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Chapter 1 – Ten-Year Rope

 

Kenji stared forlorn at the young woman at the center of the village square.

Like all Han women, she was lithe and fair of skin, with dark hair that spilled to her mid-back over her long ceremonial robes. Kenji was not the only one who gazed upon her. Shinoto, the shopkeeper’s daughter, was well-known throughout Han Village for her grace and beauty. Even now she smiled with a giddy excitement and had even waved to him before taking her place within the center of the square.

Shinoto…so special.

Anyone else would perhaps be wracked with nerves and frozen with fear for what she was about to do. But not Shinoto. Bright and fearless as always, Kenji thought. She was perhaps more special to Kenji than anyone else. But that specialness would end today. Today was the day that Shinoto would cease to be simply his friend, and forever become his better. 

Shame crept up Kenji’s spine like a snake coiling a tree. A sickness churned in the pit of his stomach, reminding him of the one thing that separated him from everyone else in the village. 

And it would now separate him from Shinoto as well.  

Kenji sat at the back of the village assembly, with the other children of the village. Even while seated cross-legged in lotus position, he was a head taller than his peers. But they were peers in terms of ability only. Those next to him were boys eight and nine years old—only just starting in their ascension ranks, learning the basics of how to cultivate Qi by channeling the vital essence present in all things and storing it within their doma. 

It was an ability Kenji had still yet to grasp, much less master.

In terms of age, Kenji’s last true peer was now in the middle of the square—Shinoto—17 years old, as he was. 

But soon even that would change.

The other villagers sat closer to the edge of the ceremony, where a large reversal rope lay coiled in the middle of the square. The rope was thick, and dyed the bright yellow of a ten-year braid. Kenji knew the ropes well. Both their color and thickness were important, second only to the rune charms painstakingly woven into the thick braids of the rope itself. Thin pieces of red parchment were etched with fine brushstrokes of the old language, serving as conduits to channel sacred energies to activate the rope itself.

The village elders sat upon stools at the edge of the square. To an outsider it would perhaps seem a farce. The elders were perhaps only ten or twelve years old in appearance, but their true age was well beyond that. While not truly immortal like the mystic warriors of legend, the secret rebirthing techniques of the Han clan could make one live over a dozen childhoods.

Master Wu, the village chief, was one such as that. Kenji did not know his true age, but it was rumored he had reached the eighth level of ascension more than ten times, and each time within only a decade. That meant that he had only ever aged to perhaps fourteen or fifteen, before undergoing a rebirth again. 

Currently Master Wu appeared as a twelve-year-old boy, but to observe him for only a moment, one would notice the distinct mannerisms of a much older soul. The other elders of the village were likewise youthful but wizened, including Kenji’s father, Xian Lu, who sat as an adolescent of perhaps 14 years on the chief’s far left. 

His hair was long and tied in a traditional topknot fashion, as was proper for a village elder. His robes too, were trimmed with an edge of jade, signifying an 8th-tier mastery and with four stripes of gold. This instantly distinguished him from any normal 14-year-old, who would be privileged to wear even a violet-trimmed robe of 6th-tier ascension at fourteen. 

Kenji’s robe, at seventeen years old, was still trimmed with the base tier of off-white. 

Kenji tried to make eye contact with his father, but as was usually the case when it came to ceremonies, Xian Lu glanced away, perhaps preferring not to be reminded of the shame that was his son, who sat within the ranks of those unskilled in the mystic arts. 

An emptiness crept into Kenji’s stomach and he looked instead to the other members of the village clan. The higher-ranked families sat closer to the front. Like some of the elders, a few among them were advanced enough in their ascension ranks to have been rebirthed at a very young age, some even now appearing as only teenagers while well into their middle years. 

Others, sat behind them, made up the majority of the Han clan: normal folks who cultivated at a far more casual pace and appeared in their perpetual 30s, rebirthing perhaps once every twenty years and regressing for as many years as they could afford.

Rapid advancement and regression came at a price, both in terms of training and divine materials. Only those with wealth to spare could afford the exotic pills and potions that could double or triple one’s advancement. And regression was no different. 

The yellow ten-year rope prepared for Shinoto, which was now being tied about her waist, had no doubt cost her parents over ten taels of silver to procure. To accumulate that much wealth, Kenji would need to work the orchards for over a year. But being from a merchant family, the cost was perhaps not so burdensome for her. 

His heart sunk yet again. He had thought to ask Shinoto to the harvest festival in the fall. But a stray thought was all it was now. He was perhaps a fool to even think that he could ever court someone as well-stationed as Shinoto, much less afford her dowry. 

Although Kenji’s father could certainly afford it. 

