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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a certain comfort in knowing what would happen. He—the greatest mage of his generation—was rather proud of his ability to predict people and their future deeds, their future goals, and whatever else they’d do that might affect him. He had done so with his enemies, predicted their every move so he attacked at the perfect moment, bypassing any hope of defense they may have had. He despised the thought of being reactive—it was always better to plan ahead and move before your enemies did. 
 
    He had foreseen his own rise to power. He had seen the exact moment that he would sit upon the highest throne, reserved only for the most powerful of mages—the Infinite One, upon whose hands the magical forces danced freely. He had seen the glory of his rule, of the mighty works and marvels built in his name. He saw cities rise and fall under his dominion—entire civilizations ground to dust at his heels as the people bowed their heads in reverence and praise. 
 
    He was the conqueror—the mightiest mage and the greatest warlord. 
 
    He saw all of that. 
 
    He knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that all of that would happen. 
 
    And it did. He climbed the highest of steps and sat upon the highest of thrones, and reached where no mortal man has ever dared reach. He’d thought he’d seen every single possibility—every single strand of fate. 
 
    Everything but this. 
 
    “Why do you stand against me, my beloved generals?” His heart cracked apart with each word. They, each one a close friends and ally, stood there with their weapons drawn and raised toward him, their eyes burning with murder and hatred. 
 
    None of this made any sense—they were his most trusted. They’d fought and bled together on countless battlefields, journeyed together into the depths of the foulest places, and stood side by side at his coronation as Mage-Emperor. 
 
    “My friends, has someone corrupted your mind against me?” It was certainly possible. His generals, as powerful as they may be in their own right, were far from the most powerful mages, whereas he and he alone stood at the very top. Someone whose power neared his own could have easily warped their minds. Yes, that must have been exactly what had happened—there was no other explanation. 
 
    And yet he had reached the pinnacle of power. There wasn’t anyone near his level.  
 
    His eyes darkened. The Mage-Emperor raised a gauntleted arm, magical energies dancing at the tips of his fingers. “My friends, I will free you from whatever has clouded your minds.” 
 
    They all stepped forward, the Hollowed Knight, his first friend, leading them. “We are in control of ourselves, oh great and powerful Mage-Emperor.” 
 
    “Then why do you do this? Why do you raise your weapons against me?” None of this made any sense. They were loyal to him, weren’t they? They’d sworn their absolute loyalty to him in blood and friendship. Were those bonds so easily shaken and destroyed? Were they... were they never truly allies to begin with? 
 
    “Our dream, if you’ve forgotten, was to save this world from tyranny and strife and war,” the Hollowed Knight declared. His armor was forged of Hellbound Steel, ripped from the darkest depths of Hell itself and quenched in the blood of demons. It glinted with a dark and powerful light. “And yet here you are, the world’s worst tyrant, the destroyer of nations and cities. Have you any idea the lives you’ve ruined, Mage-Emperor? Have you any idea the pain that you’ve caused this world? Everything would’ve been far better without you. You, who have brought such suffering and torment in the name of your quest to become the greatest of all, do not deserve to sit upon that throne!” 
 
    The Hollowed Knight, the Burning Queen, the Crimson Paladin, the Wind Tamer, and the Dragon Prince. All of them stood against him, the greatest of his allies—now, the greatest of his enemies. 
 
    “I have united this world and brought peace and prosperity to all peoples!” He shouted back, pushing himself up off his throne. Rage boiled within him. Fire and lightning danced around him, like withered bands of cloth stuck in a harsh and unforgiving gale. The floor cracked at his feet. The earth itself shook at the display of his unfathomable power. “There was carnage and bloodshed, but they were necessary! Look around you! The greatest empire this world has ever seen, built on progress and science—not superstition and cruelty. Children no longer fear sickness, famine, and poverty. I have built a utopia!” 
 
    Burning tears fell from his eyes. “That its foundations are soaked in blood and gore, I do not deny. I do not deny the cruelty that I have unleashed for the sake of peace. I do not deny the crimes of my soldiers and the needless deaths they have caused. I deny none of it, and yet you, my friends, call me a tyrant?” 
 
    “If that is what it takes to bring this world to heel, then so be it—I shall be a tyrant!” Hellfire and lightning burst from the Mage-Emperor, arcing and thrashing in all directions. “I shall be the greatest tyrant this world will ever know! None shall overtake me! I will be a god!” 
 
    The Hollowed Knight released a heavy sigh, one of profound sadness and a deep longing for simpler times—when they had lived in peace and quiet in their lonely little village on that mountaintop. The Knight’s sword glinted in the faint light as he charged. The others followed after him, warriors of renown and legend, warriors whose names would be etched upon history forever. 
 
    No, the Mage-Emperor resolved. Not if they stand against me. He wouldn’t just defeat them—he’d erase these traitors from history, burn every tome that were stained with their names. He would destroy them entirely. 
 
    Their clash shook the earth and shattered mountains. Whole islands were sunk, whilst others were raised from the depths. Verdant plains and grassy fields became realms of fire, ash, and embers. Cities and towns disappeared almost instantly, and the map of the world was remade. Their battle lasted seven days and seven nights, never stopping, until—at last—only the Hollowed Knight was left standing. All the others had fallen, cut down or reduced to ashes by the Mage-Emperor’s godlike power. 
 
    And yet that very same emperor now lay wounded, limping, his seemingly divine powers finally spent. His blood pooled around him, seeping into the desolate soil that had once been an emerald grassland, teeming with life and color, dotted with tiny villages and trickling streams. The Mage-Emperor fell to his knees, eyes wide, his body covered in wounds that refused to heal. 
 
    The Hollowed Knight took a single, shaky step forward. He too sported wounds and injuries that would soon take his life. Unlike the Mage-Emperor, however, the Knight had enough strength to do what he needed to do for the last time. And so he forced his feet forward, one after the other, gradually making his way toward an old friend who’d lost his way. 
 
    The Mage-Emperor huffed and allowed himself to fall backward, the last of his strength draining from his limbs. The Hollowed Knight loomed over him. “Do you remember when we were children? We used to play by the stream that ran under the mountain. We caught fish and let them go right after….” 
 
    The Mage-Emperor huffed and forced a smile, blood pouring from his lips. “I remember you could never catch anything, no matter how hard you tried. Didn’t your grandmother used to chase us all around the village whenever we used loose clothes as towels?” 
 
    The Hollowed Knight chuckled and groaned as he fell to his knees right beside the Mage-Emperor. “Those were simpler times, weren’t they?” 
 
    “They truly were… do you regret it? Do you regret our dream?” 
 
    “I… I regret only the means we used to achieve it.” 
 
    The Mage-Emperor coughed blood. “I understand—I should have taken the mantle of the Hollowed Knight, not you. You would’ve been a better leader of men.” 
 
    “I suppose none of that matters now, eh?” 
 
    “If you could, would you do things differently?” The Mage-Emperor asked, his eyes looking upward to the clearing skies. “If you could go back… if you were given a second chance—would you change your fate?” 
 
    “I’d probably just stay home if I could,” he said, chuckling softly. 
 
    The Mage-Emperor smiled. “I do regret the slaughter… I regret all the lives I’ve taken and all the lives that were lost in my name. If I had a second chance, if I had another life, I would….” 
 
    His voice trailed off, the light leaving his eyes. 
 
    For what seemed like an eternity, there was only darkness—an endless darkness. In that time, he dreamed of a second chance, of a life that he could live, of choices he’d make differently. But second chances were for good people. With everything he’d done, there was no doubt that this endless void was to be his afterlife. Time had lost its meaning and he occupied himself with dreams and hopeless longing. 
 
    Until a light sprang forth. 
 
    There were voices. 
 
    He didn’t recognize any of them. 
 
    With every last ounce of his will, the Mage-Emperor reached for the light. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not rely solely on the strength of your arms, Jin,” his father instructed. The middle-aged man raised his wooden tachi and laid its edge over the surface of Jin’s left thigh, then over his stomach, then his back, and, finally, over his chest. “Use the strength of all your muscles—your whole body. All must move as one when you strike. Do you understand, Jin?” 
 
    The training sword’s glossy surface felt cold against his bare skin. He grimaced at the fact that the wooden tachi was thicker than his arms and that his own wakizashi could barely qualify as anything more than a long knife. Then again, he was only three years old; he couldn’t hold up a weapon that was true to scale no matter how hard he tried. Thus, the tiny, curved thing that he now held with both hands, raised over his head. “Yes, father. I understand.” 
 
    “Show me your strike.” For now, Jin had three choices before him: a simple downward slice that would swerve to his right, a downward slice that transitioned into a thrust toward his imaginary opponent’s face, or a full-body vertical slash that would use up every muscle he had to slice open an enemy from his head to groin. There were, of course, hundreds of other possible choices in his clan’s Murasaki Style Kenjutsu, but all of them required him to either switch his stance or move more than once. His father, Hamada, wanted him to kill with only a single stroke. 
 
    Jin breathed out a cold wisp of air. Around him, blades of tall grasses danced in the wind and shimmered with the midnight dew, still clinging onto their slick surfaces. They stood at the center of a clearing, where silence was their only witness amidst the tall, looming trees, whose red and brown leaves fluttered with the throes of the howling gales that came down from the mountains in the distance. 
 
    Breathing in, Jin closed his eyes. His father, Hamada, stood in silence, watching and waiting patiently. His grip over his training sword’s hilt loosened by just a tiny bit—that had been a pointless use of his strength, after all. His shoulders relaxed and so did every other muscle in his body. Elasticity of mind and body was the core tenet of the Murasaki Style Kenjutsu. Mastery over the power gained from extreme relaxation to extreme tension within the blink of an eye was what had carved their clan’s name into legend. 
 
    Jin brought his blade down. His muscles felt almost liquefied, like slick tar, but they were far less fluid than they needed to be. Hamada often spoke of how one’s muscles must be like water when performing their clan’s fabled Kenjutsu. He was far from this point, but no other three-year-old child could do what he could do. Jin’s eyes snapped open and every muscle in his body tensed and hardened as he swung his sword down, swerving it to the right. A forceful gust blew from his form and flattened the grasses around him. 
 
    That… was almost perfect. 
 
    His face crumpled into a grimace. Where had he gone wrong? Were his shoulders too relaxed? Were his thigh muscles too lax? Were his muscles, overall, simply underdeveloped? He was only three years old, after all. And yet Jin couldn’t force away the disappointment that welled in his chest. Almost perfect wasn’t nearly good enough; it needed to be perfect—it needed to be more than perfect. 
 
    His musings crumbled at the sound of his father’s clapping. The man stepped forward and knelt beside him, laying his calloused hands over Jin’s left shoulder. “That was amazing, my son. I have never seen anyone grasp the basics of the Murasaki Style as quickly as you have. What you did today would’ve taken lesser men years to even come close to—and yet here you are, my son, three years of age and already at one with the sword.” 
 
    No, Jin could be better—he will be better. But compliments and praise were both well and good, he supposed. “Thank you, father. I will endeavor to master our clan’s blade.” 
 
    Hamada, as he’d observed, was a man who hated wasting his words on nonsense. In fact, he hardly said anything at all. Whatever came out of his mouth was both honest and important—a combination that was always baked into his commands, which the servants followed to the letter. The Murasaki Clan, after all, was known to all of Moyatani as a clan of great scholars, philosophers, and honorable warriors, who valued honesty above all. Hamada had given him praise, which meant the man had truly meant his words. 
 
    Jin wasn’t quite sure how he was supposed to feel about that. He only wore a keikogi shirt that was far too big for him and a hakama that caught under his feet as he walked. 
 
    Hamada straightened up and walked forward seven steps from Jin. He was tall, far taller than most people—and Jin wasn’t just saying that because he was three. Hamada wore a kuromontsuki, the family crest hanging proudly over his heart—a demonic face with fire and lightning in its eyes—and contrasting against the solid black fabric of the kimono. His long, black hair was tied to a ponytail, and his face was shaved clean. A single scar ran down his forehead and through his right eyebrow. Though much of his body was covered in cloth, Jin saw the layers upon layers of iron-clad muscles rippling beneath all of it. His father was a great warrior, after all, even among great warriors. He had bested numerous champions and masters in duels to the death—and he fought without the aid of magic, only his skill and the strength of his body. 
 
    The older man raised his wooden blade in front of him in the Turtle Guard Stance, with the hilt hovering just above his left foot and the blade itself pointed toward the heavens; it was the Murasaki Style’s defensive stance. Jin raised an eyebrow. Was Hamada thinking about sparring—with a three year old? 
 
    “Attack me with everything you know, my son. I will only defend; I will not fight back.” Hamada declared. “If you manage to hit me even once, I will elevate your training to include the styles of other clans.” 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened. Hamada had never been one for following tradition, especially if said tradition was a waste of resources and plainly illogical. One of the strongest traditions in all the clans of Moyatani was that learning the Kenjutsu of other clans was a taboo. It was akin to shunning one’s family heritage, since most clans were sure that their sword style was the best and that all the others were inferior. Hamada, it seemed, didn’t care about that tradition either… huh, Jin could actually respect the man for that. 
 
    After all, in his past life, he didn’t give a damn about tradition, either. 
 
    Jin grinned. “Very well, father. I’ll make sure to go easy on you.” 
 
    Hamada smiled and met his gaze. “Oh, I’m shaking.” 
 
    Jin’s eyes steeled. He considered his options. Obviously, the aggressive stances were out, since he couldn’t hope to overpower someone who had more muscles in one forearm than Jin had in his whole body, which immediately ruled out both the Black Moon Stance and the Crimson Petal Stance as both of those relied on using excessive force to crumble an enemy’s defenses. There was also the fact that his father’s training sword was much taller than him, though Hamada did say he wouldn’t be attacking. Jin knew the basics of every stance, and only one of those seemed to be useful for this particular duel. 
 
    Jin lowered himself, almost to a crouching position with his torso leaning forward and his thighs bent. He stood on his toes. He held his sword at his waist, its “sharp” end sticking out all the way behind him, like a tail—sort of. This was the Leaping Tail Stance. Its purpose was simple: killing one’s enemy in one strike from long distances, using the entirety of one’s body to generate a deadly momentum. He wasn’t very good at it, and the stance had so many nuances and movements that he could train for a whole year and not know half of them. Still, he knew enough. 
 
    But could he truly break through Hamada’s defenses? 
 
    The Guard Breaker Stance was ill suited to someone of his… stature. 
 
    Oh well, there’s no point in overthinking this. The Turtle Guard Stance was meant to be the foil to every other stance, save for the Guard Breaker. It was meant to be unshakable, unassailable—at the cost, of course, of mobility and offensive capacity. But then what was the point of attacking if your enemy was running straight into your blade? What truly made the Turtle Guard Stance deadly was its inherent synergy with his clan’s secret technique—Force Redirection. 
 
    Hopefully, Hamada wouldn’t go that far in a duel against him, a three-year-old… right? 
 
    Every muscle in his body relaxed as he breathed in and breathed out, each time forcing his limbs to seemingly liquefy—and yet it was still like thick tar than water. Jin cleared his head. The only thoughts his mind ever conjured were of his sword, his body, and his enemy. The wind blew harshly, howling as it forced the grass and the trees to dance to its tune.  
 
    Jin’s eyes snapped open and he dashed forward, unseen forces billowing out from his form. His movement carried so much momentum that stopping him outright would be impossible. 
 
    By Jin’s calculations, Hamada would be forced to dodge to the left, lest he get caught in Jin’s forward attack and thrown backward. Once he did so, Jin could shift into the Crescent Stance for its long, flowing strikes that might—hopefully, maybe, probably—nick Hamada’s toes. The man didn’t exactly specify where he needed to be hit, only that he be hit. It was a long shot but— 
 
    Instead of moving as he’d predicted, however, Hamada met his upward diagonal slash head on. Jin’s eyes widened when his father’s blade felt almost soft, like gelatin, when their blades collided. Hamada merely tilted his training sword to the side and allowed Jin’s own wakizashi to slide off it. All the momentum he’d built up had dissipated and disappeared upon contact. No… it didn’t disappear… he merely redirected it! 
 
    Jin stumbled forward, his eyes wide. 
 
    He actually used Force Redirection on me! He rolled forward and stood up immediately, turning to see Hamada still in the Turtle Guard Stance, smiling. With a scowl, Jin lowered his blade to the side, the tip pointed backward. This was one of the Murasaki Style’s basic stances, the Grass Cutter Stance, meant to attack from beneath, targeting an opponent’s legs. It was… not the most effective strategy when fighting against the Turtle Guard, but Jin had few options, considering his overall lack of height and build. 
 
    Then again, if Hamada was going to use Force Redirection on a three-year-old, there was no longer any point in trying to play fair. After all, Jin had a plethora of “dirty” moves he’d learned from various warriors in that… other life. At least one of them should be effective against a master swordsman, right? 
 
    Jin rushed forward, dragging the tip of his sword against the ground and— 
 
    A pile of dirt crashed against his face. Hamada laughed as Jin coughed and wiped away at his eyes. “You actually thought that was going to work against me, Jin? Come on, if you’re going to fight dirty—which I highly recommend against opponents who’re much better than you—try to be creative, at least. The whole point of dirty tactics is that they’re unexpected. Your attempt was rather obvious.” 
 
    “Remember, the sword is a tool; it is an awesome and fearsome tool, but it is not the only tool you have at your disposal, Jin.” Hamada continued. “Use everything around you—anything and everything you can use to win. Honor is important, but so is staying alive.” 
 
    Jin gritted his teeth as he wiped away the last patch of dirt on his face—quite fortunate for him that it wasn’t just outright mud. He leapt back, his sword at the ready, raised over his head. Fine, let’s play dirty…. 
 
    Attacking from the front wasn’t going to work, obviously. He could try and attack from behind, but there was no way Hamada wouldn’t see him coming with them out in the open like this. There were trees surrounding them, but the tree line was ten yards away. Fortunately for him, however, Hamada was content to wait for his next move. Well, the man did say that he wouldn’t attack—only defend. 
 
    Throwing a patch of cold earth at his face didn’t count as a defense, did it? Damn it, there’s no way to slip through his defenses. 
 
    Hamada was practically a giant to a three-year-old. He was stronger, faster, and more experienced. Anything and everything Jin could think of Hamada would likely be capable of countering rather easily or just outright avoid. A frontal assault was impossible, flanking was foolish, and attacking from behind was simply too obvious. Hamada was a giant. How did I used to kill giants, back in the day? 
 
    For obvious reasons, using a siege engine in a sparring fight wasn’t an option and neither could he just poison Hamada nor stick him full of arrows till his whole body resembled a linchpin. Sighing, Jin bent down, grabbed a rock, and hurled it toward Hamada’s forehead. The man, as expected, merely tilted his head away with a single eyebrow raised.  
 
    Jin grumbled. “I’m running out of ideas, okay?” 
 
    Jin couldn’t win—it was simply impossible. But then he wasn’t “just Jin” was he? 
 
    Let’s see if that trick’s going to work on someone who’s literally five times taller than me. Hamada was a master of predicting an enemy’s movements, before they’re even made. He could read facial expressions, muscles, and even the slightest tics in the body that his enemies weren’t even aware of. In battle, this allowed Hamada to avoid or defend against anything and everything thrown at him—almost everything. 
 
    To him, everything was a game of prediction—foresight as he called it, seeing ahead of one’s opponents and anticipating their every movement, their every action. 
 
    There was one way to beat someone who could anticipate your intent of motion. The trick, after all, had been taught to him by a Rogue who’d cut down his fair share of swordmasters. The man was a clever snake, who brought poisons, nets, snares, and bombs to a duel. He couldn’t remember even half of the man’s tricks, but he did remember one of them quite well. 
 
    Jin grabbed the edges of his keikogi and pulled, leaving his bare chest exposed. Though still a child, his muscles were far more developed than anyone his age; he’d started strength training the moment he could walk—every single day. It was why Hamada began training him in the ways of the sword. 
 
    Goosebumps formed across the surface of his skin as a cold wind whistled through the field. 
 
    Jin rushed forward. Only his legs were tensed. The rest of his muscles were as relaxed as they could be. He held his wakizashi on his right hip with the tip following behind him as he ran—the Leaf Cutter Stance. Hamada waited, standing tall, like a mountain. The most obvious attack from Jin’s stance was a simple upward diagonal slash from right to left, which meant he’d need to look out for his left shin. 
 
    Hamada stepped back, putting his right foot forward. 
 
    Jin darted in. His muscles tensed instantly, every fiber suddenly hardening for a single, decisive, and powerful attack. Hamada moved to parry, bringing his sword down to meet the edge of Jin’s wakizashi and deflect it to his left. 
 
    Jin grinned. Is that what you’re expecting me to do, father? 
 
    He relaxed at the moment just before their blades met and spun on his heels. Hamada’s sword flew right past him as he turned away. Exposing one’s back like this would’ve been suicide if he hadn’t allowed his momentum to carry him further forward. Jin’s wakizashi weaved through Hamada’s exposed right side. By the time his spin was complete, a wooden practice sword hovered just inches from his face— Hamada had corrected his own breach of judgement with a swift movement. 
 
    But Jin’s sword had reached him. The tip of his wakizashi laid on Hamada’s right shin. 
 
    The older man smiled and stepped back, lowering his sword. Jin huffed and breathed out a heavy sigh as he fell onto the ground, his training weapon slipping from his grasp. That had been close—far too close. “You used my own prediction against me. That was quite clever of you, my son. If you had been stronger and faster, that might’ve been a legitimately dangerous maneuver against masters of the sword.” 
 
    “That’s why I took off my keikogi. You were reading my muscles as well, right?” Jin muttered. Despite the fact that he would’ve been very dead if this had been a real fight, he was proud that his sword had reached Hamada’s—and he was only three years old. Given enough time, he was certain he could surpass his father; heck, he could probably do it in ten years. 
 
    Heh, I’ll surpass everyone in this world. 
 
    “As promised, you’ll have tutors from different sword schools and scholars to teach you anything and everything you may need to learn.” Hamada smiled, though his eyes seemed distant—contemplative. He held out his right hand, rugged and calloused, filled with scars. “Shall we return home now?” 
 
     “I’d like to take a relaxing stroll through the woods, father.” Jin answered. There was much he needed to do tonight. Practicing with his sword was just one of them. “It’s been a while since I had time to appreciate the beauty of nature.” 
 
    Children didn’t talk like that, but Hamada, it seemed, didn’t mind his peculiar vocabulary. 
 
    The man nodded sternly. “Do not wander too far off, my son. The deep woods are dangerous.” 
 
    “Yes, father.” With that, Jin turned and grabbed his sword and discarded shirt, the latter now sporting several brown and black blotches from contact with dirt. When he turned to look back over his shoulder, Hamada was no longer there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jin sat in a trance, losing himself within the depths of his own mind. His surroundings mattered little, though he vaguely noted the fireflies and the softly waving grasses around him, before discarding the images entirely. 
 
    Turn my senses inward. Magic, assuming it worked the same way in this world as it did his previous one, was centered upon one’s mind—specifically, the body’s magical core was buried somewhere in the depths of the brain. To cultivate one’s talent and enhance one’s understanding of the arcane forces, a mage must learn to find and develop this magical core, shaping it and watering it, much like a gardener tends to his flowers. 
 
    He knew magic existed in this world the very instant he was born into it. He could sense it in some people, often visitors to his father’s court, even in the wild beasts that roamed the woodlands of the Murasaki Clan’s territory. Magic existed here, he was sure of it. The only problem now was learning to harness its power. As it stood, he’d have to start from scratch. 
 
    Not that starting over was problematic. In his previous life, he’d only learned about magic when he turned fifteen and didn’t start any formal training until he turned twenty. Murasaki Jin, on the other hand, was only three years old and was already capable of sensing the magical forces around him. Given a few more days, he was sure he’d easily be blasting off balls of flame from his fingers. 
 
    Well, assuming magic worked at least similarly, then he might be capable of shooting fireballs within the next hour or so. 
 
    Turn my senses inward… Jin’s thoughts drifted into himself, searching and feeling for that familiar spark of energies that had been his greatest weapon—greater than any sword, faster than any arrow, and harder than any armor. He searched and scoured the depths of his mind. It was there. It had to be there. Magic was linked to its user’s thoughts and emotions, which often led to accidents with young mages, but that’s what training was for. 
 
    He searched... 
 
    And found nothing. 
 
    There was no core of nascent magical energies in his brain. It was just a normal brain—more developed and more complicated, but a normal brain nonetheless. Strange, I’m sure I felt magic within me.... 
 
    The only conclusion was that magical cores in this world grew somewhere else, which might’ve led him to another conclusion that magic worked differently, though he’d need to prove that little hypothesis and only after he found his own core. Let’s see, assuming magic works similarly, there should be an inactive growth of magical pathways running underneath my muscles. It should still be connected to the core… wherever the core is. 
 
    Though, at that point, Jin wasn’t too sure about that plan, considering he didn’t find his core where he’d thought it’d be. If it wasn’t linked to the brain, then it was likely that the magic of this world didn’t rely on creativity or emotions, but on something else. His mind still drawn inward, Jin searched and searched, looking for the signs of a familiar spark. 
 
    As he’d feared, there were no magical pathways anywhere. But there were lingering remnants of some arcane energy, which only fueled his belief that he did have magic—he just didn’t know where his core was located. Granted, he didn’t specifically need to know where his core was located in order to use magic, but it helped greatly, akin to a chef who didn’t know where his ingredients were coming from, but it’d greatly increase the quality of his dishes if he did. 
 
    No magical pathways - this could only mean that the magic of this world is more like a roaring fire than a flowing river. The means with which it was mastered and controlled would be drastically different. Rivers were controlled by building dams and furrows to divert its course. Fires were contained; they were not channeled. 
 
    If the magic of this world was more akin to fire, then mastering it would be far harder. But that just meant it was a lot more exciting. After all, he had far more time now than he did the last time. 
 
    And so he searched. 
 
    Above his shoulders, there was nothing remotely resembling a magical core. He stretched his senses to his heart and found it completely healthy, but lacking in anything arcane. Jin dug even deeper than his heart all the way down to his gut. 
 
    And there, he found an endless sea of energies, shimmering and churning into itself, contained in a tiny seed that would, given time, sprout into something great. There you are. 
 
    Jin reached out and the core resonated, glowing brighter and sending out pulses of arcane energies that felt… somewhat different from what he was used to, but also kind of familiar. Control… 
 
    He couldn’t grasp the energies and neither could he shape them with his will. Curious, Jin released his grip over the core—which didn’t do anything, anyway—and stopped, merely observing exactly how it functioned. Clearly, control was out of the picture. Unless he was missing something important, which—honestly—was a likely possibility, his core simply didn’t respond to traditional means of gaining mastery over it. Though, Jin noted, it did respond to his first brushing touch. 
 
    His core had awakened then. 
 
    The only problem now was that it wasn’t responding to anything else. 
 
    The energy is rippling across my body, but it’s not going anywhere else—the energies are stopping at the edges of the hair follicles on my skin. That could mean it’s incapable of directly affecting the outside world, but is more attuned for altering my own body. Which also meant that almost everything he knew about magic and its uses was now useless; spells, in general, were used to affect the outside world. They could burn, freeze, shatter, or even discombobulate. Of course, there were spells that affected only the user and no one else, but these spells were passive in nature. They helped in combat, but not directly—not in the same way a conjuration of firestorms would. 
 
    Well, it’s rippling outward—alright. But what else is it doing? 
 
    There had to be an actual reason for the magical activity. There were no pathways for the energies to follow and circulate, like blood. Instead, it was just spreading outward, which meant that it had to be doing something. Like before, Jin stretched his senses outward, focusing on his arms. 
 
    Oh… The energies were repairing the micro-tears in his musculature, gained from his rather excessive training. They were healing rapidly, disappearing within seconds of contact with his magic, when they should’ve taken several days to fully heal and develop normally. Oh, this is ridiculous. It’s passively healing me, but it’s not making me stronger. But this also means that I could train like a madman every single day and not have to face the consequences of overtraining my muscles. 
 
    Magic in this world, it seemed, really didn’t function the same way it did in his world. 
 
    Does this mean the “mages” of this world are all physically powerful warriors? After all, if he figured out how it worked, then others could easily do so as well. Imagine a warrior, who has literally trained day and night, needing almost no rest, accumulating strength and skill at a rate that would otherwise destroy the bodies of most mortal men. It was absurd. With his natural healing, the kind of strength Jin could gain in a month of training would be akin to a whole year of training. 
 
    How powerful would he become in two years? In five? In ten? 
 
    There was no limit. 
 
    Theoretically, at least, he could just train and train his body without ever needing to rest or stop and his strength and speed would increase without ever stopping as well. 
 
    Huh, that’s a lot to consider. Surely, magic had other uses, besides just passive healing? After all, the magic of his old world was capable of unleashing spells that ravaged entire nations and drowned entire islands. Surely, it didn’t just help him punch harder than his peers or swing his sword faster. 
 
    There had to be more—he just had to discover it. 
 
    Jin released his senses and found himself squatting atop a large boulder, overlooking a pond. Lilies fluttered and floated above the serene water’s surface and tiny frogs and insects croaked as the night air passed. The moon was directly above him, which meant he must’ve been stuck in that meditative trance for an hour, at most. Jin stood up and stretched his arms up over his shoulders and sighed. 
 
    Already, he felt renewed. The soreness in his muscles from that training session with Hamada had disappeared. It was as though he was never sore to begin with. He was stronger too, but only slightly. The presence of his magical core was clear now, located somewhere near his stomach. With just a thought, he reached for his reserves of arcane energy and felt magic flooding through his whole body, just as it had done when he first touched it. 
 
    Reaching inward, Jin drew power into his left hand. His magic sort of responded, but not in the way he’d wanted it to. The energies coalesced over his left forearm and attempted to draw something toward it, like a pulling motion—only, there wasn’t anything to pull, so the magic merely retracted. What was that? 
 
    It happened against his will, which meant that—whatever happened—was likely connected to the rules that governed this world’s version of magic. It seemed as though it was trying to pull something toward it—or, into his hand. Is it telekinesis? 
 
    Jin leapt down the boulder and landed on the soft grass, near the banks of the serene pond where moonlight shimmered. On the ground was a pebble of unusually large size—perfect for his purposes. Alright, if it’s telekinesis then… 
 
    He held out his left hand and willed the energy into it again. Only, this time, he placed his hand much closer to the target; with telekinetic abilities, range played a huge factor into its effectiveness. Considering the fact that his newly awakened abilities were likely poor at best, it was a good idea to stay as close to the target as possible. As before, the magical energies from his core immediately radiated outward and coalesced around his left forearm. There. 
 
    The pulling sensation returned and…. 
 
    Nothing happened—the magical energies seemed to reach out toward the rock, but retracted immediately after. Jin hummed. Okay, that rules out telekinesis. 
 
    Obviously, his magic was trying to pull something into his hand—but what? What was his magic trying to pull? How did this magic even function? Ugh, if only Hamada had given me access to the family library, this would’ve all been answered with a simple book. 
 
    Well, that was assuming that magic was well-known and widely studied in this new world, instead of just being an object of superstition and myth and wonder. His old world had formal magical academies, where children were trained in the arts of the arcane and where most of the world’s problems were solved—or created. 
 
    For now, however, he’d have to proceed with the most antiquated—though certainly the most entertaining—method available to him: good ol’ trial and error. 
 
    Alright, maybe it’s akin to that life-binder spell that only works on living creatures? There were a few very strange spells in his previous life that specifically targeted living beings; everything else was excluded from the spells’ effects. One of those was the life-binder, which allowed one to sort of telekinetically grip any living thing, even trees. Rocks, however, were unaffected by the spell. 
 
    At this point, I might as well just try everything and anything I can possibly think of. 
 
    The bushes rustled. Jin blinked and turned toward the sudden sound. There was something glowing underneath all the green—something small, about as small as his hand. It was… a slithering piece of what appeared to be magma. Jin knelt down and parted the blades of grass. There, slithering on the soil, was a Magical Beast—a Fire Salamander. He’d recognize one at first glance. His father had caught one a week ago when they went out to fish for salmon. It tasted horrible, but it had been the first Magical Beast he’d ever encountered in this new world. 
 
    This one did look a little different to the one his father, Hamada, had caught. Tiny bumps spotted the top of its head, and even bigger bumps trailed down its back. Was it injured? The way it moved toward his left foot certainly made it seem like it was. 
 
    These things were dangerous. That tiny little thing his father brought home nearly killed one of the servants when it unleashed a gout of fire that swallowed her whole. Thankfully, the servant-girl leapt into the family’s koi pond and saved herself from any serious burns. This tiny creature, which was barely larger than his own hand, could burn him to death if it really wanted to. 
 
    And yet something drew him toward it. 
 
    “Hey there, little guy.” 
 
    Jin reached down and placed a single finger on the top of its head, like petting a hamster. The Fire Salamander cooed at his touch. Purring, almost vibrating, noises emanated from its chest, which pulsated with fiery colors that were brighter than its skin. Like a cat, it pushed its head against his finger, almost brushing its scalp. “Do you like that?” 
 
    “You’re a cute one,” Jin muttered softly. “Did your mother leave you all alone?” 
 
    The Fire Salamander was small. If he had to guess, it was likely a very recent hatchling that got lost in the woods and was never found by its mother. Do Fire Salamanders lay eggs? 
 
    A curious thought suddenly sprang to mind. The pulling obviously didn’t work on the pebble, which meant that it wasn’t a typical form of telekinesis, if it was one. He could test his earlier hypothesis on the Fire Salamander. After all, it walked right up to him and he wouldn’t be hurting it if all the magic did was let him grab it. Closing his eyes, Jin reached for that familiar wellspring of power and allowed the arcane energies from his core to coalesce around his left forearm. 
 
    His eyes snapped open—there was some magical feedback. So, living things are the right target? 
 
    His energies reached out of his hand and wrapped themselves around the Fire Salamander, like the tendrils of an octopus, pulling in prey. The tiny, lava-like, creature didn’t react. Instead, it purred even more and allowed itself to be pulled by… whatever was going on with his magic. 
 
    With a brief, golden flash, its burning skin turned white. In the next moment, the Fire Salamander had turned into golden particles that raced toward Jin’s left forearm as his magic retracted. His eyes widened. A sudden rush of heat raced through both his hands as though he had dipped them in boiling water. He took a single step back and prepared to scream—the tiny body of a three-year-old was not accustomed to pain yet. 
 
    However, as quickly as the pain came, it disappeared and, when he looked at his left forearm for a burn, all Jin saw was a tattoo of a Fire Salamander, etched between his wrist and elbow, with its head pointed at his hand, its mouth wide open. But the sudden arrival of a very obviously magical tattoo paled in comparison to his fingers. 
 
    They were now aflame. 
 
    Magical energies lingered in his left arm, though a tiny bit of it seemed to trickle to his right. What the- is… is that how magic works in this world? 
 
    With an experimental swing, Jin let loose a cone of flames from the fingertips of his left hand. With his right, he was able to produce tiny sparks that briefly set the air alight—insects would probably be afraid of that one. Absentmindedly, his lips spread into a grin. His hands shook and Jin couldn’t stop the dark laughter that escaped his throat. Finally! Finally! 
 
    It was… a very strange system, truly. He’d need to perform several more tests to determine the true nature of this world’s magic. But for now his hypothesis was that offensive magic functioned by acquiring and absorbing Magical Beasts, thereby gaining their innate abilities for oneself. It was strange, but also incredibly interesting—there were so many possibilities open to him, but also about a hundred questions. Chief among them being: how many Magical Beasts could he absorb? Did he have control over what abilities he could receive? Would the magical effects advance on their own or did they need some sort of catalyst to grow stronger? 
 
    He had countless other questions. 
 
    No matter. Jin raised his flaming left hand, grinning, and pointed toward a nearby tree. By rough estimation, the strongest gout of flame he could produce—at the moment, at least—was only about as powerful as the strongest flame the salamander could produce, which… wasn’t all that powerful. But there were other Magical Beasts out there, ones far more powerful than his tiny salamander. He’d keep this one for experimentation purposes, though, and… sentimental value; it was, after all, the first one he’d ever gotten. 
 
    Still grinning, Jin unleashed a ball of flame—roughly half his body size, which wasn’t much—and released it at the tree. The mass of fire crashed against the old oak, but did little more than singe the edges of some old leaves and dried sticks. Regardless of its unimpressive results, Jin was elated. He now had access to offensive magic at three years old—even his previous self couldn’t say the same! 
 
    Now, what else could he do with this power? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One of Jin’s greatest regrets, from his previous life, was the fact that he didn’t really have time to enjoy what was supposed to be an enjoyable activity—learning. When he studied magic, it was because a war loomed over the horizon and he needed to become as strong as possible as quickly as possible. There was no enjoyment, no time for laughter, no time to make new friends, no time to appreciate his teachers. Everything was rushed. It was like constantly running for days on end as killers and predators chased him across a beautiful and scenic countryside. 
 
    In this new life, however, there was no great, apocalyptic threat that urged him to seek strength at the cost of living an actual life. Here, in this new world, he could proceed as slow or as fast as he wanted and not suffer any consequences—being the son of a lesser noble certainly helped, of course. Hamada had been nothing but helpful and supportive of his studies.  
 
    That was exactly how Jin found himself in the castle courtyard, surrounded by well-trimmed pots of flowering plants and patches of blue-green grasses. A koi pond lay in the center, where fresh, cool, waters flowed in from a nearby spring. The wide walkway that led all the way back to the manor was made of polished marble and granite. It spread out across the courtyard itself, too, allowing guests to view the gardens without ever stepping on soil or grass.  
 
    It was seven in the morning. The wind was cold, and the sky had yet to truly awaken from the night. Jin squatted on a small, cushioned mattress, his right hand holding a lithe brush with which he practiced writing the traditional letters of the Moyatani alphabet. In front of him was a low table that—if he was being honest with himself—was something he had yet to grow accustomed to.  
 
    Across him, stood his teacher, Monotori Ken, a stern man from the southern provinces, who was hired by his father, Hamada, to teach him the basics of their writing system. Of course, his teacher had briefly protested at the prospect of teaching a three-year-old, but a quick introduction between the two of them was all it took to convince the middle-aged teacher that Jin was of an entirely different league. 
 
    And so, there he squatted, his eyebrows slightly furrowed and his eyes narrowed as he finished another character. The letters of the Moyatani alphabet were really more akin to individual words than they were to actual letters. The meaning of each one would also drastically change with the slightest addition or subtraction of a brush stroke. It was truly fascinating and… rather fun. 
 
    Fun. Jin decided he liked that feeling. Learning was fun and he never wanted to stop learning.  
 
    “Truly fascinating…” his teacher muttered. Jin briefly eyed the man, before resuming his writing. Whatever Ken had to say, Jin didn’t really need to look at him in order to focus on his task. Partitioning his mind, after all, was one of the first things he learned during his magical training in his previous life.  
 
    Ken continued. “You are a prodigy, young lord. I have not seen anyone of your age so eager to learn something as banal as language and writing. Most children prefer to play with the sword and yet your father, Lord Hamada, has told me of your natural skills with the blade.”  
 
    “And now,” Ken’s eyes constantly drifted to the Fire Salamander tattoo on his right forearm, its maws wide open with its tongue forking toward his palm. “You have developed an aptitude for the magical arts too. Truly, young lord, you are destined for great things.” 
 
    The man wasn’t groveling. Jin could spot a lie coming a mile away and everything that came out of this man’s mouth had been true so far. It was, however, rather unfair to compare him to other children when his mind was that of an eighty-year old Mage-Emperor who’d had thousands of cities and billions of people at his palms at one point. Despite that, Jin merely bowed. “Thank you for recognizing my talents, teacher. I will endeavor not to disappoint you and my father.”  
 
    Well, he didn’t care about his teacher, but Ken didn’t need to know that. The truth was, any other person could’ve taken the man’s place and Jin wouldn’t have minded. The only thing that mattered was they were knowledgeable in whatever subject they were paid to teach. “A warrior, a scholar, and a mage… have you, young lord, perchance, heard of the Fate of the Kensei?”  
 
    Jin paused and now looked toward his teacher. He’d heard of the “Kensei” only once before, mentioned by his father in passing—something about an ancient legend about a great warrior or some such. He wasn’t paying attention to his old man at the time. “I have… not heard of it, teacher. Can you please enlighten this student of yours?”  
 
    People really seemed to enjoy it when their egos were stroked. Well, most people enjoyed it—his father did not.  
 
    His teacher smiled and nodded. “The Fate of the Kensei is a legend that is as old as our civilization itself. Three thousand years ago, when our ancestors first stepped foot upon this land, there came upon them a great and terrible demon, known only as the Asura.”  
 
    “As the story goes,” Ken continued. “The demon laid waste to their fields, killed their animals, and feasted on their children. Until one man – who was known to be a scholar, a warrior, and a mage – stepped forth and challenged the Asura. That man defeated the demon and became known as the Kensei, the Sword Saint.” 
 
    “It was spoken of by the Bone Oracles that, one day, the Asura will return and a new Kensei will rise from the people of Moyatani to defeat the demon once and for all,” Ken added. “That is the legend. The Fate of the Kensei is one that can only be achieved by the warrior, the scholar, and the mage.” 
 
    Huh, Jin definitely wasn’t listening to Hamada if the story of the Kensei held this much cultural significance. It was a truly fascinating legend. If he had to guess, however, like all legends, this one was probably based on some sort of truth that was slightly altered to be more fantastic each time it was told. The Kensei was likely the standard by which all bushi, all Moyatani warriors, were measured; Hamada did say that all bushi were warriors and scholars, even artists and, rarely, merchants.  
 
    The Kensei was probably meant to exemplify the kind of life the warriors of this world were supposed to live and it was supposed to remind them that they were, first and foremost, the defenders of the everyday people. Well, that was his theory anyway. Someone else would probably have their own interpretation of the legend.  
 
    Then again, there was something about it that did catch his attention. “Teacher, what do the legends say about the Asura? Are you saying demons are real?” 
 
    There were demons in his previous world. Those buggers were always so difficult to deal with. They were immortal, ageless, and infinite; killing them was impossible. The only way to deal with a demon was to banish it back to its home plane and hope it stays there. If those very same beings also had access to this world, it would be far better to know before he encountered one.  
 
    Ken, however, merely shook his head. “The Asura is the demon; it is one of a kind. It is the only creature in our myths that could ever properly be classified as a demon—all the rest are simply Magical Beasts with the elemental properties of fire.” 
 
    “Well, according to the legends, the Asura was once a man,” His teacher continued. “A man, who was consumed by vengeance and hatred, a man, who was said to have braved the jaws of death a hundred times over… the Asura was his end, when his own power and need for revenge finally consumed his soul. He became the avatar of rage itself, killing indiscriminately.”  
 
    It seemed the Asura was the philosophical opposite of the Kensei—everything a bushi should not be. The pattern in these stories was rather creative. Both figures were likely meant to represent the opposing natures of man—dark and light—and their eternal struggle against each other, just as man struggles with himself at all times. It was only through the victory of the light, man’s civilized side, that the Moyatani Shogunate was established, which further implied that only through mastering one’s darkness could peace and order be achieved.  
 
    It was truly a tale for every bushi to learn. Now the only thing left to do was summarize his thoughts on the matter. Ah, philosophical discussions were so fun.  
 
    “What a fascinating tale,” Jin said. “Would I be correct, teacher, in assuming the Kensei and the Asura are but two sides of the same coin? The legends were likely meant to depict man’s struggle against his own darkness, represented by the Asura, and his light, personified by the Kensei. It is only through the victory of discipline, honor, courage, knowledge, and creativity, that mankind’s brutish nature would be expelled.”  
 
    Ken raised an eyebrow.  
 
    Was Jin’s assumption wrong? Was there a more commonly accepted interpretation of the story? Ah, how he wished the Hollowed Knight was here to discuss philosophy with him.  
 
    “You are truly an astute child for having arrived at such a conclusion,” his teacher praised. But Jin disregarded the words entirely, because all they meant was that his conclusion was wrong.  
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Jin placed his brush back into its container and placed his hands on his lap. Ah, here it was, the actual explanation for the whole myth. If he was wrong, then surely it was grander.  
 
    “Young lord, you would not be wrong in assuming such a thing, of course. When studied intently, the events that transpired could very well be interpreted to be of such meaning. However, everything that happened in those legends—at least, most of them—is true. There was already a functioning form of written language at the time and they recorded everything. The Kensei was an actual figure, whose true name was never written down, as was the Asura.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Do you know of the Demon Spine Mountains, young master?” Ken suddenly asked. Jin sighed and thought back to his cartography lessons, courtesy of another tutor hired by Hamada, and recalled a massive mountain range in the Western Lands that ran by the name—the Demon Spine Mountains.  
 
    Jin nodded. “Yes, I know of them. Why?”  
 
    “There is a very narrow valley at its center, a straight pathway that runs for over a hundred miles. No life grows there—not even the hardiest of plants.” Ken said. “The Asura’s power was so great that a single swipe from his blade was powerful enough to alter the landscape. That very same mountain range was the result of the demon’s rampage. The valley at its center was but a gargantuan furrow, carved into the earth by its blade.”  
 
