Well, she was a servant. She was dressed like one, at least, which meant she would probably be at the makeshift manor Ebisu had built for his father’s servants. It wasn’t much, but it was spacious enough to house several people at once without getting crowded. Though, Ebisu never really stayed there. The boy spent most of his time in the woods, training by himself. 
 Jin stalked across the crowds, through the roads, unseen and unheard. The new manor was on the other side of Hirata. It took him ten minutes to reach it. Though, it would’ve taken far less time if he’d been in a hurry, but he wasn’t. This matter was not immediately important. It was more of a curiosity that demanded his attention and nothing more. At least, that’s what Jin told himself as he walked into the manor’s grounds and unfolded his aura, becoming perceptible once more. 
 One of the servants approached him, a young girl, who was probably only a few years older than Jin was. “How may I help you, Lord Jin?’ 
 “Do you know an older…” Jin paused. She was right there, standing next to a tree. “Excuse me.” 
 He walked past the servant girl, trying to get to the older woman, who might’ve been one of his father’s servants in Castle Murasaki. But then she moved and walked onward, disappearing out of Jin’s immediate field of view. Jin followed after her, rushing as quickly as he could, without alerting anyone to his presence. The more people were aware of his affairs the better. He circled around the new manor, if it could even be called that, and found that the old woman walked lazily around it as well. Jin caught her for only a moment before she disappeared behind a wall. Oh come on!

 Jin’s feet dug deep furrows into the loose soil as he ran after her at full speed. But then, as he came around the wall she’d disappeared into, the old woman wasn’t there. Jin paused. Where’d she go?

 Something about this felt… wrong, somehow. That old woman shouldn’t be as fast as she was. Unless…  
 Jin froze as he settled upon a dreadful realization.  

She’s a mage.

 He strode forward. With his magical senses stretched outward, Jin searched for any possible trail of magic. But he found none. There weren’t even any footsteps where there should be. 
 Well, she might not be a mage, but only a highly trained assassin—a master, at that—could possibly walk over such loose soil without leaving any footprints. Not even the grasses were disturbed. Her feet must’ve been moving almost ethereally, like Nobito No Yoritsumo. Was she a fellow practitioner of the Feather-Moon Blade? 
 Well… it wasn’t impossible, but what was she doing here? 
 Jin’s eyes darted left and right. His search for the elusive old woman was leading him toward his uncle’s abandoned manor. 
 He stopped. No, I mustn’t tempt fate, he decided. Ebisu said there was something powerful in there. It’s certainly powerful enough to mess with my head, that’s for sure.


What am I doing? Jin frowned. He’d wasted precious time chasing after some old servant woman. He could’ve been training. He could’ve been securing Hirata’s defenses. It never hurt to recheck a hundred times just to be sure everything was absolutely perfect. Instead, he’d— 

There! His eyes caught the old woman’s form lingering within the manor. She knew he was following her! 
 She turned to look at him for a moment, winking, before disappearing into the dark hallways of his uncle’s family home. Gritting his teeth, Jin leapt in after her, jumping over the gates and into the mossy, grassy courtyard that’d seen better days. 
 “Who are you?!” Jin called out after her, but there was no answer. He walked forth and stopped right before he could take a step into the manor itself. 
 It was dangerous, wasn’t it? The whole town had been mind-controlled in some way by some entity that’d taken residence in his uncle’s old home. Should he really risk it? 
 A sudden commotion from upstairs caught his ears, the rumbling and breaking of wood and a sudden bang upon the floor, echoing all over the manor. What was that?

 Jin sensed no magical energies anywhere close to him. Was it safe? Was it a trap? He’d fallen for a very similar ruse many days ago with that creature that Ebisu had bonded with. 
 Before Jin could decide on anything, something burst through the ceiling. 
 Jin froze as a familiar object landed in front of him. 
 His eyes widened. It was the heirloom. Cracks marred its once pristine form. Black smoke seemed to emanate from it. “What the—” 
 The box snapped open, and the world was engulfed in darkness. 





 Chapter 24 
   
   
   
 Jin’s eyes snapped open. His eyes met only a grim, endless darkness for a moment. Colors settled slowly, shapes filling the inky blackness of his vision, like sloths crawling through mud and sludge. He wasn’t sure if he could move. His arms were weightless and non-existent; Jin couldn’t even feel them there. What happened?