As a village elder and a seasoned rebirther, Xian Lu oversaw the creation of all reversal ropes. But even if he was generous enough to loan Kenji such a sum, which he most certainly was not, there was another far more insurmountable gulf that separated himself from Shinoto in terms of station.

Even now, Kenji envied her as she sat upon her knees in seiza position, channeling her Qi. She breathed deeply while working her arms back and forth with each breath, as if pushing the air itself with her palms. A taiko drum banged rhythmically in the backdrop, in time with her breathing—both as encouragement and to give gravity to the auspiciousness of the occasion.

The Han clan was famous throughout the entire Zhou region for their secret rebirthing techniques, fabled to have been passed down by the great goddess of Time herself. And while most of their trade was in producing the Qi-concentrated fruits used by the Zhou Empire to create the powerful pills and potions to advance ascension, what truly made them famous was what they were about to witness today. 

As his father would say, ‘To rebirth an orange tree is mundane, but to rebirth a child is to create a gift from the heavens itself.’

So like him, Kenji thought, smirking up at his father. So full of poetry when it came to his work, but so little when it came to anything else.

Long minutes passed as the drumbeat steadily increased and a sweat broke on Shinoto’s delicate brow. Heat and steam escaped in a vapor from within her robes as she cycled the Qi from within her body and channeled it into the yellow rope bound about her waist. The rune scripts began to glow with luminescence and the rope constricted. Then in movements as slow as the motion of her arms, Shinoto began to shrink within her clothing as steam billowed from her pores. 

When the final drum beat struck, Shinoto reopened her eyes as a seven-year-old girl and the entire village, save for Kenji, burst into cheers. 

 

Chapter 2 - Shinoto

 

 

 

“Congratulations, elder sister.”

Kenji bowed deeply to the seven-year-old girl who was once his friend, careful to add the title as a form of respect. Despite her new age, Shinoto still looked the same. Dark hair with elegant features, but where she was once beautiful, she had become an adorably cute child once again. Her eyes, however, shone like that of a girl her true age. It was the one thing his people said could never be reversed by the ropes. 

The eyes.

Shinoto proved the point by rolling hers at him with a playful giggle, something she did often when he would say something ridiculous. 

“You don’t need to call me that, you idiot,” Shinoto said, swatting him on the thigh. “I’m still the same person I was before the ceremony.”

Kenji smiled at her graciousness. They both knew it was a lie. The blessings of the Han arts had literally transformed Shinoto into a younger self, able to re-cultivate the eight stages of ascension and double her density of Qi, all while retaining her 17 years of experience in a body a fraction of that age.

While he was happy for her, seeing her like this troubled him inside. No longer was she the beautiful young woman he had hoped to dance with at the festival, to cross the line between friendship and something more. Now she was a child with a gold stripe added to her off-white-trimmed robe.

To find a mate was a difficult task within the Han clan. Not only did someone suitable need to be found, both in terms of station and prestige, but their rebirth and cultivation cycles needed to also match. Couples would often delay a rebirth in tandem to have children and then likewise roll-back to the youth and strength of their twenties to raise them. 

But there could be no such match for Kenji now—at least not with Shinoto.

His stomach dropped as an emptiness consumed him again.

She’d moved on without him. 

He had just lost his chances with Shinoto, forever…

 

*     *     *

 

The fireworks of the post-ceremony celebration flashed and popped in the clear blue sky, sending puffs of white smoke falling over the village. The square was alive with music and dancing and the smell of roasting meat-skewers mixed with that of piping-hot broth and steaming buns and noodles. Kenji avoided a team of dancing children as he balanced two bowls of noodles in his palms, crossing the street to where Shinoto was seated upon the porch of her father’s general store. 

He sat next to her and handed her one of the bowls.

“Did you ask for extra chili oil?” Shinoto said, inspecting the noodles with a twirl of her chopsticks.

“Taste and find out.” He grinned at her. “Cheers.”

Kenji knocked his bowl with hers and then slurped a long string of thin noodles, enjoying the flavor of soy sauce, mixed with seared pork and chilies. He savored both the food and the time to relax. There would be no work today, due to the celebration and Kenji hoped to make the most of it.

Despite her new appearance, Kenji found it as easy to talk with Shinoto as he always had. Between slurps of noodles he listened to her as she laid out her new plan for herself now that she had been rebirthed.

Rebirthing had been a goal she had worked towards for over a year, but Shinoto had had trouble cultivating Qi at first. It was why they were often paired together throughout their youth. And while she had worked hard to overcome her difficulties, progressing from first tier to eighth in less than a year, she was not considered a prodigy by any means. She had only just reached the eighth tier of elemental ascension a month ago at age 17, while a true prodigy could perhaps reach that stage at ten. That was the other reason she was so special to Kenji. She was considered a dullard like he was when it came to the mystic arts. 