    Jin’s mouth hung agape.  
 
    Such power…  
 
    “That’s not possible.” By all accounts, the mages of this world were far weaker than his previous one. There was no reason for any of them, even the strongest, to be capable of such feats. Heck, the way magic functioned in this world put a massive limitation on the magical prowess of every mage. Unless there was a Magical Beast that routinely created new landmasses by waving its hand, which he would’ve definitely heard of if it did exist, there was no reason to believe such a thing was possible.  
 
    Jin scoffed. His teacher was a deluded fool. “I refuse to believe it. Legends are just legends and stories can be so easily altered.” 
 
    His eyes drifted back down to the scroll in front of him. Jin grabbed his brush, dipped it in ink and continued writing. His teacher might’ve said something as he wrote, but Jin was no longer listening to whatever the man had to say. The man was a fool and he had no time to listen to the words of fools.  
 
    Then again, he spoke only what he believed to be right—not everyone, after all, was as experienced and as knowledgeable as he was. Strange as it was, Jin was far older than the man who was teaching him the characters of the Moyatani tongue.  
 
    An hour passed and then two, and Monotori Ken had walked out at some point. Jin was too engrossed in his studies to notice the man’s absence. Truth be told, he only needed the man’s tutoring for another two days at most and then he’d be done with him.  
 
    Jin dropped his brush and smiled as his next tutor rushed into the courtyard. Toru Akira, an aged woman, was supposedly a former member of the Shogun’s own court, before she gracefully asked to retire. How his father was able to hire her, let alone find her, was a mystery to him.  
 
    Akira bowed, though the smile she gave him was a practiced one, borne of thousands upon thousands of practiced smiles that she gradually came to master in her tenure. Actually, it reminded him of the nobles, who resided in his own court when he’d ascended the highest throne in his previous world—they all had practiced smiles too.  
 
    The old woman, probably somewhere between sixty and seventy, was here to teach him the customs and procedures of courtly life, which—considering his apparent noble blood—he was expected to learn. Ah, the one lesson I would not find fun. 
 
    After three hours of learning how to sit properly, tie his hair properly, make and pour tea properly, greet a fellow noble properly, greet a noble of higher stature properly, and how to walk properly, Jin’s morning lessons finally ended. Truly, all the procedures of courtly life were… mostly pointless and frivolous. There was absolutely no logical reason for why he needed to pour tea with only his left hand when he was very clearly right-handed. Also that thing about not being allowed to look a higher lord in the eye was absolutely stupid. It was rather fortunate then, that he was very unlikely to meet a lord of higher stature, not unless the whole damn nation was suddenly engulfed in war and the Daimyo called forth all his retainers.  
 
    Such a thing was unlikely, of course. The realm was at peace and the seat of the Shogun was secure.  
 
    Yawning and stretching, Jin walked back into the manor, leaving behind his brush and ink on the table. The skies were yet to brighten. Dark clouds loomed overhead as cold and powerful winds ushered their arrival upon the lands of the Murasaki Clan. Jin didn’t mind. He preferred the cold and windy weather over sunny days. It was one of the few things he could not shake off from his previous world: dark and dreary weather always reminded him of his old friend—he who became the Hollowed Knight for Jin’s dream.  
 
    Oddly enough, it was a reminder of his promise to do better—to be a better man than he had been.  
 
    The inner hallways of the Murasaki Castle were quite simple, in his humble opinion. There were hardly any decorations, save for the swords his father had collected over the years and the few paintings of famous bushi on the walls, but those were already there, even before his father was born. Everything was, however, very well maintained. There was hardly a speck of dust on the floor, and not one spot of dirt on the walls or on the ceiling. Their servants worked tirelessly to clean the castle every single day and it showed. There were no cracks or crevices either and the wooden boards of the floor were polished to a notable sheen. The interior of Murasaki Castle was simple, but elegant and rich. 
 
    Personally, he would’ve preferred quite a bit more splendor, but simplicity did have its own charm. And, considering they weren’t even among the richest of clans, it would’ve been rather stupid to spend resources on mere decorations when they could be spent elsewhere.  
 
    Hamada met him in the dining hall, where a long, wooden table awaited. On it were two jugs of water, grilled pork and chicken on skewers, and two bowls of fish stew with leek, ginger, and garlic. A large pot of rice stood at the side. Jin smiled as he waited for his father to squat first, as was the custom of the land. Once Hamada was seated, or squatted, properly, Jin stepped forward and took his place to his father’s right.  
 
    “Were your lessons satisfactory, Jin?” The man asked. They weren’t supposed to begin eating yet until tea was served. Already, one of their servants had walked in with a pot of steaming tea and two cups.  
 
    Jin smiled and shrugged. “The writing lessons were good. I have learned much from Ken and I will continue to learn much from him for the next two days. After that, I believe I won’t need him any longer—the alphabet and the characters are simple enough to practice reading and writing on my own. Madame Toru Akira’s lessons were important, but I believe I’ll have mastered all of it within two weeks of practice.”  
 
    Hamada hummed and nodded. “That is good, Jin. I will search for more tutors to teach you. It seems your mind is too powerful for a mere two teachers.” His father grinned tenderly. “This is good—my son is a prodigy.”  
 
    Jin smiled and bowed. “Thank you for the praise, father. I would like to learn everything that can be learned—even the most banal of lessons. I will gladly learn it all.”  
 
    Hamada seemed surprised at first, but soon hummed with approval as he gestured to Jin, allowing him to begin eating his meal. “Very well. I shall gather more teachers for you, my son.”  
 
    “Thank you, father.”  
 
    The meal, like the rest of the house, was simple, but hearty and filling. Sure, the flavors were far from the best he’d ever had, but the food itself was healthy and nutritious. And he needed those to forge a perfect warrior’s physique.  
 
    And so Jin ate to his fill. There was enough food on the table to feed a small feast of five men, but he ate enough for two. Even his father was surprised. Hamada spoke nothing of it, however, given the man’s own appetite.  
 
    When they finally finished, his father spoke. “My son, I will be testing your skills with the sword this afternoon, when the sun sets. If you impress me, I will grant you access to the Murasaki Library and Treasury.” 
 
    “And…” Hamada grimaced. “If you impress me with your mastery of the Murasaki Style, you will meet your new swordmaster, Nobito of the Feather-Moon Kenjutsu School. So, my son, make sure you don’t disappoint either of us.”  
 
    Jin’s breath hitched. His new swordmaster was finally here! 
 
    Of course, a whole month had passed since their last spar. Hamada expected great things from him and he would not disappoint. His next tutor, one he actually cared about, was supposedly a master of the Feather-Moon Style, supposedly a dishonorable Kenjutsu style that was favored by shinobi. It was known as the “Coward’s Blade” among many of the bushi. Hamada, however, held a great appreciation for it.  
 
    “Of course, father,” Jin replied. “I am eager to defeat you again.”  
 
    Hamada chuckled. “We shall see.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two souls stood apart, separated by both age and distance. Between them was a soft blanket of fallen sakura leaves, untouched and undisturbed. Father and son stood in the courtyard of the family castle, the sun slowly dipping into the folds of the distant mountains, its warm light draining away and bleeding into the horizon. Cold air blew over them, ruffling their hair and their clothes, and gently rolling away the soft leaves on the ground around them. 
 
    Jin stood with a stoic mask, his eyes betraying none of his intentions. He’d quickly learned that his father was capable of predicting his intent, by simply reading his facial features. Jin would not make the mistake of leaving himself open, not anymore. His shoulders hung low, relaxed and unbidden. His muscles were more like water now where once they were closer to black, oily tar. Jin had worked tirelessly in the last thirty days to remedy that failure of his. Now, his body was fluid, soft and elastic—the perfect specimen of a Murasaki swordsman. 
 
    Hamada was much the same, featureless and formless. All his muscles were relaxed as well, though Jin noted the man’s rigid ankles; knowing his father, however, such rigidity was a feint, a trap for Jin to fall into by reading into his father’s intent. The man was intentionally allowing him to see the flaw, which would’ve drawn much of his attention to Hamada’s ankles if he hadn’t known better. 
 
    Jin’s eyes must’ve shifted, for his father’s ankles relaxed instantly. Hamada’s face betrayed how proud he was of Jin. Very few people would’ve noticed that tiny trap. I won’t fall for your tricks again, father. 
 
    “Very good, my boy. You noticed my ankles almost instantly. You truly are a prodigy of the mind and body.” Hamada stated it as a matter of fact, before raising his practice sword up over his head in the Crimson Petal Stance, one of the more aggressive stances of the Murasaki Style Kenjutsu that was focused primarily on disarming and overpowering one’s enemy. 
 
    Tsk… looks like the old man’s going to be attacking me from now on - what a headache. 
 
    “Your goal, my son, is to avoid being disarmed for five minutes,” Hamada declared. “I will not be attacking you directly, only attacking to take away your wakizashi. You may use everything you have at your disposal—everything.” 
 
    Hamada glanced at Jin’s fire salamander tattoo when he spoke that last word. 
 
    Over the last thirty days, Jin had trained himself in the use of his fire magic. But the results were… suboptimal at best. The flames he had at his disposal were weak and untamed, and more like a blast of raging wildfire than a controlled burst. He couldn’t even control it once it began spewing out of his fingers. As it stood, his ability to use magic was dismal—by his own standards anyway. Most three-year olds in this world could hardly even talk properly, whereas Murasaki Jin was taking his first steps to mastering his mind, his body, his magic, and his sword. 
 
    He was a prodigy. 
 
    But he had a long way to go, before he reached the peak of power in this new world—a very long way to go. 
 
    Jin sighed and drew his training wakizashi before crouching low. With his left hand on the ground and the right propping up his bokken - a wooden training sword - over his shoulders, Jin waited and calmed himself, allowing his muscles to relax to their fullest. The Crouching Tiger Stance was one of the few stances he didn’t particularly like. Its whole purpose, despite its name, was evasion and avoidance of a stronger foe. Sure, its higher forms and functions allowed one to bring down giants, but he only knew the basics of it. 
 
    Considering Hamada’s towering structure, relative to his own, the Crouching Tiger Stance was the best Jin could think of. 
 
    “Impress me,” Hamada surged forward, moving faster than Jin’s eyes could follow, leaving behind a trail of fluttering sakura leaves in the air. The man’s blade flashed forward, aimed at the base of Jin’s wakizashi—likely a means to weaken Jin’s grip of his weapon. 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened for a moment as he loosened his grip and the strength of his forearm. When the edge of Hamada’s tachi katana crashed against the base of his wakizashi, all it did was slide off to the side, leaving the left side of Hamada’s torso unguarded. Jin didn’t miss the grin on his father’s face as he tensed his muscles and leapt forward, aiming to hit Hamada’s exposed abdomen. 
 
    Jin stopped and rolled forward midway as soon as he realized the trap his father had set for him. 
 
    He rolled over his shoulder and stood up immediately. If he had continued on with that attack, Hamada would’ve simply raised a knee. His attack would’ve broken then, like a wave crashing upon a massive boulder. Once his attack was stopped, it would’ve been a simple task of grabbing the edge of his wooden wakizashi and yanking back. The best and only course of action was to follow through with his momentum, but cancel the attack. Hence, the only thing he could do was to roll forward, avoiding Hamada’s left knee. 
 
    Jin huffed as he straightened his stance. 
 
    That was too close. 
 
    Hamada looked over his shoulder and offered him a proud smile. “Good—you noticed your folly, before it could come back to hurt you.” 
 
    Fully turning, Hamada held out his blade toward Jin. “Prepare yourself, my son.” 
 
    Jin didn’t bother replying. Instead, he tuned out the world and focused solely on his father’s blade. Hamada’s tachi wasn’t poised into any specific stance and his feet were too close to each other for any long ranged attack to occur. His father’s muscles weren’t particularly relaxed either, which ruled out any possibility of explosive movements— 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened as he rolled to the right, just in time to avoid Hamada’s sudden surge of momentum as the man literally disappeared and reappeared beside him instantly, bokken swinging where Jin’s sword would’ve been. Shit shit shit shit! 
 
    Jin barely had any time to reorient himself as Hamada was on him again, aiming to simply kick away his wakizashi. Eyes wide, Jin immediately reared back his sword hand and held out his left hand. Now, it was Hamada’s turn to be surprised as he leapt back and raised his tachi in front of him in the Turtle Guard Stance.  
 
    Just as quickly, however, his father chuckled and lowered his guard. “That was a good faint, Jin. You actually made me believe you were going to use your magic.” 
 
    Jin huffed and took a single step back. Hamada really was going to grill him today, wasn’t he? As before, he didn’t bother with a reply, merely slipping into the Leaping Tail Stance. If Hamada was going to be a headache, then Jin might as well return the favor by being a migraine. Of all the stances, the Leaping Tail had become his most favored stance in the last month of constant, agonizing training. He’d even developed his own moves. 
 
    “However, my son, I told you to use everything you have at your disposal,” Hamada said, eyes narrowing as he slipped back into the Crimson Petal Stance. “If you do not use your magic, you will lose.” 
 
    This time Jin replied, “If I have to use my magic to survive, then I will have lost either way.” 
 
    Hamada huffed, but spoke no further. 
 
    Sighing, Jin surged forward. Staying on the defensive at all times was a good way to lose eventually. He was three-years old—his guard wasn’t perfect and his father was practically a hundred times bigger than he was. Defense wouldn’t work. The only option he still had left was pure, overwhelming attack. 
 
    And so he did just that. 
 
    Aiming for Hamada’s left shin, Jin’s wakizashi flashed outwards from his own left—his blade surging to the right. As Jin’s blade neared him, Hamada merely lifted his left foot and turned. Jin wasn’t finished, however, as he spun mid-air and twisted the trajectory of his sword, swinging it toward his father’s chin. It was a gamble and, like any gamble, carried with it great risk. 
 
    Hamada tilted his head back, narrowly avoiding the tip of Jin’s wakizashi, before raising his knee, intent on hitting his son on the chest. 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened. His mind raced. There were very few options when one’s feet weren’t planted firmly on the ground. Scratch that - actually, there was only one thing he could do. 
 
    Relaxing every muscle in his body, Jin met Hamada’s right knee head on. It met his chest and Jin felt the momentum crashing into him. It hurt—badly. But it didn’t break his focus or his will. Steeling his mind, Jin turned all his attention toward the rippling forces that now echoed outwards from his chest, courtesy of Hamada’s attack. Because his muscles were relaxed, the force of the attack harmlessly bounded into his body; only the initial collision had hurt. 
 
    Time seemed to grind to a halt as Jin turned all his attention inward. 
 
    Force Redirection was very powerful, but also incredibly difficult to master. Disciples could practice it again and again, every single day, for two decades and still fail to master the Murasaki Clan’s Secret Technique. Jin had spent the last thirty days studying it. 
 
    It was a trial by fire. He’d never even considered using the clan’s secret technique in a spar. 
 
    But it was the only option he had, short of using his magic. 
 
    Jin followed the direction of the forces as it traveled outward. Much of it seemed to dissipate toward his upper body. I can do this. 
 
    His next course of action was the grueling act of having to control the force within his body. By incredibly precise muscle twitches, Jin found that he could divert the direction of the kinetic energy that was still flowing through him. Slowly, but surely, Jin diverted the force into his left arm, which was still swinging forward. With proper form and a ridiculous amount of luck, Jin was reasonably certain he could return the force of his father’s attack—and then some—into the man’s right shoulder. 
 
    The act of actually redirecting the kinetic energies was impossibly difficult. Force was even more stubborn than magic, but the fact that it followed physical rules allowed him to manipulate it—if only slightly. 
 
    The fingers of his left hand curled into a fist, and the kinetic energies from his father’s knee attack bounded toward a single point. 
 
    Jin unleashed a war cry as his fist crashed against his father’s right shoulder. Hamada’s eyes visibly widened. He staggered to the left, his movements almost clumsy and unsure. His gaze fell upon Jin, who’d caught himself falling and rolled over his shoulder as he landed on the ground and immediately leapt backward. 
 
    Jin could hardly contain his smile. “You seem surprised, father.” 
 
    The smug words came naturally, but Jin could hardly believe it. He had just performed Force Redirection, the clan’s most closely guarded technique—albeit, imperfectly, but it was close enough that it couldn’t be mistaken for anything else. He, Murasaki Jin, had done the impossible and the unthinkable. Even his father, one of the greatest swordsmen in Moyatani, couldn’t boast performing such a complex skill as a three-year-old. 
 
    “That was Force Redirection… how… amazing.” Hamada’s usually stoic face broke out into a true smile. Even his eyes glimmered with warmth and barely contained pride. He laid a hand on his right shoulder. Jin’s attack obviously hadn’t done any actual damage—being a child and all. But the fact remained that he had done the impossible, the unthinkable. 
 
    Honestly, Jin could hardly believe it himself. 
 
    Hamada continued. His voice was still caught somewhere between proud and shocked. “My son is a true genius!” 
 
    It was only when he heard his father’s tachi clacking against the floor did Jin realize the gravity of his actions and, more importantly, its consequences. Before he could speak or move, Jin found himself wrapped around his father’s arms and raised up high. “Hahahaha! My son is a prodigy above all other prodigies! He will become the next Kensei!” 
 
    What? 
 
    Hamada held him forward and their eyes met. Jin’s legs dangled underneath him. His father’s voice was warmer than it had ever been. “My son, the fate of the Kensei is yours—no other man may claim it. Nay, no other being can have the title. I have seen your strength, I have seen your intelligence. You are a child now, but—in time—you will surpass all others, my son! You will become the Kensei, I am sure of it!” 
 
    Before he could reply, Hamada placed him back onto the ground. “Come, we shall meet your new sword instructor,” he said. “After that, I will take you to the Murasaki Clan Library. The future Kensei shall not be deprived of knowledge. Once you’ve toured the library, I shall take you to our treasury.” 
 
    Well, this was… kind of a good thing, he supposed. But the Kensei? Really? Even his father believed in that nonsense? The whole legend was obviously just a way to guide people to do the right thing. But… he was looking at a gift horse in the mouth. Somehow, Jin had passed his father’s test using the most incredible thing he could’ve done—and he did it in the heat of the moment. That was a success, if nothing else. 
 
    “Yes, father. Thank you for recognizing my… talents.” 
 
    Hamada smiled once more and nodded, before turning away and walking back toward the manor. 
 
    And so Jin accepted his victory. After all, if his father swelled with pride and happiness over it, then it was surely to his benefit. The Murasaki Library was a repository of any and all knowledge the clan had garnered over its two thousand years of existence. Jin wasn’t exactly sure what was inside that place, but he hoped it would contain scrolls and tomes pertaining to the magical arts. He badly needed more information about how magic functioned in this world; trial and error worked great on its own, but skipping ahead simply by reading sounded much better. After that was the Murasaki Treasury, where the clan’s wealth was stored alongside the numerous ancient artifacts from his forebears. Jin could barely contain his excitement. 
 
    Compared to the library and the treasury, his new Kenjutsu master paled in comparison. 
 
    Jin followed closely behind his father. His left arm ached immensely, as though his muscles were aflame and his bones were cracked. He wouldn’t be moving his left arm for the next few days, at the least. His execution of Force Redirection was less than stellar. I didn’t relax my muscles enough - the kinetic energy didn’t flow perfectly. 
 
    Given another month, however, Jin was reasonably certain he’d be able to master his clan’s secret technique. 
 
    Huh, I might as well embrace this whole Kensei thing if my father’s so adamant about it. After all, the myth seemed intertwined with the whole nation’s history. The founding story of every single clan in the Moyatani likely had ties to the Kensei legend. Jin wouldn’t be surprised if there were actual people out there, who would claim to be direct descendants of the Kensei. 
 
    The title held power and sway over the hearts and minds of the people—Jin’s language teacher, and father being prime examples of that. Hamada’s entire demeanor had shifted when he entertained the idea that Jin could become the next Kensei. Heck, the man had somehow convinced himself that Jin will become the next Kensei. 
 
    Logic dictated, then, that the way to get to the top, short of becoming Shogun, was to become the Kensei. At least, if that’s how it worked and there were no weird prophecies or rituals involved with the whole thing. For that matter, how was anyone supposed to recognize him as the Kensei? Would he start glowing once he received the title? Who would grant him the title? Would becoming Kensei make him more powerful or was the Kensei the peak of the path of power? 
 
    Too many questions and no answers. For now, at least, Jin would accept his father’s sincere beliefs. The man believed in him and was actually proud of him for his achievements. Jin couldn’t even remember what his mother and father looked like in his previous life. The only person who was ever proud of him was his friend, the Hollowed Knight. 
 
    Very well. I will become the greatest warrior, the wisest scholar, and the most powerful mage. I will become the Kensei. 
 
    Hamada led Jin back into the manor, where the new sword master awaited in the main hallway. Nobito No Yoritsumo didn’t look like much. Indeed, if Hamada hadn’t invited him into the manor and offered him tea, which he now drank, Jin might’ve mistaken the man for a wandering vagrant. He wasn’t exactly unclean, just… extremely plain. Then again, considering how the Feather-Moon Style functioned, this was probably his own design. He was old, probably around fifty-years old if Jin had to guess—way past his prime. His belly was bulging and creases marred his face. His head was shaved bald, and a rough beard hung down from his chin. 
 
    He smelled of smoke and earth. 
 
    Jin strode forward and bowed. “Hello, I am Jin. It is a pleasure to meet you, teacher.” 
 
    Nobito stood up, studied the boy, and took a step forward. Jin blinked, and the next he knew, there was a tanto at his throat. Hamada grabbed the hilt of his katana, but Nobito held out his other hand and laid another tanto upon Hamada’s throat, drawing a tiny trickle of blood. The old man met my eyes. “Young master, this is your first lesson: the blade of the Feather-Moon cares not for honor. It cares only for murder and death.” 
 
    He withdrew his blades and took a single step back. 
 
    I didn’t even see him move! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ever since his birth into this exotic new world, Jin had longed for a repository of knowledge with which he may gorge his mind and learn all there was to learn. The Murasaki Clan boasted one of the largest and most expansive libraries of all the Moyatani Clans, where ancient scrolls and tomes were kept and preserved. Only those of the blood of the Murasaki Clan were allowed entry. It was said that the only other library that could rival theirs was the Imperial Library at the Capital, which could only be accessed by those of Greater Noble Blood and the Shogun’s own family. 
 
    Jin had longed to enter the library for the last three years. Why wouldn’t he? Here was a place of knowledge and ancient wisdom, only a few steps away. Of course, he’d respected his father’s firm rejection when he first sought to enter the great library. After all, he didn’t even know how to read yet at the time—he couldn’t understand the letters and the numbers and the complexity of the Moyatani language. In simpler terms, Jin was unworthy. 
 
    And he respected that. 
 
    Now, however, he had proven himself to his father and to himself—at three years of age—that he was truly worthy of the honor of entering the clan library. 
 
    Finally… after all this time… all this knowledge… all of it will be mine. 
 
    Jin stood beside his father, facing a large, circular door with the face of a demon at its center. Or, at least, Jin saw it as a demon with its fiery eyes and sharp teeth and the horns that jutted out of its forehead. He was almost tempted to ask his father what it symbolized, but decided against it at the last moment; he had been found worthy and, therefore, he should be smart enough to figure it out by himself. After all, that was the whole point of a library. 
 
    The door itself was thick, far thicker than any door he’d ever seen in this world, actually. It seemed to be made entirely of either metal or stone; he couldn’t quite tell how much of it was obscured by the demonic paintings and symbols upon its surface. Aside from the ugly face of the demon at its very center, there were depictions of ancient bushi near the edges, from a time when they used shields and straight swords instead of the katana. The warriors appeared to be running away from a massive swathe of flames that came from the top of the door and trailed down. The warriors were retreating and gathering around a lone figure, whose back was turned. The figure wore white robes and held a shining, silver blade. 
 
    He stood alone against the coming demon. 
 
    This must be the Kensei… and the demon must be the Asura. He noted with a faint nod. Strange. Why is the demon at the center and not the Kensei? 
 
    Hamada stepped forward and laid a hand on the face of the Asura. “The Murasaki Library is one of the clan’s most closely guarded secrets. In here is the sum total of all the knowledge collected by all our ancestors, down to the first Murasaki. The other secret lies in our treasury. You will see it soon.” 
 
    “For now,” Hamada pulled his hand away and grabbed his tanto. He turned and knelt, his gaze meeting Jin’s. “The library waits.” 
 
    Hamada offered him the short blade, and Jin grasped it with a raised eyebrow. Before he could ask anything, his father spoke. “Only those of our blood may enter; that is the law. Smear your blood onto the Asura’s maw and the door will open to you, my son.” 
 
    Jin nodded and pulled the tanto out from its scabbard and took a step forward toward the door. He raised his left hand and laid the blade flat upon his palm. With hesitation, Jin sliced open the skin of his hand and waited for blood to come flowing out of the wound. It stung a bit; this new body of his was not yet accustomed to pain, but his mind had steeled itself to agony a thousand times over—a tiny cut to his left palm was literally nothing to him. 
 
    When the first trickles of blood came forth, Jin raised his left hand and laid it flat on the Asura’s maw—again, he wasn’t sure why it was the Asura and not the Kensei; there must’ve been a pretty good reason for that, he wagered, given his father’s apparent belief in the legend, but he would find out soon enough. The demon’s eyes burst into flames the moment it tasted his blood. Though he knew it to be impossible, Jin had a strange feeling that the demon was actively watching him— how a painting was doing that, he did not quite know. 
 
    The door shuddered, puffs of dust blowing out of unseen crevices as though it had been untouched for hundreds of years. Untouched? Did father never open this thing? 
 
    Before Jin could turn and ask, Hamada spoke, “Only a Murasaki with magical blood in his veins may enter. Your grandfather and I both lacked the talent for magic. And so, for two generations, the library has lain dormant—asleep.” 
 
    Jin nodded and watched as his blood was absorbed into the painting itself. Somehow, the fires from the top of the door seemed to grow just the tiniest bit. A loud boom echoed, an unnatural force that could only have been the work of magic. It was of such power that Jin was blown backward, though he caught himself and merely rolled over his shoulder. So, the door is obviously magically enchanted, which means enchanting is possible with this world’s magic- why haven’t I tried that? 
 
    Well, there were about a thousand other possibilities running in his mind and magical enchanting was just one of them. Still, that was good to know, because that meant he wouldn’t have to put up with normal weapons all the time. Assuming enchantments worked the same way as offensive magic did, then it would follow that he’d need to shove some sort of creature into an item. Huh… what the heck did they put into this door? 
 
    Curious, Jin reached out with his senses. Whatever magic was weaved into the library door was incredibly old and incredibly powerful, but that was only at the surface. There was something far greater beneath that—far more complicated magic was at work. And so he dug deeper and— 
 
    Crimson flames flashed before his eyes and Jin recoiled immediately, pulling himself out of the door in an instant. There’s something in there. 
 
    He’d touched it only briefly, which meant he couldn’t be entirely sure, but Jin could’ve sworn he’d felt some kind of weapon lodged within the door itself. 
 
    He turned to his father, but Hamada wasn’t paying attention to him for once. Jin sighed and stood up, eyeing the demonic face with burning eyes. I wonder… 
 
    The door groaned and swung open, revealing darkened shadows on the other side. Two torchbearers hung by the sides of the doorway, but there were bluish crystals attached to them, instead of actual torches or just lamps. Well, drawing knowledge from his previous world, the crystals were most likely some kind of magically attuned light sources that relied on the touch of a mage to actually function. Going by that logic, they should light up as soon as he touched them or pumped a tiny bit of magic into them. 
 
    Well, let’s test that theory, shall we? 
 
    Jin walked forward, but stopped just before the doorway and turned over his shoulder. Was Hamada not coming inside as well? 
 
    As if sensing Jin’s unspoken query, Hamada shook his head. “You are the only one allowed in the library, my son. If I tried to enter, the magic of the door would kill me.” 
 
    Jin nodded. Well, that made some sense, he supposed; though, Jin was of the opinion that knowledge should be shared by everyone, instead of harbored and guarded. For now, however, there was absolutely nothing he could do but accept things for what they were. “Alright, father.” 
 
    Jin strode in and reached for the torchbearers. He barely reached its bottom end with the tips of his fingers, given his undeveloped stature, but that was apparently all it took. Almost instantly, the blue crystal was set alight and released a soft blue glow that immediately traveled across the darkness of the library. Jin reached up and touched the other torchbearer and watched in awe as more and more of the library was revealed. 
 
    Though there were still many light crystals waiting to be activated, much of the Murasaki Clan Library could already be seen. The whole place was divided into three floors, with stairs on the sides, leading upward. In the middle of each floor were massive bookcases, each one was twice as tall as Hamada, filled with scrolls and tomes, stacked high over each other—a veritable trove of knowledge. And there was more of it on the next floors, where the bookcases were noticeably higher and the books and the scrolls seemed far older. He couldn’t see the third floor, since much of the library remained obscured by shadows and darkness, just waiting to be lit by the blue crystals. 
 
    “This place is amazing.” He muttered absentmindedly. Though it was much smaller than his private library when he became Mage-Emperor, the Murasaki Clan Library was impressive nonetheless—even more so when this new world’s low level of technology was taken into account. Strolling on, Jin grabbed the nearest tome. 
 
    It was heavy and made mostly of thick, rough paper that likely made the tome a lot more massive than it should’ve been. His eyes fell upon the writings on the cover. The Intricacies of Beast Taming and Binding… huh, seems interesting. I’ll have to read it over when I have the time. 
 
    Jin placed it back into the bookcase and grabbed another random tome. This one had a particularly colorful cover. It was decorated with images of fires and screaming farmers. The Legend of the Asura and the Blood of Demons. Okay, I’m definitely going to read this one soon. 
 
    He put it back in and pulled out another tome. Though, he was unfortunately limited to the ones he could physically reach. Jin would’ve loved to just climb and take some of the books near the top, but that could wait until he actually started studying the tomes and the scrolls. For now, he was simply browsing. 
 
    And the library did not disappoint. There were books about… everything; there were even tomes that detailed some ancestor’s knowledge about medicine and human physiology. There were tomes that spoke of tiny living things that caused sickness. There were tomes that detailed the creation of potions and poisons. There was even a bestiary that listed down almost every single Magical Beast, its abilities, its dietary needs, its habitat, and its behavior. 
 
    But there was one book on the top shelves that seemed to call out to him. He couldn’t reach it—not without asking Hamada for help and he couldn’t do that. Its cover was black, like obsidian and soot bound together to form a new material. It emitted a stench that was almost like brimstone, only much fainter. It was magical in nature, of that he had no doubt. But there was something… sinister about it. The book exuded a constant presence that Jin could only call “dark”. 
 
    And, if he listened very closely, Jin heard faint screams and groans crawling out of its pages, a cacophony of tortured souls all calling out to him. 
 
    His heart raced for a moment and he stayed away. 
 
    He’d met his fair share of evil, sentient books in the previous world and all of them were powerful artifacts with ancient and forbidden magical lore. The only downside to them was that they either tried to kill you by sucking your life out, possess you, curse you, or just straight up pull you into the book itself. The one thing common to them was that the power they offered wasn’t worth the trouble. 
 
    However, the magic of this new world functioned very differently and it stood to reason that this… whatever that weird tome was, also functioned differently. 
 
    Regardless, he wasn’t ready, as he was now, to deal with possibly sentient books with sinister intentions. In time, however, he’d bind that thing to his will as well. 
 
    But not yet. 
 
    After all, there were other books that deserved his attention. 
 
    After around five minutes of looking over the numerous scrolls and tomes available to him, Jin walked out and greeted his father with a curt bow. Hamada smiled and bowed back, “What do you think of the library, my son?” 
 
    Jin smiled. “The library is amazing, father. There is so much for me to learn—so much. And I will learn everything! When I’m done, all the knowledge in our clan library will be in my memories. I will be the greatest scholar in Moyatani!” 
 
    There was a mode of mind partitioning he’d yet to use in this new world, but he’d used extensively in the previous. It was called a mindscape, where all his knowledge was stored in the form of books. He could access it at any time and spend hours and hours in his mindscape, whilst only a few seconds would pass in the real world. It seemed he’d finally found a use for that trick. 
 
    Hamada nodded and smiled. The pride in his father’s voice had not dissipated when he spoke, “That is good, my son. The Kensei is more than just a powerful warrior; he is also the most knowledgeable of scholars. This is good. You shall not lack tutors, Jin. I will scour all of Moyatani to find you all that you need to become the Kensei.” 
 
    Without prompting, the library door closed behind him and the demon’s fiery eyes dissipated. A cold wind blew over Jin. Whispers and echoes of distant battles and screams sounded in his ears for only a single moment as he turned to look over his shoulders. The library door was looking at him—the Asura’s demonic face almost taunted him. 
 
    I have to be careful when I’m studying in that place. 
 
    They headed for the clan treasury, where Jin knew for a fact that numerous magical artifacts and other strange things were kept far from prying eyes. 
 
    As opposed to the library, which was built in one of the top floors of the castle, the treasury was placed in an underground chamber, where it could only be accessed through a single, heavily guarded entrance. Jin and Hamada passed the Murasaki Retainers, who bowed their heads as they went down a descent of stairs. 
 
    They followed a circular descent, illuminated by faint lamps that emitted a vaguely yellowish color. The Murasaki Treasury was at the bottom. The first thing Jin noticed was that the vault door was definitely not magical in nature. It was just a simple, but effective, heavily reinforced steel door that could probably withstand siege weaponry. The door itself was rectangular, filled with odd knobs and tubes. Odd metallic shapes and formations marred its surface—most of which were likely related to an overly complicated locking mechanism that only his father could open. 
 
    Mages could probably force their way through the locks and reinforced steel, but doing so might just compromise the treasure and the jewels on the other side. Jin mused. A concentrated cone of flame could probably melt the whole thing after a while, but that didn’t seem like a very effective method of busting open vault doors. Looking back over his previous life, Jin couldn’t recall a single memory of his youth where he’d participated in any sort of theft. 
 
    A Guild of Thieves had invited him at some point, but he turned down their offer and he’d never heard from them since. A stray thought came to mind. Could I be an effective thief if I ever wanted to be one? 
 
    Well, probably, but he didn’t need to be a thief in this new world. Though far from the richest family, most of what he wanted and needed could easily be provided by his father. 
 
    But a thief’s skills might come in handy someday… 
 
    Hamada approached first this time, gesturing for Jin to stay in place. His father bent down slightly and fumbled with a strange locking mechanism at the center of the door that seemed to resemble a constellation of some kind. Hamada was moving the stars and planets into another formation. Unfortunately, most of it was obscured by his father’s wide shoulders and Jin never saw much of it as a loud click echoed from the door, followed by a dull, metallic groan. 
 
    Jin took a single step forward, but Hamada held out his left hand. “In time, my son, I will teach you how to open this door. For now, however, it is my responsibility to be its lock and key. Stay back, Jin.” 
 
    Nodding, Jin obeyed and looked on as the door opened to reveal another door. Wow… that’s… well, one can never be too careful when guarding one’s wealth—especially without the aid of creepy enchanted doors. 
 
    Another click echoed and the last door finally opened. Hamada turned toward Jin, grabbed a torch, and gestured for him to follow. 
 
    Wasting no time, Jin excitedly walked into the doorway, noting the intricate locks and patterns on the door as he strode by. The treasury itself was obscured by shadows, though Jin had already spotted the glinting silver and gold jewelry by the light of Hamada’s torch. 
 
    His father leaned forward and dropped the torch onto a wide metal bowl. 
 
    Flames sprouted from the bowl and illuminated their side of the treasury instantly. But it didn’t stop there. The fires followed a raised furrow and began setting alight a series of other bowls all around the treasury, each one illuminating a different section of the massive underground room. 
 
    Gold, silver, and precious stones glimmered in the light of the flames, but Jin paid them no heed. Not even the ancient swords and the magical artifacts caught his eye—no. At the very center of the room was the statue of a dark figure. It had the face of a snarling demon. Horns sprouted out of its forehead and bent back. It wore a crown of flames and bore a black tachi, wreathed in blood. Its armor was thick and blackened by soot. Its crimson eyes glinted and pulsed red for just a moment, but Jin did not miss it. 
 
    He couldn’t understand it. The whole thing didn’t make any sense to him. How come his father revered the Kensei so much, when there was an actual statue of the Asura in their own treasury? 
 
    What the hell does it all mean? 
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    Lying at the foot of the demonic statue was an unassuming wooden box, about five inches in length, width, and height. The whole thing looked to be out of place; the one object in the treasury that… didn’t look like it was a treasure. Curious, Jin strode forward and reached for the plain wooden box, when Hamada’s massive hand clamped over Jin’s forearm, stopping him. 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened briefly as he looked up to meet his father’s gaze. “Father, is there something wrong?” 
 
    “Do not touch that box. You are not ready for it—not yet,” Hamada replied sternly, allowing no room for argument or protest. Knowing this, Jin bowed his head and took a single step back. 
 
    “As you say, father,” he said as he bowed. Though, having said that, Jin could not quite understand what made that particular artifact so special that he could not touch it. Jin extended his senses toward it and found nothing magical about the thing; so, it must’ve been some kind of heirloom that was passed down through the generations, unchanged since its creation. The Murasaki Clan, like every other clan, would’ve had humble beginnings, which would’ve explained the wooden box’s overall lack of design—ancient or otherwise. It wasn’t even polished. The wood was rough and grainy near the edges. 
 
    Jin simply couldn’t help himself. “Father, what’s so important about that box? It’s… very plain. It sticks out in our treasury. I’m assuming it holds something important inside it, since the box itself doesn’t seem to be impressive. What is it?” 
 
    Hamada sighed and glanced at the box, before shaking his head. “In time, you will know what it holds, my son. In truth, I cannot answer your question, because I truly do not know the answer. It is an heirloom that has been passed down through the generations. My father gave it to me, just as his father gave it to him. I, however, like my father before me and his father before him, am not allowed to open it—for only a Murasaki with magical blood may receive the gift from our forebears, but only when he’s of proper age.” 
 
    Jin nodded. So, it was an heirloom—whether or not it was magical was still up in the air, but, at the very least, his curiosity about the damn thing was sated. “Alright, father. I won’t touch the box and neither will I try to open it. I swear.” 
 
    Hamada smiled and nodded. “Good. The object will be yours—in time. For now, I have a gift for you.” 
 
    Jin followed his father deeper into the treasury, passing by literal piles of gold, silver, and other precious stones that glinted under the light of the burning bowls. At the far edge of the treasury was a place that looked more like an armory, where weapons of ancient designs and shapes hung in racks. The straight swords were likely thousands of years old, forged in the old Imperial Dynastic Age, when Moyatani was still under the rule of an actual Emperor and not a Shogun. 
 
    Three katanas stuck out among the myriad of weapons: a massive nodachi that was almost as tall as Hamada; its scabbard seemed to be black lacquered wood of some kind. Directly beneath it was a tachi, whose scabbard was made of some sort of silvery material that glimmered as though it was made of a thousand diamonds. The tachi was as beautiful as it was elegant. Below it was a wakizashi that oozed bloodshed and murder. It had no scabbard and the blade itself was stained crimson, glinting faintly. 
 
    Even as Jin stood still, without his senses reaching for it, the blade’s innate darkness seemed to reach out to him on its own. 
 
    It was an evil weapon, but it wasn’t always so. The soul of the wakizashi had become tainted by all the lives it had taken. What was once a beautiful, soulful, blade was now a sick and twisted instrument of death. 
 
    Jin almost found it ironic that, out of all the weapons here, the most evil one would call out to him. 
 
    “These weapons were forged by our ancestors,” Hamada said. “Each of them is… alive, for a lack of a better term. They will grow with you, learn with you, and—if given proper care and attention—they will never fail you.” 
 
    Jin gulped. He had a feeling he knew where this conversation was heading.  
 
    “We do not choose the weapons,” Hamada continued. “They choose us, instead. I know you’ve heard the call the moment you laid eyes upon them, my son. Which of these weapons called out to you?” 
 
    Sighing, Jin pointed toward the wakizashi with the disturbing aura. Honestly, the weapon’s aura reminded him too much of the stench of a battlefield—the smell of blood, gore, entrails, and rotting corpses upon the ground as carrion birds feasted and made merry. It brought out the dark memories he’d rather not remember. 
 
    In a strange way, the weapon was very much like himself—a veteran of so many battles that blood and death had become an integral part of it. That was why it called out to him. They were kindred spirits; two souls that’d somehow found each other amidst a great ocean. Jin huffed. He’d killed so many people in his previous life that death now seemed so tiny—so worthless. 
 
    And yet I am trying to be a better man. This was his second chance and, maybe, he was this hateful weapon’s second chance as well. If someone as detestable as I am deserves a shot at a new life, then something as innocent as a sword should have the same. 
 
    Jin pointed at the crimson bladed wakizashi. “That one… it’s… calling to me.” 
 
    Hamada paused, eyes narrowing as he eyed the weapon that’d chosen Jin to be its wielder. “My son, that blade carries with it the bloodiest history of our clan. There are many who would claim it was our greatest victory, but many more would say that it was our greatest shame.” 
 
    Jin’s gaze drifted to the weapon, then returned to his father. 
 
    “But…” Hamada seemed doubtful and hesitant. Jin’s father shook his head, sighed, and spoke, “It has chosen you to be its next wielder and I cannot stand in the way of your destiny.” 
 
    Hamada gestured forth toward the weapon’s rack. “Its name is Agito. It was wielded by your great-great grandfather, who singlehandedly slaughtered the entire Kofun Clan.” 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened. He’d never even heard of the Kofun Clan. There was a region up north that was known as the Kofun Mountains, where revenants and angry ghosts were said to dwell. Merchants and hunters avoided that place. People who wandered there were said to never return. 
 
    “How—how many?” Jin muttered absentmindedly. How many people had to die to corrupt such a beautiful weapon? “How many people were killed by my ancestor?” 
 
    Hamada sighed. “A thousand… warriors, servants, women, and children. The whole Kofun Clan was destroyed, down to the last child. None were spared. All their holdings were destroyed, all their fortresses were burned down, and all their farmlands were given over to the forests… Everything about them was erased from history. All that remains of them, I believe, are the Kofun Mountains, which were once the seat of their power.” 
 
    It was truly poetic how he’d crossed paths with a weapon that reflected his own past back at him. It suffered just as he suffered—suffering from the bloodstains that’d clung onto its blade. 
 
    A bloody blade with a bloody past for a man whose soul is stained with blood…. Almost as though something else had driven his body, Jin strode forward, his eyes blank. The wakizashi, Agito, called out to him, like a long lost friend, reunited at last. 
 
    Jin reached forward. When his fingertips touched the edges of the sword’s hilt, flashes of bloodied battlefields, frenzied warriors, suffering women, and broken children made themselves at home in his mind’s eye. Agito wanted him to know its suffering, its pain, its sins, and so Jin gladly did the same. If this weapon was to be at one with him, then it needed to be at one with his mind as well. When he opened his memories to the bloodstained sword, he was no longer Murasaki Jin—he was the Mage-Emperor, the conqueror and the destroyer, the bane of nations, and the usurper of the gods. 
 
    His thoughts laid bare—his memories, his fears, his sorrows, and his regrets. And Agito resonated. An accord was struck between them, a goal and a promise. They were both sinners and murderers. Rhey were both bloody monsters, whose souls were burdened with shame and guilt. You are a long way from home, Mage-Emperor. 
 
    I know… but I do not miss my previous life. I do not long for that place. I wish only to be better than who I was—than who I still am. Would you stand by me, Agito, as we strive to find our better selves? 
 
    I will fight with you, Murasaki Jin. 
 
    When his eyes snapped open, Jin found the crimson-bladed wakizashi firmly in his grasp. 
 
    Agito, you and I will change this world. 
 
    And so, for the next two years, Jin trained and studied relentlessly—day and night, barely allowing himself to rest. With the library at his disposal, Jin absorbed all the knowledge of the Murasaki Clan—from magic and sword fighting, all the way down to medicine, farming, engineering, and administration. Many of his tutors looked at him and saw a child prodigy, whose future was bright and filled with achievements; here was a child, who will someday bring great changes to the Moyatani people. Whilst others shuddered at the thought of his extreme growth; for here was a boy who would someday become a terrifying monster. 
 
    Hamada pushed Jin to the absolute brink of his physical ability, teaching him all there was to learn about the Murasaki Clan’s Kenjutsu. Alongside his family’s signature form of swordsmanship, Jin had two other tutors, who taught him very different forms of fighting: Nobito No Yoritsumo, who taught him the art of assassination, stealth, and espionage, which were the pillars of the Feather-Moon Blade; and Keikuri Seijuro, who taught him the Water-Flowing Sword, a variant of Kenjutsu that seemed to rely on constant, fluid, and flexible movements, a graceful dance that greatly improved the quality of his footwork and the elasticity of his muscles, if nothing else. 
 