 Something flashed in his mind’s eye, a memory that’d arisen in the darkness. 
 In the dream from which he had awakened, the ghost of a faceless child had led him by the hand into the mouth of a deep, dank, cave at the center of the world. They went inside. Bloody crystalline growths grew at the walls and the ceiling, filling the cavern with an eerie, crimson light as the crystals pulsated with the energies of life. Bells tolled in the distance, somewhere within and beyond his hearing, again and again, their loudness boomed in the emptiness of it all. 
 The faceless child led him into a wide, gloomy chamber, whose walls were alabaster and porcelain. They stood upon the bank of an underground lake, whose waters were clear and bluish, bathed with an inner light that left sparks within his chest as he looked. The child pointed. Sitting on the edge of the bank across them was a horned creature. Its body was all darkness and black smoke. Its eyes glowed a fiery red. Flaming tears streamed from its eyes, falling down its face and into the ground, hissing as it dripped over the rocks of the bank. Bestial fangs jutted out of its upper lips, pointing down and glimmering in the soft light of the crystals around them. It was muscular, and its arms ended in black talons and cackling lava-like patterns from its fingers as though it’d dipped both its hands in molten rock. Much of its lower body was covered by a long, black skirt that was torn and ragged, filled with holes and tears, but it was large and baggy enough that the damage it held hardly mattered. 
 At the center of its chest was a single, black hole. 
 The child disappeared. 
 And their eyes met. 
 For the longest time, the two of them held their stares. Neither of them backed down. The waters of the underground lake grew disturbed. Once it’d been smooth and stagnant, it’d become a baleful body of water, filled with crashing waves. And still they looked toward each other, each one silent and defiant to the very last. 
 Until the horned figure broke the silence, sighing before speaking. Its voice was like the cracking and grinding of rocks, metal, and glass—terrible to behold. “You’re not really Murasaki Jin, are you? I have waited for so long—to join with my destined vessel. And yet, you are not him—not really. You may have his name, you may have his face, you may even have his potential, but you are not him. No… you are something more, aren’t you?” 
 He said nothing, preferring to let the demonic thing continue.  
 It did. “Your soul is not of this world. It’s brighter and stronger, and your will is cemented into its being. I see, Murasaki Jin is not you, because Murasaki Jin never had the chance to exist. You came into this world and took away what was not yours.” 
 It stood up. “But I can make this work. Go forth, interloper. I will be watching, for our souls have joined.” 
 The creature scowled and sighed. It snapped its fingers and a wave of dread passed across the entirety of the cavern, calming the waves and causing the light of the crimson crystals to flicker away. “This will have to do—for now. Let’s see what fate has in store for us, eh, Mage-Emperor?” 
 Jin froze. 
 And his dream shattered. 
 And here he was, blind and apparently paralyzed. 
 But that didn’t last as long as it once did. All of Jin’s senses returned in full force, like a great and terrible tidal wave washing over him and everything about him at once. 
 He blinked once and all the colors returned. 
 That was a strange and awful dream. It’d left him with plenty of questions about himself. 
 But, for now, he had other problems and no time for self-reflection. 
 Jin found himself lying flat on the ground. His head spun, but he could feel all his limbs now and there were no phantom pains on his chest. In fact, Jin felt… stronger somehow. He wasn’t physically stronger, per se, but he felt it, like he’d been energized. Well, Jin couldn’t even explain it to himself if he wanted to, but something in him had changed. It wasn’t exactly a radical change, but he knew there was something fundamentally different within him now. Again, he wasn’t sure what. 
 Jin pushed himself up and breathed in the crisp, cold air. He was still in the courtyard of his uncle’s manor, near the steps to the living room and its adjacent hallways. Jin’s eyes flashed. The Murasaki family heirloom was still there, but it seemed impotent now—as though the strange and otherworldly powers it once had within it had been ripped away from it or something. Jin shook his head and turned away. 
 What was he doing here? 
 He wracked his mind for answers and found none. Thankfully, it was still early in the day and it was likely that no one had noted his absence yet, assuming today was the same day he thought it was and not a few days after the fact. 
 Jin rushed out of the manor, leaping over the walls in a single bound and landing on the other side with a soft grunt. Hirata looked as he had remembered it: bustling with activity and preparation. Jin shook his head once more, wondering why his mind seemed strangely absent and lax. That’s right, we were preparing for a siege, Jin thought. There’s an invading army marching right for us.

 A platoon of marching militiamen caught his eye. 
 No, what really caught his eye was the lone child at their front, barking out orders and constantly yelling at the men to keep up with him. Jin chuckled, raising a single eyebrow as Ebisu commanded a host of fifty men to turn to the right and raise their shields as though they were suddenly accosted by a rain of arrows and projectiles. The militiamen moved sloppily and Ebisu did not notice that fact, but Jin did not need them to be the perfect soldiers and he did not need Ebisu to be the perfect commander—not yet, at least.   
 Ebisu’s eyes momentarily widened when they locked gazes. Jin smiled at his protégé. The boy really gave it his all when the time came to do so. A lot of noble children had a tendency to be lazy and self-serving, but Ebisu was remarkably responsible and hardworking, especially in the arcane arts. Soon enough, Jin figured, the boy would no longer need his teachings – at least, when it came to magic. Ebisu had a lot to learn if he was going to lead his people properly. 
 And then it hit him. 
 For the last several years, Jin had found himself without any true purpose, without a goal in sight. He had deluded himself into thinking that his purpose was the gathering and the culminating of power, but that was a lie. In the darkest pits of his mind, Jin knew that goal to be a lie. Once, in another life, he had dreamed of the same thing—and his friends and lovers suffered for it. Yavira, whose name he’d been reminded of by some foreign seer, had died because he was too blind to see what he had become. And no longer could he follow that path, not anymore. 
 No, though he had the skills and the will for it, the man who had once been called Valden no longer wished to be the king, the emperor, or the leader. For a moment, he had glimpsed it: the promise and potential of a child who stood to inherit his father’s domain. While Jin had no real wish to be a king, there stood a child who had the gift to be one—Ebisu, and he only needed guidance. Valden’s mistakes, his thirst for power and domination, would be torn away and used as kindling to fuel the boy’s growth. 
 Valden had been a terrible, dreadful Mage-Emperor. Sure, he’d built monuments and cities and united an entire world under one banner, but everything he’d built was built over billions of corpses. Blood flowed in rivers because of his thirst for power. But Ebisu could be different. The boy’s eyes glimmered with dreams of conquest and the desire for power, but Jin could steer him into the right path. He could groom him to be a true leader of men, one who inspired his people to greatness and not bullied them into submission as Valden had done in his previous life. 

Yes… Jin smiled as Ebisu continued on with his drills, barking out redundant orders that if nothing else served only to harden their warriors’ discipline and obedience. He will become Emperor and I will guide him to that path, Jin decided. I will be his teacher, his mentor, his friend, and his instructor. Ebisu will rule, but it shall be with a thundering hand of silk, not steel.