Or at least she had been…until today.

“If I reach the 4th tier by the time I’m 14 again, I could perhaps qualify to join one of the sects of the mystic schools. Then maybe advance to study in the capital. Can you imagine if I were to land a posting at the front? To explore the world beyond the Great Wall?” 

Kenji chuckled. “You’d be ready to go by 14, you think?”

“I should have a much better chance against the other clan entries.” She then winked at him. “I’d really be 24, remember?”

She laughed as she nudged him. This was yet another reason Shinoto was special to him. She could perhaps live a much easier life remaining a storekeeper in Han Village, but she craved more. Shinoto yearned to see the outside world, while most Han people, himself included, were happy to stay within the shelter and safety of the clan. Even for him, in as low a station as he was, he was well-off compared to other clans. Simply being Han came with an air of prestige and privilege. 

And at least life would remain predictable, if not mundane for him. The life of a mystic artist, on the other hand, was fraught with endless training and hardships and would most likely come to a violent end on some bloody battlefield, fighting any number of the Zhou Empire’s many enemies to the north. 

But besides all that, simply being able to join a mystic school sect was a rare achievement and yet another path denied to Kenji. While the artisan clans within the empire each had a specialty, they were limited to learning only those techniques. The Han were, of course, renowned for their rebirthing techniques, the Kurogane for their steel and metal works, the Shiruku for their silk and textiles, and the Amatsu for their medicinal and healing arts. But once a year, the empire recruited the best and brightest of the four artisan clans to join one of the mystic school sects, where the martial techniques were taught: Blade, Fist, Spear, and Soul. In such schools, reaching the eighth tier of ascension was only the beginning. There were levels upon levels beyond that, measured in Dans, each with eight tiers of their own. There was no limit on what Dan one could reach, even as far as to gain immortality, if the legends were true. 

It was perhaps the reason the Han clan was privileged among the rest. To have a similar system of dual ascension with their rebirthing and gold stripes, put them on nearly the same status.

Kenji sighed inwardly. Shinoto was not gifted, yet she was never one to give up on her dreams. Even if it took her years. Already she was preparing to train seven more years just to get a chance to live her dream of becoming a mystic warrior. And being a Han, it was likely to come true. The schools would much more readily accept a gold-striped third or fourth-tier, than even a prodigy from another clan. 

Meanwhile, Kenji would likely remain a dullard at 24 when Shinoto eventually ventured off to one of the mystic schools—following her dream. 

“Your time will come, Kenji,” Shinoto said, resting a hand on his forearm, perhaps sensing his thoughts, or even catching the dejected look on his face. “Keep training. It’s what did it for me. Remember, I spent 16 years as an Off White.”

He chuckled and pointed at her robe. “You’re still an Off White.”

She nudged him back. “I’ll help you get your gold stripe too. Then we can train to join one of the mystic schools together.” Her eyes then widened as if suddenly remembering something. “We can train together now! Now that I’m rebirthed, I can start all over again at base tier with you. I’ll come over to your house tomorrow after work. How’s that?”

Kenji couldn’t resist the infectious smile she had as she looked up at him. 

“Thanks, Shinoto,” Kenji said with a nod. “I’d like that.”

 She was nothing if not enthusiastic, even if it would likely lead only to more disappointment. “I’ll look forward to it.”

“Oh, look what the elders gifted me!” Shinoto said as she unwrapped a small cloth in her hand and then showed it to him. Within it was a yellow apple the size of a pea.

“Was that from the tree we rebirthed last month?”

“You should know,” Shinoto said with another jab to his side. “Didn’t you place the ropes on it yourself?”

Kenji chucked. “Probably.”

For all his lack of internal strength, Kenji was blessed with at least one gift from the heavens, even though at times it felt like a curse. He was tall for his age. And his height was matched only by his strength. But in a village where youth was prized as a symbol of great power, his appearance served to only mark him as an oddity. But thankfully his work in the orchards was well-suited for his body. 

Kenji looked again at the diminutive apple in Shinoto’s palm. He had seen such fruit numerous times. If it was from the tree he presumed, that apple contained over two centuries of concentrated essence. To be granted such a gift would make even a mystic warrior envious.

Cultivating was a slow process, accelerated only by one’s prowess with the mystic arts. But even if one was a prodigy, it took time—years. But nature concentrated Qi of its own accord and for a tree rebirthed twice in over two hundred years, the fruit it produced was potent. Shinoto could perhaps skip the entire first or even second tier of her new ascension by eating that apple and channeling it through her body. 