    Jin’s bond with Agito grew as well. With their minds intertwined, Jin’s movements and maneuvers with the short sword became far deadlier and more effective than they otherwise would’ve been. Agito, after all, was a living weapon, and so it was not only Jin, who attacked or defended, but Agito as well. Their promise to themselves and to each other would flash through Jin’s mind’s eye each time he grasped the sword’s hilt. It had become a permanent brand upon his mind. Though, try as they might, the blade’s crimson stain could not be removed. 
 
    His knowledge of magic increased drastically. Jin found that his earlier assumption about the nature of magical enchantments in this world were correct: Magical Beasts could indeed be placed inside weapons to grant it powerful attacks and abilities, just as his body could house a myriad of Magical Beasts and take their attributes for himself. Jin also found that his fire-salamander tattoo, which oddly seemed to grow with him as it now sported a pair of wings and a tiny crown of curved horns, could be transferred to three other places on his body, each time changing whatever magical effects it granted him. 
 
    When the fire-salamander tattoo was transferred to his right forearm, Jin was able to create a whip of solid fire. When placed on his chest, heat would permeate his body so intensely that he was able to stand outside, naked, even on cold winter nights when pools of water turned to ice and plants withered and froze after the gentlest of breezes. When placed on his face, or just his head in general, the fire-salamander tattoo granted him an extremely enhanced sense of smell and the ability to taste the air with his tongue. Both abilities were… not nearly as useful as he’d hoped, especially the latter, but still useful in the right conditions. 
 
    His physical growth in those two years was immense. Muscles rippled under his skin and he had grown tall—far taller than other children his age. Though, Jin wasn’t quite sure if this was due to his genetics or just his borderline abusive training, which he only survived due to his magic’s passive regeneration. Whatever the cause, Jin had grown stronger and faster in the two years that’d passed. 
 
    And today, after 730 days of intense training, Hamada would put him to the test once more. 
 
    His father’s latest test, however, was a little different. 
 
    “Tomorrow, you will go out into the woods, with nothing but your wakizashi and the clothes on your back, and survive for two days and a single night. When the sun sets on the second day, you will return to the Murasaki Castle and you will not be welcomed by the guards,” Hamada declared sternly. “Instead, you will use all the skills available to you and attempt to sneak inside the castle and steal the family heirloom in the treasury. Do you understand, my son?” 
 
    Jin could only nod in response as Hamada hummed and walked away. 
 
    Well, the test was certainly an interesting one. Unlike the last tests where Hamada progressively brought to bear more and more of his sword skills, this one would require Jin to use all that he’d learned from all of his martial arts teachers: the grace and fluidity of the Water-Flowing Sword, the stealth and silence of the Feather-Moon Blade, and the explosive power of the Murasaki Style Kenjutsu. The whole thing sounded incredibly difficult and mildly convoluted, and any lesser man would’ve whined and eventually failed, but he was Murasaki Jin, the future Kensei. 
 
    There was no way he could possibly fail, unless something extremely unfortunate happened to just fall right on top of their heads without anyone noticing. But the chances of that ever happening were slim to none. 
 
    Jin smiled as he closed the book he was reading. In it, he’d found details on the harvesting, purifying, and consuming of Magical Beast Cores for the purpose of amplifying one’s magical prowess. Two days in the woodlands around the Murasaki castle was more than enough time to find a suitably large Magical Beast, harvest its core, purify said core, and then consume it—all in time to return home and steal his father’s heirloom. 
 
    It was a long shot, considering there were no books in the library that detailed the type of creatures that lived specifically around the Murasaki Castle, but he would just have to make do. Though, he did find it rather strange that there were no local bestiaries, considering how quite a lot of the southern forests had already mostly been mapped by mages. 
 
    Jin stood up from his study and leisurely walked around the castle, studying every wall, every crevice, every crack, every tower, and every brick—keeping everything in the detailed pages of his mindscape. The guard rotations and patrols were far easier to keep track of, but it would be foolish to assume they’d follow the same patterns when the time came for him to infiltrate the castle. 
 
    Dinner was a quiet affair. Jin simply had the servants deliver his meal to his room as he reviewed the layout of the woods around Castle Murasaki. Journeying to the eastern forests would serve him little, since it was far too close to a nearby village for it to be a home for powerful Magical Beasts. The southern woods were off the table as well, since the animals there were mostly just wild game—a few Magical Beasts here and there, but most of them were of the harmless variety that wouldn’t serve his purposes. His only options were the northern and western forests that had remained untouched and untamed since the founding of the castle some few thousand years ago. 
 
    Most sightings of Magical Beasts and dark creatures came from those woods. Though, without an accurate bestiary that detailed which creature lived where, it’ll be a difficult task. But two days should be more than enough time for me to stalk, catch, and kill a particularly powerful Magical Beast. Harvesting and purifying its core would be a little more complicated in the woods, but I think I can do it. 
 
    Morning came soon after. Jin was quickly awakened by a servant, who simply gave him a fresh kimono and hakama. 
 
    “The lord requests your presence in the courtyard, young master,” the servant declared with a reverent bow, before turning and walking out the door. 
 
    Stifling a yawn, Jin practically leapt out of his bed, dressed, and grabbed his sword, fastening it to his waist, before rushing out of his room. In a strange way, Jin almost missed his wooden practice wakizashi. It was a lot lighter than Agito, and a lot shorter too—or was that just because he was also a lot shorter? Whatever the case, Agito was perfect for his height, just long enough for it to be an actual katana in his hands.  
 
    Alas, the servants did not bring food with them. It seems I’ll have to make my own breakfast in the woods. Ah, I was hoping for some tea before leaving, but I guess I’ll just have to make do with this. 
 
    Despite the lack of food, however, Jin couldn’t help but grin wildly. His hands shook with barely-contained excitement and his strides went further and faster than normal. The servants dispersed around him, bowing and greeting him as he passed. Jin greeted back, just as his father taught him. 
 
    When Jin reached the courtyard, he was greeted to the sight of his father and his two swordmasters, standing side by side, waiting for him. 
 
    Jin bowed at the sight of them. “Shall we begin my test, father?” 
 
    Hamada strode forward and nodded, smiling. “You will have your breakfast in the wilderness, my son. Survive, return, defeat the castle’s defenses, and take the heirloom that is rightfully yours.” 
 
    Jin bowed again. “I will not disappoint you father.” 
 
    Without warning, Jin unsheathed his sword and swung at the air. His blade clanged as it collided against a shuriken that’d been aimed at his forehead. The shinobi weapon flew off course and sank into a nearby plant. 
 
    Nobito No Yoritsumo clapped as he walked toward Jin, a line of shurikens dangling from his belt. “Keep your wits about you, my student. Use everything that I have taught you. The wilds are dangerous and unforgiving; there is no place for honor there. Kill what you must and eat what you must.” 
 
    Keikuri Seijuro walked forward next. Jin’s master of the Water-Flowing sword was an effeminate man, whose skin was as pale as freshly fallen snow, crowned by shiny obsidian hair. Honestly, if it wasn’t for all the man’s rippling muscles, Jin might’ve actually thought Seijuro was a woman. 
 
    “I do not know how my teachings will aid you in the wilderness, young master,” Seijuro said. “But I know you’re a sharp and intelligent boy. I do not doubt your success.” 
 
    Jin bowed to the both of them, but did not sheathe his wakizashi in case Nobito tried something else. “Thank you, my teachers. And do not worry. I will return and succeed as I always have.” 
 
    No further words were shared between them as Jin was escorted out of the castle grounds and into the surrounding countryside. 
 
    A cold and ominous wind blew, bearing dark and heavy clouds over the high mountains. 
 
    Jin turned and eyed his home. Something at the back of his head whispered terrible things. A darkness was coming…. 
 
    And he wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop it. Even his blade seemed on edge as the inaudible, foreboding whispers echoed. Jin shuddered. What is this feeling? 
 
    It was neither fear nor excitement. It was as though he stood at the precipice—at the calm before the storm. 
 
    He shook his head. What nonsense. 
 
    Pushing away the dreary thoughts, Jin took his first step into the Northern Woodlands.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One of the many things that often killed people as they frolicked about in the wilds was, surprisingly enough, not the terrifying wild creatures that dwelled amongst the trees. No, predators, even Magical Beasts as he’d read, had a tendency to shy away from humans as people generally didn’t have much meat on their bones for predators and were very much capable of fighting back if pushed to brink which meant hunting down humans really wasn’t an efficient way for predators to gain sustenance. No, the greatest enemy in the wilderness was disease, followed by hunger, followed by temperature. 
 
    The last bit Jin could deal with by simply moving his Fire Salamander tattoo onto his chest. The warmth it gave was more than enough for him to survive a full winter, even if he was topless. Disease wouldn’t really be a problem, unless he was planning to spend more than a week in this place, but his father only gave him two days. Hunger might be a problem, but that would be a problem for later. Honestly, he wasn’t even hungry yet, despite the lack of breakfast. 
 
    Magic did wonders for one’s body. 
 
    For now, Jin’s only goal was to head into the deepest depths of the woods to try and locate a few Magical Beasts and harvest the cores in their chests. At least, that was the general idea. With only the books from the Murasaki Library to aid him, Jin’s analytical mind was less than trusting of whatever information he had at the moment. At best, the books were close enough to the real thing that it wouldn’t matter; at worst, Beast Cores were actually located in their brains and he’d have spent a good amount of time carving open chest cavities. 
 
    Whatever the case, the first thing he needed to do now was find an actual Magical Beast. Those creatures often stayed as far away from humans as possible, only ever coming close on accident or when humans actively hunted them for magical purposes. His Fire Salamander, now looking less and less like a salamander and more like a strange dragon-like creature, was an example of the former—just wandering blindly and somehow running into him. Tracking them was another problem. In both worlds, Jin had never really learned the skills of a hunter. He didn’t know how to track animals with their footprints or whatever it was hunters used. 
 
    So, when he did find a Magical Beast, he’d have to keep his eyes on it, chase it across the woods and kill it. 
 
    It was… a very crude plan, but it was the only plan he had at the moment. The bestiaries never mentioned anything about how to lure in Magical Beasts and entrap them; no, almost every encounter happened by chance or by sheer brutish hunting. 
 
    And I only have two days to hunt one down and carve out a piece of solid magic from its chest cavity—joy. Everything would’ve been about a thousand times easier if he could lure them in. 
 
    The further Jin strode into the forests, the thicker the foliage became. Natural dirt paths disappeared, giving way to overgrown undergrowth that shrouded much of the forest floor, alongside the myriad of tall trees that stood far too close to each other. Wild flowers, mushrooms, and likely poisonous berries grew in haphazard meadows and ragged shrubs. Up above, the canopy blocked much of the sunlight, making it seem as though night was nearing, despite the fact that it was still a few hours before noon. The air was thick with the smell of decay, animal feces, rotting plants, and damp soil, but amidst all that was the fragrant scent of all the wild flowers that bloomed so close to each other. It was almost like a perfume. 
 
    Regardless, there was an odd sort of beauty to this place—not quite like the sort of beauty he’d grown accustomed to: the uniformity and the skillfulness of paintings and gardening. This beauty was wild, untamed, and untouched. A veritable wilderness that the sages and the shamans of his previous worlds would’ve appreciated. 
 
    There was so much life here. 
 
    About an hour into his search for a Magical Beast, Jin stopped and laid a hand on his stomach. The first annoying pang of hunger had finally reached him and ignoring it would be unwise. Jin’s eyes scanned his immediate surroundings. He wasn’t quite an expert on the edible herbs and mushrooms that existed in the forests, though Hamada had taught him a few species that they’d often picked together in the small hours when he wasn’t either training or studying in the library. Otherwise, much of what he knew came from the books in the Murasaki Library, which—to his disappointment—did not hold much knowledge and wisdom in the ways of foraging and surviving in the wilderness.  
 
    Moyatani nobles, even his own clansmen, simply didn’t care enough about such lowly activities to compile a book about it, which was a shame since all knowledge was equally useful, in Jin’s view.  
 
     I can create a fire easily enough. Roasted mushroom doesn’t sound too appetizing, but I’ve little choice in the matter. 
 
    With Hamada’s brief lesson firmly in his mind, Jin searched for the nearest fallen log. Whenever they did go out to forage for mushrooms and herbs, which was more a way for them to kill time than it was a necessity, Hamada often led him to fallen logs or damp boulders, where the bulbous, white-head, growths often gathered. They tasted alright, as far as he recalled, but they wouldn’t be his first choice if he was asked to name his favorite ingredients. 
 
    Jin rolled over a hollowed log and found the exact mushrooms he was looking for, though he couldn’t quite remember their names. He grabbed around ten of the white-head bulbous growths, and placed them in the folds of his kimono, before walking away. 
 
    A few feet from the log itself was a small clearing, where the soil was neither damp nor dry; instead, a layer of dried leaves and twigs converged over the earth, creating a soft bed of rotting things. It wasn’t the best place to build a fire, but it’ll do. With that in mind, Jin gathered large sticks and branches, breaking them on his knees and tossing them into the center of the clearing and building a pile of dried wood. Once the pile was large enough, Jin moved his Fire Salamander tattoo onto his left hand—suddenly shivering at the sudden loss of heat—and blasted a powerful cone of flames over the dried sticks, twigs, and branches. They caught fire immediately. 
 
    Huffing, Jin moved his Fire Salamander back onto his chest and sighed with relief as soon as heat flooded his body once more. Ah, that’s better. 
 
    Once that was settled, Jin then grabbed a moderately thick stick, trimmed its excess edges and smoothed its surface with his sword, Agito, and sharpened its tip. He took his mushrooms and impaled them on the stick one by one. 
 
    With a sigh, Jin plopped down on the forest floor and held out his roasting stick over the open flames, positioning it at just the right height to keep the mushrooms from burning. The fungi gave off a damp, earthy odor as they roasted. Neither appetizing nor fragrant, but food was food and he’d be damned if he’d let something as banal as hunger defeat him. 
 
    After quickly eating his food, Jin wandered off. As he moved deeper into the woodlands, the magic in the air thickened as well, albeit the rate at which that was happening was incredibly slow. Jin did know, however, that the woods around his home stretched out for hundreds of miles, and the Magical Beasts dwelled where the humans couldn’t be bothered to reach them anymore, which meant he was still quite a bit away from them. 
 
    Undeterred by his general lack of success, Jin moved ever deeper. 
 
    It was only after three hours of walking and avoiding bears and other measly predators that Jin finally came across a Magical Beast. 
 
    Hovering over a patch of wild flowers was an Emerald-Winged Butterfly, one of the many Magical Beasts that were classified as supposedly “harmless”. It was a tiny creature, though still much larger than any normal butterfly. Its wings glowed and pulsed with a ghastly green color that really didn’t look anything like emeralds—probably much closer to jade. A constant trail of twinkling magical particles followed it and shimmered in the air, before falling down upon the flowers. 
 
    According to the books he’d read that bothered mentioning these Magical Beasts, all they really did was fly over fruits, flowers, and beehives, which affected the sweetness of the fruits, nectar, and honey. Essentially, no one bothered capturing these things, since they were all but useless in combat, though they were highly prized by gardeners and farmers, who happened to be capable of magic, since just a tiny bit of their essence made even the humblest of apples taste heavenly, which allowed them to sell the products at a much higher price. Once, his father had brought home a pot of rice wine that had supposedly been imbued with the essence of an Emerald-Winged Butterfly and, true enough, it tasted divine—though Hamada never gave him more than a single sip. 
 
    For a moment, Jin contemplated capturing the Magical Beast and just splitting it open, but decided against it. It’s too small for my purposes. I need to find something that’s about equal in size to a cat or larger. 
 
    But he was curious. Jin looked over the Magical Beast’s surroundings and found a bushel of wild strawberries that twinkled softly under the creature’s magical influence. Smiling, Jin reached for a single one of its fruits and bit down. Luscious sweetness filled his mouth, coating his lips. It was, in simple terms, the most delicious fruit he’d ever had and his family had an orchard of very sweet apples, so that was saying something. “Amazing… I wonder how it’s affecting the sweetness of fruits.” 
 
    No, it wasn’t just affecting the sweetness. It was actively making it more delicious, which needed a lot more than a simple increase in sugar content—some fruits simply didn’t taste good when they were made much sweeter. Wild strawberries, for instance, wouldn’t be appetizing if one were to dip them in sugar, but—somehow—the Emerald-Winged Butterfly had made it both sweeter and more flavorful. 
 
    Fascinating. 
 
    Smiling to himself, Jin grabbed another handful of wild strawberries and strode off. 
 
    The air here had more magic, but it swirled and expanded at random, moving through the woodlands like a hurricane. Everything in this place was suffused with magical energies, from the highest leaves down to the lowest roots. Magic had firmly grasped the land itself, making everything just a tad bit more colorful and more vibrant than they otherwise should’ve been. Apples were redder and plumper. Flowers bore a stronger, but no less fragrant scent, and the leaves of every single tree was greener. 
 
    The best part was that he probably wouldn’t run out of food anytime soon— 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened as he leapt up high and latched onto one of the branches above. His eyes wandered down and glanced at a massive wild boar, whose gruesome tusks stretched out of its snout like curved polearms. Its limbs were stubby and thick, and its body was lean, but powerful, rippling with over-developed muscles underneath its thick hide. A large hump stuck out of its back, near its neck. Reddish-brown fur covered most of its body. 
 
    And, most of all, its eyes glistened with an intelligence that simply did not exist in mundane beasts. 
 
    Jin grinned. “Hello there.” 
 
    This was obviously a Magical Beast—an Earth-Shaker Boar, if he wasn’t mistaken, capable of turning giant boulders into rubble with the strength of its tusks alone. It was said that, when enraged, they could shake the very foundations of the earth with their charge. 
 
    The boar turned and glanced up at him. Their eyes locked and twin puffs of hot air steamed out of its gigantic nostrils. Still grinning, Jin released his grip over the branch and allowed himself to fall down, Agito drawn. Now, let’s see how we go about killing you, you hairy overgrown pig. 
 
    Even on all fours, the Magical Beast stood much taller than him. Its tusks notwithstanding, it was probably tall enough to level the tip of its snout with Hamada’s chin, which meant it utterly dwarfed the five-year-old Jin, who stood his ground. Luckily, this particular Magical Beast lacked any long-range attack and relied heavily on its brute strength. It wasn’t particularly rare, but it was said that plenty of foolish mages have died to its tusks, gored to death and trampled underfoot. 
 
    The Earth-Shaker Boar roared and charged at Jin with reckless abandon, its eyes brimming with fury and hate. 
 
    Jin’s grin only seemed to widen. This creature had truly earned its name. The ground was shaking as it neared him. Tiny pebbles danced at his feet. Truly fascinating… 
 
    Jin bent down and formed the Leaping-Tail Stance. As the enraged boar neared him, Jin flashed to the left, whilst slashing the Magical Beast’s nose. His attack did little more than nick its skin, however, and Jin felt his sword almost bounce off its thick hide. Then again, that had been a cursory attack that hardly carried any true weight behind it. 
 
    Jin turned and leapt back just as the boar, carried forward by its immense momentum, slammed into a tree, charging right through it. It wasn’t a thin tree either. The Magical Beast had utterly crushed and splintered the base of a redwood tree with a single charge. Oh damn… if I get hit once, that’s the end for me. 
 
    Heck, a single charge from that thing would probably breach through the reinforced walls of the Murasaki Castle. Meeting it head on was definitely not an option. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed as the boar circled back. As it moved, Jin studied the creature intently. It can’t make quick turns. If it wants to turn around, it needs to trot forward, whilst slowly turning either left or right, Jin theorized.  
 
    The creature’s stubby legs were powerful. Perhaps he could disable them with a few quick slashes to its ankles—that wouldn’t be easy, but it was an option. Its skull, however, was not; it had charged at a solid tree and didn’t seem even slightly disoriented, so Jin could reasonably assume its skull was far too thick for him to drive a blade through it.  
 
    Its hide, too, seemed similarly thick - thick enough, at least, to have deflected his blade easily. So he couldn’t slash through the creature’s flesh, let alone its skull…. Leaving him with one option: blunt force. Well, it would have been an option if Jin wasn’t a fraction of its size, as tall as he was for a five-year-old.  
 
    I need to find a weak point, he decided. 
 
    Jin slipped to the left once more as the Magical Beast charged him. While killing it seemed difficult, avoiding the beast was almost trivial.  
 
    But once he found its weak point, killing it would be too.  
 
    The easiest and simplest weak point was its eyeballs. If Jin simply jammed his wakizashi into its eye, the creature was as good as dead… probably, or it might start thrashing wildly and he’d end up gored to death. Sure, it was a good place to stick his sword into, but that’ll be the last place he’d stick his sword if it didn’t kill the beast immediately. First and foremost, he needed to disable the creature. Taking out its legs was a good way to do that. 
 
    The boar charged through another tree and slowly circled back. This time, however, Jin did not simply wait for it to charge him again. Instead, he rushed forward as it slowly turned and exposed its left side. 
 
    There we go. Jin raised his sword and, holding it in a reverse grip, drove the glistening point of Agito into the Earth-Shaker Boar’s left foreleg joint. His crimson-bladed sword went right through its knee and out the other side, severing cartilage and sinew. The Magical Beast roared and immediately fell onto the forest floor as it began thrashing its massive head from side to side. Unfinished and undeterred, Jin leapt back and pulled out his sword, eliciting another cry of pain from the creature. 
 
    The gigantic creature roared and screamed, its pained throes echoing through the woods. Lacking a single, usable leg, however, it could do little else. Its upper body was simply too heavy to support itself with only three limbs. That didn’t mean, however, that it was now harmless. On the contrary, desperate, wounded animals were more dangerous than they ever were. 
 
    Wasting no time, Jin then surged forth and thrust Agito into the knee joint of the Magical Beast’s left hind-leg. That’s one side down… 
 
    Jin vaulted over the creature’s massive, muscular back and landed on the right side of its body, where he similarly disabled the Earth-Shaker Boar’s limbs, both foreleg and hind leg. 
 
    At that point, the only thing left of the creature that was even remotely capable of movement was its powerful neck, which it used to thrash its head this way and that with a wild, reckless abandon. A single mistake on Jin’s part would leave him getting impaled on its tusks. 
 
    Jin chuckled. “Well… that was easy. Now, just how do I kill you?” 
 
    It was definitely disabled now, but jamming his wakizashi into its eyeballs still wasn’t a safe option given the Magical Beast’s continued thrashing. 
 
    “Hmmm…” Shrugging, Jin leapt up and landed atop the massive boar’s back. He stood and balanced just over the hump between its powerful shoulders. “I’m sorry about this. You were probably just going about your day in peace, before I came and took away your legs. Don’t worry…” 
 
    His grin returned. “This’ll only hurt a bit.” 
 
    Jin raised his sword high into the air, before plunging it into the Magical Beast’s neck vertebra. With a heavy grunt, Jin managed to force the tip of Agito through the creature’s thick hide and powerful flesh before stopping at its spine. Let’s see here… 
 
    Despite the gigantic boar’s desperate thrashing, Jin’s balance remained unbroken as he maneuvered the tip of his wakizashi toward the tiny space between the creature’s large vertebrae. Finding the gap, Jin drove the point of his sword in and severed the Magical Beast’s spinal cord in a single stroke. The boar fell silent almost immediately. Its thrashing stopped and its eyes glazed over. Jin leapt off its back and landed right in front of it, laying a hand on the edge of its snout where his sword had nicked the thickened patch of skin. 
 
    It wasn’t dead, but it’d take a miracle before it could move again soon. 
 
    Jin huffed, his breathing heavy from the effort of piercing the beast’s hide. Climbing over its head, Jin raised his sword and plunged its tip into the boar’s exposed eye and drove it out the other side, where it emerged with a wet squelch. 
 
    The creature died instantly. Jin leaned against its tusk and released a mighty sigh. He wiped the sweat from his brow. “Well… you were a lot harder to kill than I’d like.” 
 
    Now, onto the harder part of having to flip it, cut open its stomach, and rip out its core. 
 
    How delightful… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had taken Jin an inordinate amount of time to actually find the Beast Core within the corpse of the Earth-Shaker Boar. Surprisingly, it wasn’t because it was particularly difficult to find. The books were accurate in their instructions, which stated that the concentration of raw magical energies was located in the chest cavity. That part wasn’t the problem; heck, that had been the easiest part of the whole affair. 
 
    No, what made everything so damned difficult and ridiculous was the fact that Jin simply could not pierce through the beast’s hide. 
 
    The Earth-Shaker Boar had fallen on its stomach, where its hide was presumably thinner and softer, though not by much. The first hurdle was that there was no way he could flip over the damn beast; it was simply too heavy. Jin doubted if ten, heavily trained bushi could even flip this thing over on its side. Twenty bushi could probably do it, but…. 
 
    The bitter reality was that he was alone and he’d have to deal with this by himself, which meant that flipping it over on one side was off the table. The next best option was simply carving it out manually through the Magical Beast’s flanks, which meant he’d need to cut through its thick hide, even thicker muscles, and the nigh-impervious bones underneath all that. 
 
    Oh, he did try—really. 
 
    Stabbing through its hide was made easier with Agito’s unnatural sharpness that made it superior to mundane weapons. Carving through its red meat came next and that was where the hardship began. See, Jin found that, if he did have enough strength in his whole body, slicing and dicing through the Earth-Shaker Boar’s flank muscles would’ve been a lot easier. Hamada could’ve done it rather easily. Jin, however, was stuck in the body of a five-year-old and that meant he was limited by its physique, even if he was probably ten times stronger than any other child his age. 
 
    Regardless, after two hours of rigorous and repeated stabbing, the tip of Jin’s wakizashi finally met the rib bones. 
 
    And that was where the whole affair came crashing down on his head. 
 
    Getting through its iron-like flesh had been nearly impossible, but still doable; it was utterly exhausting and ridiculously time consuming, but Jin had succeeded in putting a hole in the side of the animal, even if said hole was not at all sizable. The bones however… 
 
    Stabbing it was like stabbing a stone. The sword would simply bounce off. Even with a perfect stance, and a perfectly aimed and balanced strike, the Earth-Shaker Boar’s bones were simply too tough for him to deliver anything powerful enough to break through. Agito was a powerful weapon, true, but Jin was not the perfect wielder—not yet. At the very least, given its unnatural properties, he wouldn’t have to worry about wear and tear. 
 
    And so, that left him with option number three. 
 
    Supposedly, Magical Beast Cores were nigh-indestructible. Due to how the incredibly rare materials were formed, their structural density allowed them to survive in extreme environments and extreme pressures that would kill normal people a thousand times over. All of this, combined with Jin’s growing annoyance, allowed him a third and final option. 
 
    And that option was to simply burn away the skin and the meat, until the only thing left of the damn creature was its bones and its core. 
 
    And so Jin began gathering dried wood and sticks, piling them around the dead boar until most of the creature’s body was obscured by a veritable wall of firewood. Shivering at the sudden onset of cold and freezing winds as he moved his Fire Salamander tattoo from his chest and onto his left forearm, Jin unleashed a cone of sustained fire and walked a circle around the Magical Beast’s corpse, igniting all the firewood almost instantly. He didn’t like it; the third option was crude and unrefined, but he had no choice in the matter. Trained mages often held dedicated rites and rituals, which honored a Magical Beast’s death—well, according to the books in the Murasaki Library. 
 
    Jin would’ve loved to have done the same as… he was taking the life of a sapient creature. It was the least he could do. 
 
    He wouldn’t be doing that anytime soon by setting the damn thing on fire. 
 
    Unless another Magical Beast just happened to walk by and it just so happened to be an easy kill, then he was stuck with the remains of this lumbering brute of a boar. 
 
    Jin sighed and shook his head. At the very least, I gave it a… relatively painless death. 
 
    As the first of the twigs and the sticks caught aflame, Jin simply moved his Fire Salamander tattoo back onto his chest and heaved a sigh of relief as a powerful heat spread across his body. The flames raged, scorching the gigantic boar’s fur. Jin took several steps back and looked on as the fires slowly consumed the dead Magical Beast. 
 
    What came next was… oddly familiar. 
 
    He had lost count of just how many battles he’d joined in his previous life. From his teenage years all the way to the last decades, before his crowning, he had been engrossed in war and death. After every skirmish, after every engagement, after every minor battle, it was a necessity to gather the dead and burn them to prevent the spread of diseases. 
 
    The pungent, sickly odor that barged into his nostrils was… very familiar indeed. The smell of burning death and blistering fats as flames devoured all semblance of life was all too familiar, and looking back… what a sad life he had lived back then. No child should’ve had to crawl over the corpses across a burning battlefield just to survive. And yet he’d had to anyway. He was there, after all, watching from behind the tree line, alongside his friend, who would someday become the Hollowed Knight, as friends and family were dragged by their heels, piled together, and burned. 
 
    The smell of it had clung onto the darkest pits of his mind. 
 
    Jin hated the smell. 
 
    It took almost four hours and a constant supply of dried wood before the whole creature was finally reduced to blackened bones and ashen meat. Digging through the putrid, burnt remains, Jin finally found the glowing form of the Magical Beast Core. It was about the size of a peach, and perfectly round. True to the descriptions from the books in the family library, the Earth-Shaker Boar’s core emitted a soft, almost golden glow that was warm to the touch and smelled intensely of earthy notes and… were those nuts? Huh. I’d honestly expected it to smell like burnt pork fat and ashes, but this is much better. 
 
    Walking away from the massive pile of ashes, Jin noted how the sun had already begun setting in the distance. The light of the world was rapidly fading and nights in the wilderness were always a dangerous affair. He’d need to find some shelter soon, before the dark creatures and the elements descended upon him. By Jin’s estimation, he had roughly an hour and a half of sunlight left, maybe less, before darkness snuffed out the last of the light. 
 
    Shelter, however, could wait until after he was finished. 
 
    Jin held up the beast core and grinned. He reached into the warm, glimmering object with his magic—the same way he had done with his Fire Salamander all those years ago. His energies swirled and connected with the core, pulling the mass of highly concentrated magic into himself. The core glowed brightly—brighter than the flames that’d devoured the Earth-Shaker Boar’s corpse. Something warm, heavy, dense, and powerful slammed into his body from the core itself. 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened and his teeth gritted as the energies of the Magical Beast flooded into his system—foreign and uncontained energies at that. 
 
    He stood his ground, however—absorbing foreign energies was a battle of wills, and Murasaki Jin was not about to lose to a hairy, overgrown pig with anger issues. He was going to conquer its might and add it to his own. 
 
    Again and again, the energies slammed into him, hoping to overpower him into the ground—again and again, Jin stood firm. If he wavered even once, then this whole thing would go to waste; the energies of the Magical Beast Core would simply dissipate into the air and disappear for good. 
 
    He’d spent a ridiculous amount of time just getting that thing and he wasn’t about to lose it in something as mundane as a battle of wills. 
 
    Finally, after several minutes, the magical energies of the Earth-Shaker boar bowed down and accepted Jin as its new host. 
 
    Magic flooded his system. It prodded and poked and searched until it settled and became one with his Fire Salamander tattoo, which glowed a faint light for a moment, before settling back to its original look. A sudden influx of strength and durability flooded Jin’s whole body. His muscles bulged and his bones hardened. The cold of the forest, which was little more than a nuisance with the Fire Salamander tattoo on his chest, disappeared entirely. 
 
     So… the Earth-Shaker was a mutant-type Magical Beast, which means its core wasn’t immediately compatible with my Fire Salamander’s innate magic, because it’s an elemental type. 
 
    Magical Beasts, with all their unique abilities and characteristics, were categorized into four groups, which acted as a way to simplify how best to deal with them. Elemental types were capable of manipulating the elements to varying degrees: some could breathe fire, like Jin’s Fire Salamander, whilst others were capable of summoning great tidal waves to drown entire cities. Mutant-types had the power to control or otherwise alter their physical compositions. Some, like the Earth-Shaker Boar, had enhanced strength and durability far beyond anything natural, whilst others, like the reclusive shadow crows, were capable of moving through the use of shadows, appearing and reappearing wherever there was darkness. Controller-types were, as their name suggested, capable of controlling or manipulating the mind and the senses of other creatures. Creatures of this type were feared far more than the last two categories, but they were far rarer as well, though that was mostly due to the difficulty of tracking and finding them as opposed to their actual population. The last - and most dangerous - was the deviant-type; they obeyed no law and followed no reason. Their powers were simply too great and too varied to be properly categorized. The one thing that all deviant-types shared was their innately powerful magic that dwarfed all other Magical Beasts. 
 
    Jin walked toward the nearest tree, reared back his right hand, and punched with all the strength he could muster. His fist impacted the tree’s trunk, and the whole thing shook. Branches and leaves rustled as though an earthquake had shaken the forest. Jin pulled back his arm and examined his knuckles. His skin hadn’t ripped, despite the tree trunk being coarse and rough, though it had reddened immensely. My strength has drastically been improved, but it’s not even close to the Earth-Shaker Boar’s original power. 
 
    He wasn’t disappointed, however, as this was to be expected. Even then, this much increase in power was immense. Even fully grown humans, even bushi, were very much incapable of causing redwood trees to shake just by punching their trunks. Jin eyed his knuckles and grinned; barely ten seconds had passed and already the redness had disappeared. 
 
    It’d be great if I could find an elemental-type Magical Beast… but just running into one—even if it was a mutant-type—was already a miracle. After all, with only his Fire Salamander available to him, compatibility with all other Magical Beast Cores was… tenuous at best. 
 
    Beast Cores weren’t universal in the upgrades they offered to a mage. Compatibility was a huge factor in determining the effectiveness of Beast Cores. Jin’s Fire Salamander, for example, was hugely incompatible with the Earth-Shaker Boar’s core as the two shared no similar traits. The energies of the boar’s Beast Core would be housed in the essence of his Fire Salamander, thus vastly reducing whatever enhancements Jin might’ve otherwise received. If he’d carried something like a werewolf tattoo, for instance, then the Beast Core of the Earth-Shaker Boar would be housed in it instead, since werewolves were mutant-types. Hence, the enhancement he’d receive from the Earth-Shaker Boar would’ve been far greater. 
 
    His fist might’ve just fractured the whole tree and buried his forearm in it. 
 
    Alas, he would have to settle for this minor enhancement, which, all things considered, wasn’t all that minor, considering the fact that he was now stronger than any non-magical adult—at five years old. 
 
    Grinning, Jin grabbed several fruits and berries and climbed up the redwood tree, where he slept soundly as the sun dipped and the night blanketed the woods in darkness. Grizzly howls and unnatural sounds echoed across the woods, bounding between the trees. More than once had Jin awakened to the sound of rushing, heavy footsteps below him. He’d look down and find nothing—not that he could see perfectly in the darkness, but his mastery of the Feather-Moon Blade had honed his sight in low-light areas. 
 
    But Jin was reasonably certain that… something—several things actually—was looking at him. He couldn’t see who or what they were and neither could he feel their magical presence in the air; though, given how magically saturated the air was, his senses weren’t at their sharpest. However, he had lived through assassination attempt after assassination attempt in his previous life and that had honed a sixth sense of sorts, one that relied on nothing but his intuition. There were definitely eyes in the darkness, just watching him as he slept between the branches of the redwood tree. 
 
    Morning came soon after. 
 
    Jin climbed down the redwood tree and performed his morning stretches, before grabbing a handful of berries and fruits for his breakfast. Honestly, having to cook one’s food was so much of a hassle, compared to just plucking readily edible food right off branches and bushes. The fruits contained enough water in them to sate my thirst for a while, but I’m going to have to find a suitable water source soon… which might actually be harder than having to find another Magical Beast. 
 
    Well, the only thing he could do now was walk… somewhere. Sure, Jin didn’t really need as much food or as much water as normal people did, due to his innate and seemingly endless regeneration, but his throat still became dry after prolonged periods without drinking any water. While it wasn’t life threatening, the feeling was simply far too uncomfortable. Besides, even Magical Beasts needed to drink and they all lived here in the deep woods; he might just meet a few more if he managed to find a suitable water source. 
 
    It turned out there was a rapid river a mile east from where he’d burned the Earth-Shaker Boar’s carcass. Jin, of course, had stumbled into it an hour after walking around at random. Walking out of the tree line and grinning at the sight of the rushing waters, Jin stopped in his tracks almost immediately as his eyes fell upon a peculiar creature that wasn’t in any of the bestiaries in the library—and he’d know, since he memorized every single one. It stood across the rapid. 
 
    The creature itself appeared to be humanoid in general body shape in that it stood on two legs, had two arms, and had a single head on a neck above its shoulders, but that was where the similarities ended. Its skin was ashen in appearance, almost gray. Crimson, pulsating veins ran across its surface, almost like flowing magma. Its hands were blackened and its fingers ended in long, scything talons that looked about as long as Jin’s wakizashi and glinted like the purest silver. Its face was sort of humanoid, if he ignored its maw of daggers and blades, and fiery, red eyes that looked as though they were burning rubies. It was bald, but sprouting out of its forehead was a pair of curved, burning horns that stretched backward and upward. Tiny, silvery spikes circled along its scalp, like a crown of jagged bones and metal. Its legs were bestial and curved backward, and ended in sharp talons that looked as though they belonged to birds of prey. 
 
    The creature hovered above the ground. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed as he drew Agito. 
 
    This creature, whatever it was, was freakishly powerful. Its magical presence made the Earth-Shaker Boar seem like a tiny, little mouse in comparison. Heck, the fact Jin could very clearly sense its burning presence alone in this forest was already ringing alarm bells. Eyes narrowed, Jin bent low and prepared himself for an immediate escape. The creature didn’t seem interested in him, all things considered, and wasn’t even paying attention to him, if its eyes were any indication. It was looking at the water instead. 
 
    Alright, sudden movements are likely to invite its attention and I really don’t want that—damn, what the hell is this thing? Its magical presence is off the damn charts! Calming himself, Jin took a very slow step backward, followed by another, and then another, and another, until the tree line was mere inches from his back. 
 
    Okay… it’s not paying attention to me. That’s good. I’ll just have to find another water source and— 
 
    Its eyes snapped up and met Jin’s own. Ah shit. 
 
    The unnaturally powerful creature raised its hand and pointed a bladed finger at Jin. His body stiffened and suddenly the ground was a few inches under the soles of his boots. Jin’s eyes widened as he found himself unable to resist whatever magic this creature was using. He couldn’t even move his own mouth or blink his eyes as he slowly drifted over toward the horned thing with burning red eyes. Okay, calm down. I still have my wakizashi. 
 
    It was definitely using a very powerful form of telekinesis, which he didn’t think actually existed in this new world. None of the books he’d read ever mentioned such a thing! 
 
    Jin stopped moving toward the creature, but remained hovering… right above the rushing rapids. Ah, this thing has a crude sense of humor if— 
 
    Jin found himself staring into the creature’s burning eyes. He was certain it was studying him just as much as he was studying it. The Magical Beast, if it was that, seemed almost curious as it eyed him. Jin shuddered—up close, its magical presence was staggeringly powerful. It was like staring into the sun. The creature’s magic radiated outwards and was actively affecting the landscape around it. 
 
    His eyes widened. It’s the source of all the magic in the air! 
 
    Jin’s face was unfrozen, though the rest of his body remained unable to move despite his best efforts. He sighed and toned down his magical senses; the whole thing was giving him a migraine.  
 
    Jin gritted his teeth. “Just… what are you?” he asked. 
 
    The creature’s head tilted to the side as though it considered his question. It’s sapient—it understood me! 
 
    “The time is not right.” Its voice was like the grinding and breaking of rusted metal, like a chilling howl on a cold night. Its burning eyes bore into Jin’s as it spoke, “You will understand soon… Murasaki Jin. You will understand everything soon.” 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened as he felt its hold over his body suddenly disappear. “Wha—” 
 
    SPLASH! 
 
    And then there was only darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The water got into Jin’s eyes repeatedly. He squinted, mostly on instinct. The wet cold smothered him in its entirety. It entered his nose and ears, wracking his mind with confusion. His body spun and turned and flipped as the rushing river carried him further and further out. More than once Jin narrowly avoided a direct collision with a rock and far more than once he saved himself from drowning in a whirlpool. 
 
    His muscles ached and burned, despite the cold, and Jin had long since lost his own perception of time. Was the sun at the center of the sky? Was it nearing noon or was it afternoon? He did not know. Every fiber of his being, Jin devoted to staying alive—weaving his way through mazes of sharp and jagged rocks or swirling vortexes that threatened to swallow him whole if his senses and reflexes dulled even for a moment. The only thing keeping him alive through the onslaught of the icy waters was the magical heat of his Fire Salamander, alongside the scant physical upgrades he’d received from devouring the Earth-Shaker Boar’s core. 
 
    Without those, Jin would’ve surely died in the first two hours. 
 
    Breathe in… breathe out… kick and paddle… do not panic… panic is the way of death… breathe in through the mouth and breathe out through the nose... Jin repeated the words in his head. His body followed diligently. 
 
    Hamada never taught him to swim, but his friend, the Hollowed Knight, did and it was that barest knowledge that’d allowed him to survive. If Jin didn’t already know how to maneuver through strong currents, then he’d already be dead. Another thing I should be thanking you for, old friend. 
 
    Swimming to the riverbank, however, was all but impossible. Whenever he tried, the powerful forces of the river would simply pull him right back into its cold and murky currents. Jin knew, however, that rapids would eventually re-enter a much larger - and much calmer - river system. What he did not know was when it would. The only river he knew by heart was the Red River that ran near the Murasaki Castle. A nearby village, which belonged to his father, Hamada, fed their rice fields and vast plantations with the waters diverted from it. 
 
    Jin’s hope was that the rapid was a tributary to the Red River, and that it would soon rejoin the much larger body of water… however long it took. 
 
    It might’ve been hours. Jin wasn’t quite sure anymore. But after a long while of edging between breaths and a watery grave, the heir of the Murasaki Clan eventually found himself drifting along a much calmer body of water. It was still dragging him along, but far slower than before. Thinking quickly, Jin swam toward the river bank, kicking and paddling with feet and hands as hard and as quickly as he could. There were familiar, tall trees all around him and the air barely held any magic, as opposed to the highly saturated air in the deep woods. 
 
    Jin gasped and wheezed when his hands touched the dry land. It wasn’t mud, strangely enough. His vision was blurry. He steadied himself, catching his breath and allowing himself a moment of rest after what might’ve been hours upon hours of being drenched in ice cold waters and having to swim through mazes of rocks and debris. Well, I’ll be staying away from that section of the woods from now on. 
 
    That strange creature knew his name somehow, which implied the presence of controller-type abilities, alongside—Ah, no, telekinesis didn’t exist in this new world and couldn’t be categorized, which meant that thing… that demonic-looking creature that dwelled in the depths of the woods, whose eyes burned with furious flames, was a deviant-type. 
 
    The whole of Moyatani lived in fear of deviant-type Magical Beasts. There were stories and legends about the creatures walking out of the woods and causing entire villages and towns to disappear overnight. The last blood of the Imperial Family, who’d died over twenty years ago, was supposedly killed by a deviant-type when the young prince ran off into the woods to shake off his pursuers. 
 
    Whatever the case, the fact that Jin was still alive to even think about it was a miracle in and of itself. Though… his memories of the whole event were shaky and blurry at best. Just thinking about it physically hurt, like a bad migraine. This further implies the presence of psychic magic. I definitely remember seeing it, but my brain is refusing to show me what it looked like, which means it has somehow tampered with my memories. 
 
    What else am I forgetting? 
 
    His stomach twisted. 
 
    Jin shook his head and puked. There… much better. 
 
    When the blurriness of his vision finally faded, smoothened rocks and old moss met his gaze. Red flowers with long petals that ended in tiny tendril-like extensions sprouted from the wet crevices and earthen folds. Jin recognized them as bloodflowers, more commonly known as crimson flakes. Nobles often placed these flowers atop the graves of fallen kin, who died bravely in battle and upheld the clan’s honor on the battlefield. They were grim things that symbolized death, despite their luminous beauty. 
 
    Jin pushed himself up and groaned at the state of his clothes. Ah, I’m drenched. 
 
    Something splashed behind him—the sort of splash that something made when it broke through the water’s surface. Jin turned and his eyes widened. I can’t believe I hadn’t noticed sooner. 
 
    Jin rushed forward and reached into the water, pulling out his crimson-bladed companion, Agito, from the wet cold. He sighed. “Forgive me, my friend. I must have lost you in the rushing rapids. Thank you for returning to my side, Agito. Never again shall I abandon you.” 
 
    The sword seemed to hum in his hands, releasing a brief pulse that assured him of its continued loyalty. What a strange thing you are, Agito. Even in my previous world, living weapons only existed in the creative imaginations of mages. 
 
    Though his clothes were utterly drenched and the wind blew coldly, Jin walked on without a care in the world. Lesser men would have already perished from hypothermia, frozen in their own kimono. But his body barely felt the cold. The flames that burned and spread outward from his fire salamander tattoo were so hot that beads of sweat were actually forming on his forehead as though it was a warm and sunny day.  
 
    Jin strode on. Now… where the heck am I? 
 