 Smiling, Jin walked down to join his warriors in their drills, already having forgotten his dream and the dark entity that had spoken to him in it. 
 Two days passed in a blur. In that time, Jin had finished preparing his people for the coming army. They were about as ready as they could be. Then again, there wasn’t really a lot to do, since most of the population was more than willing to fight for their homes or contribute something, anything. Aside from the children—of those whose ages were five and below, at least—and the sick and the elderly, every single person in the town was given a role. Most of the non-combatants were placed in the hospices and the kitchens, to tend to the wounded and to make meals for the warriors atop the walls. Others were given sanitation duties, to clean up after everyone else and keep Hirata free of disease and sickness. 
 Jin sat quietly on his chair, elbows propped on the wooden surface of his desk, with Ebisu sitting across him. The boy’s eyes were closed. He was deep in meditation—mostly to calm his nerves. The two of them sat in silence, alone in the comfort of Jin’s fancy tent that had become something of a miniature manor in the last few days. 
 Ebisu breathed in and out, steadying his breath. 
 Not that Ebisu was afraid—quite the opposite, in fact. The boy was far too excited for his own good and Jin worried for his well-being—his mental wellbeing, especially. Not even Jin was thoroughly excited at the prospect of a large-scale battle—not even when Jin’s powers were brought into the equation. 
 Jin’s ears perked up as someone walked right through the tent flap. He had yet to install a makeshift door. 
 Jin winced and stood up, laying a hand on Ebisu’s shoulder so the boy wouldn’t stop his meditation. He eyed the warrior, who entered, carrying a scroll. Jin raised a single eyebrow. It must’ve been truly important for anyone to come barging into his tent. “What is it?” 
 The man heaved and gasped, but forced himself to speak through muddled breaths. “I bring a message from our supporting army, my lord!” 
 He lowered his head and extended the scroll. Jin nodded and took the item in hand before dismissing the warrior with a simple wave of his hand. When the man spoke of a ‘supporting army’, he was likely referring to Yojimbo’s band of ambushers. Jin had never really explained to his people the true nature of the other army they had, wandering the countryside. Still, intrigued, Jin opened the scroll with a curious eye. 
 Jin froze, eyes narrowing. 
 “Ebisu,” He spoke with a grim tone. His student quickly awakened from the stupor of his meditation and stood up. 
 “What is it, master?” 
 “It is as I feared,” Jin began, crumpling the scroll in his left hand and burning it with a simple thought. “The invading army is not led by any lord and neither does it march under the hidden banner of any clan. It is led by a powerful mage.” 
 Ebisu nodded. “Will you be confronting the mage, just as you planned, master?” 
 Jin sighed, “Yes, I will eliminate this mage, before his or her army can reach Hirata. Otherwise…” 
 Jin’s eyes lingered on the walls for a moment. Whatever defenses he’d erected, no matter how durable and powerful they were, would not stand a chance against someone who could just chuck a fireball at it and cause the whole thing to explode in a single breath. No, the enemy mage had to die before his or her army could reach Hirata. Jin would not allow this siege to end in the same manner as Murasaki Castle had ended—excellent defensive structures undone by simple spells. He would not allow it. 
 The people who lived behind these walls were his people as well. And he had sworn to defend them. 
 And he would. 
 “There’s only one mage, according to our scout and I’m inclined to agree,” Jin said. “Mages rarely ever lead armies. This one must’ve been hired by a foreign lord to lead a host of soldiers to take a strategic point.” 
 Nobito was right. These people were very likely not here for Hirata, but for Muteba Castle. Still, Jin had to stop them. He continued, “The mage is there to ensure their success.” 
 Ebisu nodded. “Do we know where this invading army is at the moment?” 
 Jin smiled. “Yes, they’ve made camp at the edge of Serpent Pass. They’ll likely begin their march southward tomorrow. I’ll have to pay them a visit tonight.” 
 “But what if it’s a trap?” Ebisu asked, his eyebrows furrowing. “What if this mage is stronger than you, master? What if you can’t win?” 
 Jin sighed and ruffled the boy’s hair. “If I don’t return, you will have to lead you people without me, Ebisu. Can you do that? Do you have the strength to do that?” 
 Oh, Jin was confident in his return, but it was always a good idea to instill into people the gravity of the situation should the worst actually come to pass. In Ebisu’s case, the boy would have to lead an entire village on his own. 
 Ebisu gulped, but otherwise nodded—a fire in his eyes that Jin had not yet seen before. “Yes, I… I will try! I don’t know how, but… I will do my best!” 
 Jin smiled. “Good answer, my student.” 
 And then Jin turned and sighed, his grip over Agito’s handle tightening as he sighed. “I’ll be leaving shortly. Keep the people safe. That is your priority, Ebisu—keep them safe.” 
 “I will, master,” Came his protégé’s reply. “You can count on me!” 
 Jin walked out of the tent and released a long, heavy breath. Something about this whole thing didn’t feel quite right, but in war one had to take risks. Rushing to the enemy camp and killing their commander, who happened to be a mage, was a very bad idea. But if he could actually pull it off, they’d win. No Moyatani army, without the aid of a mage, could ever defeat his walls and his siege weapons and the discipline of his warriors. The town even had Ebisu to defend it in his absence and the boy’s power was immense. 
 If he could kill the enemy mage, Hirata would be safe from harm even if they all marched upon the village and washed over them like water upon rock. 
 His mind steeled, Jin walked over to the nearest section of the walls and leapt over it, shocking the guards, who’d stood watch on the battlements. “My lord!” 
 Jin paid them no heed as he fell onto the other side, landing on a patch of wet earth and a patch of rice. The men leaned over the wall, looking down at him. “My lord, are you alright?!” 
 Jin turned over his shoulder and looked up to meet their frightened and concerned gazes. “Don’t worry about me! Tell the people to expect an easy victory! I go out to ensure that!” 
 The guards seemed confused, but otherwise nodded at his words. Jin smiled and nodded back before bursting across the rice fields, leaving furrows in his wake. Jin, however, took great care in ensuring he didn’t destroy any rice. Food was valuable, after all. 
 An hour passed and Jin had just entered the tree line of the Sleeping Woods, a vast expanse of forested lands, where numerous Magical Beasts dwelled—well, not as much as before the Wendigo incident, but still quite a lot that most sane people refused to enter the place. 
 Smirking, Jin leapt to the tops of the trees and resumed moving across the woodlands. It was always much safer to move above ground. The Sleeping Woods was likely still crawling with Werewolves and Earth-Shaker Boars, Shadow Wolves and Blood Fiends—all of which he really had no time to be fighting. 
 Jin ran across the forest, ignoring the few Magical Beasts that’d roared and raged at his presence, moving as fast as he could and breaking the thick Red Wood branches at his feet with each leap forward. It took nearly two hours of constant movement to reach the edge of the northern tree line of the Sleeping Woodlands. By then, the host of Magical Beasts that’d begun chasing him through the forest had given up and returned to the deep woods, far from the eyes of man, where the soil was rich with magic and death. Still, a chorus of howls and roars by dark creatures announced Jin’s arrival. 
 And there he saw it, a large encampment in the distance: hundreds and hundreds of tents, surrounding a large, highly-decorated tent at the center. That must be where the mage is staying, Jin thought. They couldn’t be any more obvious. Then again, if I was a mage in the company of mortals, I’d probably want to stand out.