“I want you to have it,” Shinoto said and thrust it into his hand.

He blinked. “What?”

“You’ve been training for as long and as hard as I have, Kenji. Harder even. I’m sure you must be on the cusp of a breakthrough. If you channeled that apple, perhaps you could ascend to the eighth tier right away.”

The thought was almost fantastical—to reach Jade tier instantly? But there were reasons why he hadn’t even reached the first tier yet. “My father said it won’t work like that for me. It isn’t that my doma is weak or diluted…it’s like… it’s like it doesn’t exist.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Shinoto said. “Every living thing has one. Even animals. How do you think the great spirit beasts come about?”

She had a point. But if that were true, it only made the real truth that much worse. “Then what my father says is true…my doma is damaged.”

Shinoto grew silent and cast her eyes to the ground.

Normally she probably would have pushed the issue more, but she perhaps knew the reason as to why his doma worked more like a hole-riddled bucket than the vessel of spiritual containment that it should. 

“It’s okay,” Kenji said. “It is the fate the heavens have dealt me. My father always told me I was lucky to have survived with only this scar. My mother…she was not so lucky.”

Kenji had never known his mother. The traumatic birth that had claimed her life had indeed scarred his own and he still bore the mark to prove it. He felt absently for the scar tissue right below his navel, the point where his doma should be. 

“I’m sorry to have reminded you of that,” Shinoto said.

He smiled at her. “It’s no bother. Maybe you’re right. Maybe the fruit will work. But it’s your gift, not mine.”

“I want you to have it,” she said, thrusting it to him.

Kenji pushed it back to her. “It’s your gift, Shinoto. You’ve earned it. And if you want to become a mystic warrior someday, you’d make far better use of it than me.”

“Our plan is to still go together, remember?” She nudged him again. “Me the Soul Master and you the Sword Saint. Or did you want to become a Fist Master? With your build, you’d make a great Fist Master, I think.”

“A Fist Master?” someone said. “He’d be lucky to make it to first tier!”

A cackle of laughter followed.

Kenji looked up to see three boys in robes trimmed with orange, each with a single stripe of gold.

“What do you want, Chet Fai?” Shinoto glowered at the boy in the center.

Chet Fai was tall for a ten-year-old, his long hair pulled into a braid much like Shinoto’s, his eyes sharp and jade like hers as well. Next to him, his two flunkies, Wu Long and Shiro, leered and scoffed like jackals.

“Yeah,” Wu Long, a plump boy with a bald head, said. “He’d need a hundred-year rope to rebirth by the time he ever reached Jade.”

The boys laughed again. The third boy, Shiro, didn’t say anything as usual. He was small, even when he’d been a teenager. But what he lacked in height he made up for with cunning and wit. Shiro came from one of the few families to have been blessed to have a mystic warrior among them—or at least one that actually returned to Han Village. His father had been a Soul Master of the Lavender Sect, one able to manipulate Qi stored in his doma to throw powerful elemental bursts from his bare hands. And by his rapid advancement, Shiro, if anyone, was destined to follow in his father’s footsteps—to be picked from their village to join one of the Mystic Schools.

“Why are you hanging around this cripple?” Chet Fai said without even looking at Kenji. “It was embarrassing before when you were both teenagers, but now to be seen together is outright shameful. Don’t you feel the stares?” 

“Leave us alone!” Shinoto said.

Kenji rested a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay. He’s probably right.”

Shame crept into his stomach as he said it. Even now, amongst the four of them, he felt like an outsider. Like a giant idiot. He should be the same height as them, the same age as them—the same tier.

“See,” Chet Fai said. “Even a dog knows its place.” Chet Fai looked at him then, a repugnant smirk on his lips. “Good dog.”

Shame shifted to ire. “There was no need for that. You made your point, Chet Fai.” 

The smirk on his face grew into a bemused smile. “Oh? You look like you want to hit me now. Would you like to try, Off White?”

The jackals laughed again.

“I’d like to see him try,” Wu Long said. “Chet Fai could kill him with his little finger.”

“Damn right, I could.” Chet Fai leveled his eyes at Kenji. “You remember that.”

“Bet you couldn’t if he were rebirthed,” Shinoto said. “You’re a coward, Chet Fai. If you were equal rank, you’d be the one to be killed.” 

“That right? You think he’s special?” Chet Fai scoffed with a laugh. “The only person he’s been able to kill…is his own mother.”

Kenji’s stomach lurched with an explosion.

He was off the step before he knew it, his fist flying. The move took them all by surprise and his knuckles slammed full force into the soft, ten-year-old face of the near twenty-year-old Chet Fai. Pain snapped through his wrists as the force of his hit lifted the boy off the ground. Chet Fai flailed in midair before landing hard on his back, winded.