    He had definitely made it into the Red River, that much was certain. Beneath the crystal clear waters were large and expansive swathes of crimson moss, which gave the river its famous name. Peasants often collected the moss for its antiseptic properties and sold it in large batches in local markets, or whenever caravans came in from the southlands. 
 
    The Red River is a part of father’s domain, which means I’m not far from home. Jin reasoned. I just need to find a road and— 
 
    He sniffed the air. 
 
    Something didn’t smell quite right. 
 
    He sniffed the air again and frowned. 
 
    Jin knew this smell all too well. It was the scent of the aftermath of slaughter. The winds carried death as they blew over him. 
 
    Eyes wide, Jin rushed forward, searching for the source of the smell. He gritted his teeth and hardened his grip over the handle of his blade. His wet hair fluttered backward as he ran with his full power with every step, vastly improved after his consumption of a Magical Beast Core. By Jin’s own estimation, he was already running faster than a horse, albeit only marginally faster. 
 
    The scent of the wind drove him further forward. 
 
    His eyes narrowed as rage bubbled in his chest. It was unmistakable now. 
 
    Who would dare attack my family’s lands?! 
 
    Jin ran as fast as his feet could carry him. The dirt on the ground parted and exploded with each step forward. The scent of death became stronger as he ran further and further into his father’s fief. There were numerous horse prints on the ground. They ran deep and left gashes in the soil with each step, which indicated the presence of heavy cavalry. A small army passed through here, likely numbering in a few hundred soldiers. All of them rode horses. This was either a night raid or a lightning attack. Either way, they came in hard and fast and had no time to wait for infantry to catch up. 
 
    This wasn’t a simple bandit raid. The largest band of brigands in Murasaki territory barely numbered in the hundreds and the only reason they hadn’t been wiped out yet was because Hamada didn’t want to risk the lives of his own soldiers in prolonged guerilla warfare. No, these were no mere outlaws. 
 
    Someone had come to invade his father’s territory, an actual army with an actual lord at its head. 
 
    The reality of it sunk in. And Jin’s wrath grew to even greater heights. Some lesser lord had come to invade their lands and plunder their wealth. I should’ve seen this coming. This far north, thousands of miles away from the seat of the Shogunate, errant lords were more likely to ignore the tenets of the peace and just do whatever suited them. 
 
    As he ran, Jin compiled a list of possible clans with enough military power to actually launch an attack on his family’s lands. The Hojo Clan is a likely culprit: they’d hated Jin’s father ever since he’d refused their trade deal. The Genji Clan has a large enough army to storm the Murasaki family castle, but why would they attack them? Then there were the Akuja and the Muramasa Clans, both of which were close enough and powerful enough to launch an attack. The Akuja Clan head does have an ongoing dispute with Hamada over mining rights. The Muramasa Clan, on the other hand, were old friends of the Murasaki family, making an attack from them incredibly unlikely. But they were the only clan that maintained a large population of horses, so Jin couldn’t rule them out. 
 
    But, regardless, whoever attacked them would be shown no mercy. It didn’t matter if they were former friends or immediate enemies. 
 
    When the landscape became familiar, Jin stopped and turned away from the path of the army and ran to the top of a nearby hill, which he recalled had overlooked two villages. The Murasaki castle could also be seen from there, but only barely and only when the weather permitted it. The hill served as an excellent vantage point. Jin found it strange how Hamada hadn’t bothered to construct a watchtower or a small outpost there as it was the perfect place for one. 
 
    Jin ran and reached the top almost immediately. At the peak, his eyes widened and his hands shook. 
 
    The two villages, both of them under the protection and care of his father, lay in ruins, reduced to rubble and ash. The scent of death and destruction was much clearer here. The bodies of the villagers were piled high and burned in the fields. The grain silos were looted and raided, leaving nothing but shattered wood and empty granaries. The farm animals had been taken as well. 
 
    Jin’s heart grew heavy as he ran down the hill. 
 
    Death lingered in his mind and vengeance burned in his soul. Whoever did this would pay a thousandfold and he, Murasaki Jin, would make sure of it. 
 
    He ran across the tattered village houses and burnt remains of whatever the peasants had constructed, and frowned. They didn’t have to kill innocent people. What sort of dishonorable cretin would raise his hand against the common folk? These people were just trying to survive and live peaceful lives. Whatever army had passed could have simply demanded the peasants to hand over their resources and Hamada would have forgiven them for doing so. Their lives were so much more important than rice and meat, both of which could be easily imported from southern territories. 
 
    The lord who allowed this was simply cruel for cruelty’s sake—spineless and dishonorable. No true warrior would ever raise a hand against peasants and yet the army that’d passed here had acted like brigands and outlaws, looting and pillaging. They acted like wild animals, and Jin would slaughter them like animals. 
 
    The road back to his home was long and desolate. Jin had counted every second and every step he took. There were signs of battle everywhere. Downed soldiers, wearing his clan’s colors and insignia. Alongside them were other soldiers who bore no colors and carried no flags. Their armors were of uniform design and their weapons were in excellent condition—two indicators that this attack was well-funded and the attacking army itself was well-provisioned. Whoever commissioned an attack on our lands was careful enough to cover his tracks. Without clan colors or insignias in their armor, every other neighboring clan could be a suspect of the attack. 
 
    Jin made his way into the woods, running into familiar trees and streams, where he’d once sparred and trained with his father. Following the road was a terrible idea. It was likely that the enemy was currently besieging Murasaki Castle. The beaten path would lead right into their base camp. And so, Jin continued onward underneath the shadows of the trees. His aim was the tiny creek that ran under the castle. 
 
    Very few people knew about the creek and even fewer knew the fact that it fed into the castle’s underbelly. The water system followed a series of furrows that diverted its course into a labyrinth of pipes that allowed the cooks and servants access to a constant source of fresh water. The creek itself, however, was hidden quite well. Magic was used, of course; a series of enchanted trees masked its presence and created an illusion that it wasn’t there at all. Even the sides of the castle, where the water fed into, was greatly disguised by magic—likely by one of the few Murasaki ancestors, who were skilled in the arts of enchanting. There was a door there, a hidden door that led into the courtyard. Hamada knew of it, but couldn’t use it. The whole thing was designed with magic in mind and only mages were capable of seeing it. 
 
    I could use it to sneak in and help fight. 
 
    When Jin finally reached the creek, he breathed out a sigh of relief when he saw that the castle was not burning. A crescent-shaped siege camp stood outside the walls of Castle Murasaki, however. There were no siege weapons, but they were likely under construction already. His father’s personal guards stood atop the walls and released volley after volley of arrows upon the camp.  
 
    The siege camp stretched out further ahead, but the trees obscured much of what he could see. 
 
    Jin looked out. The sun was already nearing the west. The winds were growing colder. Night was nearing rapidly, which—assuming the enemy leader was halfway intelligent—was a perfect time to launch an attack of some kind solely to deny the defenders any sleep. The tactic was crude, but effective. The attacks didn’t even have to be actual attacks, but feints, meant simply to draw out the defenders before retreating. 
 
    Sieges were battles of attrition, whoever broke first would lose. 
 
    The storehouses of Murasaki Castle, however, were filled with dried meats and bags of grain that were in enough numbers to last the defenders for a year if rationed properly. 
 
    Jin was rather confident of victory in the long run, even if it would be an extremely drawn out affair. There was, however, the issue of mages, whose presence could very easily flip the proverbial table. With the right mage, the enemy could simply blast a hole in the walls. However, considering they hadn’t already done so, it was likely that whatever mages they did have, if they had any, weren’t capable of blasting holes in the walls of his home. 
 
    Jin paused. 
 
    There were numerous footsteps approaching his immediate location. The creek wasn’t far ahead. This must be a scouting force of some kind. 
 
    Jin’s senses spread outward, blanketing a huge area of the woods. 
 
    There were five lifeforms approaching. The likelihood of them being enemy soldiers was quite high. Tsk… looks like I’ll have to take care of the trash outside the castle. 
 
    Jin groaned and gritted his teeth as he leapt up and pulled himself up the branches of the tall trees with ease. The enhanced strength really was quite handy. High above, Jin waited, Agito drawn and ready to kill in a moment’s notice. His companion sword was excited. It had been many decades since it had spilled the blood of men. 
 
    From a thicket of trees came five soldiers, whose armor bore no colors and no symbols. They carried long spears and wore open-faced helmets that marked them as Ashigaru, lesser warriors drawn in from peasant stock or mercenaries. They walked in an undisciplined manner, maintaining neither cohesion nor formation. One walked ahead of the rest, while another walked several steps behind. The three in the middle seemed to be enjoying a conversation. None of them bothered looking around. 
 
    Whatever the case, killing them would be easy. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed. Pesky little insects come to invade my home—this will not do. 
 
    As the enemy soldiers passed by under the branch he stood on, Jin pounced. Falling from the tops of the trees, Jin landed behind the enemy soldier who lagged behind. The man stiffened and noticed his landing, but was too late to stop Agito from piercing his forehead. The man’s eyes dulled and rolled back, not dead, but not quite alive either. 
 
    Before the others could react, Jin surged forward with his enhanced strength and speed. One, who stood farthest to the left, Jin disabled by jamming Agito into the man’s spinal column. His blade pierced through the armor as though it wasn’t there. The soldier fell to his knees, eyes wide with shock. His body twitched before falling backward, unmoving, but alive. 
 
    The other soldiers finally started to react. The two, who stood nearest to Jin, screamed in shock and outrage, raising their spears his way. 
 
    Jin, barely standing above their waists, bobbed and weaved through the cumbersome weapons. The first one fell when Jin stabbed him in the testicles. The other did not expect the cone of flames that suddenly emerged from Jin’s left hand as he pulled out his blooded wakizashi. The soldier screamed in pain and panic as he attempted to snuff out the flames that engulfed his frame. 
 
    Ignoring his screams, Jin bent low and surged forward at a blinding speed. The last soldier, who stood ahead of their “formation”, barely had time to react when Jin’s wakizashi met his thigh and came out the other side. The man fell forward, screaming and sputtering curses, now missing one leg. 
 
    “Tsk… little insects.” They were weak—far too weak. But they were animals all the same. 
 
    For a moment, Jin contemplated finishing them off. After all, one lay in a puddle of his own blood, clutching at his nether regions and screaming out every single prayer he could think of. Another rolled on the ground, writhing in pain and agony as magical flames slowly devoured his whole body. One lay paralyzed in silent horror, and the nearest one shuddered and paled at the loss of his leg. 
 
    “I almost wish you beasts hadn’t attacked my subjects; I would’ve given you all swifter and kinder deaths.” Jin spat on the ground before turning and walking away. They deserved to suffer—every last one of them deserved to die, slow, agonizing deaths. 
 
    And he would make it so. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A great pillar of crimson flames shot out into the sky. Magic bathed the air and electrified all of existence at once. The clouds parted. A soft humming sound played in the wind, like a constant buzzing of some distant bee. The afternoon sky, reddened by the slow descent of the sun, lit up in flames, and all fell under an ominous crimson light. Heat surged, pushing away the cold of winter. Ice sheets and icicles crumbled and melted instantly. 
 
    And then the pillar coalesced into a spear-like form, still massive, but now it was barely taller than a redwood tree, glowing with baleful flames. A red-robed mage stood atop a hill, just outside the range of the Murasaki archers. The only discernible thing about the mage was their feminine shape and, even then, Jin was mostly guessing. Much of the mage’s features were obscured by darkness and shadows, and – even then – she was so far away that Jin could hardly even begin to make out anything other than the massive spear of fire she held up with a single hand. 
 
    With practiced ease, the mage shifted her grip over the spear of magical flames and hoisted it, as if she was throwing a javelin. The enemy soldiers cheered and roared in response. The mage leveled her aim at the gates of Murasaki Castle.  
 
    She’s… oh no… she’s going to bust open the gate with— 
 
    Before Jin could even finish his thought, the red-robed mage hurled the massive spear of magical fire with such force that it blew away everything and everyone around her. At least a dozen men flew off into the tops of trees and several more who were not as lucky landed hard on their backs. The magical spear surged through the air, like a shooting star in the night sky. It moved so fast that it was only with his enhanced senses that Jin saw it moving at all. 
 
    Everything exploded. 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened as a wave of powerful, oppressive magical energies crashed against him, sending him tumbling into the illusory stream. His body fell underwater, shielding him from the radiant heatwave that followed. Jin’s Fire Salamander tattoo might have given him a resistance to mundane flames, but he wasn’t about to test it against magical fires. Even underwater, Jin felt the ground shaking as the force rippled across the natural world. 
 
    Who is that mage? Jin asked himself, incredulous as the magical fire almost boiled the surface of the water.  
 
    When it subsided, Jin pushed himself out of the water, the surface still steaming, and rushed toward the castle’s secret entrance. He didn’t bother turning to look at the enemies or their formations. He didn’t bother to think about how best to counter them. In that moment, the only thing that mattered to him was getting his father out of this whole mess. Everything else could wait – everything else could follow. The explosion likely would have ripped apart the gates and the walls right next to it, rendering the castle’s defensive advantage moot. Without the walls to hold back the incoming tide of enemy forces, there was really no point in staying. 
 
    Sure, there were still the inner walls to retreat to, but what was stopping the red-robed mage from just hurling another one of those ridiculous fire spears? 
 
    Then again, Hamada being Hamada, getting him to leave the castle and live to fight another day would be an uphill battle. 
 
    Jin rushed through the illusory pathway and found himself looking at an old area that was overgrown with weeds and grasses. Insects and tiny creatures had made this place their home in the generations when the Murasaki Clan hadn’t had any magic users in the family. The stream ran into a grated tunnel of sorts, which fed the water into the castle’s pipe system. There was an entrance in there somewhere, hidden amongst the actual growths and not in any illusion. 
 
    Jin held out his left hand—his Fire Salamander tattoo leaping from his chest to his arm—and unleashed a massive cone of flames that engulfed the undergrowth, bathing the ground in flames. 
 
    When the vines and the moss burned away, a metal door remained. It was plain and didn’t even have an actual lock attached to it, nor was it enchanted or enhanced with some potent magic. It was, for all intents and purposes, a very normal thing amidst the literal wall of illusions that surrounded it. 
 
    Jin returned the Fire Salamander tattoo to his chest and barreled through the door with the enhanced strength and durability that he’d gained from the Earth-Shaker’s Beast Core. The rusted metal door crumpled and barely halted his momentum as he ran through the darkened tunnels on the other side. Light crystals lined the walls, but activating them would take up what little precious time he still had left. Left without a choice, Jin channeled a tiny bit of magic into his eyes, allowing him to perceive the shapes in the darkness. It wasn’t true vision, but it was well enough that it allowed him to navigate in pitch-black environments. 
 
    Screams echoed in from outside as enemy soldiers stormed in through the breach in the castle walls—within an hour or so, the first section of the wall would be overrun with enemies. 
 
    The tunnels themselves were, thankfully, built to be simple and efficient. There were no traps or puzzles or hidden mechanisms to hinder his movements. It was, however, a winding path of seemingly endless stairways that ascended higher and higher until it reached the courtyard, which – by Jin’s own calculations – should be free of enemies at the moment, unless that damn mage had thrown another one of her fire spears and breached the inner walls. Jin ran until he reached the exit door and slammed into it. The door was thrashed open, left dangling on one hinge after he pushed through. 
 
    Once more, he found himself in an illusory space. Soldiers, wearing his family’s crest upon their armors, moved left and right in a surprisingly disciplined fashion. He’d have expected them to be much more panicked after that terrifying display of magical power. None of them noticed him, however, even the ones who briefly wandered into the tiny illusory space. Hamada’s not commanding them personally – not yet. The captain of the guard is here somewhere… aha! There he is, which means Hamada should be relaying his commands from inside the castle. 
 
    The skies had returned to their normal hue, though a slight crimson tinge remained – the remnants of that awesome fire spell. The air was still hot, however, though what heat remained was rapidly dissipating as the cold gradually returned. Looks like that spell took a lot out of her. 
 
    Jin wondered if Hamada had even expected his return at all, given all the… commotion. Was his test still in effect? Did he need to remain unseen and steal the family heirloom? It honestly wouldn’t be completely out of character for Hamada to reprimand him for revealing himself too soon and failing his test despite the damn storming that was currently happening. But then the opposite was just as likely. Tsk… dishonest and dishonorable people are far easier to understand and predict, he thought. I can always trust them to be dishonest and dishonorable. People like Hamada, on the other hand… making plans around them is much harder than I’d like. 
 
    Fine, he’d just have to proceed under the assumption that his test was still in effect. Jin could show himself to his father with the heirloom in hand or— 
 
    Or just grab the man and leave the hopeless situation behind them, which, considering Hamada’s pride and honor, wasn’t going to happen anytime soon unless he knocked his father out and dragged him out through the tunnels, but that probably wouldn’t end well. At the end of the day, this castle was just a castle and they could always just start from zero – they’d be alive, at least. Sure, the treasury would likely be ransacked and their riches stolen to fund the invading army, but no gold was worth their lives.  
 
    But the library was… a difficult matter. Could a powerful enough spell breach the demonic door’s enchantments? If not, then it would be safe and he could simply come back someday. If the enchantments weren’t infallible, however, then they really wouldn’t be getting much aside from what was likely already common knowledge among mages and some scandalous family secrets written down by his ancestors. Sure, a few of their books were probably priceless and irreplaceable but so were their lives! 
 
    Damnit! Why does everything have to be so damn complicated! 
 
    Well, then again, if there was one thing worth saving in the whole castle it was probably the Murasaki Clan heirloom. Everything else could be replaced or recovered later. What about the lives of our retainers? he asked himself. Are we to just leave them here while we flee for our lives? 
 
    The people of Moyatani reminded him of the Atlan people in his previous world: the supposed savages, who held honor above all else and venerated the art of combat as though it was their religion. Subjugating them had been a headache as they simply refused to surrender, even in the most hopeless of situations. The Atlans would rather die on their feet than live on their knees, so he, the Mage-Emperor, was forced to abandon his campaign upon their lands. By then, his only choice was to wipe their people from the face of the world and that… wasn’t a good option. It was his first and only defeat. The Atlans were left to their own devices even at the height of his power and his empire’s Golden Age, before the Hollowed Knight struck him down from his throne. 
 
    What the hell could he do to— 
 
    The ground shook, and the air shimmered. Foul magic glided down the winds as it blew over them from the mountains. Goosebumps peppered his skin. His hairs stood straight. And, when he looked up, dark gray storm clouds loomed high above, summoned by the will of a powerful mage. Lightning and thunder flashed between the folds of the gray masses in the heavens. The Murasaki retainers paused and looked up, the siege seemingly forgotten as a cackling billow of blue and white loomed over the world. 
 
    An officer dropped his weapon and fell to his knees, mouth agape and eyes glued to the skies above Murasaki Castle. Even Jin could not help but pause at the sight. Oh… that’s not fair. 
 
    That’s not fair at all. Jin had long accepted the fact that, in this new world, he would have to start from a place of weakness. He wouldn’t be the strongest, he wouldn’t be the one to stand above all, and he wouldn’t be feared and respected – not yet. All those things, in this new life as with the previous, were to be earned through blood, sweat, and a lot more blood. Even then, Jin’s wisdom and experience gave him an edge above his peers. 
 
    But this… well, he hadn’t expected this level of magical prowess in this world at all. He’d expected something much higher and much more powerful than his own repertoire, which was honestly just him being able to punch really hard and shoot flames out of his left hand, but magic of this magnitude was simply… dumbfounding. 
 
    Something moved amidst the clouds, a serpent of lightning and magic, swimming in the sky and casting its shadow over the castle. A massive blue dragon peered over and planted its gaze upon Jin’s home. Jin felt a lump in his throat. When it opened its mouth to roar, the sound from its maws was a deafening thunderclap that drowned out all other noises. Though unheard, Jin was certain that several of his clan’s retainers screamed as they ran into the castle. 
 
    The creature turned and locked eyes with him, almost as though it was singling him out from everyone else.  
 
    It wasn’t like any dragon he’d ever seen before. This one appeared to be one long neck. It was shaped more like a giant snake than a mighty dragon. Its face was still familiar in that it was definitely reptilian. But its horns were more akin to antlers, and its human-like beard, which drifted like a tattered cape in the wind, seemed out of place. Twin tendrils jutted out of its snout, writhing like tiny eels. Its scales cackled with lightning and magic, arcs of electrical energies storming out and weaving amidst the darkening skies, forming spider web patterns of blue and white. 
 
    The dragon snorted, white smoke billowing out of its nostrils. A white flash forced Jin to avert his gaze and cover his eyes with his right forearm. Deafened and blinded, Jin was helpless as a powerful wave of energy surged all around him. It electrocuted his body. His muscles contracted, preventing him from moving. His mouth hung open, but no sound emerged. Jin lost sight of the world itself, his magical senses exploding as he lost control. 
 
    His head rang with colors and sensations unknown to him. In the distance, two extremely bright magical auras dwarfed all others around them, like raging bonfires amidst tiny embers. They must have been the mages. Power swirled around them, and reality itself seemed to bend to their wills. Whoever these people were, they stood far above him—for now. They were gods among men, lords of destruction and devastation. The magic they wielded was approaching the same level of power as the Archmages in his previous world. 
 
    I swear… I will kill both of you! 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he was screaming. 
 
    He couldn’t hear anything. 
 
    Every single one of his senses failed him. 
 
    Something exploded. The ground shook and Jin stumbled to his knees. A wave of invisible forces flooded outward. Darkness filled his vision as he was blown back into the tunnel. 
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Jin awakened, heat filled his eyes immediately, like a wave of fire blazing over his pupils. He pushed himself up and rushed out the tunnel. Outside, the whole of Castle Murasaki was burning. The dead littered the ground, burnt and smoking husks, still clutching their weapons, their eyes burnt out of their sockets and mouths spread wide open in a quiet cry. Screams echoed from the innermost walls, nearest to the manor. The sounds of battle—clashing steel and the fatal groans that followed—raged on in the distance. 
 
    The secondary wall had crumbled completely, almost broken down to its foundation. The skies had cleared, but the effect of that dreadfully powerful spell was painfully clear.  
 
    They had lost the siege. With two walls broken down, it would only be a matter of time before the enemy breached the last wall, which led directly into the manor. How many men do we still have left? 
 
    Jin winced at the slightest movement, his muscles screaming with every tiny flex. None of it mattered. His grip over Agito’s handle tightened as he leapt out of the illusory space and grabbed hold of the edge of a window just above him, before pulling himself even higher to reach the tops of the roofs. He staggered for a moment, the clay roof tiles almost giving way as he stomped on them, but Jin found his balance. Though, he’d have fallen already if he was any heavier than he was now. 
 
    With slightly blurred eyes, Jin surveyed the remains of his home. The enemy forces were swarming through the gaps and breaches, through the shattered gates. What remained of the Murasaki retainers had holed themselves into a narrow corridor in front of the manor, where the walls had not been breached. A single pathway, however, lay open, where the enemies swarmed in, but found themselves bottlenecked and flanked. It was a simple, but effective strategy to deal with much greater numbers. Sooner or later, however, the scant few Murasaki retainers would tire and waver and then it’d be— 
 
    Hamada, in full armor, a snarling demon’s visage upon his face, charged in with his tachi. Ten men followed him – ten of their greatest warriors. Jin’s father was a whirlwind of death and steel. With every stroke of his sword, ten enemies fell dead. His followers were no less skilled, killing and swatting away the enemy forces as though they were naught but children with sticks and stones. Hamada was turning the tide of the battle. 
 
    As the carnage intensified, Jin made his move. 
 
    The heir of the Murasaki Clan stayed true to the teachings of the Feather-Moon Blade, moving unseen and unheard, at one with the shadows and the darkness. He passed through the makeshift barricades and camps of the enemy. A tiny part of his mind urged him to kill each and every one of them, but the better part of him refused such an illogical idea. Even if he personally felled a hundred warriors, that alone would not turn the tide. At this point, there was nothing he could do to secure victory for Hamada or force the invaders out of their home. 
 
    Victory, right then, meant survival. 
 
    With a heavy heart and gritted teeth, Jin turned and left the enemy soldiers to their own devices. 
 
    He continued on through the shadowed rooftops, leaping and jumping over the breaches and keeping himself out of sight. Not that anyone would bother looking up, considering the battle still raged on, but he needed to be careful, regardless. Hamada, however, was creating the perfect distraction as all eyes were on him and the ten champions who followed him. Somehow, without the aid of magic or magical weapons, Hamada was pushing back the tide, gaining ground against the onslaught of the invaders. Heads rolled, limbs flew, and entrails scattered as the eleven men waded through the narrow battlefield, like angels of death. 
 
    Jin followed the tops of the shattered walls until he reached the courtyard of the manor. The battle hadn’t yet gotten to the innermost reaches of the castle, but it was only a matter of time before Hamada wavered. I have to secure the family heirloom before that happens, he resolved. 
 
    Despite nearly every fiber of his being telling him that it was a stupid thing to be prioritizing, given the situation, another part of him somehow knew, on an instinctual level, that the heirloom wasn’t just a simple wooden box that was meant to be passed down through the generations. It wasn’t just a toy. It wasn’t just a decoration, even if it would do a poor job as one. No, that thing had a purpose and he wasn’t about to let it fall into the hands of his enemies. 
 
    When Jin stepped onto the grounds, however, it was only there that he noticed the shadowy figure that climbed in through the kitchen window, wreathed in black – nearly impossible to see, and he would have entirely failed to do so if not for his training on the arts of assassination with the Feather-Moon Blade. Jin’s eyes narrowed. Shinobi. 
 
    They were sending in the shadow warriors to infiltrate his home! 
 
    The fact that Jin noticed them at all, however, meant they weren’t nearly as skilled as his master—which meant he could kill them quite easily. 
 
    The manor was still populated by servants loyal to his family. A few soldiers stood with them, but Hamada had pulled every fighting man out to the thick of the battle. The hallways were dimly lit when Jin entered. Shadows lingered everywhere – in the corners and in almost every room. He stepped quietly, but quickly, his footsteps impossible to hear. The shinobi are probably waiting for my father to tire himself out and retreat into the manor. Once that happens, killing him would be easy. With Hamada dead, my family’s retainers will lose their spirits… and our army will lose cohesion and break. 
 
    Killing the shinobi wasn’t a difficult act in itself – one stab to the back of the neck and it’d be finished. No, the difficult part was finding them without getting noticed. That was the challenging part. It was made even more challenging by the fact that he didn’t know how many shinobi there were in his manor. He only knew that they were here and they hadn’t detected his presence yet. They’re likely not going to kill the servants—there would be no point. No… Hamada is a powerful warrior. They would know that as well. Even weakened and exhausted, he’d still be capable of killing them with ease. The only way for their ambush to work is if they all attacked at once, from a single angle. 
 
    They’ll be hiding at a single location, likely near the front entrance, where Hamada was most likely coming through once he was exhausted… which probably wouldn’t be happening for another hour, given the man’s ridiculous physical capabilities. The shinobi would also have to be at just the right distance from each other in order to maintain cohesion when they launched their ambush. Too close and they’d be spotted immediately. Too far and Hamada would have time to counter them. The only place they could attempt something like that was the living room, which Hamada would have to pass through once he entered the house. 
 
    Jin would have to find a way to draw them out first. 
 
    Crouched low, Jin snuck up toward the wall and grabbed one of the numerous weapons Hamada had hung up. Huh. I never thought these things would come in handy. 
 
    Jin grabbed a simple tanto and one shuriken, both likely dulled and withered. But neither of them were meant to be killing instruments – at least, not for his purposes. 
 
    Alright, let’s try a simple trick… 
 
    Sheathing Agito, Jin grabbed the shuriken and hurled it into the room, where it bounced against another weapon on the wall and bounded up at the ceiling. A brief gasp hit his ears immediately, so utterly quiet and faint that even Jin’s enhanced senses nearly failed to pick it up. He could have easily mistaken it for the wind, blowing in through the window. It came from the ceiling, closest to the southern wall. There’s a shinobi there. The Shuriken must have bounced toward them. 
 
    That was one down and an unknown number more to go. 
 
    Jin glanced up. The ceiling was bare – a lot of the wooden sheets and boards had been removed haphazardly to improve the outside defenses. Actually, aside from the blunt weapons on the walls, a lot of things from the interior of the manor had been removed, most especially anything made of ironwood. All that remained of the ceiling was its wooden beams. He could even see the second floor. 
 
    Jin leapt up and grabbed hold of a ledge, before pulling himself up onto one of the numerous ironwood beams that supported the second floor of the manor. His steps were light enough to not cause the wood to creak – not even the tiniest squeak had been created. At least, no sound ever reached his ears. His master, Nobito, probably would have heard him from another room, while talking to several people and drinking rice wine. 
 
    If the shinobi were anything like his master, then he never would have noticed them. 
 
    Wakizashi and dulled tanto in hand, Jin crept across the ironwood beams. He kept his eyes trailed over the shadows, watching and waiting for the tiniest of movements. One of the shinobi had given away their position, but he couldn’t discount the possibility of several others just lying in wait. After all, he’d drawn their attention now. They were likely already expecting someone or something to walk through the hallway and into the living room. 
 
    Emptiness met him. The shadows were bare and quiet, and every hiding place he could think of was empty. The shadow warriors were still definitely in the living room—he just couldn’t see them. Alright, these guys are pretty good. It’s time for plan number two. 
 
    Drawing them out through conventional means obviously wasn’t going to work. These shinobi weren’t nearly as good as his master, but they were trained killers with several years of experience. Even in his previous life, Jin had never really bothered much with the arts of assassination and subterfuge; he would be stealthy and quiet when needed, but killing someone from the shadows and striking them at their most vulnerable was an art that took many years to fully master. If the conventional means wasn’t going to work, then he would just have to rely on the more magical methods available. 
 
    Jin closed his eyes and focused inward. His magic was… strangely chaotic, but he didn’t need it to be calm for what he was about to do—if what he was about to do worked the same way in this world. He hadn’t thought to test this power yet. Magic was different in this world, but their worlds seemed to share more than he’d first assumed. He just hoped this power was one of them.  
 
     Breathing out a cold breath, Jin released a pulse of magic that bounded outward and expanded all across the manor, revealing every single life sign everywhere, from the tiniest spider to the quivering servants hiding under the bath houses. There were three shinobis in the living room and one mysterious figure standing just outside the family treasury. 
 
    He… honestly did not prefer this method. Relying on his magical powers too much would be his undoing, as it was in his previous life, but Jin’s choices were getting slimmer by the second. Forgive me, master, but I’ll have to forgo our lessons for now. 
 
    Without hesitation, Jin leapt into the living room and hurled the tanto point-first at the nearest shinobi, who was hiding just above behind the trimmed bamboo shoots. The tanto buried itself in the man’s right eye and jammed into his brain, killing him instantly. The others reacted, leaping out of their hiding places and rushing toward him with their weapons drawn. One’s coming in from the left and the other’s coming in from behind me. 
 
    Jin smirked. How delightfully predictable. 
 
    These amateurs were nothing like his master, who would have shot him with a poisoned dart the moment his feet touched the floor. These “assassins” were using actual swords, instead of attacking from a distance. If Jin had to guess, these were likely the runts of whatever shinobi clan they’d come from – the worst of the worst. It was either that or this was simply their first mission and they weren’t nearly as well trained as Jin had first thought. Strange. Those mages back there likely cost a great deal of money to hire… did they run out of cash to pay the shinobi clans? Assassins are not cheap. 
 
    It made some sense—war was costly and this was no small army. 
 
    Either way, dealing with them would be child’s play. 
 
    The one from the left’s gonna reach me first—ah yes. Jin sidestepped the shinobi’s blade and turned, watching as the assassin’s eyes widened at Jin’s superior speed. The other one arrived soon after, but his attack was halted as his ally blocked his path. Time seemed to grind down to a halt. 
 
    Jin smirked as Agito flashed through the air and pierced the man’s jaw, straight into his brain and out his scalp. The assassin’s eyes glazed over, paralyzed, before Jin pushed him forward and freed his wakizashi. The other shinobi screamed in outrage before rushing him, his movements made sloppy by emotional turmoil. 
 
    The assassin’s blade flashed. Jin sidestepped the thrust and counterattacked by slicing off the man’s sword hand at the wrist. The shinobi’s eyes widened. Before a scream of pain could emerge from his mouth, however, Jin’s blade surged through the air and sliced through the assassin’s neck, decapitating him instantly. The masked head fell with a thud, rolling on the floor and spurting blood. 
 
    The corpse stood still, headless, almost frozen in time, as Jin walked away. With a casual flick of his wrist, all the blood that’d clung onto Agito’s blade spattered into the wall. 
 
    Jin rushed down to the treasury. No guards bowed or saluted him this time. Only the darkened walls and the cold air met him as he descended the shadowy stairway.  
 
    There was someone there, likely another shinobi. Is it a rogue element, who’s trying to get a bigger piece of the reward before anyone else could? he asked himself. It didn’t make sense for a single enemy to be here, ahead of the army, when they could just wait for the castle to be taken. 
 
    Besides the gold and the jewels, the only other things of value were the living weapons that chose their wielders, and the family heirloom, which probably wasn’t valuable to anyone outside the clan itself, but Jin couldn’t make assumptions. 
 
    Whatever the case, Jin would simply cut them down as well. 
 
    When he reached the bottom of the stairs, Jin found a lone figure standing right in front of the treasury door, which hung open. The bowls already burned brightly from the inside, which meant the man had already been there earlier. Jin paused, his eyes narrowing. He hasn’t taken anything from the treasury… 
 
    The figure wasn’t dressed like the shinobi. For one, he wore brightly colored robes that stuck out even in the shadows – bright red and pink, with swirling patterns that were common among southern nobles. A single katana hung at his hip and he carried no other weapons. The mysterious figure stood there, waiting. 
 
    “So, this is the Murasaki clan’s fabled treasury.” The man spoke out loud, slowly unsheathing his blade.  
 
    Jin wanted to rush forward and kill him with a single, decisive strike, but his instincts screamed death. So Jin stood back, eyes narrowed as he waited for the intruder to do… something.  
 
    “Even in the south,” the man continued, “your family’s exploits are legendary. There are a few of us, however, who are aware of your true origins… demon spawn.” 
 
    The man turned, grinning. Where his robes were open at the front, a Phoenix tattoo shone on his bare chest and a Turtle tattoo marked his exposed left forearm. He was young, likely much younger than Hamada, but his hair was unkempt and wild. The man’s eyes oozed bloodlust and excitement. 
 
    Their eyes met. “Ah, you must be the latest demon spawn in your family.” 
 
    His eyes fell on Jin’s chest, where his Fire Salamander tattoo resided. “And you have the ability to wield magic at such a young age. My intervention was indeed a timely one. If I had waited a few more years, you might have grown far too strong for me to kill, little demon of the Murasaki Clan.” 
 
    The man raised his katana, grinning madly. His voice was filled with venom, “I, Yamamoto Gamashiki, will end your foul bloodline.”  
 
    Jin spat on the floor and lowered himself into the Leaping-Tail Stance. If he had any chance of winning against a fellow mage, it’d be with a single attack. The man’s words barely made any sense, but he could process his ramblings later. Right now, the only thing on Jin’s mind was death. “You talk too much.” 
 
    Jin surged forward, faster than he’d ever been before with his enhanced speed and strength. Even his enemy, Yamamoto Gamishiki, was clearly surprised as he frantically raised his sword for a block. Scale-like patterns shimmered in the air as Jin’s wakizashi met the edge of the man’s katana. 
 
    Or so Jin thought. 
 
    The edge of Agito never touched the metal of Gamishiki’s sword; it had, instead, stopped at some kind of magical barrier. Jin’s eyes narrowed at the Turtle tattoo on his enemy’s forearm. It’s definitely a defensive ability, he noted. 
 
    Thinking quickly, Jin’s right foot surged forward for a kick to the man’s lower jaw. Gamishiki blocked his foot, however, and forced Jin back into the ground.  
 
    Undeterred, the heir of the Murasaki Clan whirled mid-air and slashed open his enemy’s right thigh, but then a powerful kick met Jin’s exposed stomach and sent him flying back to the stairs. 
 
    Before he could even recover, Gamashiki was on him instantly.  
 
    Gone was the rabid look on the man’s face—in its place was the stone cold mask of a hardened killer. Gamishiki wrapped his left hand around Jin’s throat, lifted him off the ground, and squeezed. “You really are the one, aren’t you? No child should have this much power and here you are. I cannot allow you to live, demon.” 
 
    Shit shit shit! Jin’s mind raced as kicked at the man’s exposed torso. At this rate, he wouldn’t die from asphyxiation, but from a broken neck. Time slowed down as his heartbeats rumbled in his ears, like drums in the deep. Think! What can I do to get out of this? 
 
    His eyes scanned all around but found nothing. Agito was on the floor, just waiting for him to pick it up. Moving his Fire Salamander tattoo onto his forearm to unleash a blast of flames at Gamashiki’s face would mean the sudden removal of his increased durability, which would mean his neck was going to snap before he could even release so much as a spark.  
 
    The skin of his face was getting colder by the second. 
 
    What could I do—what… wait a minute… 
 
    Gamashiki’s mistake was in choosing to choke the life out of him, instead of just stabbing him outright. Then again, what adult wouldn’t underestimate a talented five-year-old? 
 
    Jin gathered all his strength into his right arm and grasped onto Gamashiki’s wrist. Just have to find the joint and— 
 
    Though his fingers were tiny, each one of them had the same durability as a steel nail. So when Jin plunged his “tiny” fingers into Gamashiki’s wrist joint, specifically into his wrist’s articular disk, the effects were far more dramatic. 
 
    Gamashiki’s eyes widened as Jin twisted and pulled, shattering his wrist instantly. Gamashiki pulled his left hand back and raised his katana with his right, intent on cutting Jin in half while he was still in mid-air. 
 
    Jin, however, was quicker. 
 
    Before Gamashiki could even gather strength on his right shoulder, Jin held out his left hand and unleashed a cone of concentrated magical flames at the man’s face. The older man screamed and dropped his weapon as he reached up to clutch his face. Whatever Gamashiki’s Phoenix tattoo did, it certainly didn’t protect him from fire damage. 
 
    Jin fell to the ground and coughed wildly, clutching at his throat as Gamashiki screamed. Braving through the pain, however, Jin grabbed Agito and surged forward. 
 
    Gamashiki’s screams died in his throat as Jin’s wakizashi pierced through his kidney. Shocked, the older warrior couldn’t muster a proper defense as Jin pulled his sword back and thrust again. This time, the tip of Agito ran right into Gamashiki’s rib cage and into his heart. Jin wasn’t finished, however, as he reared back for the final time and swept his blade low, slicing off both Gamishiki’s legs in one fell swoop. 
 
    “You… damn… demon…” 
 
    His enemy fell to the floor, bleeding and rapidly dying. Curious, Jin looked on as the mage’s tattoos seemed to fade from his skin, dissipating into the air as pure magical energy. Spectral shapes hovered in the air and Jin felt a familiar pull of power from his left hand. Almost on instinct, Jin raised forward his left forearm and sent out a sliver of magic. The remains of the dissipating energies coalesced into his palms and new features appeared on his Fire Salamander—three feathers on its head, alongside a shell-like pattern on both its forearms.  
 
    Jin eyed his forearm and raised an eyebrow. Okay, I’ll have to test that later. 
 
    Without casting his downed foe another glance, Jin rushed into the treasury, grabbed the family heirloom, and ran back out. All the other treasures were of no consequence. The living weapons were unique and irreplaceable, but Jin didn’t care much for them with Agito already at his side. He ascended the stairs as quickly as he could, legs screaming from exhaustion. 
 
    When he finally reached the top, Jin was met by Hamada, who stood panting and bloodied, grasping his massive tachi with one hand. His father’s eyes widened for a moment as they fell on the object in Jin’s left hand. Hamada let out a mirthless chuckle. His father was bleeding from a wound on his stomach. Blood and sweat trailed down the side of his face.  
 
    He spoke with a ragged, exhausted voice. “You’ve passed the test, my son.” 
 
    Jin nodded. Hamada’s wound was deep and who knew what other wounds he’d sustained in that melee. He’s going to die no matter what I do… 
 
    Hamada fell to his knees and laid a hand on Jin’s left shoulder. “My son, take the heirloom and escape. The enemy will breach the inner walls soon… we have very little time.” 
 
    His father spat blood and coughed violently. Jin stood still and waited for the man to continue speaking. “We have been betrayed. These soldiers are men of the Muramasa Clan. I never would have figured it out if I hadn’t fought one of their champions.” 
 
    Hamada’s eyes steeled. “Avenge me, my son—avenge our family. Gain strength and power, and grow to become the legend you were meant to be – the Kensei.” 
 
    Jin looked on as Hamada forced himself back on his feet. “I do not know how you entered the castle, but now you must find a way out. Go south, my brother will welcome you into his household with open arms. Just… show him the heirloom. He will understand.” 
 
    Jin nodded. He took a step forward and paused. There was a strange and unwelcome sensation in his heart – a phantom pain that’d come about in the absence of swords. Tears welled in the corners of his eyes. Jin looked up to see his father looking down at him with a smile on his bloodied face. “I am proud of you, my son.” 
 
    His father turned and drew a heavy breath. “Now go! I will hold back the enemy for as long as I can.” 
 
    Jin failed to find his voice. There were… so many things he wanted to say to the man. So many things he wanted to thank him for. He’d never had a father before and… it felt nice to have one – even if he was about to lose him forever. Jin turned toward the open window and sighed. Moonlight shined in from outside, where the noises of battle raged on. Jin could tell, however, that their warriors were losing. What was happening now was a last stand—a fight to the death. 
 
    Jin huffed, “Don’t die too quickly, old man.” 
 
    Hamada chuckled. “I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jin smiled as he stepped forward, bent down, and grabbed a hare by its ears. The tiny woodland creature struggled in his grasp, but Jin simply held on. He reached forward with a free hand and wrapped his fingers around the animal’s neck. With only the smallest of movements, he snapped the creature’s neck, killing it instantly.  
 
    Jin raised the still-warm corpse to his eye. He was never fond of the animal’s taste. Hamada particularly enjoyed them, but he never really found the difference between them and old chicken. Yes, that was it—hare tasted like old chicken. But given the circumstances, this would be a substantial meal.  
 
    “This will do nicely,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    Jin turned and carried the hare’s corpse back to his makeshift campsite. In the middle of the flat clearing was a still-burning campfire, amber flames crackling within a circle of white stones. Built over it was a spit, fashioned from bamboo and hardwood. A bowl-shaped helmet, taken from a fallen soldier, hung from the spit, fresh water boiling in it. A few inches away from the fire, wild mushrooms and carrots, already cleaned and chopped, waited for him on a disc-shaped stone.  
 
    Sighing, Jin laid the hare upon the flat surface of a wide rock and took out Agito. He opened its stomach first and pulled out its organs. He threw away most of the innards, save for the heart and the liver. Next, he skinned the creature and sliced off its head, its forehands, and hind feet. That was a lot harder than I remembered, he thought. 
 
    Even in his previous life, Jin had stopped skinning and preparing his own meals at about thirty years old, and it only became easier when he assumed the title of Mage-Emperor and sat upon the highest throne. Sparring with Hamada seemed far easier than making sure he didn’t remove too much of the meat each time he moved Agito’s blade between muscle and skin. Thankfully, Jin remembered enough of his previous childhood not to mess it up entirely. 
 
    My previous childhood… He paused, blood dripping off Agito’s edge as his eyes stared off into the distance, unseeing and uncaring for the briefest of moments. At the back of his mind, Jin heard the childish laughter, the scant moments in the afternoon when he and his friends would bathe in the nearby river, the cold nights when his mother would sing him songs that lulled him to sleep. My mother… 
 
    It was her death that had spurned him on to the path of power, to the path to the highest throne.  
 
    So why couldn’t he remember what she looked like? Her voice, still singing in his memories, was clear and concise and he knew it to be her without a doubt, but his memories carried nothing of her face. 
 
    That I should live in one life without a father and in another without a mother is rather ironic. Jin chuckled as he chopped the rabbit into eight equal pieces and tossed them into the pot of boiling water, before grabbing the vegetables and shoving them in too. His thoughts hadn’t lingered on his mother for a very long time – quite a strange happenstance, considering she was the reason for everything, the spark that started the roaring inferno that was his eventual conquest.  
 
    Huh, looking back, I did lose my mother when I was only five years old… and now I have just lost my father and am still five-years old. That’s another bout of cosmic irony, if there ever was one. Actually, the thought might not have been as ludicrous as it sounded. After all, instances of complete coincidence were few and far between, and he wasn’t about to believe that the forces that planted him in this world would do something as banal as coincidence. No, it had been a cosmic design.  
 
    Or something like that… Jin was too tired to ponder on the nature of fate and existence. He could do that later, when he reached his uncle’s little village. Come to think of it, Jin had never visited his uncle’s lands before. Then again, he never really knew much about his deceased mother’s family. All he knew of the man was that he was beloved by the peasant folk he ruled over, and that he was a kind and just lord, who ensured the safety and wellbeing of his people. Well, those are the rumors, but I’ll have to see for myself when I get there. 
 