 Jin shook his head and closed his eyes. His magical senses exploded outward, reaching out to the tent in the distance. Jin thinned out his magic, making it as weak and as unassuming as possible as to minimize the chances of detection. It wasn’t a spotless idea, but it should be enough for his purpose. True to his prediction, there was a single mage in there. Though, given the range, Jin couldn’t be certain of anything more than their presence. Still, it did confirm the scout’s report—there was a mage in the enemy army, and he needed to be killed immediately. 
 With that in mind, Jin’s eyes snapped open. The muscles of his legs contracted, hardening and strengthening immensely. Grunting, Jin leapt forward and soared across the wind, momentarily ripping through sound itself on his approach. Thunderous booms echoed across the land as Jin’s form crashed hard against the dry soil, scattering dirt and dust in every direction. 
 Jin spared a moment to eye his surroundings. 
 There was no one here. 
 He froze. 
 Glowing runes, arrays, and symbols suddenly revealed themselves, surrounding him. They appeared on the ground and in the air, shimmering. Jin stood at the very center of something that was definitely of magical origin—a ritual circle of some kind. He could feel the energies charging the air with its intensity. 
 He couldn’t move, no matter how much he struggled. 
 Ten people in black robes materialized around him. Each of them stood on smaller circles, glimmering with magical energies that fed into the magical array he’d stood at the center of. Their faces were shrouded in unnatural shadows. Jin couldn’t even feel their presence as they stood there, clearly using magic. What the— 
 Jin gritted his teeth, but found that he couldn’t even move his mouth. 
 “So, this is the vessel?” One of the robed figures spoke with clear disdain. “He’s just a kid. I’m having second thoughts about this.” 
 “Be silent and do as you’re told,” Another one barked out, before addressing the others. “Unleash your energies at once. He must be destroyed immediately and without mercy.” 
 “But he’s just a child…” It was an old woman’s voice. She sounded distraught, but Jin couldn’t be sure. “This isn’t right.” 
 “It doesn’t matter,” the voice said with a harsh finality. “We all took our vows: the vessel must be destroyed.”  

What the hell is going on?! Jin struggled, sending his magic coursing into the tattoos of his left hand and his right hand. Fire and lightning raged around him as his magic ran wild. 
 Who were these people? 
 The figures extended their right arms, fingers pointing toward him.  
 Something surged around him, flying colors and dazzling shapes. Magic filled the air. For a moment, everything seemed so quiet, as though the world had paused and fallen asleep. 
 And then there was light, blinding and painful. Jin lost his senses. He felt nothing. 
 There was only darkness and the cackling of a dreadful voice at the back of it all. 

End of Book 2
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 A loud, strong wail echoed across the cavernous stone arches of the Crescent Moon Abbey’s chapel. Sister Amalia froze, dropping her broom. Her gaze snapped toward the main entrance. The enormous double wooden doors should have been closed after sunset. But they now stood open. A bag of tools gleamed beside the left door. 
 There was something else there, too: a bundle.  
 Sister Amalia edged forward through the dimly lit chapel. The bundle shifted, and she froze. A tiny hand thrust out from the bundle of rags. 