Time stood still.

The rapid thud of his heartbeat raged within Kenji’s ears. What have I done?

His anger quickly receded into fear as Chet Fai lifted himself off the ground. Already steam was pouring from the bruise he’d left on Chet Fai’s cheek, the orange-tiered gold stripe channeling his Qi to remove the pain and reform any damage to his body.

Curse the nine hells…

The tiers of ascension were not martial forms, but they were the foundation. Even a third tier could outdo Kenji’s enormous body in terms of raw power, strength, and stamina, even while in the body of a child. And now he faced an angry third tier with a gold stripe.

Essentially an eleventh tier.

Every cultural instinct in Kenji’s body screamed for him to fall to his knees and beg for forgiveness. Even Shinoto, who stared with an open mouth, was conveying the same thing through her trembling jade eyes. 

Kneel! Kneel!

But then something else filled him, something alien but not unfamiliar. He’d experienced it only a few times before. Once when he had dared to climb a hundred-foot banyan tree and nearly fell, catching his footing at just the last moment. Another when he chased off a pair of wolves that had wandered into the orchard.

It was like anger and resentment mixed into one, swelling his heart with fire and pride.

Defiance—that was the emotion—an insolence bold enough to war against even the heavens themselves. And now it was aimed at Chet Fai.

“Take your best shot,” Kenji said.

Fearlessness took him as he prepared to face the repercussion of his actions. If it ended with only broken bones, he would be lucky. Chet Fai’s lip curled with anger and even from ten feet away, Kenji could feel the pressure of his inner strength build as he gathered Qi from his doma.

Chet Fai leapt forward with a lightning-quick strike.

Kenji did nothing to stop it, prepared to harden his defiance with blood. A second passed but the punch never reached him. Confusion took hold as he looked up to see not Chet Fai standing before him, but the much-taller figure of his father, Ben Fai. 

Ben Fai looked only in his thirties, but was perhaps fifty by now. He shared Chet Fai’s long hair and jade eyes. Eyes which now blazed like hot coals as he held onto Chet Fai’s outstretched hand like a vice.

“What is the meaning of this?” Ben Fai bellowed, looking between them.

“He struck me!” Chet Fai said. “The Off White struck me!”

Ben Fai looked to Shinoto. “Is this true?”

Shinoto glanced at Kenji with an almost-apologetic frown before turning back to Ben Fai. “Yes. He did.”

Ben Fai released a long breath through his nostrils, his eyes piercing Kenji’s own. For a moment, the defiance dared to rear its head again, but humility and perhaps common sense finally prevailed and Kenji sank to his knees. 

“It is true. I struck him. I deeply apologize. It was a rash decision made in anger. Please forgive this one for his insolence and unrestraint.”

“I deserve to regain my honor!” Chet Fai said, glaring up at his father. “He has offended our family!”

Ben Fai tossed his hand towards the ground. “You are still a boy in my home. Your honor is not your own. And you will not soil mine by striking an elder’s son.”

Relief ran through Kenji at hearing the words. It appeared his station in life had saved him once again. But Ben Fai didn’t seem happy about it. He leveled his jade eyes at Kenji. “Go home to your father now, Kenji. We will not speak of this exchange. Do you understand?”

Kenji nodded profusely. “Absolutely. Thank you, Master Ben Fai. You show me tremendous grace with your discretion.”

“That goes for all of you,” Ben Fai said, looking over his shoulder at Wu Long and Shiro. “Go home to your families.” 

The two boys ran off then and Ben Fai looked to Shinoto and Chet Fai. “You two… inside. Now.”

Ben Fai marched into the general store, followed reluctantly by Shinoto who gave him a small wave she dared not Chet Fai or Ben Fai to see. When she disappeared inside the general store, Chet Fai approached him next. 

“Consider yourself lucky, cripple,” Chet Fai said as he stopped just before the door. “If you ever touch me again, I’ll kill you.”

Kenji could feel the anger and hatred in his eyes. Chet Fai meant every word of it.

He left then, but not before spitting out words that, to Kenji, were far more threatening than the first. “Stay away from my sister.”

 

Chapter 3 - Waru

 

Kenji didn’t head home straight away.

It was late afternoon and his head was swimming with everything that had just taken place. After stumbling hazily through the crowds in the village square, he made his way past the rice paddies and farmlands towards the northern orchard close to his home. Han Village lay within the bowl of a valley, surrounded by thick forests and a lake to the south. The distant hills glowed orange with the fading sunlight which spilled onto the tall pear trees as he drew close to the orchard.