    At the very least, his uncle seemed like a decent lord who didn’t abuse his power – not like all the other degenerate lords, who literally stepped on the peasants who they were supposed to be protecting. Hamada was… complicated. On one hand, he didn’t really abuse their peasants or tread on their rights in any way. On the other hand, he really didn’t involve himself on their affairs, not even a little bit, which was detrimental  
 
    Jin stood up. The stew would likely take an hour of constant boiling to finish cooking. It wouldn’t taste particularly good, but it wouldn’t be particularly bad either, despite the clear lack of salt or anything that would add any flavor to the dish. It would be hearty and filling, and both of those qualities were good enough for a meal in the forest. Besides, hare stew with mushrooms and carrots seemed far healthier than rice and fish.  
 
    He glanced down at his bloodied hands and clothes, and sighed. I’m gonna have to clean up a bit. 
 
    Luckily, Jin had built his campsite right next to a stream, where cold fresh water flowed in from the snowy mountains in the north. He walked off eastward, where the soft, but constant rushing of the stream echoed out into the clearing. It was only a few feet away, by his not-so-inaccurate estimation.  
 
    There were fishes there as well, but they were of the smaller variety and he didn’t exactly have a net to catch them with; alas, fish stew was off the menu for now. The larger water systems, however, would likely hold quite a bit of salmon and trout. Unfortunately, he wasn’t anywhere near any of the major rivers and going out of his way to catch fish would waste way too much of his valuable time.  
 
    Jin made his way into the stream and knelt down at its rocky banks. Grabbing Agito, he placed the whole of the blade into the cold water and looked on in silence as the currents washed away the blood that’d clung onto the deep crimson metal. Agito felt agitated and restless, like a wild animal just waiting to lash out at the nearest victim. He couldn’t blame his companion, however, as their nights in the woods had not been restful or quiet. Dark shadows lingered below Jin’s eyes as he pulled Agito out of the water and quietly noted how the blade seemed… much darker somehow. It used to be closer to the color of blood, but now it seemed far more intense – deeper in shade.  
 
    Next, Jin removed his kimono and dipped it into the water. Thankfully, the blood hadn’t dried up yet and most of it simply dissipated into the water, though quite a bit did stick to his clothes and remained as dark brown blotches at the edges of his sleeves. That’ll do. 
 
    For a moment, Jin’s mind drifted back to that horrible night when most of his clan was slaughtered. He’d tried to save as many as he could, but he would’ve died if he’d stayed any longer than was necessary and it seemed fate hadn’t thought of his kinsmen as necessary. Jin was certain there were a few who escaped the slaughter—not every single Murasaki lived in the castle and there were plenty more who traveled around Moyatani as adventurers. They were members of the branch families; still technically of his blood, but not quite close enough to inherit anything—and, truth be told, he didn’t care much about them. The branch families were too far away to really matter to him or affect his life in any way, save for those who remained in Murasaki Castle as a part of Hamada’s personal retinue. Of the main family, Hamada and Jin were all that was left. 
 
     And now, he was the sole member of the main family.  
 
    I’ll avenge all of you… every single one—even our servants. Jin thought bitterly, eyes staring out into nothingness. He had lost almost everything that mattered to him. The library, where he studied alone for hours and hours, without end; he wouldn’t be accessing that place anytime soon—at least, not without an army at his back. It did comfort him, somewhat, knowing the enemy wouldn’t be able to enter his clan’s repository of knowledge.  
 
    The treasury, however, would likely have been ransacked. Everything of value would’ve been looted and distributed amongst the troops. The living weapons were an odd sort. They were extraordinary things with unnatural properties that set them a magnitude above most other weapons, but they also chose their own wielder and, thus, couldn’t be taken alongside the other treasures.  
 
    Now, the only thing he had left was the heirloom, Agito, the clothes on his back, and his life.  
 
    After cleaning the rest of his clothes, Jin used his newfound abilities to dry them instantly. One of the few things he figured out after absorbing the tiny bits of essence from the corpse of Yamamoto Gamashiki was that his Fire Salamander now boasted additional powers. In addition to the usual flame blast, Jin could now unleash and control an incredibly hot gust of wind from his left forearm, which he used to dry his clothes. The ability had likely come from the Gamashiki’s Phoenix, which – in its full potential – could create lethal firestorms from its wings and create powerful gales that shattered entire houses and toppled entire castles, one of the few legendary beasts that were impossibly difficult to acquire. Its weakness, when used by mages, however, was that it wasn’t powerful when used in tight spaces as its potential for wanton destruction posed a threat to everything—including its user. Hence why Jin hadn’t seen Gamashiki use this particular Beast’s abilities. Unlike Jin’s Fire Salamander, the Phoenix did not grant any flame resistance.  
 
    Hanging his clothes on some branches, Jin merely waved his hand and willed forth a hot gust of wind that quickly dried them out. His ability wasn’t nearly as powerful as the real thing, but it was useful enough and could grow to be even stronger with the right Beast Cores. The Turtle tattoo, which had been incorporated into his Fire Salamander in the form of shell-like patterns on its forearms, allowed him to summon a wall of flames from the ground that he could not control. It would flicker away after about a minute. The wall itself was much taller than him – about ten feet high and six feet wide. It also burned far hotter than his usual flames and couldn’t be extinguished.  
 
    The ability was strange, but actually quite helpful.  
 
    None of those compared, however, to the physical bonuses Jin received once he moved the tattoo to his chest. The Fire Salamander, by itself, granted him an insane body heat that would kill most people, but allowed him to survive in the dead of winter, shirtless. After Jin absorbed the Earth-Shaker Boar’s core, the Fire Salamander mutated and granted him increased strength, speed, and durability.  
 
    The Turtle’s addition was the appearance of shell-like plates on both his forearms, almost resembling a Turtle’s shell, but not quite. They covered his left forearm all the way to the knuckles, but stopped at the wrist on the right. The plates were rock-hard, but almost weightless and they didn’t hinder his movements. Jutting outward a few inches, the shell-like plate closely resembled a buckler in function, though not in form. Essentially, he’d received a shield on his left forearm and a gauntlet on his right.  
 
    The Phoenix, tiny though its addition was, vastly increased his natural regeneration. His magic alone was capable of repairing deep wounds and broken bones within hours or minutes. Torn muscles and ligaments would be fine after two or three hours. With the Phoenix, or its feathers, his regeneration pumped up to insane degrees. Now, he could heal a broken bone in seconds and some wounds simply healed so fast Jin hardly noticed they were ever there to begin with.  
 
    Though, it did beg the question of how he was able to kill Yamamoto Gamashiki when the Phoenix was definitely on the man’s chest when he died. That… was something he needed to investigate at some point. Somehow, Gamashiki’s regeneration simply didn’t do anything to save him when it should’ve prevented him from even gaining wounds in the first place, considering Jin’s version of the Phoenix was but a shadow of its true power.  
 
    So why didn’t Gamashiki regenerate?  
 
    Jin had to prevent the same thing from happening to him, which meant he’d need to train and train and train some more. Studying would have been preferable, but it wasn’t as though the library was available to him. Besides, there was a certain beauty in trial and error, in learning through repeated mistakes and experience.  
 
    When Jin returned to his campsite a half hour later, he found the boiling pot of hare and vegetable stew had cooked down to about half its original level, which meant he’d overcooked everything, but the broth was probably going to be good.  
 
    With the Fire Salamander tattoo on his chest, Jin grabbed the red-hot piece of metal and laid it down on the ground away from the fire. It felt warm in his hands, like a hot towel on a cold day—other people’s palms probably would have melted and stuck to the surface of the metal.  
 
    Jin ate in the comfortable silence that followed. The only noises were those of the woods, the creatures, the soft gush of the wind, and the constant crackling of the flames in the middle of his campsite. His meal tasted like boiled water and some stuff in it. Really, it didn’t taste like anything at all. It was hearty and balanced and filling and that was all that mattered to him. Though Jin couldn’t eat it nearly as quickly as he’d have liked. 
 
    The sun was already nearing the end of its cycle. Night would come soon and that meant— 
 
    Howls echoed in the distance – several bestial, ghastly howls that reverberated all across the woods, through the trees and the leaves. They weren’t made by wolves, Jin knew. After all, they had been chasing him every single night for the last three days, since he’d escaped from Murasaki Castle and began making his way south through the forests to remain hidden.  
 
    He’d never seen the beasts, but Jin knew they were of magical nature. He also knew they were far too large to be actual wolves. Jin had searched for them one morning and found massive footprints that could have belonged to a canine creature… if said creature was about three times larger than even the largest wolves—and the wolves of the woods grew to immense sizes, often nearing horses. 
 
    Whatever creatures were after him were definitely even bigger.  
 
    The first possibility that came to Jin almost instantly was that he was being hunted by a pack of Werewolves. The creatures did exist in this world, but were one of the very few Magical Beasts that simply could not be tamed or even bound; they were simply too malicious and wild to ever allow themselves to become magical conduits. They were, however, occasionally harvested for their Mutant Cores.  
 
    The possibility of them being his pursuers was low; Werewolves were very much willing and capable of attacking in broad daylight, whilst Jin’s pursuers ceased their hunt the moment dawn broke and sunlight flooded the woods. They’d return immediately after sunset, howling in the distance, getting closer each time the sun dipped below the horizon.  
 
    They were either afraid of sunlight or sunlight harmed them, or both, which gave Jin the second possibility of these being Shadow Wolves. The ghastly, spectral beings of shadow and blood were mentioned numerous times in the library. They were one of the most sought-after Magical Beasts by assassins and spies. The creatures had the ability to become one with shadows and darkness, moving through them as a shark would move through the ocean. And they hungered not for living flesh, but for magic, which meant they only hunted other Magical Beasts or, in Jin’s case, mages. However, their one glaring weakness was that the slightest touch of sunlight would cause irreparable damage to their bodies, which carried over to whatever foolish mage had tamed the creatures. 
 
    There was an entire group of mages who spent the whole daytime asleep and hidden away from the sun because they thought being able to meld with shadows and darkness was a good trade off. What’s the point of gaining power if you can’t enjoy your life in the meantime?  
 
    Shadow Wolves were the most likely option, given his circumstances. Werewolves were an unlikely possibility, but a possibility nonetheless. Jin hoped, however, that he’d just have to deal with the Magical Beasts with a crippling weakness for sunburns. Otherwise… things would go south really quickly and not in a good way. Honestly, I’m not sure if I can fend off a pack of Werewolves without losing an arm or two. Those things are not to be messed with, but Shadow Wolves, on the other hand… 
 
    Jin could fight them off with his flames. Werewolves were an entirely different story. There was, after all, a very good reason why even the most foolish of mages banded together to form a ten-man squadron when taking on Werewolf packs and, even then, victory wasn’t always assured, which meant Jin couldn’t really stay long enough in one place to catch a glimpse of them. Both Werewolves and Shadow Wolves were far faster than him and could easily catch up to him if he were within seeing distance. 
 
    S when the howls echoed in the distant trees, Jin immediately placed down the unfinished bowl of stew and sprinted southward, running as fast he physically could – just a tiny bit slower than the fastest horse and with a hundred times the stamina. The ground cracked and exploded with every step. Tiny creatures and beasts parted before him. Jin ran and ran until the sun finally breathed out its last and dipped into the distant west. The howling repeated and Jin was under no illusion that they weren’t moving directly toward him.  
 
    Damnit! How are they catching up to me even faster than the last time? 
 
    Indeed, his pursuers were growing faster each time the sun settled. It was gradual, but Jin quickly noted it after the third day, when they were just marginally faster than they were on the second day. Was it a game of some kind? Surely, their speed wasn’t somehow limited by the number of nights they spent hunting their prey. It sounds… inefficient. No, they were acting like cats – cruelly playing with their victims before going in for the kill. 
 
    Jin was so far into the forests that he could run in a single direction for two days and never see any sign of civilization… which meant his pursuers could take their time chasing him for at least another two days.  
 
    As Jin ran, something moved at the edge of his senses. It was a small creature, barely larger than the palm of his hand, bright and golden, crackling about with unrestrained arcs of lightning. Jin’s mind raced. He recalled seeing a creature like this in one of the books in the library. The soft, yellowish glow was unmistakable and so was the electrical field that constantly followed it. Is that… a Lightning Bug? 
 
    The creature moved right onto his path and Jin, burned by his own momentum, could not stop in time as he barreled right into the animal. He was instantly paralyzed as electricity flooded his system. Suddenly freezing, but still carrying plenty of momentum, Jin flipped over his head and fell into a ravine.  
 
    By the time his paralysis wore off, Jin just had enough time to take in a short breath of air before splashing into the shallow creek at the bottom.  
 
    Howls echoed nearby. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His home was burning. 
 
    Everything he knew and loved was burning in the distance. 
 
    The great crackling fire echoed out as Jin stood at the edge of the distant tree line of the western woods. The screams and shouts hit his ears, like a thundering drum. They were laughing and celebrating as they slaughtered through the remnants of his beloved home. Scores of armored men walked to and from the castle gates, bearing aloft great glimmering chests filled with gold and jewels – pilfered from the treasury, no doubt. 
 
    Jin gritted his teeth. He wanted nothing more than to charge back in there and slaughter every last one of the invaders who dared desecrate his home. Slitting their throats one by one once they fall asleep after their gruesome merriment was another option – a much safer one. 
 
    But the commander in him really couldn’t fault the soldiers for following the orders given to them. These people, barbaric and ill-mannered cretins though they were, did not come here of their own accord. They didn’t attack the lands of the Murasaki Clan just because they felt like it. No, someone was in charge of all this – the real enemy. 
 
    The Muramasa Clan will pay for what they’ve done to my family. His thoughts turned dark. Agito hummed at his hip, feeding on the negative emotions that radiated from its master. Jin’s hands closed into fists, shaking. I will kill all of you, down to the last child and the last servant. I’ll even kill all your damn pets for good measure. And the damn plants too! 
 
    All of them… they will all die—painfully. Oh no, their deaths wouldn’t be painless and quiet. He would ensure their suffering – hours and hours of constant torture. He’d even find a good healing spell just to make sure they don’t die outright. Jin would flay the head of the Muramasa Clan alive – then heal him, and salt his wounds, only to begin the cycle over again. Flay, heal, salt. Over and over.  
 
    The rest of the family can die by a thousand cuts – or maybe a hundred thousand. Their children he would feed to the dogs and the wild creatures. 
 
    As Jin’s mind ran amok, the blade at his hip lay deep in thought. 
 
    Agito hummed and shook, its dark surface growing darker as Jin turned away from the ruins of his home and walked out into the blackness between the trees. The shadows lingered over him, following his every step, like a cape. If anyone were to look upon him now, they would see not a child, but a demon of darkness and shadow, filled with hate and malice and bitterness, eyes blazing like smoldering coals. The trees themselves seemed to part before him; like ants, they scurried away from the walking avatar of malevolence. 
 
    Agito wept as Jin stalked onward. Never before had the living weapon experienced such gruesome and cruel thoughts. Never before had it tasted the same magnitude of bitterness and strife that its master now exuded. It was greater than any slaughter and any murder it had been used for in ages past—here was a rage that transcended time itself. 
 
    Agito had never been frightened before. Its emotions were limited by what it could feed off its wielder. 
 
    Now, however, the living blade wasn’t so sure. 
 
    The one thing it was sure of, however, was that its current wielder was destined for great things—whether or not that greatness would lie at the top of a mountain of corpses and ruins, however, remained to be seen. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Splash! 
 
    Jin’s eyes snapped open the moment the back of his head broke the surface of the cold waters at the bottom of the ravine. The creek wasn’t deep, but neither was it too shallow. Jin’s body descended into its depths for just a moment, before softly colliding against the bedrock. Eyes wide, Jin grabbed Agito’s handle and quickly unsheathed the living weapon as he pushed himself up. 
 
    When he emerged from the waters, Jin’s ears were immediately bombarded by a cacophony of howls, each one gradually moving closer toward him. He glanced up. A shroud of darkness blanketed the night sky, tiny lights softly twinkling in the blackness. Something leapt through the trees, crushing its way into the ravine. Jin quickly funneled magical energies into his eyes and beheld the jet-black creature that was racing toward him. 
 
    Eyes wide, Jin leapt out of the water and landed on the opposite bank of the creek. He broke into a run the moment his feet met the soil. Before he could even take another step, however, a blur of black fur and moonlit claws cut off his path. It snarled, revealing a row of dagger-like teeth, glinting like pearls under the starlight. Its eyes glimmered softly, a bastard marriage of jade and sapphire. The creature lurched forward, its maw wide open. 
 
    Shit! Jin’s eyes were wide open as he leapt up and grabbed hold of a branch, pulling himself up – quietly thanking whatever gods existed in this world for his light physique. The thunderous snapping of the creature’s massive maw echoed beneath his feet. 
 
    Several more howls sounded from underneath. Three more creatures, furs as black as the blackest night and eyes like ghastly sapphires and jades, moving in the shadows. It was hard to look at them, even when his eyes were further enhanced with magic. His senses caught them, but they moved too fast for him to follow – even faster than Hamada, if only slightly. No… their fur is actively masking their presence, making it hard just to look at them. 
 
    Five creatures circled below him. 
 
    Jin breathed a sigh of relief. Shadow Wolves… at least it wasn’t a pack of Werewolves. 
 
    The night-shrouded creatures circled around the base of Jin’s refuge, growling and howling as they moved. The tree was clearly too thick for them to bite through and collapse, and they weren’t physically equipped for climbing. Shadow Wolves weren’t exactly mutant-type Magical Beasts. Their bodies were streamlined and more adapted to carrying a form that was much larger than common wolves, but that also meant that they were heavier and more cumbersome—leaving them unable to climb the rough bark of a redwood tree as their weight would pull them down, whilst their claws were too sharp to grip onto anything. Their ability to meld with shadows and become practically invisible and intangible was limited to the shadows they could touch and it wasn’t as though they could move while engrossed and at one with the darkness.  
 
    If only that was where their abilities ended. Jin had read that Shadow Wolves possessed a unique ability: when they needed more power—more strength, more speed, more… anything—they would slowly gain what they needed. 
 
    Until it had enough power to sink its teeth into its prey.  
 
    Thankfully, that would take an inordinate amount of time. But Jin would need to stay in one place. 
 
    An earth-shaker boar would’ve been another story. The aggressive Magical Beast would’ve simply charged and shattered the redwood tree at its trunk and toppled the whole thing.  
 
    The massive wolves, however, were relentless. They leapt up again and again, their maws snapping mere inches from Jin. And they were getting closer with each attempt.  
 
    “Get away from me, you stupid mutts!” Jin leapt further and grabbed hold of another branch above him. 
 
    The Shadow wolves were reaching greater heights with each leap. One of them, eyes glowing a deep and ghastly green, snapped its jaws just above the branch that Jin had once held on to. Alright, I can’t just stay here, he decided. They’ll get to me eventually. They’re growing in power, albeit really slowly. 
 
    Fascinating. 
 
    As another Shadow Wolf leapt up, Jin held out his left forearm and unleashed a massive cone of fire that engulfed the creature. A pained yelp sounded as the Magical Beast’s ferocity quickly turned into panic—an instinctual fear of light and fire. It fell on the ground, kicking and screaming as its fur sizzled with magical flames. One of its fellows, eyes glowing like dull pearls, bit the burning Shadow Wolf by the scruff of its neck, before pulling it into the creek. A loud hiss cut through the snarls of the other beasts as it crashed into the water. 
 
    Jin frowned. They’re a lot smarter than the boar, that’s for sure. 
 
    Before any of the creatures could recover from his counterattack, Jin willed a wall of flames to rise in the middle of the creatures’ formation, an ability he’d recently gained from the new turtle-like patterns on his Fire Salamander. The Shadow Wolves leapt over themselves in panic as Jin’s magical flames surged and burned through the air. One of them was caught in the attack. The creatures yelped and screamed, rolling on the ground as fire burned through its fur and skin. 
 
    That should be enough of a distraction. With the Magical Beasts disoriented, Jin leapt for another branch, reaching for higher ground again and again until he was running above the forest floor. This wouldn’t have been possible if he was heavier, however. Thankfully, he was as light as… well, a five-year-old. He was one, after all. 
 
    The Shadow Wolves, however, were quick to catch on. They chased him. Running beneath the branches, one of the five would leap up every so often in an attempt to bite or claw at Jin, who avoided them each time by leaping even higher. Redwoods saturated the forests, the great trees growing taller than any castle and any tower, looming over everything around them, like silent guardians. It was upon their hard branches that Jin leapt, disturbing owls and bats and sleeping hawks as he did. 
 
    As Jin leapt forward, however, his eyes widened as he spotted the sleeping form of a Magical Beast that every mage was supposed to stay away from. It slumbered peacefully upon a branch, the legendary Blood Fiend, an ape-like Magical Beast with the ability to control and manipulate blood. With just a single thought, a Blood Fiend could destroy entire armies by boiling their blood inside them, cooking their flesh from within. Many foolish mages had attempted to capture it—none prevailed. The bestiaries classified it as a controller-type, but the term was very loosely used when describing the creature; honestly, it was more like a deviant-type, if not for the fact that it could be killed and that it was a documented species. 
 
    It was… a very unassuming creature. The Blood Fiend resembled an ape and was barely taller than an average peasant. It didn’t have large muscles or unbreakable bones, nor was it particularly aggressive. Red fur dotted the surface of its skin, which was a stark white in contrast. Twin curved horns jutted from the sides of its forehead, like a ram’s horns but thinner and smoother. 
 
    Jin landed right in front of it, shaking the branch which the creature rested on. It stirred slightly, and Jin’s heart nearly leapt out of his chest as its eyes slowly opened. The Shadow Wolves howled and roared beneath them.  
 
    Wait… 
 
    With Agito in hand, Jin sliced the hardwood branch, leaping off at the last moment. The Blood Fiend fell, finally rousing from its slumber with an ear-piercing screech as it plummeted toward the ground—right in the middle of the Shadow Wolves. Jin’s heart skipped a beat as he dashed away, barks breaking apart with each powerful stride as he hoped to escape the nightmare that was now stalking the forest floor. 
 
    A loud bang echoed through the forest. The crunching and breaking of bone, and the ripping and tearing of flesh sounding alongside it. It was a sickening sound, even when his previous life was taken into account. It wasn’t exactly disgusting, but it reminded Jin of blood magic, a subset of the Arcane Arts that he only begrudgingly used at the lowest of points, when all other options were exhausted. The sound reminded him of it. 
 
    The howls stopped immediately. 
 
    Any sign of the Shadow Wolves’ presence disappeared. It was almost as though they hadn’t been chasing him for the last few days. Jin dared not look back. It had been a miraculous stroke of luck, after all, that he had come across something that could snap its fingers and turn his pursuers into fine red mist the very next second. No wonder everyone’s scared of those things. 
 
    There hadn’t been a single, recorded mage with a Blood Fiend tattoo – that was how dangerous it was. The damn thing, which was hardly taller than the average human being, was rated above Dragons in sheer killing ability. The Blood Fiend was up there with the deviant-types, and Jin wasn’t foolish enough to confront that thing, even from a distance. 
 
    I just have to keep moving forward. 
 
    At the very least, the Shadow Wolves were gone. 
 
    What the hell is that thing doing here, anyway? He wondered. The more powerful Magical Beasts usually gathered around places where the air was highly saturated with magic, like that place in the northern woodlands. Blood Fiends were so powerful and so deadly that the only reason it could be here was that something far more powerful drove it out of its natural habitat. The thought itself was scary—there were very few Magical Beasts powerful enough to tangle with Blood Fiends and most of them were deviant- or controller-types.  
 
    Jin continued on until the world seemed to blur around him, colors whirling into hazes. 
 
    Jin caught his breath after a while and immediately stopped and leaned against the trunk of a tree. He wasn’t exhausted just yet, but he had been running for the last three hours and the trees weren’t thinning out as he’d expected. Where am I? he asked himself. 
 
    Jin surveyed the environment. Redwood trees dotted the landscape, growing close to each other. Magic was in the air, though only faintly; it wasn’t as strong here as it was in the northern forests, where magic saturated everything. Jin closed his eyes and stretched his senses. Magical Beasts thrived here—there were hundreds of them just within his limited range of fifty meters. Such a dense population indicated the presence of powerful creatures, ones he could feasibly tame or harvest – though the latter was far easier than the former, given his situation. Though, that also posed a question: what were they all doing here? A few Magical Beasts would’ve been more sensible, but this many? Whatever drove off the Blood Fiend was probably strong enough to drive out just about everyone else further south.  
 
    Briefly, a crimson-eyed silhouette flashed in his mind’s eye, before disappearing. 
 
    Jin shook his head. Well, they’re here anyway, he decided. I might as well take advantage of their presence. 
 
    Potentially, Jin was standing on a literal treasure trove of power, just waiting for him. 
 
    Unfortunately, it also cemented one very crucial fact: he was nowhere near the Southlands and, more importantly, nowhere near his uncle’s lands. Despite his urge to simply abandon the bonds of family and carve out a life for himself in a place of his choosing, Jin knew he had to make it to his uncle. The Moyatani people were clannish to a nauseating degree. Family was everything to them, and a man who abandoned his family at a young age was nothing more than a disgrace. It wouldn’t hurt him much in the short term, but might come back to bite him in the ass in the near-future. 
 
    Besides, he was only five years old, there really wasn’t much he could do on his own, besides sticking to the woods and surviving by himself, which… didn’t sound appealing in the slightest. He could do it and thrive, but he just didn’t want to – not for an extended period of time, at least. As much as he enjoyed his own company, he knew a man could go mad if he didn’t spend at least a little time with other people.  
 
    And yet he needed power – enough for him to strike out his vengeance upon the Muramasa family, before they all died of old age. Spending time alone in the woods, collecting Beast Cores was the best way to do that, but he wasn’t about to spend ten freaking years on it, however. A few weeks should be good. 
 
    Jin smiled as he sat down and leaned back against the trunk of the tree, willing back his senses. I’ll spend two weeks in these woods, he resolved. There’s plenty of weak Magical Beasts to harvest. If I’m lucky, I might just get a new tattoo. 
 
    Howls echoed from the distance. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t like the implications here – not one bit. Those aren’t the howls of Shadow Wolves… 
 
    A familiar roar echoed – the roar of an Earth-Shaker Boar, filled with rage as was its norm. The howls resounded, followed by bestial cries. Is it a territorial dispute of some kind? 
 
    Numerous bestiaries discussed the behaviors of Magical Beasts, and one of the most studied of these behaviors was their territorial aggression toward each other and not toward normal creatures. It was observed by one Narumi Shiyaki, a mage of the Imperial Circle of Scholars, that a Frost Bear would ignore the presence of bison and wolves in its territory, while aggressively attacking its neighboring Frost Drakes or Silver-Horned Elks. The creature would even ignore passing humans as long as they were non-mages. 
 
    It’s definitely some kind of territorial dispute. 
 
    Intrigued, Jin leapt from his perch, jumping from one branch to another toward the Earth-Shaker Boar. For once, he wasn’t thinking of swooping down and harvesting the core of whatever beast would fall; this time, it was the scholar in him that wanted to know and understand more about the natural world around him. 
 
    Jin followed the sounds until he found the Earth-Shaker Boar in the middle of a clearing. The eternally angry and incredibly aggressive creature unleashed a powerful roar at a group of—Jin’s heart sank at the sight of the tall, humanoid creatures with glowing, amber eyes, and vaguely wolf-like features on their face. There were six of them, each one standing about nine feet tall with powerful hind legs and long, muscular arms that ended in talon-like claws that were almost as long as Jin’s own wakizashi. Grayish black fur covered the surface of their skin. 
 
    Werewolves! He recognized the creatures instantly. The Earth-Shaker Boar’s going to take on all five of them? It’ll get ripped to shreds! 
 
    The Earth-Shaker was powerful and physically imposing. Its skin was nigh-impenetrable and its charge was unstoppable. Its raw strength and incredible aggression allowed it to take on the more versatile elemental-types in territorial disputes.  
 
    Werewolves, however, were on an entirely different level. It wasn’t that they were stronger, though they were certainly faster and more agile than Earth-Shaker Boars. It wasn’t that their skin was nigh-impenetrable and their bones indestructible. Their claws, while sharp and extremely deadly, were not tools of absolute destruction. It was none of those things. What made Werewolves incredibly dangerous and allowed them to stand above many other Magical Beasts with much more impressive abilities was their ability to work as a team – a very coordinated team at that. 
 
    Most Magical Beasts were lonesome creatures, preferring to reign over their own territories, unless it was mating season. Werewolves, on the other hand, functioned as a single unit – moving and attacking as one. They weren’t quite like the Shadow Wolves, who merely banded together and hunted their prey with primitive strategies. Werewolves were different. They acted so precisely and with so much coordination it was as though they were a networked intelligence, moving with only one mind at the helm with individuals acting like the limbs of a much bigger entity. 
 
    That was why they were terrifying to deal with. That was how they took down other Magical Beasts far more powerful than them. 
 
    And why Jin avoided them so fervently. 
 
    The Earth-Shaker Boar charged the Werewolf pack and was promptly tripped, gutted, and ripped apart in short order. It never stood a chance. The whole affair must’ve lasted ten seconds—maybe less.  
 
    Jin turned and ran away. New plan: I’ll get as far away from this place as I can and get to my uncle’s village as soon as possible. 
 
    Staying in this place for a few weeks might have been a good idea if damn Werewolves weren’t involved. There was also that Blood Fiend to worry about as it was a nomadic creature. 
 
    Jin felt a hum of amusement coming from Agito as he leapt for another branch. “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. I might be prideful, vengeful, and ambitious, but I’m not suicidal.” 
 
    As Jin leapt, something crashed into him mid-air. A flash of light and an arc of lightning filled his vision, before everything faded to black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lightning flashed and boomed in a cloudless sky. A wild torrent of arcane energies flooded the forest, bathing everything and anything in a massive field of electricity, indiscriminate in its destruction. Magical Beasts, strong and weak alike, perished in the ensuing explosion, dying in the hundreds, their cores subsumed by the torrent of magic and lightning. Blue lights flooded the woods, shining through the gaps between the trees and illuminating the darkness, pushing away the shadows. 
 
    Screams and roars echoed throughout the expanse of woodland as Magical Beasts fled and trampled each other in panicked stampedes. 
 
    For a moment, night had turned to day as the explosion radiated for hundreds of yards before finally stopping. It did not dissipate, however; instead, the chaotic field of lightning and magic churned and crunched inward rapidly. When it reached its epicenter, a massively blinding torrent of blue energies shot out into the night sky, before exploding and dispersing into the atmosphere, like a crown of blue and white. 
 
    Burnt husks of trees and the smoldering ashes and embers of living things dotted the blackened landscape. Tiny arcs of electricity arced between whatever moisture still existed, alighting small patches of shadowed and darkened earth and soil.  
 
    At the center of all the madness lay the body of a five-year-old child, unconscious. Upon his left forearm was a tattoo of a snarling Fire Salamander. His forearms were armored with turtle-like growths, whilst three burning feathers sprouted from the crown of horns atop its head. His right forearm, however, was wreathed in lightning. Upon it was a tattoo of a gruesome wasp-like insect, surrounded by clouds and clothed in a constant electrical field. 
 
    The boy’s eyes snapped open. Arcs of blue lightning shot out of his irises. He blinked and laid a hand on his face, shaking his head. His left hand absently shot out to grab the crimson-bladed sword that was under a pile of ashes and smoking embers. 
 
    Jin sighed and rubbed his eyes. His chest was heaving. Each breath came with difficulty – as though he had been running for a whole day without rest, without water, without food. His muscles felt drained, loose and wobbly, as though he had recently just finished a difficult bout of weight training and didn’t stretch particularly well afterward. What the hell happened? 
 
    He wasn’t oblivious to the charred, smoking, and smoldering landscape around him. Everything smelled of burnt things, charred wood and flesh. It was a familiar smell. In another life, at least, Jin had grown accustomed to this particular brand of stench. Something happened to him and his surroundings, which had done all of this. 
 
    Did something explode? All the burnt trees and husks all around him indicated the presence of an incredibly powerful explosion, at the very least—powerful enough to force something as tall and as imposing as a redwood tree into the ground. Something definitely exploded, there was no denying that.  
 
    The only mystery now was how he was unharmed. Sure, there were black patches on the surface of his kimono and his whole body felt ten times heavier than it should, but nothing seemed too out of place. Powerful explosions had a nasty tendency to blow out limbs and rupturing organs. If he was caught in one, sore muscles and shortness of breath should be the last thing he had to worry about. 
 
    And yet, those were the extent of his injuries – nothing more and nothing less. 
 
    A flash of blue from his right caught Jin’s eyes. New magic was coursing through his body – more powerful than any magic he had felt within himself before. He glanced down at his right forearm and found it cloaked in blue lightning. It arced out, onto the ground and into his clothes. It did no damage, however, and seemed to just jump around, searching for moisture. Below his right wrist, he saw a tattoo of an insect. It looked sort of like a wasp, but its body appeared to be shrouded in a thin layer of clouds, rain, and lightning. 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened. That’s a Lightning Bug! 
 
    Lightning Bugs were some of the rarest and most powerful of Magical Beasts mentioned in the bestiary of the Murasaki Library. They weren’t physically imposing, being the size of a giant wasp and having the aggression of a brick. What made them extremely powerful and greatly sought-after by numerous mages, however, was their ability to store and manipulate lightning. They didn’t do it in small amounts either. The tiny creatures were capable of unleashing incredibly powerful arcs of electricity—so powerful, in fact, that they were known for turning whole regiments of soldiers and hunters to smoking husks. For their tremendous power, even the most experienced mages approached them with the highest level of caution. Their threat rating was just two magnitudes below that of a Dragon. Capturing and taming them, however, was made even more difficult by the fact that they resided in the deep woods, where other – usually more dangerous – Magical Beasts often resided as well. 
 
    And now, Jin had one on his right forearm – an actual Lightning Bug! 
 
    But a single Magical Beast could not account for the sudden influx of magical energies within himself. His core had grown several magnitudes brighter and more powerful in an unexplainable snap. I’ll have to find out when I get out of here, he decided. 
 
    Jin pushed himself up off the ground and wobbled on his feet. Well, having more magic definitely doesn’t make me stronger than I usually am. 
 
    With a huff, Jin transferred his Fire Salamander onto his chest and breathed a sigh of relief as strength and warmth flooded his body. It wasn’t much, given how his muscles were hardly capable of flexing and crunching without great effort, but the enhanced strength gave him just enough push to get by. At the very least, he could probably walk and not fall flat on his face, until his magic did its job and healed his body of whatever had happened to it. I’m regenerating much faster, but my muscles are not responding as quickly… they’re healing and recovering, but it's far slower than it should be. 
 
    How the heck did the Lightning Bug get onto his right forearm? I ran into it and… damn it, I can barely recall the moments in between, he realized. Had he reached out to it with his magic? No, he would have remembered that—the act of reaching out takes too much focus for a mage to simply forget doing so. How’d it get here? Did it mess with my regeneration somehow?  
 
    Jin held out his right hand and eyed the tiny arcs of lightning that flashed and danced between his fingers. It had definitely bonded to him… somehow. What was he missing? I was sure I’ve read every single thing about the workings of magic, he thought. I can’t have unknown variables screwing up my plans. 
 
    Evidently, there was more to bonding and taming than simply reaching out with his magic and absorbing a Magical Beast into himself.  
 
    He glanced at his right forearm again. It was there now and it likely wasn’t coming off anytime soon. Besides, a Lightning Bug was an incredibly rare find. The fact that the creature somehow bonded with him instead of electrocuting him to death was a miracle. Regardless, he wasn’t fond of unsolved mysteries. He had to find out what happened here as soon as possible. 
 
    Shaking his head, Jin strapped Agito to his waist and began walking southward. It was about time he got to his uncle’s home and got some proper rest. 
 
    It took nearly three hours for his muscles to regain their former strength when the whole thing should have only taken a few minutes, given his enhanced regeneration. Something was definitely messing with his system.  
 
    Regardless, Jin continued on. After passing through the field of burnt debris and smoking husks, Jin stuck to the tops of the trees and made his journey by hopping from one branch to another, avoiding any and all Magical Beasts he met on his way. With his regeneration taking far slower than usual, Jin figured it’d be far safer to avoid potential danger. After three days of constant travelling, the woods eventually thinned out into much shorter and thinner trees whose branches he could not reliably stand on. Jin continued his journey on foot for another ten hours, before the sun settled at its zenith and he would finally find some reprieve. 
 
    Leaning against the bark of a young willow tree, Jin smiled. Across the thicket of trees, just beyond the tree line, was a rice field. A lonely little village lay even further afield – much smaller than the outlying villages around Murasaki Castle. There were stockades of cows and sheep, pigs and chickens. Tall barns, built of wood and hay, stood in the distance. Jin rushed out of the tree line and breathed out a sigh when his eyes laid upon the flag at the center of the village, where his uncle’s family crest was emblazoned – a black tiger upon a field of white. 
 
    This must be Hirata Village, he thought. 
 
    Jin stepped out of the trees and breathed out a tired sigh. He never thought he’d ever miss the sight of open fields and wooden houses, but here he was. Following the tree line, Jin eventually came across the wide dirt path that bore signs of constant use. This should be the main road toward the village, he decided. There are caravan trails and horse tracks everywhere. 
 
    Jin followed the road. It led him to the village’s outer gates, which really was more of a formality than an actual defensive installation as there weren’t any walls around it. Around him, people walked to and fro, carrying baskets and bundles of vegetables, herbs, and green onions. Peasants rode atop wagons, bearing great loads of rice and fruits, as they journeyed into the village and passed him. The air was filled with the sounds of human activity: children laughing and cheering as they played and chased each other through the streets; adults, men and women, talking and bargaining over the prices of the common goods; dogs barking in the distance and cows mooing in the fields. 
 
    The whole place was simply alive. Huh, looking back, I never really bothered visiting our clan’s villages, he realized. I think Hamada and I rode through a few of them once, but we only ever bothered to stop to buy a few fruits and vegetables. 
 
    There were guards at the gates, two of them, armored warriors, whose armor was painted black and white, but they merely greeted everyone that walked or rode past them. They carried long spears with them and wore smiles on their faces. They’re from the village themselves, he thought. They’re likely acquainted with every damn person here. 
 
    When Jin approached the gate, however, the guards blocked his path. One of them, the younger of the two, merely held out his right hand, signaling him to stop. The other, much older, one crouched to Jin’s eye level and smiled sadly. “How did you come here by yourself, child?” 
 
    Jin wobbled on his feet. Several days of constant travel had negatively affected his health. “My name is Murasaki Jin. I am the son of Murasaki Hamada, and I have come here to meet your lord, Toyotoda Arima. He is my uncle.” 
 
    The older guard stood up. His eyes scanned Jin for a moment, before widening when they landed on the family crest over his left breast. The man sighed and shook his head. The younger guard shrugged. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Let’s take him to Lord Arima and see what happens,” the older guard said. “The worst case scenario is that he’s making all this up and gets thrown out of the manor. The best case scenario is that he’s not making any of this up and is actually a noble.” 
 
    “Yeah, but why is he alone and why is he barefoot and why does he smell like he hasn’t taken a bath in a week?” 
 
    “That’s above my paygrade.” 
 
    The older guard turned to Jin and sighed. “Alright, follow me. I’ll take you to Lord Arima’s estate, Murasaki Jin. Stay close and don’t wander off. We… don’t really punish children and you haven’t broken any laws, but you’re an outsider and it's best if you stay close, understood?” 
 
    Jin nodded and followed the older man. He seemed polite enough. Jin couldn’t blame his apprehension; he hardly resembled any form of nobility. His clothes were dirty and ragged, even torn in more than a few places. His slippers had disappeared at some point during all the running, and he hadn’t even noticed it until the younger guard pointed it out. And he stunk – badly. A warm bath and some lavender soap would do wonders for both his mind and body. 
 
    The village was just as lively on the inside as it was on the outside. Numerous villagers greeted the guards as he passed them, men and women alike. They all knew each other, Jin surmised; everyone here knew everyone else. With a population that probably numbers in the low hundreds, he supposed, they’ll all get acquainted with each other sooner or later… 
 
    It was… familiar. Everything here was. 
 
    Everything here reminded him of a lonely old village, nestled upon a cold mountainside, where a blue-eyed little boy played and laughed in with his friends. The people there lived simple but happy lives. They were content with what they had and shared everything else with each other. Jin recalled a face – beautiful and warm, but young and inexperienced. Her hair was a crown of wavy, golden locks, and her eyes were twin sapphires. She had rosy lips and pink, freckled cheeks. She sold apple pies in the morning and worked in the bakery after noon. Her voice was rich and smooth, soft and delicate, caring and nurturing, gentle and loving. Her laughter was infectious. Whenever she laughed, people would laugh with her, even when they knew not the reason why. Her face… her smiling face… the beautiful face he’d see every single day. 
 
    It was a face he hadn’t seen or remembered in so, so many years. 
 
    A single tear fell from Jin’s right eye, and a brief pang of pain grasped his heart. “Mama?” 
 
    The guard turned and glanced down at him. “Did you say something, child?” 
 
    Jin shook his head and blinked. Was he thinking out loud? “It was nothing… I just… remembered… someone.” 
 
    The guard nodded and continued striding onward. 
 
    He couldn’t recall the last time he remembered his mother’s face. She was truly so beautiful, so radiant. Her death was the spark that started everything, the tiny spark that would ignite the blazing inferno of his conquest. And now, he could see her face in his mind’s eye – a constant reminder of what he had done, of the atrocities committed in his name, and his promise to be better in the next life. 
 
    They stopped in front of a large manor, surrounded by low walls that clearly would not withstand an actual siege. Then again, a lord of a village likely wouldn’t have the necessary funds to build an actual castle – especially if his village wasn’t known for producing anything of particular value. His uncle was lucky to even have a sizable manor for his family. 
 
    The guard motioned for him to stand back and stay in place. Jin nodded and stood still, closing his eyes as he waited. Exhaustion was rapidly catching up to him; given another hour without rest, he might just collapse and fall unconscious. Damnit, why is my regeneration failing me? 
 
    If his body’s natural ability to heal hadn’t been disrupted, Jin would have still been capable of doing so much more than just spending the last ounces of his strength to stop himself from falling, which was ironic given his Magical Core was literally bursting with energy.  
 
    He had to get this fixed soon. Regeneration was one of his greatest advantages in a fight. He couldn’t lose it—not without getting something in return. Though, he now had the Lightning Bug tattoo wrapped around his right arm. But that shouldn’t interfere with his regeneration. Something else must be to blame for the state of his body and his core, which had gotten at least twenty times bigger and brighter. 
 
    Jin was broken out of his tired thoughts when a hand landed on his right shoulder and shook him back to wakefulness. Blinking and rubbing his eyes, Jin let out a yawn just as the guard spoke, “Lord Toyotoda will see you now, Murasaki Jin. Please follow me at all times and… keep your weapon strapped onto your waist at all times.” 
 
    They were very likely unsure if a five-year old with a weapon was threatening enough to warrant a temporary seizure of his weapon, which made sense. He was probably the only five-year-old with the ability to kill Magical Beasts and soldiers without blinking even once through the whole thing. He was the only five-year-old who had gone through the worst battlefields and seen the worst of men. He was the only five-year-old who had killed more people than any other human being in this world. Were they right to be wary of his presence? Possibly. Were they actually wary? Quite unlikely; if they took him seriously at all, or even took a second to acknowledge the magical tattoos on his skin, then the guards might have considered taking away Agito. 
 
    Not that it would actually help them if Jin actually decided to slaughter them all, but the thought was adorable. 
 
    They took him into the manor. The overall quality of the place was surprisingly good – certainly a lot better than Murasaki Castle in terms of design and color. His uncle, it seemed, preferred a colorful home with rich tapestries, silk rugs, jewel-laden walls with paintings of ancient battles and prominent family members. At the center of the first floor of the manor was a large, open hearth, where servants prepared the lord’s lunch; from the smell of it, the meal was probably some kind of duck stew with green onions, garlic, and ginger. They were also grilling a few chunks of pork belly. 
 
    Jin’s mouth watered at the scents and smells, but he kept his composure and discipline. After all, he was now the lord of the Murasaki Clan – not the heir, but the actual lord of it. He had no lands or holdings to his name as of yet, but he was a lord nonetheless and it was important to act like one as was repeatedly drilled into his head by Toru Akira, his tutor on courtly life, duties, and procedures. Huh, the old crone probably died in the siege. I wonder what happened to my other teachers. 
 
    Jin never did see them in the castle, but it wasn’t as though he was actively looking for them, given everything else that was happening around them. He would have preferred it if they had lived. They were good, honest people, who did their duties diligently. He had learned much from them, except for that annoying crone, who hit him with a stick whenever he wasn’t kneeling right. Jin chuckled despite himself. 
 