A baby? she thought. A baby! Another sharp wail shot through the Crescent Moon abbey. 
 She knelt down and glanced out of the door. No sign of whoever had left him. She picked up the child and held it close. Bright blue eyes shone against dirt-smudged cheeks, returning her gaze. A small mouth opened and let loose another wail—one of indignation at being left alone, of a desire for warmth and comfort. 
 Sister Amalia was a young nun, having taken her vows not two days after she’d turned eighteen. She knew very little about most things, but she knew almost nothing about babies. Amalia began to coo, hoping to comfort the baby, but its cries only continued to grow louder. 
 “Sister!” a man’s voice rang down the hallway. “Is… Is that a baby?” 
 Sighing with relief, Amalia turned to the man. “Koshi! I found this baby here, just now! Right beside your tools! Did you see who—” 
 Koshi stepped into the candlelight. He was an old man, as craggy and ragged as Amalia was young and fresh. He wore a laborer’s tunic and trousers of roughly spun wool. A pronounced limp punctuated his every step. Koshi knuckled the gray-brown bristle under his chin and shook his head. 
 “I stepped away for a moment,” he said. He walked up to Amalia and looked down at the baby. “Someone must have left this little one here while I was away.” 
 Koshi wagged a dirty finger in the baby’s face, and the child clutched it. 
 “Oh my!” Koshi chuckled. “We have a strong little one here.” 
 “He’s… he’s stopped crying.” Amalia blinked. “I think he likes you, Koshi.” 
 “Everyone likes me, Sister. But is it a ‘he’?” Koshi asked. “Well, let’s find out.” 
 A quick glance confirmed Amalia’s guess that the baby was, indeed, a ‘he.’ 
 “Amalia! What’s going on? I thought I heard a child crying,” a woman’s voice called. Another nun strode into the chapel, carrying a bucket and mop in her hands. 
 “Sister Superior Sofia!” Amalia bowed hastily and nodded at the bundle in her arms. “Someone left this little boy here. Neither of us saw who.” 
 Sofia put down her bucket, leaned her mop against a pew, and walked over to Amalia. “Oh my. Whoever could have done something like that?” 
 She cooed to the baby. He gurgled back. 
 “He’s adorable!” Sofia said. 
 ‘What should we do, Sister Superior?” Amalia asked. 
 Sofia sighed and smoothed out her wimple. “It’s not the first time the Crescent Moon Abbey has taken in foundlings. There are orphans aplenty in these troubled times. We can only be one of the places where they are fortunate to wash up at.” 
 “Will you take him in, then, Sisters?” Koshi asked. 
 The older nun grunted as she took the baby from Amalia. “Yes. I will inform the High Abbess in the morning, and he will be placed among the orphans we care for. In the meantime, we have to find him a wet nurse. Amalia, could you have a word with Mrs. Balotelli? Her house is not far. It’s…” 
 “I know where it is, Sister Superior.” Amalia bowed and walked out of the chapel. The dark tones of her robed and wimpled form disappeared into the night. 
 “It’s sad for a child to be abandoned like this,” Koshi said, sighing, “but it’s a relief that you are there for him, Sister.” 
 “We are sworn to provide what succor we can to those who suffer, Koshi.” Sofia glanced at the chapel doors. “Your work is done, then?” 
 “Yes, it is. I just have to gather your tools and return them to the chapel’s storeroom.” 
 “Thank you. The Abbey truly appreciates all the times you’ve helped us.” 
 “It’s my pleasure, Sister. You and the other Sisters have helped so many people, saved so many lives. I only wish I could do more.” Koshi tapped his thigh gently. “And I would, if not for my bad legs.” 
 “A hero’s injury, taken in defense of others.” Sofia clutched the baby closer with one hand and patted Koshi on the shoulder. “You deserve better, good man, you really do. It’s a disgrace how you’ve been treated.” 
 “Ah, it’s all in the past, now.” Koshi waved at the baby, who gurgled happily in response and reached for him with tiny hands. 
 “The child needs a wash,” Sofia declared. “I hate to ask this of you, Koshi, since it’s already so late, but would you carry that bucket to the fireplace beside the confessional? I’m sure Father Cosimo won’t mind us using his basin to heat up some soapy water.” 
 “Of course, Sister.” Koshi picked the bucket up with a grunt and followed the nun. 
 There was a small wooden table by the fireplace, laden with Father Cosimo’s notes and books. Koshi gathered and stacked them neatly on a wooden pew, clearing the space for Sofia to lay out some cleaning rags Sister Amalia had left in the chapel. 
 Sofia emptied her bucket of soapy water into Father Cosimo’s baptismal copper basin and set it near the fireplace to heat up. 
 “Are you still staying in that old shed on the city outskirts, Koshi?” Sofia asked. 
 “Yes, Sister.” Koshi pulled his hands from his face and waggled his tongue at the baby. The child gurgled in delight and reached for him. Koshi let the baby hold on to his fingers. 
 “That must be lonely. Why don’t you stay with the Abbey’s commune? We have several rooms available, and if you’re worried about earning your keep, you’re more than capable of doing so, with how handy you’ve proven yourself to be.” 
 It wasn’t the first time the Sisters had made that invitation, and each time, Koshi had to fight off the temptation. Human warmth, community, smiles and conversations: he’d allowed himself small doses of such things every time he attended the services or helped out with small repairs at the Abbey. 
 But it was too dangerous. They might find him before his time was up, and if they did, everyone around him would suffer. That’s why he lived where he did, beside the garbage dump, where no other living soul would choose to dwell. 
 Sometimes, in his most guilt-wracked moments, he wondered if even the occasional human contact he allowed himself was too risky. By all rights, he should have never come here, never gotten close to human dwellings, never attended that first service in the Crescent Moon Abbey. 
 Koshi hated many things about himself, but he hated his selfish need to be close to humanity the most. He forced a smile onto his face. “I will give it some thought, Sister. By the way, did you hear about Mr. Ferri’s most recent success with his rhubarb patch?” 
 Sofia chuckled. “Typical. Say you’ll consider it and then change the subject.” She shook her head, smiling softly. “I’ll say no more about you joining the commune. For now.” 
 Koshi bowed to the Sister. “I think the water’s warm enough, now.” 
 “Good. Bring the baby here.” 
 The child would have burst out into tears as Sofia toweled him down if Koshi had not kept up a barrage of funny faces. 
 “What’s his name going to be, Sister?” 
 “That’s a good question. I haven’t given it much thought yet. This has all been so sudden, you see.” Sofia washed the rag she’d been using in the basin, wrung it out, and resumed her work, this time clearing out the grime from the baby’s legs and feet. She smiled at Koshi. 
 “Perhaps you should name him,” she said. 
 “What? No, I could never presume to…” 
 “The two of you seem to be getting along famously already. I can just about see the two of you, years from now, keeping the Abbey in tiptop shape.” 
 Koshi didn’t want to mention he didn’t know how many years he did have left, so he just focused on keeping his forced smile on his face. “Begging your pardon, Sister, but naming a child is holy work, only for parents, and failing them, well, it falls to you and your Sisters.” 
 “That is true, Koshi. You have been paying attention to Father Cosimo’s sermons.” 
 “Every word, Sister. Every word.” 
  Sofia washed and wrung out her rag again. Holding the baby’s chest up in one hand, she angled his body so she could reach his back. She hummed as she wiped away the grime at his ears, but her voice cut off into a strangled gasp as her rag made its way down his back. 
 “Is something wrong, Sister?” Koshi asked, coming closer. 
 “This… this…” Sofia made a few more tentative wipes with her rag. Her eyes grew wider, and her breathing became ragged. 
 And then Koshi saw it too. He couldn’t believe his eyes. At the center of the baby’s back, there was a golden triangle, pointing downward, open at its base. The triangle was accompanied by four golden lines, two reaching upwards from its heart, the other two running parallel to its sides. 
 A Dragon Sigil. Koshi clutched the side of the table to steady himself. 
 Sofia’s reaction was far more extreme. She shrieked in abject horror and let go of the baby. Koshi caught him before he could fall more than an inch. 
 “Sister! What…” But he knew why the nun was reacting like this, why she was backing away, clutching the sides of her face. He knew why tears of horror had begun to brim in the corner of her eyes. 
 Sofia turned and ran. Her slippered footsteps echoed throughout the chapel. As she disappeared from view, Koshi steadied his own breathing and calmed the frantic hammering of his heart. He looked down at the child he held in his arms. 
 “Praise Namakhut!” His first tribute in decades to the God of Dragons escaped his lips as a fierce whisper. He knew now what he had to do, what lay ahead for him in the remaining years of his life. Koshi wiped the baby dry, wrapped him in rags, and held him close as he hobbled out of the chapel. 
 He cast one last look at the chapel and the nearby Abbey as he hastened from its grounds. The Sisters’ dormitory was several minutes’ away on foot, and it would take even more time for Sofia to raise the others and bring them here. Koshi and the baby would be long gone by then. 
 And he could never return again, not with the responsibility he now bore. He said his mental goodbyes as he walked down the dirt path leading away from the Abbey and into the city. 
 The baby began crying again. 
 “Oh, right.” Koshi nodded. Didn’t Amalia go to fetch Mrs. Balotelli? The Balotelli household wasn’t far away, and the baby could definitely use a wet nurse right now. The money the Sisters had paid him for repairing the chapel doors would be more than sufficient for her services. 
 Another thought struck him as he made his way there: the child still didn’t have a name, yet. Koshi smiled. When he’d been walking out of the chapel, he’d passed by a weathered stone statue of the Archangel Raphael, Healer and Guardian of the suffering and afflicted. 
 There could be no more suitable name. 
 He stroked the baby’s brow and rocked him gently. “Now, now dear Raphael. Let’s find you some food, shall we?” 
   