He vaulted over the low stone wall ringing the ten or so acres that housed the well-spaced trees. As the oldest orchard in the village, some of the trees here were well over a century old. But Kenji didn’t come for the trees. He made straight for the wooden tool shed to the west of the orchard and climbed the rickety ladder onto its thatched roof. 

A wave of depression washed over him as he fell onto his haunches and stared at the soon-to-set sun.

Curse that Chet Fai. How did someone as wonderful as Shinoto end up with the same parents as him? 

Kenji couldn’t remember a time when Chet Fai hadn’t been a source of pain to him, and it had only become worse as the years went by—when it became clear that his advancement was impeded. It was as if Chet Fai saw his infirmity as somehow contagious and was convinced it was affecting his sister’s advancement as well. Seeing him with her, despite her rebirth, was perhaps a sort of last straw for Chet Fai.

But while Chet Fai was openly hostile about it, at least he was honest. 

Kenji was sure there were others in the village who felt the same way about his friendship with Shinoto…his father being one of them. He was doubly grateful now for Ben Fai not punishing him. If word of what happened got back to his father, it would only be the beginning of pain for him.

He felt again for the scar on his doma, the source of all his troubles. With no doma he could not store Qi; without Qi, he could not ascend. Without ascending to at least Jade tier, he could not be reborn. And without being reborn, he could never court Shinoto.

“What did I do in my former life to deserve all this?” he said to the heavens. 

Shockingly an answer came back: “You probably drank too much wine and chased too many women…” A belch followed. “… like me.”

Kenji stood and ran to the ladder. “Waru?”

The wrinkled, smiling face of the fieldhand beamed up at him from the foot of the ladder. “Help me up, lad.”

Kenji descended halfway down and then made good use of his strength to literally drag the half-drunken Waru up the ladder. He then rested him as gingerly as he could upon the rooftop. “How much have you drunk?” 

“Only my third bottle,” Waru said and produced said bottle from his mud-stained robes. Waru was a wiry old man of perhaps sixty, with sun-beaten skin, a white beard and placid eyes capped with white brows. He placed the white ceramic bottle to his lips for a long sip of rice wine. Or at least that’s what Kenji assumed it was.

Kenji chuckled. “At least you had the decency to not get drunk at the ceremony.”

“Huh?” Waru looked up at him, bleary-eyed. “What ceremony?”

He had to be kidding. “Shinoto’s rebirthing ceremony. Did you not know? Why did you think we had the day off?”

The fieldhand shrugged. “I thought you’d just forgotten to come to work.”

Waru finally laughed and Kenji couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not. He was quite certain Waru couldn’t tell half the time himself. He sat next to Waru, who offered him the bottle, but Kenji politely declined. 

“Still not drinking yet, huh?” 

“My father says it’ll slow my progression.”

“Which is coming along swiftly, no doubt.” Waru laughed again.

Kenji kicked him in the foot. “Not funny.”

“So how’d it go?” Waru asked. “The rebirth. That was your girl, wasn’t it? Shinoto?”

Kenji sighed. “I wouldn’t call her my girl, but yes…It went fine. She’s now seven years old again.”

He almost did feel like taking a swig of that bottle. And if not for the wariness of what exactly was in it, he may have. He glanced at Waru and saw his future: a shriveled fieldhand of sixty years or more, never tiered and never rebirthed. Kenji had never asked why or how he had become so. Perhaps some birth defect such as his own, or an injury in his youth.

He did recall Waru mentioning once that he had joined the imperial army as a conscript during the great uprising. But whether that led to his infirmity or was a result of it, Kenji was not sure. The Zhou Army was far less picky than the mystic schools when it came to recruits. So long as you could heft a spear, you were fit to be fodder on the battlefield. It was hard to imagine Waru even lifting a spear, much less wielding one.  For as long as Kenji had known him, old Waru was simply a fieldhand who worked the orchards by day and drank heavily by night. 

What a life…

Kenji all at once had compassion and contempt for the man.

He was perhaps his only other friend in the village.

“I suppose I’ll be looking to ask someone else to the festival now,” Kenji said resignedly.

“Don’t give up yet, lad. You’re young still. The fates have much in store for you. Trust me.”

Kenji chuckled. “I wish I could be as sure about it as you.”

Waru sipped his bottle. “The girl fancies you, Kenji. I’ve seen it when she comes around here.”

“You think so?”

“I know so.” Waru tapped the air with his index finger. “If there’s one thing old Waru knows…it’s women.”

Kenji chuckled but then sighed. “Won’t matter anyway. If I can’t be rebirthed with her, what’s the point?  It’s hopeless.”

“Why?”