    The guards took him to a higher floor, where numerous other guards awaited. They led him through a doorway. On the other side was a man, who was undoubtedly the lord of this manor. Jin couldn’t recognize his face. He sat upon a low chair and was writing something on a piece of parchment. He was old, much older than Hamada. He wasn’t fit either; his belly protruded outward, though he wasn’t exactly obese. But then his hands were calloused – a sign of hard work and strife. Scars marred his chest, and an ugly beard covered most of his withered face. 
 
    This is my mother’s brother? Just how old was this guy? 
 
    The man looked toward Jin, and then looked to the crest upon his kimono. His eyes widened as he stood up. “Jin! I thought you were dead!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Breathe in and breathe out – slowly.” Jin loomed over a much younger figure, a black-haired, pink-cheeked boy, who was the son of his uncle, Toyotoda Arima. The boy was a mere five years of age, but – just last week – had displayed a powerful inclination to the magical arts. Though apprehensive at first, Jin volunteered to tutor the young heir as Lord Toyotoda was not nearly as rich as his Hamada and could not spare the resources needed to find and hire an instructor from the Imperial Court. 
 
    Jin was genuinely impressed. He had been living in his uncle’s village, helping out and assisting as much as he could, and he hadn’t really seen much potential in the boy—until now. 
 
    Toyotoda Ebisu was a genius in the magical arts. His talent became clear to Jin after the boy had accidentally enchanted a pencil with a butterfly. He didn’t create a powerful magical artifact, of course, but the act of connecting a living being and literally shoving it into an inanimate object took a certain amount of talent that even he did not quite possess. Jin had only begun to understand the ins and outs of the complex art of enchanting, failing more than succeeding, even with his memory and experience aiding him every step of the way. 
 
    Ebisu just did it without thinking or measuring every single thing, creating a weird, butterfly-infused pencil that really didn’t do anything, since the butterfly was a mundane creature and not a Magical Beast. 
 
    Teaching was a strangely enjoyable experience as well. Jin had never been much of a teacher in his previous life, either. His patience was simply too thin and every single prospecting pupil had been too idiotic to understand the ways of the arcane in the same manner as he did. So, after the fiftieth or so attempt, he had simply given up on passing on his knowledge to the next generation. 
 
    Having a gifted pupil, however, was a refreshingly vibrant and exciting affair for two reasons: Ebisu was a genuinely talented mage whose learning capacity exceeded Jin’s own. The second reason was much simpler: Ebisu could stand in for a few of his experiments that needed another mage to work – though, only the less harmful ones as injuring the heir, accidentally or otherwise, would not endear him to the lord. 
 
    Ebisu had been the one to aid Jin in discovering the source of his affliction, the one that’d messed with his regeneration. The problem, it seemed, was rather simple: the Lightning Bug was apparently continuously electrocuting him, emitting a weak, but constant flow of electricity, which forced his regeneration to work at all times to stem the damage it was doing to him, vastly slowing down its ability to deal with every other injury to his body. The constant flow would have already killed him and left his body to smolder a long time ago if it hadn’t been for the regenerative magic. Jin had discovered the problem after accidentally zapping Ebisu with a tiny bit of lightning and noting how the boy’s regeneration had been much slower for ten minutes afterward. 
 
    Unfortunately, Jin had found the problem, but he’d found no actual solution. The only way to regain his regeneration, it seemed, was to get rid of the Lightning Bug tattoo, which was definitely not an option he was going to consider. The other possible option was to find another Earth-Shaker Boar, harvest its core and supplement his Fire Salamander with it a second time. Doing so should, in theory, increase his regeneration to be on par with what he had before. But that’s just a theory, he thought. I won’t be able to test that until I can get my hands on one of the angry pigs. 
 
    Jin sighed and shook the thoughts away. He turned his attention back to his uncle’s heir. 
 
    The heir was currently glowing. A thin layer of magical energies radiated from his skin, creating an illusion that he was set ablaze with white flames. However, Jin was the only one who could see the actual effect. To everyone else, Ebisu would just be standing still with his eyes closed, slowly breathing in and out. 
 
    “That’s good.” Jin continued. “Look deep within yourself, Ebisu. Find the wellspring of energy that exists within you. Find it, tap into it, manipulate it, and bend it to your will.” 
 
    Ebisu smiled, revealing a missing tooth on his lower mandible, courtesy of running around and falling on a rock sometime last month. The heir had laughed off the whole affair, of course, but Lord Toyotoda had not been amused.  
 
    “I can feel it!” the boy exclaimed. 
 
    The fiery magical aura around Ebisu’s body receded immediately, gathering within his stomach. Slowly but surely, Ebisu’s wild magic morphed into a clear, round shape – a sign of good control, since magic really did not want to be controlled. Jin’s student, however, was a natural.  
 
    Within moments of morphing into a ball, Ebisu was already messing with his magical core’s shape, creating triangles and squares and a host of other figures, even moving it around his body. “Hey, look what I can do!” 
 
    With a simple flick of his wrist, Ebisu gathered a bunch of magic into an outstretched palm and created a globule of pure magic, though it quickly lost its shape and retreated inward soon after a swift jerking and pulling motion. 
 
    “What happened?” Ebisu muttered, staring at his hand. 
 
    “Magic cannot exist outside our bodies for very long,” Jin explained. “It needs something to latch onto. Otherwise, it’ll just swing right back into your hand.” 
 
    Jin pointed at his tattoos – the Fire Salamander and the Lightning Bug. “To really cast the more powerful forms of magic, your magic first needs to latch onto and pull in a Magical Beast. In doing so, you’ll absorb some of that creature’s natural abilities into yourself in the form of a tattoo. The abilities you gain would depend on where you place your tattoo.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded. 
 
    Jin continued, moving his Fire Salamander from his chest and onto his left forearm. He pointed at the creature that now definitely did not look anything like a Fire Salamander. Its horns were much more pronounced, curving backward – a trio of Phoenix feathers at the center. Hard scales had appeared all over its body and scything talons had sprouted from its fingers. Powerful wings extended from its back, leathery and bony. Its tail had lengthened immensely, ending in a dreadful spike. 
 
    Jin could safely say it was unlike any Salamander he’d ever seen before – if it really was one at all. Then again, magic was fluid and ever-changing and so were Magical Beasts. With all the cores he’d shoved into it and not the Lightning Bug, it was kind of natural that it’d begun morphing into something else entirely. “See this thing? It allows me to unleash a cone of flames from my palm – watch this.” 
 
    Jin held out his left hand and released a quick puff of bright red flames from his hand. Ebisu’s eyes were wide as he beheld the simple display of power. “Teach me to do that!” 
 
    Of course, that wasn’t all Jin could do with his power, but his student didn’t need to know that. He reached out and patted the child’s head. “All in due time. First, you’ll need to find and tame your own Magical Beast. That won’t be an easy thing to do, pupil.” 
 
    Jin’s control over the element of fire had increased immensely over the four years he’d spent in his uncle’s manor. After systematically hunting down and absorbing the cores of over fifty Elemental-type Magical Beasts, his Fire Salamander had evolved to become something much more than what it had been. It was a gradual change, but Jin had noticed greater fluidity and creativity in his flames, allowing him to morph them into different shapes each time he unleashed them. No longer was he stuck with just unleashing cones of flames or summoning a wall of fire from the ground. Jin could even create replicas of himself and other people now, made entirely of magical flames—the replicas were even capable of speech and physically interacting with the environment around them. They were fragile, however, but the utility they offered was nothing to be scoffed at. Essentially, what he could do with his flames was now limited only by his imagination.  
 
    Unfortunately, however, Jin hadn’t yet tested his full power as he was not content with just studying all day as he did in Murasaki Castle. He had to earn his keep. So with the knowledge and wisdom of his past life, Jin had become one of Lord Toyotoda’s closest advisors – usually in matters regarding city planning and economics. Political matters were simply out of his domain for now. Four years of his advice, however, had seen the growth and advancement of Hirata from a simple farming village into a flourishing hub of trade and commerce. It wasn’t exactly a township or anything of the sort, but – with Jin’s help – Toyotoda Arima had elevated his tiny little village in the middle of nowhere into a place that merchants frequented. 
 
    During one of Jin’s forays into the woodlands around Hirata, he had discovered large quantities of silver and iron at the base of a nearby mountain – untapped for thousands of years. The only problem had been that it was too far into the forests for the simple village folk to journey into on their own and not get slaughtered by wandering Magical Beasts. Toyotoda Arima did not have the necessary funds to hire an extermination team to clear out the surrounding woods and make the paths safe for travel. The man would have left it alone if not for Jin’s timely intervention. 
 
    Jin’s solution was rather simple: slash and burn. Magical Beasts frequented areas with a dense population of trees and undergrowth – places where nature flourished and man’s touch retreated. Unfortunately for the local Magical Beasts, the trees closest to the iron and silver deposits were not of the redwood variety, which were a pain to cut down due to their immense sizes. Thus, clearing these trees out with fire was a rather easy task. Jin convinced the Lord of his plan, who begrudgingly agreed on the basis that the patch of woods to be burnt was not at all important to Hirata. 
 
    It had taken half a day of constant burning and cutting to finally create a straight path toward the iron and silver veins. A few, lower class, Magical Beasts had attempted to attack them, but Jin easily cut down the creatures with Agito. Once a safe route was established, Lord Toyotoda finally relented and allocated a large sum of resources into the building of an iron and silver mine, and funding builders and workers. He was skeptical, but Arima had seen the immense potential for growth and the wealth that would surely follow such growth. 
 
    After two years of hard work, the first shipment of iron and silver from Hirata Village would reach the Imperial Capital City. Toyotoda’s investment returned a hundredfold, filling his coffers with riches. Under Jin’s advice, the Lord then invested into proper roads and infrastructure, proper irrigation and ditches, and a sewage system to top it all off. Travel became easier, farming became a hundred times more efficient, and the presence of infectious diseases was cut down. With the village’s success, Jin had become its governor in all but name; Toyotoda Arima deferred to him when it came to matters of economics and infrastructure – even the collection of taxes and the allocation of funds became Jin’s unofficial responsibility. 
 
    And Jin welcomed it. He couldn’t do the same with Hamada as the man really didn’t bother much with economics and infrastructure, but – in his uncle’s village – Jin was free to unleash the full brunt of his otherworldly knowledge. He was practically running the village in Arima’s place, while his uncle dealt with the more political side of things, signing trade deals and such.  
 
    Of course, Jin had to hold himself back. The overall technological development of Moyatani was primitive in comparison to Jin’s previous world and the people here were simply unprepared for the marvels and wonders he could offer them if he truly unleashed everything he knew. 
 
    After two more years of Jin’s constant vigilance and shrewd governance, Hirata had developed a proper citizen registry, vastly improved its hygiene standards and practically outlawed public urination and defecation, established proper defensive walls and watchtowers around its borders and roads, and built a hospital – though, in Jin’s humble opinion, Moyatani medicinal knowledge was rather lackluster, relying mostly on herbal remedies instead of alchemy. Regardless, in his care, the village flourished and more than quadrupled in size as people from other lands moved in for a chance at a better life. Arima had denied them entry at first, seeing them as filthy miscreants, who were undeserving of his protection; Jin, however, had convinced him that an increase in population would lead to more competition and employment, which would allow him to collect more taxes, which meant more riches, and more development for Hirata. 
 
    However, all this meant Jin rarely had time to test his skills and further his knowledge of the magical arts – not that his uncle had an extensive library for him to take advantage of. Though, his skills with the blade had not dulled—traveling swordsmen, ronin, and martial artists all journeyed to Hirata to challenge the supposed child bushi for their weight in gold. 
 
    The constant supply of eager challengers had kept blade skills sharp, though some opponents were far better than most and actively forced him into using his enhanced strength, speed, and reflexes just to defeat them. That said, everyone else was soundly beaten, even without the aid of magic—force redirection was simply too good at beating undisciplined opponents. 
 
    I’ll have to find time to experiment more with my magic. What Jin had to know above all else, for now, were the actual limits of what he could unleash with his Fire Salamander. The Lightning Bug, though incredibly powerful in its own right, was a very simple tool for destruction. When placed on his right forearm, it allowed Jin to conjure powerful bolts of lightning from his fingertips or from the skies. When placed on his chest, it allowed him to move faster than the blink of an eye. It was limited, however, by the fact that Jin couldn’t turn while moving with the enhanced speed. When placed on his head, everything would slow down as his brain processed the world at the speed of lightning, allowing him to react to things much faster than he could normally do.  
 
    Still, I haven’t figured out the great mystery of how the heck I even have this Magical Beast on me. After four years of experimentation, Jin was no closer to an answer. 
 
    “How do I find a Magical Beast?” Ebisu asked, wrestling Jin out of his thoughts. The boy’s excitement was palpable. “Can we go now? Let’s go now! I wanna shoot fireballs from my hands!” 
 
    “Ugh…” Jin reached up and scratched the back of his head. “You’re too young for that, Ebisu. It’s not safe for you to go out to the woodlands just yet. Your father would be angry with me if anything happened to you.” 
 
    Ebisu merely nodded and closed his eyes. “Okay, I’ll just play with this.” 
 
    Curious, Jin focused his magic into his eyes and peered into his student’s core, which was likely what the boy was referring to. His core was already more malleable than Jin’s. Maybe he should give his method a try? But relying on my feelings is too unreliable. Feelings and emotions are always unreliable, Jin reminded himself. Ebisu’s control over his magic was instinctual rather than technical—a natural genius. He relied on the flow of his emotions to guide his magic, and if that flow were to be disrupted by sudden emotional turmoil, his control would be shaken too. 
 
    And yet, Jin sighed, I can’t deny the fact that his control is just better than mine. 
 
    Jin looked on as Ebisu altered, reshaped, and guided the flow of his core within himself, constantly changing it into a myriad of shapes or outright splitting it into two or three. The boy’s control was phenomenal. 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened. Okay, that’s just unfair. How is he so much better at this than I? It took me a whole week of practice just to get manipulation down to this level and he does it in two days. 
 
    Oh well, everyone was good at something and Ebisu, as it turned out, was just really good at manipulating magic on an instinctual level. Unlike Jin, Ebisu relied more on his feelings and emotions to guide him in shaping his magic. Then again… alright, I should probably test my hypothesis on him and see if it’ll work the way I think it will. 
 
    “Hey, Ebisu, there’s a cockroach on your foot.” 
 
    The boy’s control over his magic dissipated instantly with fear added to the mix. Ebisu screamed some gibberish, before jumping up and falling immediately on his back. His core receded into his stomach, where it’d remain without his constant control. Ebisu muttered something, but Jin wasn’t listening to him. 
 
    Ebisu was relying heavily on his emotions. If the boy had more technical control, his core wouldn’t have dissipated like that; it would’ve dissipated, Jin knew, but not to its most basic state. Jin didn’t like relying on something as irrational and as wild as emotions. Precise control and technical knowledge worked better for him. Or was he just overthinking this? 
 
    Still, he could not deny his pupil’s ridiculous talent. Given twenty or so years, Ebisu would be a veritable monster. 
 
    Jin’s thoughts and Ebisu’s panicked sputters were interrupted when a servant walked into the manor’s courtyard where they trained. The sun was nearing its zenith and sunlight bore down upon their heads. The servant was probably sent here to take little Ebisu to the bathhouse for a quick dip – Hamada was apparently the only noble lord who forbade his servants and maids from bathing him or Jin. Neither Ebisu nor his father was particularly opposed to the idea; Jin, however, found the whole thing to be a great security risk. An assassin could simply pretend to be one of the servants and kill them in the bath… which was why Jin had memorized every single employee in his uncle’s payroll. 
 
    Fortunately for the servant girl, Jin recognized her: Furumi Ayame, a local farmer’s daughter. 
 
    “Young master, Ebisu, your father has requested your presence immediately,” she said. 
 
    Jin’s pupil nodded and walked off with the servant girl after a curt bow to his teacher. Jin bowed back, before sighing and letting himself fall onto the grass, eyes looking up. He had three hours before he had duties to attend to…  
 
    A faint, but very familiar roar suddenly echoed from the northern woodlands. Jin stood up, immediately, eyes wide, and grinning. 
 
    There was an Earth-Shaker Boar some ten miles away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The massive creature lay on the ground, smoking and steaming, its once smooth and majestic fur having burnt away moments ago. The bulk of it was muscle and thickened skin, bones so strong and powerful they might as well have been unbreakable. Its tusks, mighty and gruesome, had cracked apart, revealing the fleshy core beneath the hard exterior. Its eyes, once filled with hatred and anger, had rolled back into its skull. The gargantuan Magical Beast, a rare mutant-type with unmatched physical prowess, had been defeated. The Earth-Shaker Boar lay dead by Jin’s hands. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Jin dropped Agito onto the ground and fell back, landing on his back upon the soft grass beneath him. His chest heaved up and down, and sparks of lightning arced out of his right hand. Flames sputtered out of his left hand, but they were tiny puffs, barely holding any real power. 
 
    “Ah, that was a lot harder than I thought it would be…” Jin muttered to himself in between breaths. 
 
    Jin had, against his better judgement, engaged the Earth-Shaker Boar in a head-to-head battle, without using his knowledge of its physical weaknesses – its knees, for instance, which would have made the whole affair about a thousand times easier.  
 
    It had been a grueling death match. Jin had purposefully avoided its eyes or any of its softer bits, even avoiding attacking or injuring its spine. The purpose of prolonging the fight and making things a lot harder for himself was to test the limits of his fire manipulation – which, Jin found, seemed limited only by his imagination and how much magic he had left in his system. 
 
    Luckily for him, Jin’s magical core was absurdly large, which meant it could house an absurd volume of magical energy and restored magic much faster than if it had been smaller, which allowed him to fling elemental spells at will. 
 
    And that’s exactly what he did. Jin had unleashed the full capacity of his Fire Salamander, creating walls of flames, globes of flames, and a whole host of other shapes and forms that he had not tried before. The Earth-Shaker Boar was, however, unamused by Jin’s constant and liberal use of fire. It charged again and again, just barely missing each time. Its thick skin was all but immune to the effects of extreme heat, effectively cancelling out any damage Jin’s flames might have done to it, though its fur did suffer greatly. 
 
    One of the many things Jin had noted about his own flames had been the fact that he could not control its overall temperature. He could not make it any hotter than it already was, which meant the only way for him to increase the heat of his flames was to unleash more of it. There was, after all, a limit to just how much destruction he could feasibly cause with his flames. The other limit was that he could not conjure any fire out of thin air—either he conjured it from the ground up or from his hands. The former of which was a bonus from the Turtle tattoo he’d taken from Yamamoto Gamashiki all those years ago. The Phoenix’s additive ability of creating and controlling hot gusts of wind also greatly increased his repertoire of fire-based attacks. By willing forth a great pillar of flames from the ground, for instance, and encasing it in a constant circular flow of hot air, Jin could create a tornado of magical flames. 
 
    Jin’s experimentations with his fire-based abilities lasted for over an hour, which – surprisingly – did little to actually halt the Earth-Shaker Boar’s unstoppable onslaught. After all, the angry pig was more than capable of taking down elemental-type Magical Beasts with ease, simply with its brute strength. The flames he’d conjured for the last hour hadn’t really done anything except annoy the pig even further than it already was. Strange, I was able to burn away its skin and meat last time, but it was already dead by then. Is its skin really tough or is it simply regenerating through all the flames? 
 
    Deciding he was done experimenting on the poor creature, Jin activated the power of his right hand and began unleashing powerful bolts of lightning from the sky and from the tips of his fingertips. He could conjure both at the same time, but he was limited to two bolts of lightning. In terms of burst damage, his Lightning Bug was definitely stronger; in terms of damage over a period of time, over vast areas, however, his Fire Salamander was stronger. Though, against the Earth-Shaker Boar, lightning worked better. 
 
    The smell of burning meat and skin entered Jin’s nose as he rained down bolt after flashing bolt of lightning upon the mutant-type Magical Beast, significantly slowing its strides each time its body was struck with the powerful flashes of heavenly magical electricity. Unlike when it was hit by Jin’s flames, the Earth-Shaker Boar’s thick skin and regeneration did nothing to protect its internal organs from getting zapped each time Jin sent a powerful streak of lightning into its body. The Magical Beast staggered and slowed, Jin’s lightning pushing it further and further into the ground each time it struck. Tiny cracks appeared at its feet with every grueling step forward. 
 
    “DIE, YOU ANGRY PIGLET!” he’d screamed. 
 
    Willing forth an absurd amount of magic into his right hand, Jin conjured a massive blast of lightning from the clouds. It was so massive that its flash had temporarily blinded Jin, forcing him to step back for a moment as a thunderous boom echoed outward and filled the woodlands with its terror. Ears ringing and eyes dazed, Jin stood still and waited for the telltale signs of the Earth-Shaker Boar’s approach – only, it never came. 
 
    When his vision finally returned a few seconds later, Jin had found the creature lying prone at the center of a shallow crater, spiderweb cracks radiating outward. One of the Magical Beast’s tusks had broken off and most of its body seemed to have been flash-fried by the absurdly large lightning he had conjured. 
 
    Agito had not been needed for this battle, but Jin had kept his companion in hand. 
 
    Utterly exhausted after his rather careless expenditure of magical energy, Jin fell onto the ground, arms wide open, while his gaze lingered upon the sky. 
 
    In the four years he had spent in Hirata, Jin had accumulated more power than he ever had at Murasaki Castle. From the hundreds of elemental-type Magical Beasts he’d slaughtered and harvested in all that time, Jin had found his magical capacity to have grown rapidly from their addition, reaching new heights of power. The returns, however, were diminishing. With each Beast Core he harvested, the boosts he’d receive, in turn, slowly plateaued. Then again, I’ve shoved every single core into the damn Fire Salamander and it’s… 
 
    Jin glanced at his left forearm and marveled at the growth of his tattoo. It’d once been just a simple Salamander-looking image, but now – after about a hundred infusions of different elemental-type Magical Beasts – it had slowly morphed into something that resembled a dragon from his previous world, one with two legs and a pair of wings. As it evolved, so did his control over magical flames. 
 
    I should probably shove the Earth-Shaker Boar’s Core into the Lightning Bug; if the diminishing returns work on the basis of a tattoo’s capacity to hold in only a set amount of cores, then placing new cores in the Lightning Bug, instead of the Fire Salamander, should allow me to get around the diminishing returns – at least, for a bit, before the Lightning Bug fills up eventually. 
 
    Pushing himself onto his feet, Jin grabbed Agito and walked over to the Earth-Shaker Boar’s massive corpse. Standing right next to its smoking, smoldering remains, Jin held out his right hand and willed flames to burst out of the ground beneath the Magical Beast. The fires licked and crackled as it radiated out and consumed the corpse within moments. Jin took several steps back. As the flames intensified, Jin then conjured forth great gusts of hot air and had them form a whirling vortex around the gargantuan corpse. The winds pulled on the magical flames and, soon enough, a massive flaming whirlwind formed over the remains of the Magical Beast. 
 
    The fires quickly ate away at the boar’s corpse, whilst the whirling vortex swept away the burnt meat and bone. After twenty minutes, the only thing that was left was the Beast Core, a glimmering ember orb of pure, solidified magical energy. Jin walked toward it, crouched down, and reached out with his right hand. He extended his magic and pulled the orb into his Lightning Bug tattoo. 
 
    Immense strength filled him immediately, a surge of energy onto his muscles and bones – electrifying every cell in his body. Jin’s hair, which he had kept just above his shoulders, stiffened at the sudden influx of energies that surged within his body. Jin fell to his knees, eyes wide at the strange strength he suddenly wielded. It’s… entirely different from shoving it into the Fire Salamander. It’s not heat – it’s electricity. My muscles are twitching. I feel much stronger, but… 
 
    Grabbing Agito, Jin laid the edge of his unnatural blade over his palm. Huh, this is the first time I’ve ever done something like this – why haven’t I tested my regeneration in this manner before? 
 
    Jin coldly looked on as he slid Agito’s edge over the skin of his palm, drawing a tiny trickle of blood from a small wound, which closed almost immediately – or, at least, it tried to. What the— 
 
    Curious, Jin channeled magic into his eyes and peered into the wound. Foul magic lingered upon it, actively preventing his natural regeneration from fixing something that should have healed in less than two seconds. The seconds ticked by as Jin processed what’d just occurred right before his eyes. He then turned to look at Agito after the thousandth or so second, raising the blade, where his own face was reflected on the dark crimson metal. Jin had known for a while now that Agito had some kind of magic in it – something that made it so it didn’t rust or wither or chip or break. He could feel it coursing through the weapon itself, giving it its own personality and unique opinions on things. 
 
    Jin had never known it could actively prevent wounds from healing, having never been on the wrong side of the blade. Is… is that why Yamamoto Gamashiki’s wounds didn’t regenerate when they should have? he thought. He did have the Phoenix with him and its regenerative properties should have healed through everything I did to him. 
 
    Maybe… or maybe not. Jin wasn’t too sure and he didn’t exactly have a lot of options with which to test out possible theories. He couldn’t exactly just pull a random mage, strap them down to a chair, and subject them to horrific experiments; well, he could, but he promised himself, his friend, and his mother that he’d be different and so that option was immediately off the table. However, this was one experiment he couldn’t simply do to himself; the risks were too great and he knew too little about Agito – all things considered. 
 
    Did Agito cause wounds to heal much slower or did it cause them to stop healing at all – an eternally bleeding opening on the skin? Too many questions and Jin wasn’t keen on using himself as a subject of experimentation. 
 
    Jin glanced down at the tiny wound on his palm and noted the dissipating presence of the foul and unnatural magic. It was closing and healing, albeit at an extremely slow rate. After three seconds, the foulness upon the wound fully disappeared and his natural regeneration simply sealed the cut shut faster than Jin could blink. 
 
    Agito seemed to groan in annoyance. 
 
    Jin blinked and shook his head, taking a single step back. “What… what the hell just happened?” 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed at the blade in his hand. Its crimson sheen glinted with a strange and unspoken malice – screams and flames echoing in from some dark realm. It must have been Agito’s unnaturally foul magical properties that prevented Gamashiki from healing through my attacks. Whatever magic had aided in the construction of Agito was, and is, potent enough to simply halt layer upon layer of magical regeneration. 
 
    Agito belonged to him and him alone – the other living weapons all had their own properties that made them unique from each other in subtle ways. Agito, it seemed, was made to kill the unkillable, to bring down immortals and gods. A blade that was rather fitting for someone like him. It must have been forged with the intention of killing and maiming mages, since every bloody mage in this new world seemed to have advanced regenerative abilities that mages in his previous world could only dream of. And Agito’s whole existence countered that. 
 
    Jin grabbed his left pinky. Let’s test a normal—  
 
    He twisted, yelling from the sudden pain then emitting a sigh of relief not three seconds later as his regeneration kicked in and immediately fixed the broken finger. Jin raised his left hand to his eye level and briefly examined his pinky. Aside from some redness, there was absolutely no sign of injury. It did sting a bit, but that was likely a lingering mental effect, since breaking and twisting his own finger had been quite painful.  
 
    I’m sure glad that worked, he thought, relieved. My regeneration is back to what it should be – if I absorb the cores of more Earth-Shaker Boars, I should be able to reach a level of regeneration that allows me to heal damage as I take it, just like the boar itself. 
 
    For a moment, Jin’s thoughts drifted toward the mages who had partaken in the siege of Murasaki Castle. Their power had very clearly exceeded his own – even now. Did they also have an incredibly powerful form of regeneration? After all, they were older than him and would have had more time to develop themselves and absorb more creatures, and master whatever powers they had. Logically, mages of their caliber should possess an incredibly powerful and efficient form of regeneration that simply trumps all others.  
 
    As he was now, he couldn’t hope to defeat them—to take his revenge. He had to gather strength and power, using Hirata village as his stepping stone. I shall amass wealth and build armies, he resolved. I shall retake what was stolen from me and I will bleed dry the Muramasa family down to the last child! 
 
    Jin didn’t notice the grin on his face as he turned and walked away from the corpse, nor did he notice the darkness that seemed to linger about him, following in his every footstep, like a cloud of malice and darkness. Flowers and plants wilted at his passing, their life energy drifting out of their forms and flowing into Jin’s core. Tiny creatures, insects and rats, living beneath the soil in burrows, shuddered and died at Jin’s passing, their bodies turning into desiccated husks. For a moment, a horned specter with fiery red eyes seemed to hover above him, before disappearing into the wind. 
 
    Jin, of course, never noticed any of this as he walked back to Hirata, content with the silence of the trees and the gentle song of the winds. His mind was too focused on the road to his revenge.  
 
    I’ll have to talk to Arima about setting up a barracks, he thought. It’d be good to get a proper garrison up and running. The guards we have at the moment are plenty enough, but the village will expand more and more in time and it’ll be good if we had more people to defend it with. We could even send out more guardsmen to the watchtowers to keep passing merchants safe in our lands. That reminds me, I should really see to the bandit problem in the southern roads. It’s rather annoying every single time someone comes up and asks for help and I can’t do anything since it’s outside our damn borders. 
 
    He walked out of the tree line and into the paved road, engineered by Jin’s own design, following the ancient roadways of his previous world, constructed by an empire that’d once spanned the whole world. One of their greatest creations had been the network of roads and highways that served to bridge the gaps between cities and kingdoms long after their fall. Of course, Jin couldn’t simply have the Moyatani people follow along their design exactly as it was simply too advanced, but he did construct a simpler, four-layer road as opposed to the empire’s original seven-layer design. Jin’s version worked well enough for Hirata. 
 
    As Jin neared the gates of his village, several guards and peasants waved their greetings at him, which Jin returned in kind – it was always a good idea to endear oneself to one’s own people. He passed the gates and smiled at the bustling activity of the village. Peasants and merchants traded with each other in designated booths, while vendors and craftsmen sold their wares and goods in artisanal shops. It was loud, but it was the good kind of loud – the productive kind. Under his guidance, unemployment was all but non-existent in Hirata village; the only people who could not work were those too weak to even lift their arms and stood at death’s door. 
 
    More people greeted him as he passed them, hundreds of footsteps clicking against the paved road. Jin forced himself to smile as he returned their greetings. Soon, however, a few guards walked toward him and stood at his sides, guiding the peasant folk away so they didn’t disturb him. Jin had found the whole idea to be odd and pointless, but Arima had insisted that nobles should be with guards at all times when in public. Begrudgingly, Jin accepted their presence and kept up his smiles. 
 
    He entered the manor, passing by the stone courtyard where Ebisu and he had practiced a few hours earlier, before heading straight into Arima’s office. The barracks really needed to be up and running within the next six months, else winter would reach them and all possible activity would cease as everything froze over for the next three months. When Jin reached the door into his uncle’s office, however, the sounds of commotion reached his ears. 
 
    There were three people there – not including his uncle – who were arguing and yelling about… something. Jin leaned in and listened closer as one of them spoke. “They’ve been harassing our caravans and shipments for an entire week! You have to deal with those bandits or else trade is going to slow down!” 
 
    Arima’s voice came next. His uncle spoke calmly, saying, “Unfortunately, the attacks are happening outside my fief’s borders. I can’t send in a force to deal with them without political repercussions, which I’d prefer to avoid.” 
 
    “You could hire a group of mercenaries and send them in disguise!” another suggested frantically. “Whatever method you come up with, the merchants will support you. But they must be dealt with immediately!” 
 
    Jin raised a single eyebrow.  
 
    I guess I should deal with those rodents. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of the bandits.” Jin spoke coldly, eyes lingering over the distant woodlands. The sun was nearing its sleep, already settling itself in the roots of the mountains. The winds blew and brushed back Jin’s hair. It swayed like a tattered cape in a strong breeze. Jin turned and locked eyes with his uncle. The old man seemed to shrink in his seat.  
 
    “It shouldn’t take long,” said Jin. “I’ll be back before the servants wake you for breakfast, uncle.” 
 
    Toyotoda Arima sighed and shook his head, forcing himself to lean slightly forward, instead of having his back against his seat. Jin eyed him. The man seemed apprehensive. His lips curled to speak, but no words came out.  
 
    “Uncle, is there something wrong?” Jin said, sighing. “Would you prefer we wait for another lord to deal with the miscreants?” 
 
    “It’s not that, dear nephew.” Of the many virtues his uncle possessed, decisiveness was not among them. “I… ugh… I- I worry about your safety. Anything could happen outside my territory and I won’t be there to aid you should something happen.” 
 
    “Uncle, I have killed hundreds of creatures – each one of them would take dozens of soldiers to bring down, after a lengthy battle.” Jin held up his right hand, where arcs of lightning flashed and danced between his fingers. Arima’s eyes widened at the very simple display of magic – after all this time, the common folk remained under the shadow of the arcane arts. “I may be nine years old, but mere bandits are little more than flies to me. They are beasts to be swatted aside without mercy and without remorse. Let me kill them.” 
 
    True enough, when taking into account the numerous enhancements and boosts granted to him by the hundreds of Beast Cores he’d harvested and consumed, Jin would have more strength in one finger than Hamada did in his whole body – which, considering everything, really put into perspective just how powerful mages were in this new world.  
 
    However, Jin wouldn’t be dealing with a fellow mage - he’d be dealing with measly bandits. Honestly, clearing out a rat infestation would probably be a lot harder than finding, stalking, and slaughtering a bunch of bandits in the woods. Heck, he could probably just march into their camp and have them all run themselves through his blade. 
 
    Arima’s sigh was heavy. “To think I would ever send a child to slaughter over a hundred men, criminals though they are…” He shook his head, but grinned gently “The first time I laid eyes upon you, nephew, I knew immediately that you were destined for great things.”  
 
    Jin smirked.  
 
    His uncle continued. “You are a monster, nephew. And I don’t mean that in a bad way. Your strength is monstrous. Your intelligence is terrifying. Your talent for governance is beyond the bounds of genius. Your mental fortitude is gargantuan. You have faced the horrors of war when you were five years of age and walked out of it unscathed in both mind and body. I shudder to imagine what you could accomplish when you grow older, Jin.” 
 
    Sighing, Arima acquiesced. For a moment, Lord Toyotoda looked a few decades older than what he really was. “Very well, you have my blessing to go out and deal with the criminals in any manner you deem fitting and necessary.” 
 
    Jin smiled, stood up, and bowed his head – almost mockingly. His respect for his uncle existed only because of the man’s decision to take him in under his own roof, offer him clothes, and give him food. But his will was weak and severely lacking. Without Jin’s guidance, Hirata would’ve stagnated and faded into the annals of history. “Very well, uncle. I shall take care of those pests.” 
 
    Jin didn’t bother with dinner. He didn’t change his clothes or take a bath. He didn’t even bring provisions for the journey ahead of him. When Jin walked out of his uncle’s manor, all he had on his person was Agito, the clothes on his back and the slippers over his feet.  
 
    Ebisu stood there, waiting for him in the courtyard. The boy walked toward him. “Teacher, are you going somewhere?” 
 
    Jin smiled and ruffled the child’s hair. “Oh, I’m just going out for a walk alone. It’s nice to just take a stroll through the woods every now and then – enjoy the scenery and other such things.” 
 
    “Really? That sounds boring!” Ebisu exclaimed, holding out his hands. Jin noted the wooden sword fastened on Ebisu’s hip. “Let’s go train!” 
 
    “No, I’m busy.” 
 
    He didn’t bother waiting for the boy’s reaction as he strode past him and walked out through the manor’s main defensive gates, constructed at Jin’s insistence. The walls were taller now and had been heavily reinforced with battlements and arrow holes – both of which were simple innovations the Moyatani people had somehow failed to invent by themselves. Jin walked past the walls, waving at the guardsmen before striding into the village, where, despite the dying of the sun, the streets remained lit as braziers burned in strategically placed corners and locations to maximize light. The flames were fed with a long-lasting flammable sap that gave out no noxious fumes or embers. 
 
    Jin hurried past the village gates, ignoring the greetings of the guards as he stepped out of the paved road and ran at full speed toward the nearby woodlands, practically disappearing from sight and leaving behind only a thin trail of dust and gashes upon the land with each step forward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jin crouched down, eyeing the numerous footprints and trails around the remnants of what was once a horse-drawn carriage – now nothing more than a pile of broken wood. It stood, ruined, in the middle of a dirt road, far from his uncle’s territory. Thick woodlands flanked both sides of the path.  
 
    His eyes followed the prints of men and horses. The merchants were ambushed from both sides, he concluded. The attacking force numbered at about twenty men, some of them came barefoot. The merchant’s hired guards never stood a chance. 
 
    Jin took a single step forward, still crouching, eyes practically glued to the dirt beneath him. The soil was damp, but not wet. He was lucky it was - otherwise, tracking the bandits would have been a whole lot harder. They killed the guards and dragged their bodies toward the trees. I’m guessing they took the arms and armors and left the— 
 
    Yep, the corpses are right there. 
 
    He stalked closer toward the remains of the carriage itself – made mostly of hardwood and bamboo. They dragged the merchants out, but they didn’t kill them immediately, he thought. They dragged them into the woods, likely to keep them for ransom. They took away the cargo… that way. They tried splitting themselves up when they returned to the woods, but the crates must’ve been too heavy to simply pass along each other – they had to drag it all the way into their hideout. 
 
    All he needed to do now was follow the trail of the cargo into the deep woods. There was no magic in the air, which meant the presence of Magical Beasts was extremely unlikely, but not entirely impossible. A large, armed group with proper provisions and equipment could feasibly set up a base of operations without fear of getting hunted down and killed by Magical Beasts. 
 
    Jin strode deeper into the woods, guided by the night-vision granted to him by moving his Fire Salamander tattoo into his head. He could channel a large amount of magic into his eyes and it’d have nearly the same effect, but doing so required a conscious use of magic, which drained a bit of his precious energy as opposed to just shoving the bloated Fire Salamander onto his head, where it now rested on the right side of his face. The trees were much thinner here, weaker and lesser than the trees in the woodlands further north. This wasn’t surprising: magic, Jin had read, played a big role in the growth and health of an ecosystem. The more magic that permeated a patch of land, the healthier and more vibrant the creatures would be. The lack of magic certainly explains why everything here looks so damn plain. 
 
    He shook his head and headed deeper into the woodlands. The trail was leading him toward the base of a nearby mountain. Jin studied it. The bandits must have either established themselves in a cave or near one. They would have to be close to a river, too. There’s a stream that flows in from the north and passes near the mountain, he realized. Their base is likely close by. 
 
    A few minutes later, Jin saw the first inkling of human habitation: twinkling, flickering flames in the distance. They were too faint for human eyes to see as the lights themselves bounced off smoothened rocks and dissipated rather quickly. A normal human being would have mistaken them for fireflies or the eyes of some hungry predator. But Jin’s enhanced senses perceived beyond the perceptions of mortal men, and he saw the tiny flickering things for what they truly were – torchlights, two of them placed at the flanks of the mouth of a cave.  
 
    There you are… 
 
    Still, he couldn’t just go in there and kill them all at once. Well, he could, but that was not a good option. Firstly, he had no assurance that all the bandits were there; he could easily kill everyone in the cave and the ones still outside could simply run and hide and restart their criminal ventures elsewhere. He needed to end them all in a single, decisive stroke. Secondly, Jin needed to be absolutely certain that the bandits did not have some errant mage in their ranks. The presence of a mage would upset the balance of his plans quite easily. Still, it’d be a very weak mage that works with a bunch of criminals – assuming there is one. 
 
    Then again, the presence of an enemy mage should produce some level of detectable magical trail in the air, but there was nothing. 
 
    Ah well, I could just walk in and kill every living thing in the cave. If the survivors disperse into the surrounding lands, I’ll just have to hunt them down and—  
 
    A random thought occurred to him. Did he really need to kill them at all? After all, human life was a valuable commodity that shouldn’t be taken or thrown away so easily. Jin paused and leaned against a tree, considering his options, whilst his eyes drifted up at the stars twinkling in the night sky. 
 
    Why should I kill them when I can take over their enterprise, instead? He thought. In his previous world, before his rise to the highest throne, Jin had briefly been a part of underground societies, secret organizations, and assassin brotherhoods. He knew the ins and outs of managing a shadow group probably more than he knew how to manage a village. If he could somehow get the bandits to submit to him, then he’d gain a very useful set of resources – one he could throw at the lands of neighboring lords to pillage and plunder, without anyone the wiser.  
 
    But they’d never bow down to a child, he supposed. No matter how much strength I display, these bandits would never allow themselves to submit to a nine-year old. I need… a stand in—  
 
    Wait. 
 
    His lips widened into a wicked grin. Oh yes, that’s exactly what I’ll do. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You think anyone’s gonna pay the ransom for these old coots?” Jin listened in on the conversation between two of the bandits as he walked on. Beside him walked a fire-replica of Hamada, only much more refined and lordly, projecting an air of arrogance and security. When they reached the mouth of the cave, the bandits stiffened, grabbed their weapons, and aimed their little bamboo spears at Jin’s fiery creation. Of course, they elected to ignore the nine-year-old child. Well, I am rather short. The miscreants are likely thinking I’m of no threat. At least my plan’s working out so far. 
 
    If Jin wasn’t trying to be grave and serious about the whole thing, he would have laughed at their faces. Their attempt at making themselves appear threatening was honestly quite cute, like a pair of angry kittens baring their teeth at an approaching elephant. Jin had to hold himself from wheezing as they approached. Get it together! he told himself. 
 
    One of them, a ragged man with an equally ragged beard, stepped forward. “Who the hell are you and what do you want?” he demanded. 
 
    Another bandit raised an eyebrow and glanced at him for a moment, before turning his full attention toward Jin’s life-sized replica of Hamada, complete with the man’s favorite clothes and his tachi. Though, if anyone were to reach out and touch the replica, their hand would not fare well. While the replica was not just a fiery human being and did, in fact, look exactly like how Jin imagined Hamada to be, it was ultimately made of fire. 
 
    “I wish to parley with your leader. You will take me to him, knave.” Hamada spoke with as much disdain and arrogance as Jin could feasibly shove into it. Jin even made the replica point at the man’s exposed chest for emphasis. 
 
    The bearded bandit seemed outraged, but the sudden, bubbling anger died down almost as quickly as it surfaced as Hamada loomed over them like a giant. Meanwhile, the bandit’s partner visibly shrunk back, sweat dripping down the side of his head, even dropping his spear. Huh, I have to admit. Hamada can be incredibly intimidating when you’re not used to him. 
 
    The bearded bandit shook his head and aimed his spear right at Hamada’s throat, though the point of it was shaking wildly. “I don’t c-c-care who you think you are, but no one gives me orders!” 
 
    Hamada turned toward Jin, before turning back to bandits, smirking. “Student, please relieve this man of his weapon and his consciousness. My patience is running thin.” 
 
    Jin smiled. “With pleasure, my master.” 
 
    Jin flashed upward, sending a powerful left kick to the bearded bandit’s right temple and sending him flying away. The man crashed against a boulder, before sliding and slumping down on the soil, unconscious. The whole thing took less than a second. 
 
    Jin brushed off the dust that’d clung onto the edges of his sleeves. “It is finished, master.” 
 
    “That is very good, my student.” Hamada then turned toward the remaining bandit and smiled. “You don’t want to end up like your little friend, right?” 
 
    Throat and mouth practically frozen in fear, the bandit could only muster enough strength to nod his head frantically, cold sweat dripping all over his body and drenching his ragged clothes.  
 
    Hamada took a single step forward, still smirking. “Take me to your leader, before I lose what little remains of my patience.” 
 
    He turned toward the bearded bandit’s downed form. “If you don’t, I’ll make sure my student does something far worse to you.” 
 
    “I’ll take you to the boss immediately!” The bandit yelped, profusely bowing his head up and down, sweating buckets. The man was lucky they were this far south that the northern winds couldn’t just freeze him after a single blow. The bandit’s face was pale and dreadful, like fish taken out of water and left in the sun for too long.  
 
    Jin resisted the urge to fall down and laugh. This was too good. Ah, I wonder what it’d take to make him soil his pants… 
 
    The man led them into the mouth of the cave, where a musky scent met Jin’s nose. It was almost like the smell of a drill station in his previous world, where soldiers marched and practiced their skills under the command of a Drill Sergeant, a high-ranking officer who often carried a whip and a sharp tongue. Well, the cave probably had the smell for a more mundane reason: these bandits likely hadn’t taken a bath in months. 
 
    “Who the hell are these people, Kira?” A commotion was brewing. They had crossed the mouth of the cave and found themselves in a wide cavern, where numerous wooden installations were built upon the ground—sleeping places and treasure hoards. There were tents and futons and fireplaces. Of the numerous tents, one stood higher and more pristine than the others. Trinkets and other strange items adorned it. 
 
    Close to a hundred bandits made their home here. 
 
    And now, those hundred had surrounded Jin and Hamada. Each one of them was armed, but unarmored. Most of them wore raggedy kimonos or just outright wraps. Despite their successful raids and lootings, these people were still very much in poverty. And why would they not be? They weren’t merchants - whatever goods they stole would soon rot away in this blasted cave. No one would buy things that were obviously stolen, unless said buyer wanted the whole Merchant’s Guild up in arms against them.The only sure way for them to earn money was through ransoms. Taking control of the horde of unwashed and untrained barbarians would prove to be rather easy. 
 