 * * * 
   
 Other children had a papa and a mama, but Raphael had only ever had Koshi. He was never unhappy, though. They wore clothes that weren’t always clean and had many patches, and they lived in a small house with zinc walls and funny smells. The rain came in through the holes in the roof sometimes, and they didn’t always have enough to eat. Still, they had a gigantic playground, bigger than the eye could see and stretching past the place where the sun went down. Some of the other children at school called it a “junkyard” or a “rubbish dump,” and Raphael supposed that they thought his playground wasn’t a nice place. 
 They were wrong, of course. When Koshi took Raphael by the hand, and they walked through the playground hand-in-hand, he never knew what they would find. Every corner was an adventure, and every moment brought excitement. Would Koshi find something he could bring to the marketplace and exchange for apples? Or maybe there was a treasure they would bring home for Koshi to fix, like the brass lamp above their beds of old straw. Sure, sometimes, they would run into something scary that had lots of teeth and smelled bad, but Koshi was always there to beat it up and make it run away. 
 One morning, Koshi lit a candle and sang him his sixth birthday song. As the first rays of sunlight danced through the spaces between the walls of their house, and Koshi settled down to start his work, Raphael began putting away their bowls back onto their kitchen shelf. He was almost done when he noticed something.  
 “There is a light on top of your head, Koshi,” Raphael said. He didn’t know why he hadn’t seen it before, but there it was, white and shiny, floating just above Koshi’s head as the old man sat at the table. 
 Koshi gave him a strange look, then, and turned away from the clock he’d been repairing.   
 “A light on top of my head?” he asked. Tell me what it looks like, little Raph.” 
 “Small and round. It’s not touching your head, but I still feel like it’s coming out of you.” 
 A big smile spread across Koshi’s face, squeezing the grease stains across his cheeks into funny patterns. When he spoke again, his voice was low, almost like a whisper. “Yes, yes. That’s just it. Now, do you think you can make something like that appear on top of your head, too?” 
 Raphael gave Koshi a sideways look, but he shrugged and nodded. Why couldn’t he? In school, they said that children are like their papas and their mamas. So why wouldn’t Raphael be just like Koshi? 
 So he did it. A small ball of white light popped out above Raphael’s head. He couldn’t quite look at it directly, but he could feel it, and he could see Koshi take a deep breath and widen his eyes. 
 “The Dragon Meridian! It took me a hundred years of cultivation to open it, but you…” Koshi cleared his throat and looked at Raphael. His smile grew even bigger. “This is wonderful, little Raph! Just wonderful!” 
 “Hurray!” Raphael raised his hands and cheered. He wasn’t exactly sure why Koshi was so happy, but if Koshi was happy, so was he. 
 The light above Raphael’s head went off, though. He blinked, shook his head, and turned it on again. 
 “I have to keep thinking about it to keep the light on,” he told Koshi. 
  “Yes, you do.” 
 “It actually… makes me feel tired. Like I’m running. I don’t think I can keep the light on all the time,” Raphael said. 
 “Well, you know how the more you run, the faster you become and the longer you can run?” Koshi chuckled. “It’s the same thing.” 
 “But running is fun! I run when I play.” Raphael frowned. “What’s keeping the light on good for?” 
 With a big grin on his face, Koshi reached into a small cloth bag underneath the metal table he worked at and pulled out a bunch of small ball bearings. 
 “Let the light go out, little Raph,” he instructed. 
 Raphael shrugged and obeyed, with a sigh of relief. Keeping the light on was getting tiring. 
 Koshi let go of the ball bearings he held. They fell back into the bag, tinkling all the way. 
 “How many did I drop just now, little Raph?” he asked. 
 “I couldn’t count them all. They fell too quickly.” 
 Koshi picked up another handful of ball bearings and nodded. “Now turn the light back on.” 
 Raphael did so. This time, he actually felt a dull ache in his head, and his right eye couldn’t stop twitching. 
 Koshi did the same thing he did just now. The ball bearings in his hand fell back into the bag, but…  
 “Thirty-seven!” Raphael shouted. “I saw them! I could count everything! I could think so quickly! I saw… I could… it hurts…” 
 “Let the light go out, little Raph.” Koshi patted Raphael on the head gently. “That’s right. I dropped thirty-seven ball bearings back into the bag.” 
 “Is that what the light does? Make me think quickly? See everything?” Raphael asked excitedly. 
 “The light is called the Dragon Meridian, little Raph. Most other people can’t see it. Only you and I, and maybe some very, very special individuals can. So…” 
 “I shouldn’t talk about it to other children,” Raphael finished Koshi’s sentence. “Just like I can’t talk about the shiny yellow pattern I have on my back.” 
 “Yes, little Raph, that is correct.” Koshi’s smile became different, then, almost fierce and maybe even slightly angry. “But the time will come when all will know about you, for you are destined for great things.” 
 “Great things?” 
 “The call will come for you one day, and it is my duty to make sure you are ready when it does.” A faraway look came onto Koshi’s face, then, as if he were seeing something that wasn’t there. 
 “I don’t understand, Koshi. What call? Who’s going to call?” 
 Koshi laughed and patted Raphael’s head again. “Right, right. Sometimes, I forget how young you are. We’ll talk more about that when you’re a bit older. For now, I want you to work on keeping the Dragon Meridian open. It will focus your mind and make you do many things other people can’t.” 
 “Like practicing my running, so I can be fast and tough?” 
 “Something like that, little Raph, something like that. But maybe not right now.” Koshi clapped his hands together and picked Raphael up. “Let’s go see if we can find some apples! How does that sound?” 
 “Apples! Hurray!” 
 They were laughing as they walked out of their house, but it was clear to Raphael that Koshi’s legs hurt, and that his smile hid a lot of pain. 
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 And so, every day after school, Raphael ran around their house, skipped over piles of broken furniture, and did leap-frogs over heaps of old clothes, like he always did. But he also tried to keep the light above his head on while he played. 
 It wasn’t easy starting out. The day after he first turned the light on, he tried counting while he held it, and he found that he could get to twenty before his head started to hurt and he had to let it go. He took a deep breath, walked around a bit as he waited for the pain in his head to fade, and tried again. Still twenty. He tried another ten more times before the sun went down. 
 As darkness fell and that day turned to night, he managed to count to thirty. 
 Within a week, he could keep the light on far longer than he could keep count without getting bored. Koshi was delighted at Raphael’s progress, and he suggested that Raphael try keeping his Dragon Meridian open while he ran and played. 
 That was difficult, at first. Raphael couldn’t concentrate on his leap-frogs when he held the light on. He had trouble balancing on the narrow plank bridging two broken wagons. When he stumbled and cut his knee, he ran to Koshi and complained. 
 “That’s because you’re trying to do two things at once, little Raph,” Koshi explained as he brought Raphael to the cistern where they kept their clean water. He washed Raphael’s knee and applied some of the stinging ointment he kept in his belt pouch. 
 “But keeping the light on and running are two different things,” Raphael pointed out. 
 “When you eat your breakfast, you’re chewing and moving your spoon at the same time, aren’t you? You also have your eyes open, and you even talk with your mouth full, even though I’ve told you time and again not to do that!” Koshi tweaked Raphael’s nose and made him giggle. 
 “But if I don’t do all that, it doesn’t feel like breakfast!” 
 “Exactly. It’s all one thing. Think of keeping the Dragon Meridian open and doing anything else as the same thing.” Koshi ruffled Raphael’s hair. “Now, go run around a bit more. I have a few more things to mend for Mrs. Bianchi before we go get some dinner.” 
 When Raphael stood on one end of the plank bridge, which was two times higher than he was tall, he turned on the light in his head and took one step. Then another. 
 And another. 
 And then he was running, faster than he’d ever crossed the bridge before. He laughed, whooped, and jumped, the light of the setting sun in his eyes. 
   