Kenji gave him an accusatory look. “Are you sick in the head, old man? How am I supposed to court a seven-year-old?”

“Just wait till she grows up again then.” Waru shrugged. “It’s your fault you’re waiting in the first place.”

Kenji balked at him. “What?”

“Didn’t I tell you to ask her to the festival before she reached 8th tier? If you’d let your intentions be known and given her the choice between you and rebirth, she would have chosen you!”

Kenji grew quiet. He did recall Waru telling him that. He recalled contemplating it too. “You’re right, Waru. She probably would have chosen me. Which is why I didn’t ask.”

“So who’s the fool then?”

“She wants to become a mystic warrior,” Kenji said. “That’s her dream. How could I ask her to choose between that and me?”

“So…” Waru shrugged. “You’ve got only one other choice then. Get to channeling, lad. You need to catch up to her before she goes off to become a great mystic artist, travelling the world in search of adventure and fame, never to return to this hovel and your sorry face ever again.”

Waru laughed then, amused at his own rhyme. It was not a haughty laugh, but more like one resigned to his own fate—as if he could see into Kenji’s soul and recognized the same illness that prevented him from ever reaching the most basic of tiers. It was a laugh that said the ship had long since sailed.

But even if he could do just that, if he could be reborn and join Shinoto on her journey, there was another problem to overcome. “I got into a fight with her brother today, too. He wants me to have nothing to do with her.”

“That fool, Chet Fai?” Waru said, suddenly sobering. “What happened?”

Kenji told him the story and the old man laughed.

“Serves him right!” Waru slapped him on the knee. “To the hells with them all. With their baby faces and gold stripes. They probably hadn’t seen defiance like that since the days of the Bloody Duke!” Waru raised his bottle in salute to the legendary mystic warrior who had nearly overthrown the emperor decades ago. Waru then stared at Kenji with an odd little smile on his face. “Only natural, I suppose.”

“What do you mean?”

Waru slapped him on the knee again. “Hells if I know. I’m drunk. Help me off this damn roof.”

Kenji slid Waru onto his back and lowered them both down the ladder. Waru was a small man, but his body was dense and still strong for his age and it was only thanks to Kenji’s own strength—and that of the ladder—that they made it to the ground unharmed.

“I’ll take you home,” Kenji said, but by then Waru was already snoring upon his back.

 

Chapter 4 – Xian Lu

 

“Where were you?”

Kenji paused halfway through the door at the sound of his father’s voice. The lanterns were already lit and the aroma of freshly steamed rice filled the air. Their home was a typical one for the region, a single story with three rooms. At times like this, he wished his home were a bit bigger and that he could somehow sneak in through a rear entrance and feign having arrived before curfew. Not that a trick such as that would ever work on his father. 

Xian Lu sat at his low desk within the study, brush in hand. Before him was a stack of blank glyph parchments. With slow, elegant strokes he scribed the glyphs with painstaking precision and care—black ink on red card. 

Even from a distance and before it was fully formed, Kenji recognized the glyph being written. Shí: Time. As one of the mystic sages responsible for producing the glyphs and ropes for rebirthing, Xian Lu had taught Kenji the ancient art of the reversal script. And while Kenji could reproduce the glyphs near perfectly, he lacked the inner strength to imbue them with the power of Qi.

After finishing the script, Xian Lu did just that and with a wave of the brush, the glyph flashed for a moment and the glyph transformed from being simply red paper and black ink into a mystic rune capable of reversing time.

“Did you not hear me?” Xian Lu said. “Where were you?”

Kenji removed his sandals as he closed the door behind him. “I’m sorry, Father. I bumped into Waru. He was drunk and so I took him home.”

The 14-year-old Xian Lu grunted like the old man he was. “Waru…”

Growing up, Kenji had never seen his father age much beyond twenty before undergoing a rebirth—his latest only a few years past. Much like Chief Wu, Xian Lu’s features were subtle yet hard, made so by his mannerism more than his physical form. His mouth tugged downward with a constant frown, his eyes squinting with perpetual discernment, like one constantly seeking flaws.

Kenji shared no physical traits with him. Where Xian Lu was round-shouldered and stooped, even as a boy, Kenji had the build of an athlete. Kenji’s hair too was odd, more brown than black and it curled slightly when it grew too long. Xian Lu’s however was always straight and dark. 

Well into his 80s by now, Xian Lu had never had children of his own. It was perhaps why, after his mother died and he’d become an orphan, Xian Lu had volunteered to raise Kenji. Xian Lu had told him about his true parents, but it was a story perhaps best left unheard.

His mother had come from the city and his birth father had been unknown. That was as much as he was told, but Kenji was mature enough now to read between the lines of the story. His mother had perhaps been one of the many brothel workers in the city and after suffering difficulty in childbirth, the brothel owner was left with a dead employee and an unwanted burden. 