    Jin smirked, but no one was looking at him – no one was paying attention to him. 
 
    The pale and gaunt bandit who’d led them inside, whose name was apparently Kira, paled further before turning to Hamada and pointing a weak finger at the very imposing fire-clone. Jin glanced at his to-scale replica of Hamada and wondered if perhaps he’d overdone the whole thing and made it too terrifying for the lowly thugs.  
 
    Kira shuddered as he spoke, “He… he wants to see the boss.” 
 
    “Eh? What for?” One of the bandits stepped forward, a burly man with a protruding belly. His arms were thick and muscular, and he carried with him a gruesome wooden club, which he pointed at Hamada’s chest. “What the hell do you want with the boss?” 
 
    “It’s quite simple really,” Hamada answered, smirking. If anyone had bothered to compare his face with Jin’s, they would have seen the exact same smirk. Alas, no one even bothered to look at the nine-year-old child beside him. Hamada reached forward and grabbed the tip of the bandit’s kanabo club, the hardwood hissing and smoking at his touch. Almost immediately, the other bandits stepped away. Whispers of witches, magic, and curses fluttered all around. As the wooden club burst into flame, Hamada took a single step forward and spoke, “I’m going to make him an offer he can’t refuse.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What brings you this far south, Northerner?” The boss of the bandits was not as Jin had expected; he was short and stout, and his hands lacked the calluses of a warrior. He looked almost like a stereotypical merchant with how his belly seemed to protrude forward. He did, however, exude an aura of calm and confidence – the aura of one with years and experience behind them. His eyes spoke much as well – calculating. He took a cup of rice wine into his mouth, whilst sliding one over toward Jin’s fire replica of Hamada. 
 
    They sat upon the floor of a hide tent, sewn together from the tanned hides of large animals, ranging from bears to deer. Despite the rustic and primitive look, however, the inside of the tent swelled with riches and elegant baubles that would not look out of place in the personal quarters of some gaudy noble whose treasury overflowed with gold – in this bandit’s case, he just skipped ahead to getting what he wanted without having to buy it off someone else. There were glass and porcelain cups, inlaid with gold filigree and silver streaks – chopsticks and knives made of master-forged steel, meant for the personal weapons of bushi and noblemen. Honestly, the tent’s interior was a stark contrast to the rugged band that dwelled just outside. 
 
    Jin grinned inwardly. This bandit boss was someone he could get along with quite well. Hamada spoke, “Before we discuss business, I would like to know what you’re called, bandit leader.” 
 
    “Of course, of course, where are my manners?” The bandit leader chuckled to himself. But Jin saw through the façade almost immediately. A part of him wanted the whole thing to end immediately, for them to speak as they should, but another part of him was kind of enjoying the little farce. After all, they were both acting; one was acting in such a way as to make others underestimate his true intelligence, and the other one was literally acting the role of his own father. 
 
    Still, why had this man referred to Hamada as ‘Northerner’? He wasn’t exactly wrong, since their family did come from the north, but how had he figured it out so quickly? Was it in his demeanor? Was it in the clothes? The proverbial wheels in Jin’s mind were spinning so rapidly that his control over the fire replica had wavered for but the briefest of moments in such a way that flecks of flames shimmered in the air from Hamada’s clothes, before quickly dissipating as Jin regained his self-control. That was close. 
 
    The bandit boss didn’t seem to notice, however, but Jin wasn’t counting on it; he had to act as though his cover was already blown. 
 
    Hamada took the rice wine and gulped it down at once – the liquid sizzled, hissed, and steamed inside him, but the vapors were dispersed so that the bandit boss didn’t notice anything – even then, there were vapors emanating from the scented candles that adorned his tent.  
 
    “My men call me boss, my colleagues call me Yojimbo; my real name is lost and will remain lost. So, what are you doing this far in the Southlands, Northerner?” 
 
    Jin considered the question for a moment; it didn’t matter how this Yojimbo person seemed to know immediately that Hamada was a northerner. What really mattered was his answer to that question. With a simple mental command, Jin’s fire-replica of Hamada spoke, “Power – it drives me further from my home as I suspect it drove you far from yours. I seek – in the simplest of terms – power above all else.” 
 
    Yojimbo grinned, his aura seemingly shifting instantly. His demeanor changed as well, gone was the bandit leader and the toothy smile that came with the façade, revealing the man beneath the illusion; the true Yojimbo, the cold and calculating man, who viewed people as resources to be spent or thrown away. He was very much like Jin, himself, except for the fact that he wasn’t physically inclined; it was honestly quite refreshing to finally meet another ruthless thinker. I wonder what his grand plan is by managing this group of miscreants. There has to be some sort of higher goal to this whole thing if we are anything alike. 
 
    “We are the same then. So, on to business; I see no more sense in this little game we’re playing…” To Jin’s utter surprise, Yojimo tore his gaze from Hamada and locked eyes with him, instead. “This magical construct of yours is quite good, if I may say so myself; it reacts so fluidly and so lifelike that I’m certain my men would not have noticed anything amiss about it. However, I have dealt with more mages than I’d like and such paltry tricks are not beneath my notice; next time, it’d be wise for you to remember, little mage, that you simply cannot replicate the life in a person’s eyes – you can replicate everything else, but not that. When I look at this… construct of yours, it is as though I am looking at a reanimated corpse.” 
 
    Jin was torn between gritting his teeth in frustration or just outright clapping at Yojimbo’s perceptiveness. Whatever the case, the bandit leader had truly elevated himself in Jin’s eyes, solidifying his position as an equal of the mind – definitely not an equal of strength, but the mind was mankind’s most potent weapon. With it, even the weak could bring down the strong. Yojimbo’s mind was one he could not look down on.  
 
    Jin smiled and spoke for the first time in what must have been an hour, “I didn’t think anyone would actually notice that little trick. Whatever the case, I’m not going to dispel it, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    Yojimbo shrugged, but took away the cup of sake he’d passed toward Hamada. “You’re too young to be drinking. Anyway, what are you doing here? My men told me you were going to give me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Of course, with you being a potent mage, just ordering them to kill you and be done with it wasn’t an option; so, may I hear this offer of yours, now?” 
 
    Jin dropped his smile and made his fire-replica pause and stop moving. With his attention now firmly on Yojimbo, Jin leaned forward and placed his chin between his palms, elbows planted on his thighs. “I’d like to – shall we say – hire your little band of ruffians and miscreants, and give the lot of you an actual direction. See, you’ve been attacking, robbing, or even kidnapping a few of the merchants headed toward Hirata and I don’t want that. When I arrived here, it was with the express wish to kill you all, impale your bodies on bamboo shoots, and rush back home.” 
 
    Yojimbo grinned, utterly unperturbed by Jin’s admission to wanting to skewer him and his lackeys. He spoke with a cunning, business-like tone, leaning forward as well, “Instead, you saw an opportunity in my little merry band, correct?” 
 
     Jin nodded. “Yes, with you and your bandits in my employ, I would direct you to the lands of my enemies and arm you with proper weapons and provisions; I’d even sell your stolen goods for you and give you a sizeable cut of the profits. Of course, the lot of you will be given proper payment for your services rendered, alongside my… personal protection – I am a powerful mage, after all. In return, you will go where I tell you to and attack who I tell you to. Other than that, I will outline the lands you can raid and plunder to your hearts’ contentment.” 
 
    Jin did not doubt his ability; he was powerful and he knew it. There were likely to be plenty of others who were stronger than him, but none of them would be of his age and were likely to be at least two decades older. Compared to just about everyone else in his age-range and anyone else under the age of twenty-five, Jin was certain of his superiority. However, he wasn’t taking down an entire clan – a very powerful and influential one at that – by himself. No, he needed an army. 
 
    Yojimbo’s bandit band was… not an army, but Jin could mold them to be one – a regiment, at least, since their numbers were paltry. However, given proper resources, equipment, and some training; Jin would have a very effective force of guerilla warriors – a mode of warfare that the people of Moyatani have never conceived nor heard of due to all the honorable tenets that dictated how they fought. Jin’s experience in his previous world, however, had taught him the simple and bitter fact that honor had no place in war; the only thing that mattered was that you won and your enemy was crushed. In that same line of thought, even the most powerful and skilled of bushi would be wholly unprepared for the demon that was guerilla warfare. 
 
    After all, what was the point of a powerful cavalry charge by noble and courageous bushi if they all fell into a spiked pitfall and died? What was the point of martial skill with a blade if one’s throat was slit in the night in one’s bed? Jin would mold this crew of motley bandits into something more – a proper shadow organization of saboteurs, assassins, and raiders. 
 
    “You certainly know how to make an offer,” Yojimbo said. “The goods we’ve stolen are mostly useless, unless it’s food or wine; everything else is given away to everyone, equally. While I won’t share my reasons for starting this crew of mine, I will admit that it has grown quite beyond what I intended it to be – beyond the scope of my goals. A good direction is what we need – and a patron.” 
 
    Jin nodded, pleased that his fellow thinker understood his position. “I will also train your men in the arts of ambushing, trapping, and sabotage; I’m sure their skill is adequate for catching merchants and their ilk, but mediocrity has no place in my plans.” 
 
    “You wish to make those fools into something that resembles the shinobi?” Yojimbo asked, a single eyebrow raised. 
 
    Jin considered the question for a moment. While it was true that the Shadow Warriors were known for their assassination skills and their ability to attack unseen, unheard, and undetected, they were simply unsuited to Jin’s plans. They could kill individuals, poison food stores and water sources easily enough, but against large groups of disciplined men and moving armies, the Shinobi’s mode of combat almost always never worked. Whereas a group of guerilla fighters could slowly eat away at the flanks of a moving army without ever revealing themselves or placing themselves in the way of danger – even do so in broad daylight when the Shadow Warriors would only strike in the safety of the shadows of the night. 
 
    Jin shook his head. “No, not like the Shinobi; I don’t need assassins. What I need is a dedicated force to strike at the weak points of the enemy; this could be anything from exposed flanks, isolated regiments, baggage trains, loot carriages, under-guarded treasures, and whatever else I deem fit for them to do.” 
 
    Yojimbo seemed to seriously consider Jin’s offer for a moment, before leaning further forward. “That’s all well and good, but I need something concrete – something that’ll cement our little deal. See, the problem right now is that I don’t know or trust you; as far as I’m concerned, you’re just a very talented young mage with the balls to actually come in here and offer this deal. I respect you for that – truly, but pretty words won’t be enough to sway my boys… or me.” 
 
    Jin smiled. “How about this? You cease all activity for the next two months, and I’ll give you twenty sacks of white rice. After that period of time, we’ll discuss my offer again. However, if you accept the rice and continue to attack merchants on their way to Hirata, I’ll kill every one of you and skewer your flayed bodies with bamboo; do you understand?” 
 
    Yojimbo grinned, leaned back, and raised both hands up in mock-surrender. While Jin’s threat was absolutely meant to be taken seriously, as he’d done far worse things in his previous life than simply shaving off people’s skins and putting them on sticks for all to see, he really had to give this man some credit; though, it was just as likely that Yojimbo didn’t take him as seriously as he should have due to him being a nine-year old and all.  
 
    Yojimbo said, “Whatever spell you’re using to make yourself look like a child is astounding; I can’t see through your illusion at all. In any case, once we receive that offer of rice from you, we’ll cease our operations in this area. After that, we may talk further business.” 
 
    Jin nodded; it was an acceptable exchange in his mind, at least. If our places had been reversed, I’d do something similar, though I’d probably be a little less daring; still, this is a paltry sum to acquire his services. Hirata’s already produced a surplus of white rice that’ll go to waste if we simply don’t give it away… 
 
    However, there was something else he’d want to take back to Hirata for his uncle’s sake. Jin’s mind briefly wandered over the merchants that’d demanded his uncle’s military might in dealing with the same band of bandits he was now negotiating with and how much they’d likely reward him for returning one of their own. They were a tightly knit group the merchant’s guild. “If you release the merchant to me, I’ll be sure to reward you with something worth your while – not gold, however, since you really have no need for such baubles, yes?” 
 
    Yojimbo gestured around him, indicating at the growing mounds of gold and jewels in his tent. “They’re pretty to look at, but I have no interest in pretty things; in exchange for the merchant’s life, I’ll take five pots of your finest rice wine.” 
 
    “I’m assuming you’ll want the items before you release him to me?” Jin asked. 
 
    Yojimbo, however, shook his head, humming good-naturedly. “No, consider this my stake, my investment, my risk; I’ll give him to you now and, if you are true to your word, the rice wine will be delivered alongside the rice, yes?” 
 
    Jin eyed the man for a moment. Despite the redness on his cheeks from the consumption of sake, Yojimbo was not a fool or an idiot – his brain remained rational and his eyes stayed sharp. This move of his was way too risky for Jin’s liking, but – then again – they couldn’t be exactly the same, could they? Yojimbo, it seemed, was fond of taking risks and leaps to achieve his goals. Jin fancied himself a little more modest in his appetite for such things, though they were fun every once in a while.  
 
    Jin nodded. “Very well, I’ll be sure not to disappoint, though you’ll have to understand that I – myself – will not be personally dropping off the rice and the wine. I’ll have a wagon be sent in two days and leave it on the exact spot you raided that last merchant caravan.” 
 
    Jin had arrived, expecting to meet another barbarian warlord-wannabe; instead, he was met by someone whose mind closely matched his own – a cold and calculating intelligence that weaved plans within plans within plans, almost endlessly. Yojimbo was not to be trusted, and he knew the man likely would not trust him as well, but they had struck something akin to an accord – for now, at least, Jin wouldn’t slaughter the bandit lord and his men, if only to sate his curiosity on the man’s schemes.  
 
    Jin leaned back and spoke, “How come someone of your intelligence is leading this… ragged band of men? You would’ve done well as an information broker or as a spy, or even just a merchant; why this?” 
 
    Yojimbo hummed and pointed at his own face. “Do I not look foreign to your eyes?” 
 
    Jin peered closer for a moment, betrayed by the vastness of his own mind. Of course, Yojimbo’s features were not of the people of Moyatani; his cheeks were rounder and lower, face having robust formations as opposed to the smooth features of the common folk. His eyes were also sleeker – his eyelids thicker. In his previous world, Yojimbo would not have looked out of place among the Horse Lords of the Great Steppe Sea. “Now that you’ve mentioned it; you’ve either got a nasty allergic reaction to something, or you’re definitely foreign. Considering your words, I’m assuming it’s the latter, yes?” 
 
    The Murasaki Library never mentioned other nations; the books spoke as though Moyatani was the only nation that existed in the world. At the time, Jin hadn’t bothered looking into it too much, since it hardly mattered to him. Now, however, the reality of it was dawning on him. Moyatani did not stand alone in the world; there were other nations out there – other groups of men and women, forging their own kingdoms in the world. 
 
    “Though the people of Moyatani know almost nothing beyond their little island nation, the rest of the world is quite aware of this Shogunate’s existence,” Yojimbo elaborated further. “I was but a humble merchant, sent by the Great Lord of the Eternal Blue Sky to sell our goods and gather information about your people’s culture. However, some bastard lord and his son saw fit to strip me of my goods and my ship, leaving me with nothing.” 
 
    Jin nodded. The banditry made a lot more sense now that Yojimbo had told a part of his tale. Moyatani had no shortage of dishonorable, foolish, and corrupt lords, who took advantage of anyone and anything they believed to be under their domain. 
 
    Jin leaned forward, “May I know the name of your homeland?” 
 
    Yojimbo grinned. “I hail from the land of Timuria, home of the Eternal Horde and the Lords of the Blue Sky. It is the birthplace of the great Azure Khanate, an empire that stretches from one end of the world to another. The island nation of Moyatani is but a tiny spot on the map when compared to the vastness of the Azure Khanate.” 
 
    Jin nodded, wondering why he wasn’t born in such a large empire instead; it would have been more challenging and more fun if that was the case. A part of him sorely missed the intricacies of courtly intrigue and cloaks and daggers in the darkness. 
 
    Yojimbo continued, “Take heed, mage, the Great Lord of the Eternal Blue Sky looms over the horizon. In time, not today or tomorrow or the day after that, but soon, he will send armies, instead of merchants. And the petty squabbles of this little island will be drowned in a tide of horses.” 
 
    Jin couldn’t help but feel excited for what was to come. 
 
    For now, however, they’d settle their business. “I see – whatever the case for the future, I hope you and I will have a fruitful partnership.” 
 
    “Likewise, mage… likewise.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve dealt with the bandits?” Jin’s uncle, Arima asked, leaning slightly forward from his seat, but no more than that lest he fall over due to a lack of bodily control. Honestly, the only reason Jin hadn’t totally usurped the man’s position was because of his generosity and good-naturedness. In a world designed to grind a man down to his bones, leaving nothing but hate and contempt, Toyotoda Arima remained cheerful and hopeful – if only a little ignorant, willfully or otherwise. 
 
    Jin bowed. “I have dealt with them in my own way; they won’t be bothering any passing merchants any time soon.” 
 
    Arima nodded, but made no further comments or asked any more questions. To him, the deed was done and that was the end of that. He’d make no query as to how it was done or how Jin was able to do it in only a few hours, no. Arima was content with things as they were as long as it didn’t bother him. His uncle’s voice seemed oddly reserved and pensive as he spoke, “Very well, dear nephew, I shall trust you on that matter as I have trusted you in all others. Now….” 
 
    Jin sat on the seat across him. Ebisu would wake up within the next ten minutes and be escorted by the servants down to the living room, where Jin and his uncle now sat, facing each other. Breakfast had yet to be served. He had come earlier than he’d expected. Arima reached forward, grabbed a steaming cup of tea from the table, and took a shaky sip. 
 
    Jin raised an eyebrow. Arima’s hands were shaking. It took quite a bit of the man’s focus to ensure his tea didn’t spill all over the place and, even then, he was failing. Sighing, Jin leaned forward and spoke, “Is there something troubling you, uncle?” 
 
    Judging by the man’s expression, whatever ailed him likely had something to do with the taxes or the mines – those were the only two things that mostly affected Arima’s emotional wellbeing, aside from any negative news about Ebisu, which was unlikely. Then again, it could have been something veering toward the more political side of things. While Hirata village was too small and too remote to be a part of the great game of the great lords, Toyotoda Arima was still of noble blood and could – and likely did – put a hand on the proverbial table. Whatever the case, Jin would do his best to resolve the issue – one way or another. 
 
    Solving someone else’s problems was surprisingly refreshing; it gave his vengeance some pause and his mind and body some rest. 
 
    Of course, Jin would never be content with only having the resources of this meager village. No matter how much he’d do to develop it, there wouldn’t be any real progress in Hirata for at least another two decades or so. No, he wanted more. The lands of those who wronged his family would do nicely; after that, he might just take over the rest of Moyatani and establish himself upon the highest throne once more. Then again… the world is a much bigger place than I’ve previously been led to believe. 
 
    Shaking his head, Jin turned his attention back to his rapidly paling uncle. 
 
    Arima put down the teacup and absently laid a hand to massage his forehead. “I have received… grave news this morning, dear nephew.” 
 
    Jin waited for his uncle to continue, staying deathly quiet. The older man avoided his gaze, eyes seemingly all over the place as cold sweat ran down the side of his face. A few broken words emerged from his lips, but nothing concrete to form anything resembling a sentence. Jin, however, was content to wait; they had all morning to deal with whatever was messing with his uncle’s brain and breakfast was yet to be served. From the smell coming from the kitchens, the servants had cooked up a lovely fish stew with garlic and green onions, alongside some pork dumplings with carrots and cabbages, and roasted boar belly. Rice cakes would likely be served alongside everything else. 
 
    The cooks in the Murasaki Castle weren’t exactly creative with the meals they made for him and his father, Hamada. His uncle, however, was a great admirer of fine food and the gluttonous pleasures. Jin wasn’t quite as taken by the cuisine as his uncle; the man could probably eat a whole table full of food by himself if unrestrained, but Jin did appreciate the tasty food served at every single meal. 
 
    After a solid minute of silence, his uncle finally spoke, “I have received news from the capital this morning; it is… dire. I do not know what I am supposed to do.” 
 
    Jin sighed, pushing away the thoughts of food that’d lingered over his head. “Have our shipments been rejected? I know we have a contract with the Imperial Family, but – given their fleeting minds – it certainly won’t be shocking if they suddenly decided to pull out of the trade deal. I also spoken to some of the farmers about possible shipments of white rice—” 
 
    “It’s not about trade, dear nephew.” Arima said, cutting off Jin’s speech. Huffing, Jin nodded and waited for his uncle to continue. “I have just received news of the Shogun’s passing. He was assassinated in his sleep. The assailant was found to be a Shinobi, who had impersonated one of the servants. He has since been found and caught and sentenced to death by boiling. However, the Shogunate is left without a clear successor…” 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened; this was the worst possible news he could have received today. With the Shogun dead and without an heir to claim the throne of the Shogunate, the one hundred Daimyos and their armies would no doubt rise in arms and the whole damn continent would be engulfed in total war within the next two months at the latest. When that happened, the tiny village of Hirata would be swept under a tide of passing armies. Even with all of Jin’s advancements and innovations, they could only muster three hundred soldiers at best, though their equipment would be far better than most other soldiers; even then, those three hundred lacked any real experience in battle and would likely freeze at first contact. 
 
    He could do his best to defend the village from passing armies, but other mages would likely be able to match him and then Hirata’s one advantage would suddenly vanish. That wasn’t even taking into account the possibility of the enemy having more than one mage in their employ. Murasaki Castle was taken by the combined might of three, very powerful magic users, after all. 
 
    The whole village was essentially backed into a corner with nowhere to go. Everything he’d done for the people here would be undone within the next few months. Passing armies wouldn’t peacefully occupy this place; they’d loot, pillage, and burn, before moving on. Their only hope was the Daimyo’s protection, but his uncle’s liege was sorely lacking in military might and Jin held no sway in his court – he’d never even seen the man. 
 
    As things stood, leaving the blasted village to its eventual fate sounded like a very good idea. However, a part of him disagreed; he had to stand and defend what was his. Hirata, as it was today, came to be because of Jin’s efforts and Jin’s knowledge; his uncle only reaped the benefits and claimed to be the mind behind it all. This village belonged to Jin by right and he was not about to abandon it to some passing army full of dirty peasants with pitchforks and a few bushi. However, the more rational part of him reasoned that staying would be a hopeless endeavor; Jin could kill hundreds, maybe even a thousand, of soldiers by himself, but he was not infallible – he was not strong enough just yet. The defense of Hirata would take a level of strength he simply did not possess. 
 
    All in all, Jin had absolutely no idea what he wanted to do. Every choice carried with it a burden he did not want to carry. And yet, the burden was his and his alone – no other man was capable of shouldering it, so why should he turn his back on it? 
 
    Jin sighed and groaned. This is… all so damn confusing; why’d the shogun have to die now of all times? I haven’t even finalized the village’s defenses! Then again, given Hirata’s remoteness, no army would reach us until about a year or so into the coming war… 
 
    “Oh… I see… that’s… not good,” Jin finally said, grabbing the bottle of rice wine at the edge of the table and taking a large gulp out of it. Arima didn’t seem to care at all. “I have… some ideas as to what we could do to ensure the safety of this village, but… the threat of total war is not something to scoff at.” 
 
    “Indeed, dear nephew, if we are to survive the coming storm, we will need to plan and gather resources,” Arima said in a moment of lucidity. “The Daimyo will call on all his retainers to aid him in the coming war; it’s inevitable. I will heed his call and I will bring with me my own retinue; numbers are not on my side, but I must honor my obligations to my liege. When that happens, Jin, you will be in charge of this village.” 
 
    “You have done more for Hirata in four years than I have done in all the years of my life,” Arima continued. “If anyone is to lead this place to survival and salvation, it’s you, dear nephew. You are the only one with the power and the will to lead this once nameless village to greatness.” 
 
    Jin raised an eyebrow. While the offer was nice and all, Arima was practically breaking the order of succession in offering him his fief. “What about Ebisu? He could lead this place in your stead; I would advise him as I have advised you.” 
 
    Arima shook his head. “I have seen your eyes, dear nephew. I may not be the smartest or the fiercest man in my family. My father often called me a dullard when I was younger, but I recognize your eyes. Many things you have seen; many battles you have fought, and many enemies you have laid low. Your eyes speak louder than any of your words, dear nephew.” 
 
    “Though I know not how this is possible, given your age, I cannot simply deny what is already clear to my eyes,” His uncle continued. “You are far older than you appear, Jin – far older than even your father.” 
 
    Somehow, Toyotoda Arima was far more perceptive than he appeared. Even Yojimbo failed in perceiving Jin’s true age – at least, in mental terms, since he was physically still a nine-year-old child. Hamada had made note of Jin’s intelligence and wisdom beyond his years, but spoke nothing of it. His teachers noted it as well, but merely attributed it to him being a child prodigy or some such. Arima, somehow, saw deeper than any other person he’d met before – seeing into the very shape of his soul, a jaded former emperor, who’s seen too much of the world. 
 
    Sighing, Jin spoke, “Very well, uncle; once the Daimyo calls on you to honor your duty as his retainer, I shall be the bulwark of this village. I will defend it with everything I have at my disposal. Should the worst come to pass, I will ensure the lives of the villagers and your family.” 
 
    “That is all I ask, Jin.” 
 
    “However, if we are to survive the coming storm, I will need access to all the village’s resources,” Jin said. “Open the treasury to me so I may bolster our defenses and build a proper militia. We’ll need weapons and armor, walls and watchtowers, ditches and traps laid out for our enemies. I will turn Hirata into a fortress.” 
 
    Arima seemed pensive for a moment, before sighing and nodding. “I have trusted you this far, Jin, and you have not disappointed me. From this day onwards, you will have full access to the Toyotoda treasury; it has grown a hundred times over with your aid and genius. Use it to defend our home, Jin. Spare no expense; I trust you.” 
 
    Jin nodded. “Thank you for trusting me, uncle. I will endeavor not to disappoint you.”  
 
    The rest of the breakfast was spent in silence; Ebisu had joined them at some point and made most of the noise by asking random questions regarding magic and its nature. Jin answered some of them, but mostly kept quiet as well. After breakfast, Jin excused himself and immediately walked out of the manor, much to Ebisu’s disappointment. 
 
    Procuring a cartload of rice wine and rice had been easy, given Hirata’s current surplus. However, they would need to begin stockpiling their resources soon with the war looming on the horizon. Jin, of course, had prepared for such an occasion, having commissioned the construction of several warehouses to store large amounts of rice and buckwheat. Already, two of the five warehouses were filled to the brim. 
 
    “Take the cart down the southern road; you’ll eventually come across the remains of a caravan – leave the cart there and return immediately. Ask no questions and don’t look back; am I understood?” Jin stood before a small regiment of armed guards. They bowed swiftly and moved immediately, accompanying the horse-drawn cart down the village’s southern entrance. Jin briefly looked on as the men trudged down the road, before turning away. There were other matters to attend to; barring unforeseen circumstances, that cart should fulfill his end of the bargain to Yojimbo. 
 
    Hopefully, he would be able to use that man’s ragged band sooner rather than later. A force of warriors, trained in the arts of guerilla warfare, would be extremely valuable in the coming war. 
 
    Jin walked over toward the village’s administrative office, one of the many other offices he’d established during his stay. It wasn’t a particularly tall building, but it was wide and spacious, holding numerous offices, pertaining to the day-to-day governance and tasks needed to be accomplished to keep the village running at optimal capacity. Jin had his own office, of course, at the center of the building. It lacked any form of decoration and only had a simple cabinet, which held many documents and paperwork, a simple desk, and a chair. He entered his office and closed the door behind him. 
 
    There were plenty of things he needed to consider for now – things to ponder, plans to improve, and a whole host of innovations to pull out of his memories. Firstly, Hirata would need far more advanced walls and defenses if it was to withstand an actual attack. Building the thirty foot walls that were common in his previous world here, however, would be rather difficult; firstly, cement had not been discovered yet and, even then, they didn’t exactly have a nearby quarry with which to collect durable stones to build walls and, even then, they simply did not have the time. Therefore, staying on the defensive is not a good strategy; if an army is headed toward us, it’ll be smarter to attack first. The three hundred or so soldiers we can realistically muster is a paltry amount, but they’ll be able to move much faster than large armies. I will begin teaching them guerilla tactics. The manufacturing and collecting of poisonous substances will also be of great help; the old wise-women of the village are said to be knowledgeable in such things…. 
 
    Weapons and armor would be the hardest to acquire. Hirata had its own forges and blacksmiths, but they weren’t trained in making weapons; unfortunately, neither was Jin. As much as he wanted to simply teach them the actual art, he couldn’t. He’d never bothered learning it in his previous life. Either we buy our weapons and armor from this province’s capital, or we hire a master blacksmith to oversee operations on forging arms and armor. Both options will be costly, but the latter will yield better results in the long run; Hirata must not be dependent on other cities or villages for resources during war times.  
 
    In Jin’s previous world, there were many city-states and villages that’d grown too dependent on each other for growth and development - becoming a powerful chain. As with all chains, however, they were only ever as strong as their weakest link; if five villages, or cities, were too dependent on each other, the destruction of one would lead to the destruction of all others. Hirata would not suffer such a fate. 
 
    Siege weapons and equipment would be ironically easier to procure. Jin’s memories held designs for some of the most powerful and effective siege weaponry of his previous world, though a few of those required the use of black powder, which hadn’t been discovered yet in this world – or Moyatani, at least – so, he’d have to leave those out or risk shooting his own foot. However, trebuchets, scorpions, mangonels, onagers, and even the simplistic ballistae were within reach; Hirata’s blacksmiths were certainly possessed of enough skill to build the components of the weapons, and they were not in shortage of workers willing to assemble them. Mangonels and scorpions would be the easiest to build, given their simplicity. I’ll have them be mass-produced, while assembling a few ballistae and onagers for heavier threats. 
 
    Troop training would be rather complicated given the fact that Moyatani culture was simply too different from the rather unified culture in his previous world – at least, in terms of warfare. Moyatani soldiers didn’t really fight as a single, cohesive unit; an entire army would act more akin to a loose gathering of warriors, seeking out honorable duels in the battlefield. Jin couldn’t have the only three hundred soldiers he’d have at his disposal dying due to the sheer stupidity of Moyatani warfare. I’ll have to break it into their heads that fighting dishonorably is a lot better than dying like a bunch of stupid cretins. After all, honor can be restored and regained later in life, while death was permanent. I’ll teach them the phalanx, alongside the use of shields and formations. 
 
    One of the greatest warrior civilizations in Jin’s previous world were the Eltruskians, whose soldiers fought with steely discipline and unwavering courage. They marched as one and fought as one in lockstep formation, moving as a single entity – a true army. Three hundred soldiers with no real experience really couldn’t hope to match them, but Jin could train them to be close enough, at least. The only way for us to survive this war is to fight differently. If we stand by the codes of honor, we’ll all be killed. 
 
    As the wheels in Jin’s mind turned and spun with thoughts of war and death, a grizzly howl from the distant woodlands echoed across the village, sending forth an unnatural chill that shivered the bones of the villagers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    The whole of Hirata froze at the blood-curdling howl that echoed across the winds. Many fell on the ground, unconscious, their minds riddled with dread and fear. Children ran into their homes and huddled in the dark corners, whilst their mothers frantically chased after them. Many of the old and sickly simply dropped dead, blood frozen. Those of enough age and experience to recognize the source of the howl, however, quivered upon their feet, eyes widening and breaths hitching, their chests rapidly rising up and down, hyperventilating. Cold sweat dripped down the sides of their faces. 
 
    Several veteran soldiers and old hunters, even grandmothers who told stories, froze in place. They knew the source of this malady, the dark and oppressive power that ruled all of ice and snow. They knew the lord whose rotting flesh drove away the beasts of the wilderness, the lord whose crown is antlers and desecrated flesh, the lord whose eyes have sunken away into blackened pits, and whose maw ever hungered for more flesh. It was said to awaken once every three decades, a maddening creature that drove entire ecosystems into extinction with its passing. 
 
    A grandmother fell to her knees, eyes wide as she hugged her grandchild closer into her chest, softly caressing the child’s back as she whispered, “Wendigo….” 
 
    The creature’s existence drifted in and out of reality; no one knew for sure if it existed or not – not even the oldest of mages. Records of it existed only in the form of scant eye-witness accounts and supposed sightings by mages addled with fear and paranoia. 
 
    A dreadful blast of frigid winds swept across Hirata, sending dust and debris flying into the air. The howl continued. With it came a biting cold that seemed to freeze the bones. Fear and panic had stricken the hearts of the villagers as they hid in their homes, praying and hoping for salvation. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jin stood up off his chair, eyes wide, and rushed out of the administrative building, kicking open the sliding doors as he did. A powerful wave of freezing winds met him as soon as he was outside, nearly cutting apart his clothes with an unnatural cold. Jin averted and shielded his eyes, raising his left forearm up over his face and turning away. He gritted his teeth and waited for the winds to abate. There’s magic in the air… 
 
    The magic in itself was incredibly powerful, and yet it was also incredibly ancient, older than the oldest tree and oldest raindrop. Jin reached out with his magical senses and recoiled at the sheer age that came with the dreadful presence. It was clearly sentient and sapient, and its aura was not the same as that of a Magical Beast. It felt distinctly more powerful – almost alien in nature. It was something that should not have existed and yet it did anyway, an affront to the natural laws – even when the irrationality of magic was taken into account. A shiver ran up Jin’s spine as the winds turned into a blizzard – one that should not have happened, given the fact that winter wouldn’t come for another four months. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed as he braved the unnatural blizzard and leapt to the rooftop of administrative building. What the hell is this thing? 
 
    A brief flash of images flooded Jin’s mind. It hurt. It was as though pieces of his mind had simply been ripped right off without warning, breaking the proverbial dam that held back a rushing tide of deadly waters. The flashes depicted a creature of blackened skin and glimmering red eyes, horns and dreadful auras. The demonic creature spoke something inaudible, before Jin’s world was submerged in frigid waters and everything was turned in its head. 
 
    When Jin came to, he found himself on his knees, absently clutching his forehead. Jin forced himself up, unsheathing Agito in the process. There was something incredibly powerful out there in the woods – so powerful, in fact, that its magic was directly altering the weather, filling the once clear blue skies with dark and heavy clouds. It’s another deviant – one that hasn’t been documented or recorded. I can’t recall the books mentioning a deviant with powers over ice and cold. It might just be an overgrown elemental type, but its presence does not lie. This thing’s far beyond the power level of anything I’ve come across thus far, except for that horned creature… 
 
    Deviants were feared for a very good reason. No one could challenge them – not even with an army of powerful mages. They were unbowed and unbroken. Everyone lived in fear of them. Legends and myths sprouted in their passing. Their powers were so far beyond anything that the Imperial Academy of Mages simply gave up on ever trying to conquer the beasts and told everyone else to stay the hell away from these things. Jin recalled a particular passage, wherein a certain Archmage Ibiki, outlined the proper steps to follow in the event of crossing the path of a deviant type: run, hide, and pray it does not find you interesting enough to kill. Aside from that, there was literally nothing else to be done. 
 
    Thankfully for everyone in Moyatani, the deviant population was only estimated to be at around eleven or twelve, spread evenly across the continent, making their home in the deepest, most magically-saturated woods, where no sane man dare venture. 
 
    So, what the hell is a deviant doing all the way out here? 
 
    Judging by the slowly approaching magical presence and its trajectory, Jin figured it’d take thirty minutes for it to reach the village, snap its fingers, and kill every living thing here. Jin groaned and gritted his teeth. Of all the bad things that could have possibly happened today, it had to be the absolute worst option to actually occur… 
 
    His mind raced as he leapt from his spot and landed on a much lower rooftop, before continuing on leaping from one rooftop to another. Jin’s feet met the hard stone of the battlements with a low thud. The guards posted there had long since fled or hid. Jin couldn’t blame them; the magic in the air was activating their fear senses and forcing them into fight or flight. In the presence of an apex predator, humans could do nothing but flee for their lives and, as Archmage Ibiki so eloquently put, pray it doesn’t find them interesting enough to warrant killing. 
 
    Jin considered his options; he was the only one here who couldn’t physically be affected by its fear aura. Without magic, most people would simply be too overwhelmed to do anything as their minds were literally engulfed in dread. However, that was just it; while he couldn’t be affected by the aura it emitted, Jin knew firsthand that deviants were on an entirely different league of power, cementing themselves as the apex of the world – for now. 
 
    He didn’t have the power to go out and face it head on. Jin wasn’t even sure if the ancient deviant would find him interesting enough to warrant diverting its course if he decided to go out there and try to send it away or some such. But, when he turned over his shoulder and found a young mother cradling a freezing infant, something in Jin’s heart was set alight. 
 
     I have to find a way to stop this thing or, at least, alter its course so that Hirata isn’t flattened. Jin’s chest felt weirdly fluttery, almost lighter as he leapt away from the village’s battlements and landed on the petrified rice field down below. Bolstering himself with the combined powers he’d stuffed into his Fire Salamander, Jin rushed into the nearby woods, Agito in hand, its dark crimson blade glinting a grotesque light. Jin waded into the trees, eyes scanning left, right, up and down. It’s here – somewhere. Its presence is too damn big to narrow down to a single area, but should be more or less northwards of my current position. 
 
    Jin chuckled as he took to the tops of the trees. The grimness of the situation wasn’t lost on him and neither was he blind to the fact that he was out here and not running toward the opposite direction – far away from one of the few things that could very easily kill him just by looking at his general direction. I can find it pretty easily; the problem is that I have no idea what I’m supposed to do once I meet the damn thing. 
 
    Honestly, it was a miracle he was still alive; Jin knew for a fact that, given its insane magical presence that was nearly encompassing the entirety of the forests surrounding Hirata, the wandering deviant was already quite aware of him. The ancient creature probably just wasn’t interested in him the same way a human wouldn’t be interested in the one ant that just so happened to pass by his or her boot. 
 
    Jin shook his head and soldiered on. I could probably direct its attention to me if I drop the biggest lightning bolt on top of its head. 
 
    Magical senses sent outwards, Jin followed the ancient aura that’d permeated the woods in a dreadful mockery of winter. As Jin gradually came closer to the creature, his streaks of blue lightning would arc between the dark and heavy clouds, following Jin’s every move, converging, becoming larger and more powerful each time it jumped from one mass of gray to another. Once Jin gave it the command to plummet, it’d be the single largest bolt of lightning ever seen in Moyatani, dwarfing even the largest Redwood tree. 
 
    He wasn’t so sure if that was enough to catch the creature’s attention. And so, for the next hour, Jin pushed himself deeper and deeper into uncharted woods, patches of trees and frozen greenery he’d never explored before, despite its closeness to the village. Or, at least, he didn’t recognize anything here; the trees were warped and faded, and boulders were cracked and withered. Streams became shimmering paths of dark ice that formed deep gashes and furrows into the frozen soil. Cold, black masses of pure magic jutted out of the ground, rising over thirty to forty feet high, forming unnatural crags in the once pristine and familiar woods. 
 
    Jin paused and took a moment to examine the growths. He dropped down from the tops of the trees and walked toward one of the numerous jagged things. He reached forward, brushing its surface with the edges of his fingers. They’re made entirely of magic – frozen and solidified. How come humans are incapable of doing the same thing? 
 
    As Jin had learned long ago, human magic was vastly different from the magic of the Magical Beasts. Humans, by themselves, weren’t really worth much, save for the enhanced healing and regeneration that comes with the presence of magic in their bodies. Humans couldn’t directly control the elements, they couldn’t form magical constructs, they couldn’t even move objects with it. The only way for mages to actually perform feats of powerful and advanced magic was to absorb Magical Beasts into themselves in a process known as Beast Taming. In Jin’s humble opinion, not a single mage or scholar, it seemed, had made any meaningful research as to the very simple question of: why? 
 
    Why was it that mages weren’t capable of doing the same things as Magical Beasts without Beast Taming? Why was it that this approaching deviant was capable of creating solid magic? Why was it that Ebisu could just barely create a magical construct that lasted for two seconds at most and he couldn’t? Jin gritted his teeth. Even now, nine years later, I still only have the barest of ideas as to the inner workings of magic in this new world. How it works is simple; why it works is a mystery that no one’s bothered unraveling because they… don’t know any better. 
 
    Of course, it was only because Jin knew of other ways to utilize magic that he had such thoughts. Mages in his previous world were capable of bringing down entire castles by accident, simply by flaring their magical energies; sure, they weren’t as physically resilient as the mages of this world, but their ability to control magic in and out of themselves was far more advanced. 
 
    Jin pulled his hand away from the magical construct, before turning and heading further inwards. I think the deviants themselves might be the key to this whole mystery. Even when taking into account the known rules of magic in this world, those things still hardly make any sense at all. 
 
    Well then, I’ll just have to start that particular research if I live to see the next hour, Jin thought bitterly. 
 
    Thunder rumbled high above when Jin’s eyes finally caught a vaguely humanoid shape, standing amidst a graveyard of frozen trees and the desiccated husks of hundreds of creatures, their petrified bodies forming a bed of corpses upon the forest floor. At the center of all this was a swirling vortex of ice and snow, so cold it chilled Jin’s bones even with the Fire Salamander on his chest, keeping him warm in the blinding freeze. If any other human being had been here, without something to protect them from the cold, they’d be dead within ten seconds. The tall, humanoid shadow stood at the eye of the vortex, unmoving, like a thin giant of some kind. 
 
    Jin’s eyes briefly drifted upward. Great streaks of gigantic lightning bolts filled the sky, each one larger than the last, ready to strike down at any moment. Sighing, Jin turned his attention back toward the deviant, whose mere magical presence alone made him feel like an ant that was foolish enough to stand against a stampeding elephant. There were no other trees for him to leap to. They were all on the ground, now frozen husks of what they’d once been, crystallized masses of things that’d once been trees, but were now something else entirely, devoured by the bitter, corrupting essence of the magical cold. Well, it’s now or never…. 
 
    For a moment, Jin considered the possible reason as to why the beast had stopped moving. After all, the silhouette was just standing there now, like a colossal statue. However, there were far too many variables that lay out of his influence; turning back wasn’t an option. He had to end this here and now. It’s now or never… 
 
    Jin leapt from the branch and onto the ground, where he landed upon the remains of what was once a Redwood tree, but had now warped into some other thing entirely. As lightning and thunder clouds rolled in the skies above him, Jin raised his sparking right hand into the air and screamed. His voice reached the heavens, piercing the very skies. A great, bellowing rumble echoed forth, like the war cry of a titan. And then, from the stark, nearly-black clouds, spewed forth a veritable draconic form of arcing blue lights and streaks of white, the single largest and most powerful lightning bolt ever conjured in all of Moyatani. It dwarfed everything around it and, for the briefest of moments, Jin wondered if it was even his power that’d called forth such a— 
 
    A great explosion of frigid arcane energies radiated outwards, sending Jin flying back into the still-living trees. As he soared through the air, Jin’s eyes caught sight of the massively tall silhouette slowly moving toward him. And so, with his final breath, Jin called forth his lightning. He crashed through the trunk of a hardwood tree and saw his world turn dark. 
 
    Above him, the sky screamed in pain. The clouds billowed and, in the next moment, the most powerful bolt of lightning came crashing down, resulting in a second, more violent explosion that ripped apart a great portion of the earth. A blinding flash of bluish light filled the forests, surging through the gaps between the trees. Next came the heat, so unbearably hot that the four hundred square-foot area around the lightning’s crash site simply melted and turned to slag, before rapidly cooling once more. 
 
    Jin’s fireproof qualities had saved him from the worst of the damage, but the concussion that’d arisen in his head was a definite sign that kinetic energy was still a very real threat. Thankfully, with his regeneration bolstered enough to match his previous best, it took only ten seconds for the concussion to disappear completely. 
 
    Jin burst through rubble of frozen trees and half-melted remains of rocks and soil. He coughed and sighed and rubbed his face free of dirt. Jin chuckled. “That was… deeply unpleasant.”  
 
    The scenery in front of him was one of pure carnage and destruction, a vast swathe of forested area had simply disappeared, leaving behind only the burnt and melted sumps of trees and glassed soil. At the center of it all, however, stood a creature that caused goosebumps to form all across the surface of Jin’s skin. His eyes widened and, almost on instinct, Jin took a step back as the deviant’s true form became terribly clear to his eyes. It stood at over fifteen feet. Most of its body was humanoid, save for the long, spindly fingers that ended in scything black talons. It was gaunt too – so unnaturally thin that it might as well have been a walking skeleton. Its skin was mostly white and pale green, though there were many areas in its body that lacked actual skin, revealing frozen muscle and clear bone. Its head, however, was that of a malformed elk’s skull, grotesque horns jutting outwards like the branches of a cursed tree, reaching out to the world. 
 