 * * * 
   
 Raphael fell from the top of a gigantic garbage pile. Midair, he twirled, tucked his chin in, and rolled his shoulder across the ground as it came up to meet him. His vision spun, but his balance and timing were perfect, his momentum playing itself out in a deft tumble that brought him back to his feet right in front of Koshi. 
 “Good morning!” Raphael chimed. 
 Koshi blinked. His mouth worked futilely for a few moments before he managed to make it sputter what he wanted to say. “What were you thinking, jumping from so high up? You scared the shoes off my feet!” 
 “You’ve still got them on.” 
 “You little rascal.” Koshi chuckled, the deep lines on his face breaking apart and reforming into a mask of amusement. And it was a mask. Koshi tried to hide it, but Raphael knew that his legs were hurting him more and more every day. 
 The only thing Raphael could do for him was to try and cheer him up and help out however he could. He took Koshi’s sling bag from his shoulder and slung it over his own. 
 “Let me carry everything when we go foraging today,” he said. “I’m nine years old, and I’m big and strong now!” 
 “Yes, you are. You’ve grown really tall, too. After another year or two, I’ll be looking up at your face.” 
 “And then it’ll be my turn to look after you!” Raphael flexed his biceps, a gesture he’d learned at school. 
 Koshi laughed. A thoughtful look came over his face, and then he nodded, as if he’d made up his mind about something. 
 “Actually, let’s go foraging tomorrow. I want to talk to you about something today.” 
 “Sure.” Raphael put down the sling bag and cocked his head curiously. “What is it?” 
 Koshi took a long look at Raphael’s playground, ringed all around their house. Over the years, Raphael had stacked piles of garbage, all types of discarded furniture, and added another three to his collection of broken wagons and carts. 
 “I’ve seen you run up and down all of this, tumbling everywhere but not getting hurt. The other day, some of your school friends came to visit, didn’t they? Did they try doing the same thing, too?” he asked. 
 “No. They can’t run as quickly as I can. And if they climb too high, they start to get scared.” Raphael sighed. “Marco almost fell yesterday. Good thing I caught him, so he didn’t get hurt. His papa and mama would be so angry with me if he did.” 
 “That’s because you can do things other children can’t do.” Koshi tapped the side of his head. “Do you know why?” 
 “The Dragon Meridian!” Raphael replied. “I can keep it open all day, now!” 
 “Exactly. The Dragon Meridian heightens your mind’s abilities, making your movements more precise and your thoughts flow far more smoothly.” 
 “Yeah, I guess that’s why school is getting so boring now. I can add and subtract things faster than Maestro Colombo. You should see his face when I shout the answers to his questions before he can read them off the board!” 
 Koshi quirked an eyebrow at that comment, and Raphael gulped nervously. Koshi didn’t like it when Raphael made fun of Maestro Colombo. Something about respecting one’s elders, but the Maestro was so boring, and the way his face became red when he got angry was just too funny. 
 “Anyway, you were saying something about the Dragon Meridian!” Raphael changed the subject. 
 “Ah, yes. You’re now able to keep it open all the time. That means you have attained Perpetuation, the first stage of Dragon Cultivation.” 
 “What’s cultivation?” Raphael joined Koshi as he walked to the entrance of their house and sat down at the doorstep. “I think you mentioned something like this before, but you didn’t really explain it.” 
 “There is life-energy in every living thing, in you, in me, in your friends, and the crows that come keep us company sometimes,” Koshi said. 
 “Even in apples?” 
 “Yes, even in apples. And yes, we’ll go see if we can get some later, so stop fidgeting and listen carefully. We use this energy in everything we do—walking, eating, even sleeping, and how we use it changes our body in different ways.” 
 “If we use it to run a lot, our legs become stronger and we can run faster. Maestro says it’s because our leg muscles become bigger. And if we carry heavy things all the time, the same thing happens to our arm muscles,” Raphael said, trying to guess where Koshi was trying to lead his thoughts. 
 “Exactly! But you and I, little Raph, we have a different kind of energy inside us. It comes from dragons, and it allows us to do many fantastic things.” 
 “What are dragons? Gianna tried to ask about them during class, but Maestro hushed her and refused to say any more.” 
 Koshi’s smile fell away. All of a sudden, he seemed very tired and very old. After a few moments of silence, he sighed and patted Raphael on the shoulder. “I’ll tell you more about them when you’re a bit older, little Raph.” 
 Raphael bit back an annoyed protest. He hated it when Koshi made such promises, but the strange, sad look on his face meant that there wouldn’t be any answers about dragons, at least not today. 
 “This energy, we call it Ryu-To-Ki, or Draconic War Aura. When we use it properly, we are, first of all, able to open the Dragon Meridian.” 
 “First of all…” Raphael’s eyes widened. “You mean there are other things we can do with it?” 
 “Yes, if we build it like others would build their leg or arm muscles, and we do it through cultivation.” Koshi tapped the top of Raphael’s head lightly with his index finger. “In fact, you’ve already started to cultivate your Ryu-To-Ki. How do you think you’ve managed to keep your Dragon Meridian open all this time?” 
 “So I’m done cultivating, then?” 
 “Far from it!” Koshi crossed his legs, so that he was now sitting in a strange position, with each ankle resting on the inside of the knee on the opposite leg. He placed his palms just beneath his belly button. “Come, sit like this.” 
 Raphael shrugged and copied Koshi. It wasn’t entirely an uncomfortable way to sit, but it did feel rather strange. 
 “Now, I want you to let go of the Dragon Meridian, but still keep it open,” Koshi said. 
 “Wouldn’t it close if I let it go?” 
 “Not when you’ve attained Perpetuation. Close your eyes, and try it.” 
 Taking a deep breath, Raphael prepared to do as Koshi instructed. He hadn’t let his Dragon Meridian close for a long time, not even in his sleep. When it was open, everything seemed brighter, sharper, and more colorful. He could think so much more clearly and quickly than everyone in school. The idea of letting all that go and going back to where things were dull and dark made him uncomfortable. 
 But he did it, anyway. He loosened his mind and let go. 
 But the Dragon Meridian didn’t close. Its radiance remained, strong and sure. Raphael released the breath he’d been holding all this time. 
 “It’s still open!” he cried. 
 “As I thought. Perpetuation. And at your age, too. Truly, the Dragon Magus…” Koshi muttered, his voice trembling. 
  “Dragon Magus?” 
 Koshi shook his head sharply, as if he’d been woken from a daydream. “Never mind. Focus on the Dragon Meridian’s light. Sense where it reaches toward.” 
 And it was reaching. A slender beam of its radiance ventured out, seeking somewhere inside Raphael. It pulsed when it found one of the places it was looking for, and then it continued on its way. 
 “It’s finding places in me, but not in my body,” he said. “What’s going on, Koshi?” 
 “The Dragon Meridian is priming each of your Draconic Braziers, the reservoirs of your Ryu-To-Ki, for ignition. These don’t exist in your flesh, but in your soul.” 
 “Eighteen…” Raphael gasped. “The light touched eighteen places, and it’s now returned to where it started.” 
 “Those are the eighteen Draconic Braziers, little Raph, and from this day forward, we will work on lighting them, one by one.” 
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Raphael: 18 years of age

   
 Shrieking, the scrounge-worm burst from the dirt. Its maw was a ring of fangs dripping with corrosive venom, and its body, a grayish convulsing tube of rubbery flesh and muscle, stretched longer than Raphael was tall. And he’d grown quite tall indeed. Koshi had to look up to meet his eyes now, and everyone in the marketplace commented on how big and strong he was. 
 He ducked beneath the scrounge-worm’s arc through the air, letting it pass over his head. The creature crashed noisily into a pile of scrap metal and rotting wood. Its screams rose. 
 “Phew, good afternoon to you too, Wormy.” Raphael scratched the inside of his ear with his pinky finger. He carried a huge canvas sack on his back. It was his turn to go foraging in the outer reaches of the junkyard, and if he had his way, it would always be his turn from now on, so Koshi could rest at home. 
 The scrounge-worm thrashed itself free, scattering debris all over. It lined itself up for another pounce. Raphael sighed. 
 “Are we really going to do this now? Again? Come on, you know I can’t work properly if you’re jumping around, smashing things up like this, and distracting me.” 
 The creature shrieked in response and hurled itself forward, its body uncoiling like a gigantic spring. Raphael leaned out of the way again, and once more it slammed heavily into another pile of garbage—this time containing glass. 
 He winced at the tinkling of shattering glass and the scrounge-worm’s cries of pain. The creature pulled itself out of the wreckage its pounce had created and shuddered. Cuts ran down the length of its body, and it bled a grayish-green ichor from dozens of places. 
 “See? You’ve hurt yourself, silly Wormy!” Raphael chided, walking over and wagging his finger. 
 The scrounge-worm wept, making a strangely human noise. It tried to coil in on itself but couldn’t, the pain of its wounds sending it into convulsions. 
 Raphael sighed. He crouched down over the creature. “Don’t be a big baby. You know these cuts will go away in a few hours, so I don’t want to hear any more crying from you.” 
 The scrounge-worm made another sound, something not unlike a grumpy groan. Raphael reached for a shard of glass embedded in its side. “We’ve got to get these out first, though.” 
 It hissed, but Raphael wagged a finger in front of its maw and hissed back. “None of that. Now, be quiet and let me work.” 
 He focused the light of the Dragon Meridian on the scrounge-worm’s body, a trick that he’d picked up from Koshi a few months ago. The glass shards stood out in his vision. They’d torn several nasty holes in the creature’s flesh, but Raphael had seen it recover from much worse before. He cracked his knuckles and got to work, ignoring the scrounge-worm’s whimpering complaints. 
 By the time he was done, Raphael had a small collection of broken glass shards at his feet. He unstoppered his waterskin and rinsed out the rest of the creature’s smaller cuts. It groaned. 
 “No, I don’t care if you think this smells bad. The water will get rid of the smaller pieces of glass I couldn’t get to with my fingers,” he scolded. “And no, I don’t smell funny. You smell funny.” 
 The scrounge-worm turned its back on Raphael and oozed away. Somehow, it managed to infuse its retreat with disgruntlement. 
 “You’re welcome!” he called after it. 
 Predictably, it didn’t reply, except to break wind into the passing breeze. 
 “Ugh. Gross,” Raphael huffed. He clipped his waterskin back to his belt and looked up at the sky. There were another three or so hours of sunlight left, enough for him to reach an unexplored area of the junkyard and do some foraging. 
 Then he would be off to the marketplace, hopefully having found something valuable enough to trade for some medicine. Koshi had been coughing all night, and in the morning, during breakfast, he’d actually coughed blood, though he’d tried to hide it. 
 Raphael had insisted on skipping school that day to take care of the day’s chores, so that Koshi could sit down and focus on repairing a puzzle-box that Mr. Manzo wanted to sell in his emporium. 
 Little did Koshi know, Raphael hadn’t been going to school for several months already. Instead, he’d been finding work in the city and telling Koshi that the money he’d earned came from scholarships. It wasn’t entirely unbelievable. After all, Raphael had attained full marks for every subject during the civil exams that every eighteen-year-old in the Kingdom of Lucario had to take. 
 But his earnings had been sparse, little more than scraps on the hour for tedious errands, since most of the peddlers in the marketplace were reluctant to hire a child. Raphael gritted his teeth as he broke into a run. The only way he’d be able to buy some medicine for Koshi was to find something in the junkyard, something precious. 
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