    A tired chuckle escaped his lips. “What… what the hell is this thing doing in this world?” 
 
    There was no mistaking the physical form of one of the most accursed beings to ever exist anywhere, the Wendigo, the devourer of men and souls, the eater of flesh and bone, the drinker of blood and viscera. Even in his previous world, the Wendigo was renowned and feared by those who lived in the northern reaches, where the spirits of storm and winter gathered and cursed those who fed on their fellow men, turning them into blood-starved beasts whose bottomless stomachs endlessly yearned for more and more, until they grew so hungry and so desperate that they’d end up eating themselves to death. Their power, however, was nothing to scoff at. 
 
    The fact that a Wendigo also existed in this world was… unsettling. These things were a pain to deal with and an even bigger pain to make sure they never come back. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed. First, he saw what surely must have been a demon during that time in the northern woods when he first fought an Earth-Shaker Boar and was promptly sent tumbling down a river, memories altered – a creature that definitely existed in his previous world, though only through very specific circumstances. Now, a freaking Wendigo was standing a few hundred feet from him – a creature that also definitely existed in his previous world and was the source of many headaches during his campaigns in the northern reaches of the world. Did they follow me here? 
 
    Well, it could just be something that happened to look like a Wendigo, but is something else entirely. The demon from my memories didn’t act like a demon – the damn thing was drinking water from a river. I can’t discard the possibility of a convergent development of creatures across two worlds. Just as the thought passed Jin’s mind, the grotesque creature took a single step forward and immediately arrived in front of him. 
 
    Twin, black pits met Jin’s eyes. The Wendigo lowered itself in front of him, meeting his gaze. “You’re shorter than I remember, Mage-Emperor.” 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “You’re shorter than I remember, Mage-Emperor.” The Wendigo’s voice was like the cracking and grinding of ice and frozen fissures – a dreadfully painful sound that brought chills to the senses. It spoke in an almost hushed and whispering tone, like a man at the crux of death and despair, speaking his final words as the last vestiges of his own life slowly departed his body. Jin cringed at the sound, but kept himself firm as he leapt away, and immediately settled into a guard stance. “A lot younger too; didn’t you have a beard when we last met?” 
 
    The Wendigo, tall and imposing, merely tilted its ugly, misshapen head, before seemingly disappearing and reappearing right beside Jin, bypassing his defense. Eyes wide, Jin’s sword flashed through the air in a blind, reactionary strike that wasn’t aimed at anything in particular, though he was at least certain that it would hit something. Agito’s dark crimson blade clanged against the Wendigo’s frozen skin, burying itself half an inch into rotting flesh, but moving no more than that. Jin gritted his teeth. Its flesh was possessed of an unnatural hardness. 
 
    Even worse than that, however, was the fact that he suddenly could not pull back his blade; it was as though the Wendigo’s flesh had taken hold of Agito and was refusing to let go. Seeing no other choice, Jin relinquished his grasp over his sword’s handle, dashed backward ten feet, and held out both his forearms forward. From his palms came both lightning and fire. The combined elements surged through the air, screaming and cackling, before crashing into the Wendigo’s exposed chest and exploding with a great hot whiteness that radiated outwards across the desolate woods and ashen soil. 
 
    That’s hardly enough to scratch it. Fully aware of the Wendigo’s incredible durability, Jin ran circles around the creature’s silhouette, obscured by a soft haze of dust. With both hands, Jin alternated between great globules of magical flames and cackling arcs of devastating lightning. The Wendigo stood in place – unmoving and unwavering, even in the face of such destructive magic. Nothing’s working so far; I’ll have to utilize my most destructive powers if I’m hoping to even catch its attention. 
 
    With a simple thought, Jin willed forth twenty fire clones, each one cackling with wild, magical flames as he hardly focused on their appearance, though they each vaguely resembled Jin himself. They fanned out, spreading themselves and surrounding the Wendigo, before each one unleashed massive waves of blazing infernos from their fingertips toward the creature. The combined forces, colliding and crashing from twenty different angles, coalesced into a single, flaming vortex that surged upward like a burning tower. 
 
    Jin didn’t stop there. Gathering magic into his right hand, he willed forth lightning bolts from above, each one striking into the eye of the flaming vortex again and again and again. His magical core was slowly, but steadily depleting. Jin had time, however; it’d take a full day of constantly using up his magic to really put a large dent in his core and, even then, he’d still have enough for another ten hours. 
 
    Jin unleashed everything and anything he could think of. He conjured great walls and pillars of fire. Sent down bolt after bolt of powerful lightning strikes, causing the very sky itself to rumble and darken considerably more than it had been before. Jin was unleashing magical flames in such quantity and volume that the area around him was steadily morphing from frozen wasteland into a burning sea of ashes and half-melted rocks. The Wendigo’s unnatural cold fought back, but Jin’s flames surged through it regardless, crashing into the creature again and again, scorching its rotting flesh and frozen skin. 
 
    However…. 
 
    I’m not even scratching this thing, am I? With the amount of power Jin unleashed, mortal enemies would have long since perished and burned and turned to ashes – even other mages. However, it had been an hour since Jin had begun his barrage of magical flames, and the Wendigo was still just standing there. 
 
    And his previous experience in dealing with this creature didn’t help either. In his previous world, Jin dealt with Wendigos by tearing it asunder using spells that affected the very fabric of time and space itself. Otherwise, the creature’s unnatural resilience, coupled with its annoying ability to possess the corpses of cannibals, made it an extremely aggravating opponent. However, Murasaki Jin did not have the power to morph and twist time and space to his liking. 
 
    He couldn’t hope to defeat this thing – not as he was now. 
 
    But that doesn’t mean I won’t stop trying. He couldn’t defeat it – yes. But he could draw its attention away from Hirata and that was enough. It had to be enough. 
 
    For next two hours, Jin unleashed spell after spell, raining fire and lightning and death upon the Wendigo, unceasing. He continued until the very earth itself crumbled and melted beneath his feet. Even then, Jin did not stop. 
 
    A great cloud of ashes and dust had arisen from the carnage. Jin paused for a moment. It’s not fighting back. It doesn’t need to fight back. It doesn’t even care about the flames… well then, let’s see how well it fares if I send another one of those giant lightning bolts? 
 
    As Jin sent out another mental command toward the skies to summon forth another massive bolt of coalesced lightning, the Wendigo blurred forward and its bony hand reached outwards, surging across the air with such speed and precision that it caught Jin’s throat in a single movement. Blood and saliva sprayed out of Jin’s mouth as he gagged and struggled against the Wendigo’s frigid grasp, kicking, burning, and electrifying.  
 
    “That was a fun little game you were playing. If you continued for another year or so, you might’ve been able to make me feel something. Unfortunately for you, I do not have that much time to play.” 
 
    The tall, accursed creature held him out in front of it. Jin stared into the black, bottomless pits that were its eyes and held his gaze. From his position, Jin held out his right hand and unleashed a single bolt of lightning directly into the Wendigo’s face. Its body flashed and cackled with untamed energies, smoking and smoldering, but was otherwise unfazed. Almost as though it was sighing, the Wendigo’s shoulders seemed to slump forward, and its head shook side to side.  
 
    “Your power has greatly diminished Mage-Emperor; mine has stayed the same and will stay the same for all the decades to come. This world is bursting with magic and here I see you struggling to even grasp at the powers in front of you.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s good to see you too, you annoying icicle.” Jin growled out as his eyes narrowed. What did it mean when it said I was struggling to grasp the powers of this world? There is definitely more to the magic of this place than I’ve come to understand; that’s for certain. It knows more than me – figures. Then again, there is something strange about how magic functions in this new world. There’s something I haven’t grasped yet – something no other human being has probably grasped yet. 
 
    Once more, Jin’s thoughts turned toward the Magical Beasts and their interactions with the arcane. Those things held the key to the secrets that still eluded him, to the foundations and inner workings of power that still lay beyond his grasp. If I survive this, I should probably try capturing a Magical Beast and conduct experiments with it. 
 
    Jin’s mind wandered for a moment as ancient memories surfaced. Huh, how many times did I kill this thing, before it finally decided to leave my armies alone? 
 
    The creature, as if sensing Jin’s errant thoughts, spoke, “I remember our battles; you destroyed tens of hundreds of my bodies – forcing me to flee each time. You were powerful then, inconceivably so; even with all my powers brought to bear, I could not match you, Mage-Emperor.” 
 
    “But you couldn’t kill me in the end, human. I was a primal force in the world. I was the embodiment of ravenous, cannibalistic hunger. You couldn’t destroy me any more than you could destroy the very idea of hunger. I celebrated your death – the whole world celebrated it. And yet… something happened then that I did not quite expect.” Its grotesque voice grated on Jin’s ears. Try as he might, however, Jin could do little but hopelessly struggle against the creature whose power dwarfed his own by several orders of magnitudes. He was listening to it, however, and took its words into his memories. The Wendigo continued. “I wanted to devour your soul… but something stopped me. It was a force unlike anything I’ve ever known. It dragged me into a dark place, far from the roots of my power, and I awoke here.” 
 
    “For thousands upon thousands upon thousands of years I have slept and feasted on the flesh and blood of the mortals, waiting and watching in the shadows of the world.” Despite his predicament, Jin maintained enough subconscious curiosity to raise an eyebrow at the Wendigo’s words. He’d never really communicated with the spirit before; so, talking to it now felt strange and awkward. However, Jin couldn’t deny the fact that its words had resonated with him, somewhat. Some great and otherworldly power did pluck him out of his previous and drop him into this new one. 
 
    A foul black ooze dripped out of its hideously grotesque maw. It hissed when it made contact with the ground, white vapors steaming upward where it made contact. The Wendigo’s grip over Jin’s throat tightened. “I am not the only one who has crossed over into this new world; there are many of us who arrived here.” 
 
    Jin’s mind raced. There were other creatures, others like the Wendigo, that came from his world? What else was here? Did the freaking Void Dragon come here too? What about the Devourer of the Sun; was that monstrosity here as well? This new world was huge – far bigger than just Moyatani and the creatures that dwelled here. Many of the unnatural entities from his world could easily make their home here.  
 
    “I truly wish I could just snap your neck and be done with this.” 
 
    Much to Jin’s surprise, however, the Wendigo released its grip over his neck. Jin fell to the ground, wheezing and gasping for air. When he looked up, Jin saw the grotesque creature staring down at him. Looking at it now, Jin couldn’t help but think how easily he could have trashed this thing if he had his old powers back and if they had been fighting this little duel in his previous world instead of this new one. It would have been remarkably easy.  
 
    “Unfortunately, I cannot kill you yet, Mage-Emperor. I just came to say hello.” 
 
    It sniffed the air, growled, and whipped its head to the left, where it sneered at the distant woods.  
 
    The Wendigo grumbled under its breath. “I wasn’t even going to kill you and it’s already- consider yourself lucky, Mage-Emperor, or should I refer to you by your new name? Have you embraced the name of Murasaki Jin? Ha! You humans and your pathetic attachment to symbolism….” 
 
    “All the same, we’ll meet each other again in the far future, Mage-Emperor and I will- hey, wait a minute-” An invisible wave of power crashed into the Wendigo’s spindly form from its left. The force cracked its bones and ripped its flesh, sending it flying outwards and crashing into the distant trees and beyond. The rotting, frozen creature roared in defiance and rage, “How dare you attack me?! I am the Wendigo! I am the end of life and the eternal hunger! I take no-” 
 
    An infinitely malicious and higher presence extended itself from the leftward side of the wasteland. Jin’s eyes widened at the sheer malevolence and power being exuded by a single entity; in the depths of his own senses, Jin closed his eyes and listened on to the cacophonous wailing of a million suffering souls, all crying out as one. The wendigo itself froze and stiffened. Not a moment later, a more powerful blast of invisible energies crashed into it once more. Agito fell from the Wendigo’s flesh, spinning wildly in the air, before plunging deep into the ground. 
 
    Jin immediately forced himself up and glanced at the distance, where a dark figure with burning red eyes seemed to linger for a moment between the tall trees, before disappearing. There was another powerful presence there – likely another deviant, given the display of power. However, it disappeared before Jin could fully grasp its aura. 
 
    “Where are all these deviants coming from and what the hell do they want from me?” Jin sighed and turned to the right, where the Wendigo’s hurling had carved deep furrows into the earth and had left a trail of destruction. Its cold and unnatural presence, however, had disappeared as well. Without the Wendigo’s unique magical essence corrupting the very land and air, the frigid cold, the harsh snow, and the howling blizzard all slowly disappeared, gradually dissipating. The skies cleared, revealing a great blue expanse that seemed to stretch out eternally. However, much of the current landscape was still blanketed in a thick mist and bed of white ashes and cinder. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Jin fell backward onto the ground and closed his eyes. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Jin spoke out loud, almost screaming into the winds. In this world, the Wendigo would definitely be classified as a deviant. It had too many powers and abilities that likely wouldn’t have made any sense to the mages of this world. It could have killed him too – very easily at that. It was faster, stronger, and a thousand times more durable. When it held him by his neck, it should have been the end. A single flick of its wrist or a hard squeeze by its bony fingers would have been enough to snap or crush his neck. He’d then be paralyzed for a total of one minute as his regeneration would likely allow him to recover from such an ordeal, but a whole minute was more than enough time for the Wendigo to rip his head off or crush it. 
 
    It could have very easily killed him, but why didn’t it? In that same vein of thought, that demonic-looking deviant Magical Beast he’d encountered in the Northern Woodlands also could have easily killed him by crushing his body or breaking it a thousand ways, but it didn’t. Those were two encounters by deviant type Magical Beasts - at least, the mages of Moyatani would probably see the Wendigo and label it under the deviant category - and neither of them killed him; he couldn’t quite remember what the demonic thing said, but the Wendigo’s words were still clear in his memories. It couldn’t kill him or something wasn’t allowing it to kill him. It happening once was a coincidence; twice, however, was a pattern – a conscious decision or design by some unknown force that was… looking out for him? 
 
    Jin shook his head. I have no idea what’s going on; for now, it’s probably best to avoid deviant Magical Beasts until I’m strong enough to tackle them – if such a level of strength even exists in this world. I’ll also need to re-examine magic from the ground up. 
 
    Well, at the very least, with the Wendigo gone… somewhere – hopefully – far away, Hirata was safe from its ravenous appetite. Huh, since it’s not a primal spirit of this world, does it still embody endless cannibalistic hunger or is it just another Magical Beast now? It mentioned other things arriving with it from my previous world; that could mean any number of things, ranging from monsters to… other humans. 
 
    Jin’s world paused. His lips curled and moved almost subconsciously, and whispered words poured out of his mouth. “Is… is the Hollowed Knight here as well?” 
 
    Did his old friend cross into this world? 
 
    If the Hollowed Knight was here, then Jin would make it a priority to find his old friend – and then beg for forgiveness for all the foolish things he’d done and forced his friend to do. However, even if the Hollowed Knight was here, he’d be in a completely different form with a completely different face; his Hell-Forged Armor wouldn’t have crossed this world with him. Jin shook his head. If he’s here, there’s still no real way for me to find him. He could even be in a different land altogether. 
 
    Jin forced himself up and heaved, puking out the breakfast he’d eaten with his uncle and nephew. That “battle” had been far too close. If the Wendigo wasn’t under the control of… something that didn’t want him dead, then Jin would have been very dead. I need to amass power again; I can’t stay as weak as I am now. There’s also the force that plucked me from my world and brought me here. That same force seems to have brought along a few other things, as well, which means it’s probably a sapient entity of immense power. Sooner or later, I’m going to have to face that thing as well; I can’t do that if all I can do is chuck fire and lightning from my hands. 
 
    However, Jin still had plenty of things to do, before moving on to dealing with the arcane; his vengeance against the Muramasa Clan and becoming the Emperor of Moyatani were firmly at the top of his list, though they weren’t nearly as urgent as making sure his new home survives the war that was looming on the horizon. Jin chuckled inwardly. Now that I think about it, becoming the Shogun wouldn’t be all that hard once I have the right resources. With a proper army at my beck and call, I can sweep through Moyatani and defeat all the little Daimyos and their little armies with their little tactics. Making sure my current home doesn’t end up a smoldering ruin ironically sounds just a tad bit harder than conquering the whole damn country. 
 
    With that in mind, Jin pulled Agito out of the ground and slowly lumbered back to Hirata. Even when his magical core was hardly depleted and his muscles hardly strained, Jin felt utterly exhausted; it might have been the rush and the closeness of death in the air, but he was drained. He really wasn’t excited to go back to Hirata, either. Jin dealt with the Wendigo… somehow, but the village had its own set of problems that would no doubt give him a terrible headache for a few days.  
 
    When he finally reached the village, clothes torn and scorched, he was greeted by the sight of a crowd of peasants. They cheered and shouted and ran toward him, bearing gifts and other items Jin couldn’t be bothered to care about. He did force himself to smile, however, as they screamed his name to the heavens, proclaiming him their savior and protector. They carried him and hoisted him up high. Jin stiffened for a moment, before allowing the peasants their moment of hero worship. After all, it was important to ensure the working class’ continued faith and belief in his prowess. 
 
    They carried him to his uncle’s manor, where the guards received him, and Jin’s feet finally met the ground once more. The peasants, however, were respectful of boundaries, and merely continued on cheering and celebrating from outside the manor’s walls. As Arima and Ebisu went out to meet him, Jin couldn’t shake away the feeling that everything was about to go terribly wrong once more. 
 
    Jin sighed. I wish the Hollowed Knight were here with me…. 
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    Everything was illuminated in stark, violet-tinged light for a sliver of a second. In that moment, all the chaos had briefly been frozen in place, as if the gods were taking a snapshot of this madness.  
 
    In the air, suspended a fraction of an inch in front of Andy’s face, an arrow hung in mid-flight. The projectile’s savagely barbed tip reflected the vein of lightning that split the sky.  
 
    Just behind the arrow, a steel throwing star gleamed menacingly. A few feet ahead of him, on the castle battlements, angry warriors in leather armor—glossy and painted in hues of black, red, and burgundy—brandished naginata, yari, and wakizashi, their faces twisted into grimaces of murder.  
 
    A hundred feet below, a city sprawled out across a river valley, but there were neither skyscrapers nor overpasses to be seen here. Instead, low buildings with curved tile roofs, bamboo structures, and tens of thousands of paper lanterns dominated this ancient city landscape. 
 
    Thunder crashed, and the dazzling lightning flare gave way to darkness. This brief moment of frozen time lapsed, and everything was moving with urgent speed again.  
 
    Arrows and throwing stars zipped past Andy, their flight paths ending impotently as they bit into the wall behind him. Breathing hard, but charged on the twin fires of adrenalin and combat, Andy raced along the brick battlements. In his right hand a lightning-enchanted nodachi crackled with eager power, while in his left a throwing star, also enchanted, sizzled. 
 
    An enemy warrior howled out a battle cry and came at him with a spear. With a deft flick of his wrist, Andy flung the throwing star. Unlike his adversaries, his aim was true, and the projectile slammed into his enemy’s throat. The warrior dropped his spear, coughing up blood as he staggered back, clutching at his throat. He toppled over the wall, plunging a hundred feet to his doom. 
 
    Like a magician palming cards, three more throwing stars appeared in Andy’s left hand. In a flurry of flicks, he shot these three projectiles into three more enemies’ throats. As he ran, he glanced over his shoulder. A shinobi, dressed in all black, his face covered with a zukin and fukumen—traditional ninja masks and hoods—was hot on his heels. 
 
    This was no enemy, though, for Andy was attired in the same black gear, wearing the same light, flexible armor and black hood and mask. Instead, this black-clad figure was his only ally against the hordes of enemy warriors charging along the walls. Despite the hammering of his heart, Andy felt no fear, no sense that this night would be his last.  
 
    A burly warrior wielding twin tanto burst out from a hidden trapdoor mere yards ahead of Andy. With no more throwing stars, Andy had no choice but to engage in hand-to-hand combat. He charged in eagerly, his nodachi slashing through the air with the deadly speed and force of the forked lightning bolts blazing across the storm-torn sky. 
 
    The warrior was fast, his twin tantos whirling in a blur of vicious speed. Andy, however, was faster. Even though he wielded the big, heavy blade, he was augmented with the strength of multiple beasts. A bear’s wild power coursed through his veins, bolstering his physical strength, while the reflexes and speed of a panther made him faster than any human could ever hope to be.  
 
    Without slowing down, Andy parried his opponent’s attack, flicked his blade, and slashed it in a downward arc with such force that it severed his opponent’s torso from his hips. Andy somersaulted over the grisly mound of split flesh and charged up a flight of stairs, hacking through another two warriors, before reaching the highest point of the battlements, at a corner of the castle. 
 
    His shinobi friend skidded to a halt behind him, and they paused. Warriors in their dozens raced along the battlements both ahead of them and behind them. Short of vaulting over the sheer walls and dropping a hundred feet onto the cobblestones below, there was no escape.  
 
    But still Andy felt no fear. 
 
    And then, as another boom of thunder tore across the heavens, a new enemy appeared. This one was no warrior, but he needed no steel weapons to be far deadlier than any fighter. He wore purple and white robes, like those of a Shinto monk. His  face was hidden in black shadow beneath a large straw mushroom-shaped ajirogasa hat. This evil priest came floating up through the air from the darkness below, levitating in mid-air like one of the thousands of gently glowing sky lanterns suspended over the city. 
 
    Andy’s shinobi ally nocked an arrow to his bowstring and took aim at the evil priest. Before he could loose his arrow, the levitating priest gave a soft, almost contemptuous flick of his fingers. A lightning bolt erupted from the black clouds above, striking the shinobi down in an ear-splitting explosion of light, heat, and sound. The bolt hurled the dead shinobi off the battlements and flung his limp body as if booted by the foot of a god. 
 
    Beneath the priest’s ajirogasa, his eyes shone with an eerie violet glow, crackling with lightning. Andy knew the next bolt would be coming for him—but he felt neither fear nor dread. Instead, lightning roared and sizzled in the nodachi in his hands. He aimed the blade at the priest and prepared to unleash its godlike power. The heavens tore open, and a cataclysmic explosion of thunder and lightning shot from Andy’s core… 
 
    And then he sat upright in his bed, panting and sweating, his heart racing. He swallowed slowly, his mouth sticky and dry. Morning light stabbed through his puffy eyelids. 
 
    It hadn’t been the first time he’d had a dream like this, but this had been one of the most vivid. It had felt more real than the reality into which he’d just awoken—achingly, perfectly real. He wanted to close his eyes and return to that mysterious world, but his alarm clock was two minutes away from 4:30 AM, at which point it would flood his crummy studio apartment with its annoying melody. 
 
    Groaning and yawning, he pulled off his covers and stumbled out of bed. He felt almost hungover, but that wasn’t from a boozing session. Rather, it was a simple lack of sleep. Working two jobs tended to have that effect, particularly when combined with time-consuming hobbies that Andy simply refused to give up. A man had to have his hobbies, after all.  
 
    Andy glanced at the date on the calendar, noting that he was mere weeks away from his twenty-fourth birthday.  
 
    “Twenty-four going on fifty,” he muttered as he shuffled over to the bathroom.  
 
    Mr. Tanaka, his godfather who’d raised him after his parents had died, told him once that short of a heavy drug addiction, nothing aged you faster than poverty. After many years of living hand-to-mouth, paycheck to paycheck, and barely scraping by, he could believe this.    
 
    He shaved listlessly, half-asleep, with one toe still dipped in the waters of dreamland. After shaving, he splashed his face with cold water to try to force himself to wake up. The face that stared back at him in the grubby mirror was a relatively good-looking one. He would never grace the covers of any men’s fitness magazines, nor would any Hollywood talent agents ever slip their business cards to him across the checkout counter of the small convenience store where he worked as a clerk, but he’d had no trouble with dating the fairer sex. His tanned skin, shaggy medium-length black hair and piercing blue eyes, as well as his athletic physique, gave him the look of a surfer. In saying that, he’d never once set foot on a surfboard. His build and height—six foot four—and his broad shoulders meant that guys usually gave him a healthy measure of respect. It wasn’t always that way; he’d been a small kid, and the other schoolkids had picked on him, but that’d changed as soon as he hit his growth spurt at fourteen.  
 
    Although plenty of women liked to look at him, most would have quickly changed their opinion of him had they seen the inside of his apartment. To call it cluttered would be like saying the Great Wall of China was a handful of bricks cemented together. However, as Andy wound his way through the piles of bric-a-brac, it was clear that the items were not pieces of junk, and that Andy was no hoarder. 
 
    Here was a homemade automatic repeating crossbow. There a functional flamethrower, constructed from scrap materials. Next to it was a fully working miniature replica of a medieval trebuchet. He stepped over a partially stripped Kawasaki Ninja motor. His large desk—held together with duct tape and wire—was strewn with gears, cogs, pistons, cranks, and all manner of tools, screws, bolts, cables, and other DIY materials. 
 
    After pouring himself a bowl of no-name cornflakes and hastily brewing some instant coffee, Andy navigated his way through the piles of interesting items. He plopped himself down on his ratty sofa, salvaged from a dumpster and stuffed with old clothes, patched liberally with duct tape. He was half-tempted to turn on his Xbox and play for a few minutes, but resisted the temptation, knowing that a few minutes would turn into a few hours. The way things were going at work, he couldn’t afford to be late again. Scattered on the floor next to the Xbox were games like Battletech, Europa Universalis IV, Mutant War Zero: Road to Eden, Shadow Tactics: Blades of the Shogun, and other strategy titles. Maybe a few minutes reading instead? He glanced up at his bookshelves, where there were many dog-eared, moth-eaten books (all from thrift stores, of course), almost exclusively history books. 
 
    As he chewed on his cornflakes, he turned on his phone and checked his messages. There were two voice messages: one from his boss at the convenience store, Ted, and one from his landlord Mr. Stavros. Neither were good options, but he decided to get the most unpleasant one out of the way.   
 
    “Here it goes,” Andy muttered through a mouthful of cornflakes as he played Mr. Stavros’s message. 
 
    “Andy, listen kid, I’ve been generous with you—way too generous. This is the last message I’m sending, after the last six or seven seem to have fallen on deaf ears. I know you’re having a tough time with your finances , but seriously, I’ve given you more than enough leeway now. If the rent isn’t under my door by the end of the week, you’re out next Monday. And yeah, I will get the cops to evict you. I’m sorry, this isn’t exactly pleasant for me either, but I gotta do what I gotta do. Nobody stays in my apartments rent-free. Sorry. Under my door by the end of the week or you’re out on your ass.” 
 
    He wanted to quit listening here, but there was still one more message, even if he really didn’t want to hear it. The previous evening Andy had dumped a Slushie over an unruly, aggressive customer’s head, and although he’d known there would be hell to pay, he simply hadn’t been able to stop himself. With a reluctant sigh, he leaned back and played Ted’s message. 
 
    “Andy you stupid, moronic, idiotic, selfish son of a bitch!” Ted roared, the cheap phone speaker distorting his voice. 
 
    “Sounds pretty metal, Ted,” Andy remarked to himself with a smirk, glancing over at his Black Sabbath, Metallica, and Iron Maiden LPs. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’d do something so, so, so completely brain-dead!” Ted Danzig spat. “Dumping Slushies over customer’s heads?! Are you kidding me, are you actually kidding me?! This is what I have to wake up to this morning?! And yeah, you smart-ass, I watched the security camera footage, and yeah, the guy was being a jerk, yeah, I know, he was harassing our female employees—but this doesn’t give you the right to go be, be, freakin’ Batman with a Slushie or whatever the hell you think you were doing! You ever heard the expression, ‘the customer is always right’, Knight?! The guy’s gonna try to sue me now, you idiot! I should fire your dumb ass! And I would if Sue wasn’t off sick and we had someone else to cover your shift today! Ugh, dammit, you moron, you total moron! This is your last warning, your very last warning! You ever pull a stunt like this, and I mean ever again, you’re out on your ass! This is your last warning! Ever! You’d best keep a low profile today, because if I even see your face, Andy Knight, if I have to look at your face…” 
 
    The message cut off there.  
 
    Andy sighed and shook his head as he got up from the sofa. This was his third so-called “final” warning in as many months, but this time he suspected it really was the final one. Except he wouldn’t hesitate to do exactly the same thing if the situation repeated itself. 
 
    Andy tossed the phone aside, and then dumped his cereal bowl into the sink. He chugged the rest of his instant coffee, and put on his convenience store shirt and some ripped jeans. Stepping over a stack of unpaid bills and late notices near the door, he slipped his feet into his comfy old sneakers, and grabbed his scuffed leather jacket, motorcycle gloves, and a helmet. After shoving his phone and empty wallet into his pockets, he locked up his apartment, jogged down the stairs, and finally started to feel somewhat alive now that the caffeine had kicked in. 
 
    He got to his garage in the parking basement. The space was just as cluttered with stuff—mostly half-stripped motors, dirt bikes, and an old, beat-up Jeep in pieces. He pushed out his only working vehicle: a ’91 Suzuki GSXR1100 crotch rocket, a beast of a motorcycle that Andy had restored from scrap. He hopped onto the bike and started it up. The big motor let out a rumbling roar. He grinned and gave it a few seconds to warm up, then clicked it into gear, spinning the rear wheel with a shriek of skidding rubber and smoke as he sped out of the basement. 
 
    Although he was doing his utmost to avoid thinking about being fired, for real this time, worry gnawed relentlessly at him. Even though he was working two jobs and being as frugal as humanly possible, the bills seemed to grow rather than shrink each month. On top of everything, he was behind on his rent too. It was an uphill battle, and he just didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. If Ted followed through on his threats to fire him, Andy would be sleeping on some cardboard in an alley in a week. 
 
    He slowed down and stopped for a red light, muttering to himself inside his helmet about how he was probably going to catch every red light, even though there wasn’t a single other vehicle on the road. He almost felt like blasting through the reds, knowing it would be pretty safe to do so, but figured that with the way his luck usually went, there’d be a cop hiding at every set of traffic lights. 
 
    As the light was about to turn green, a commotion to Andy’s right caught his attention. Half a block from the intersection, near an ATM, two young men were struggling with an elderly man. It took Andy all of two seconds to figure out what was going on: the two young men were mugging the old guy, who had just used the ATM. 
 
    “Not on my watch,” Andy whispered as he kicked out the kickstand and jumped off the bike. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of his mind, a voice was telling him that this was going to make him late for work and probably cost him his job, but he didn’t care. Andy Knight was simply incapable of witnessing an act of injustice and looking the other way. As he sprinted toward the muggers, he tore off his helmet. It wasn’t ideal, but it was hard and heavy and could serve as a vaguely effective weapon. 
 
    The muggers heard him coming and threw the old man to the ground. Both of them were big guys, around Andy’s size. The first turned to flee, but the other, brandishing a large hunting knife, stood his ground. “Turn around and run away, asshole!” the man snarled. “Run away, bitch, or you’re leaving this place in a body bag!” 
 
    Andy didn’t stop. He didn’t even slow down. Instead, as he got within a couple yards of the mugger with the knife, he made as if to take a swing at the man with his helmet. As the man instinctively twisted to duck under the coming blow, Andy switched his grip on the helmet and threw it in a soft underhand toss to the guy. The mugger’s natural instincts to catch a pass kicked in before his brain could register that this was a trick. He fumbled with his hands, trying to catch the flying helmet as Andy bore down on him. 
 
    While Andy had taken a handful of MMA classes, he was no professional fighter. He knew enough, though, to be able to throw a decent roundhouse kick, which he aimed at the mugger’s right hand, punting the hunting knife out of it. The knife went sailing through the air, and Andy ducked low and football-tackled the disarmed mugger, slamming him into the pavement. 
 
    They struggled on the ground, and Andy managed to get the guy pinned down for some ground-n-pound, smashing his fists into the man’s face. Then, however, a hot slash of pain tore across his left forearm. He yelped and jumped up off the man, spinning around to see the other mugger lunging for him with his knife—with which he’d just slashed a cut across Andy’s arm. The sharp blade had sliced right through his leather jacket.  
 
    Andy dodged a clumsy blow and tried to kick the knife out of the mugger’s hand, but this guy was faster than his friend and managed to dodge the kick. He was about to charge in and stab Andy when the wail of police sirens pierced the chilly morning silence. 
 
    “Damn it,” the mugger muttered. He helped his friend to his feet, and then, with Andy running after them for a few yards, both of the muggers hastily fled. 
 
    Andy didn’t bother to chase them down. He watched them go, then turned and jogged back to the old man to make sure he was okay. The old guy was bruised and shaken but not seriously injured, and he thanked Andy profusely. 
 
    “Thank you, son,” he said. “In this rotten world, few people would have done what you just did. Looks like one of those bastards got you on your arm there.” 
 
    Riding the buzz of adrenalin, Andy hadn’t noticed just how bad the cut on his forearm was. Now that the old guy had pointed it out, though, he saw that blood was trickling down his arm and dripping off his wrist, where his skin was exposed between his motorcycle gloves and his jacket. The cut was starting to hurt, but he shrugged off the pain. 
 
    “I’m more pissed about my jacket,” Andy said. And he was – this jacket had come from a thrift store, but even so, it had cost him twenty bucks. Right now, he couldn’t even shell out an extra twenty cents for unforeseen expenses. 
 
    “You’re lucky you had that jacket on,” the old man said. “That guy would have taken your arm off without it. I saw him, he really was hoping to slice your arm off. You’d better get that cut checked out. Go on, get outta here, the cops are pulling up, I’ll be okay. You need to take care of that wound.” 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” Andy asked. 
 
    “A little shaken is all,” the old guy said, beaming out a grateful smile as the police approached them. “Hey, this kid saved me!” he said to the cops. “He’s a hero, you guys should give him a medal or something.” 
 
    “I’m no hero,” Andy said. “I just did what any decent person would do.” 
 
    The cops took a brief statement from Andy, which caused him far more anxiety than it should have—there was no way in hell he wouldn’t be late now. And the cops seemed entirely blasé about Andy’s wound, as the red liquid continued to drip off his wrist and pool in the fingers of his left glove. After what seemed like an eternity, they let him go. 
 
    He wasn’t about to head to hospital, even though the cut was a bad one. He couldn’t afford medical debt. No, some superglue would be his surgeon and the convenience store bathroom his operating theater. 
 
    As he expected, a familiar figure was standing outside the convenience store, tapping his right foot and scowling. Ted Danzig, Andy had always said, was what you’d find if you opened a dictionary and searched for “jerk boss”. Ted was in his fifties but looked a decade older. His poor attempt at a combover did little to disguise his baldness. If his downturned mouth, twisted into a permanent glower, had ever smiled, it had to have been decades ago. His teeth and fingers were yellow from the cigarettes he chain-smoked. His clothes—cheap suits in shades of pastel blue and gray, usually—reeked of tobacco. 
 
    “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the little boy on the big bike,” Ted sneered. “What time do you call this, Knight? You should have started working that cash register fifteen minutes ago! Because of your lazy slob ass, I’ve had to do it, looking like a chump in front of the customers! Dammit, Knight, get your ass off that bike and behind the cash register, now! Move it!” 
 
    Andy parked his bike and took off his helmet. He half-opened his mouth to begin telling Ted about the mugging, but the look on his manager’s face told him that it would just fall on deaf ears.  
 
    “Sorry Ted,” he mumbled, and then headed into the store. 
 
    When he got his jacket off behind the cash register, he was able to finally get a good look at the cut on his arm. It was deep, but not too bad, and thankfully no tendons had been severed. There weren’t any customers in the store, and Andy saw Ted lighting up a cigarette outside, so he had a couple minutes to take care of the wound. He grabbed a tube of superglue and ran to the employee’s bathroom, where he hastily washed the cut with soap and water, dried it off with paper towels, and then closed it up with superglue. It wasn’t exactly a professional surgical stitch-up, but it would at least keep the wound closed and stop the bleeding. 
 
    He got back to the cash register just as Ted stepped back into the store. The manager glowered at him, but then trudged off to his office and slammed the door, leaving Andy alone. 
 
    A couple customers came in, but it was mostly a quiet morning. It was so quiet, in fact, that his phone’s piercing tring tring almost made him jump. Geez, Andy thought. I get it, Mr. Stavros, I owe you god knows how many months’ rent…   
 
    But it wasn’t Mr. Stavros. Andy took his phone out of his pocket and saw it was his godmother, Mrs. Tanaka, calling. He glanced at Ted’s office door before answering.. 
 
    “Hi Mayumi,” he said. The Tanakas had always insisted that he refer to them by their first names. “It’s great to hear from you, but I can’t really talk now—” 
 
    “It’s Haruki!” she said, referring to her husband. From the urgency in her voice, this was something serious. “He’s… Andy, I think he’s dying. He wants you here before he… before he goes.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” Andy said, his heart racing. “I’ll be there right away.” 
 
    He shoved his phone in his pocket and started sprinting. He snatched his helmet, gloves, and jacket from inside the store and dashed back out to his bike. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Knight?” Ted yelled as Andy hopped onto the bike and started it up. “You leave now, you don’t ever come back here, you hear me!” 
 
    Andy ignored him and sped away.  
 
    Ted’s hoarse shouts of “you’re fired, Andy Knight!” were quickly drowned out by the potent roar of the motor as Andy raced against the clock to get to his dying godfather. 
 
    The world was a blur of speed as Andy carved through the winding mountain roads that led to the Tanaka’s residence and wildlife sanctuary. On the straights he took the bike up to 160 miles an hour, and through the curves he hung off the machine at extreme angles of lean. All he could think about was getting to Mr. Tanaka before it was too late.  
 
    He got to the familiar old wooden gates in record time, and left his bike there, tossing away his helmet and gloves before scrambling over the gate – he didn’t have time to fumble with the rusty combination lock. 
 
    Whenever he came here, he would usually go see the animal residents first—they all knew him well, and all of them had been here for many years. Now, however, he sprinted straight for the front door of the rickety wooden house he’d called home for a few years. “Mayumi! Haruki!” he yelled hoarsely as he barged into the house. “I’m here!”  
 
    “Hurry!” Mayumi called out from somewhere inside. “He’s here, in our bedroom!” 
 
    Andy raced through the house, a modest but tastefully minimalist space, decorated with traditional Japanese watercolor scrolls, ornamental fans, wooden sculptures, and bonsai trees. Both of the Tanakas were first generation immigrants, although they had been in America since their respective childhoods, and they wore their Japanese heritage proudly. 
 
    Andy, breathless, charged into the bedroom at the end of the hallway. There he saw Mr. Tanaka laying in bed, with his tearful wife sitting next to him, holding his hand. Mr. Tanaka looked older and frailer than Andy could have imagined, and the sight of this once proud and strong man like this broke his heart. He knew how much Mr. Tanaka valued stoicism and strength in the face of adversity, though, so he put on a brave face.  
 
    “Andy,” Mr. Tanaka croaked. “I’m glad you’re here. Please, Mayumi, leave Andy and I alone for a few minutes. There is something I must discuss with him.”  
 
    Mrs. Tanaka nodded, sniffing as she wiped away her tears, and got up and left the room. Mr. Tanaka patted the bed next to him, and Andy sat down. Andy took Mr. Tanaka’s hand, which felt cold and clammy. He gave it a gentle squeeze, and Mr. Tanaka squeezed back with what little strength remained in him.  
 
    “Haruki, I—” Andy began, but Mr. Tanaka held up a finger to silence him.  
 
    “Let me talk, Andy,” he rasped. “I have much to say… but so little time to say it.” 
 
    Andy nodded.  
 
    “I have no sons, no daughters,” Mr. Tanaka said. “The doctors said it was because of the aftereffects of radiation at Hiroshima, which is where I was born, a few years after the atomic bomb. It is one of my greatest regrets… but one which I could do nothing about, of course.”  
 
    Mr. Tanaka paused to breathe. “But even though I could not have children of my own, the universe sent me a son anyway, for a few wonderful years.” He smiled and gave Andy’s hand a squeeze. “Your father, he was a good man, Andy, even though he had his vices. His heart was good—as is yours. Mayumi and I… we were happy to take you in after the accident. You became, to us, like the child we could never have. You always thanked us so sincerely for what we did for you, but we never thanked you enough for what you gave us.”  
 
    A tight sob was forming a knot in Andy’s throat, and tears burned at the edges of his eyes. “Haruki, I—” he began, but again Mr. Tanaka cut him off. 
 
    “You don’t need to say anything, Andy,” he said softly. “I know what is in your heart. And that’s what counts. I… I wish I could leave you something of monetary value, now that I’m departing this world. Of course, you know you are always welcome here. But for now, I must leave the house and land to my wife; she still has many years of life left to live, unlike me.” 
 
    Andy looked down, barely stifling tears.  
 
    “I don’t have any money,” Mr. Tanaka continued. “We’ve poured everything we’ve made into this sanctuary, and I have no regrets about doing that. You know our residents well, and I’m sure you agree. Our lives are so much richer for what they’ve brought to us – and it’s something that no amount of money could have bought me. I will die with no regrets in my heart.”  
 
    He paused here, and a fit of coughing came on. He covered his mouth with a white handkerchief, and when he drew it away, it was red with blood, as were his lips. He was looking more pallid with every passing second.  
 
    “Even though I have no money to leave you, Andy,” Mr. Tanaka said when he’d recovered, “I do have something of immense value that I must pass on to you. Please, go to my wooden chest in the corner over there, and look for a white silk bag inside it. Get it and bring it here.”        
 
    Everything seemed surreal. Andy felt as if he was moving through a dream. A thousand different clashing thoughts careened around the inside his skull. He paused in front of the old wooden chest and turned around to face Mr. Tanaka.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Andy asked softly. “Why didn’t you tell me something was wrong? I saw you only a month ago, and you were fine…”  
 
    Mr. Tanaka smiled sadly. “I didn’t know anything was wrong then, Andy. It’s that back pain I’ve had for years. I always thought it was just a bad back, from hauling heavy bags of animal feed around. And I thought the feelings of weakness and extreme lethargy I’ve been having the last few months were just old age catching up with me. Last week I went to get some blood tests done for something else entirely… and they discovered I’ve got stage four pancreatic cancer. It’s gone far beyond the stage where they can do anything about it. The doctor suggested I go on a course of extreme chemotherapy, but even then it would only have had a one in fifty shot of working. I made peace with the hand the universe has dealt me, and decided I’d rather pass at home in my own bed. I’m sorry… I should have told you last week when I found out, but I didn’t think I’d go downhill this fast. I thought I’d have a few more weeks left, not days.”  
 
    Andy didn’t know what to say. “I’m … sorry,” was all he could murmur.  
 
    “It is what it is, Andy,” Mr. Tanaka said with a smile, stoic until the end. “I’ve lived a long, fulfilling life, and that’s more than any man can ask for. Now please, get the silk bag out of the chest. I don’t—” He stopped here as another fit of coughing racked his body. 
 
    Andy dug around in the chest and found the silk bag right at the bottom. There was something solid and fairly weighty in it. He carried it over to Mr. Tanaka, who took it from him with a smile. With trembling fingers, Mr. Tanaka opened the silk bag and removed the object.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Andy murmured, staring in awe at the item. He immediately felt entranced by the sight of it—this ornate hardwood box, its surface covered by intricate relief carvings of wild animals of all kinds. “It’s a true work of art…”  
 
    Mr. Tanaka chuckled, and then coughed some more. “Yes, yes it is quite beautiful, isn’t it? But this is no more ornament, Andy.” His tone became grave. “This is possibly the most valuable thing you will ever own. It took me a long time to decide that you would be the right person to pass this on to—your whole life, in fact. But when you came and lived here, and I really got to know you, I knew without a doubt that you were the right person to inherit this.”  
 
    “I… Well, thank you, Haruki, I’m honored—” Andy began, but Mr. Tanaka interrupted him.  
 
    “I don’t have much time left, my boy. Please, let me speak. You must listen very carefully to what I’m about to say. This is no mere ornament, Andy. It is a powerful, wondrous tool. I… I never unlocked its full potential myself.” 
 
    Andy noticed that when Mr. Tanaka said this, his forefinger drifted over to his left pinky finger. This finger was horrendously scarred, as if it had almost been severed long ago. Andy had noticed the scar as a child, but had always assumed that one of the sanctuary’s residents—perhaps the old lion or the tiger, or the grizzly bear—had tried to bite it off. Now, though, he had a feeling that somehow, this strange box had something to do with the deep scar on Mr. Tanaka’s pinky finger.  
 
    Mr. Tanaka stroked the old scar absentmindedly as he continued. “This box is not a family heirloom, if that’s what you were thinking,” he said. “It was given to me by a family friend in Japan, before I came to this country. He was one of my father’s friends from the war…”  Suddenly, his eyes grew wide and his body spasmed, and he burst into another fit of coughing. This time blood sprayed out of his mouth, splattering the sheets with bright red.  
 
    A sense of deep dread and unavoidable tragedy gripped Andy. He knew that he was witnessing his godfather’s final moments. Mr. Tanaka tried to speak after the coughing fit passed, but only an empty rasping emerged from his gasping mouth. This was it—the end was here.  
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