To think of it like that, to end up here, a Han and the son of an elder, perhaps the fates had smiled upon him far more than he deserved. Even if it came with the tradeoff of having no doma.

“Eat quickly and come help me with the scripting,” Xin Lu said. “We need to rebirth a tree tomorrow.”

“Which one?”

“The peach,” he said. “Once you’re done with the sigils, finish weaving the rope in the shed. And then don’t forget your channeling exercises before bed.”

Kenji bowed. “Yes, Father.”

So like him to pack a full day’s work into the tail end of a celebration day, Kenji thought. He would be up well into the night finishing it all. Perhaps Xian Lu was seeking an apprentice more than a son, but given his beginnings, Kenji had little room to complain. 

He hurriedly ate his supper and then set about to work.

 

*     *     *

 

Glyph writing was one of Kenji’s greatest joys.

It was one of the few things that he was both good at and that his father approved of. Dipping the soft brush into the ink, he paused to let it dry slightly before starting the long strokes across the parchment. If ascending to 8th tier was never to be, Kenji was at least assured to have a very good future as a calligraphist. He worked in silence next to his father, passing to Xian Lu the completed glyphs when he was done. After a quick second of study and a small, almost-indecipherable nod, Xian Lu summoned his Qi and imbued the charm with power.

It was the nod Kenji cherished the most—the small acknowledgement of acceptance and approval. If he could only reach the 1st tier of off-white, he could use his own Qi and imbue himself. He’d be transformed from mere calligrapher to full-fledged rebirther, just like his father. At only 1st-tier ascension, it would of course take him nearly half a day to do what his father had just done in an instant, but he knew all the scripts, the weaving techniques for the ropes, how to make them and ensure they simply regressed one’s age appropriately and did nothing more. In short, he had all the skills, but lacked the power.

After finishing the last charm, Xian Lu retired to perform meditation while Kenji ventured into the weaving shed in the backyard. Crickets chirped loudly in the still night and paused only momentarily when he slid open the shed doors. After lighting a lantern and setting the basket full of freshly imbued charms aside, he set to the intricate task of weaving them into the rope.

At the back of the shed, spools of multicolored twine were stored on high shelves. Some of them Kenji had even crafted himself—turning normal hemp and silk rope into a conduit for the mystic arts using a slow process of boiling and dyeing.

Kenji had studied for almost three years just to properly learn the exact measurements of chalk, willow bark ash, and chestnut oil to make the Off White pigment for a five-year rope. From there the pigments grew more complicated and their ingredients more expensive to create. The rankings for the various rope colors were easy to remember as they followed the same pattern as the ascension ranks.    

In his mind’s eye he could see the ranks listed clearly as if on a tablet, next to their corresponding ascension ranks.

 

Off White – 1st Tier – 5 Years

Yellow – 2nd Tier – 10 Years

Orange – 3rd Tier – 20 Years

Red – 4rd Tier – 30 Years

Purple 5th Tier – 40 Years

Violet 6th Tier – 50 Years

Blue 7th Tier – 60 Years

Jade 8th Tier – 80 Years

 

After that point however the ropes’ colors differed from the ranks. Rarely would a rope be used to rebirth a person beyond the color of yellow or orange. If a regression past 30 years was to be made, the likelihood that such a person could even afford such a rope was slim. 

For trees however, rope use did not start until at least orange and most times red. Much of the village’s income came not only from selling the highly concentrated fruit of truly ancient trees, but also in creating saplings for transport and replanting in other villages. Whole orchards of thirty-year-old trees could be shrunk down to less than a year old and sold for hundreds of taels of silver each. 

It was a reminder that the knowledge he possessed, the sacred Han art of rope making, was a treasure indeed—literally worth thousands of taels of silver. Kenji used this as his mantra as he focused himself mentally to perform his work. The tree tomorrow was special and required the most powerful rope they could produce. He passed over the brown twine used for a 90-year reversal and went straight to the pitch-black twine reserved for century ropes. 

The pigment used to create it was similar to the ink used to create the glyphs. Over thirty rare and exotic ingredients were used and in great quantity, one of which was notably the dried blood of a dragon. Kenji had never seen a dragon and dared to hope he never would. But such were the items necessary to perform these sacred arts. To fight a dragon was a task suitable only for a mystic warrior and even then, a highly skilled one. Kenji reflected on that a moment.

It was a cycle in a way. 

The materials the Han clan produced was the fuel used to create the Qi concentrating elixirs and pills that turned ordinary men and women into mystic champions, capable of sundering a tree with a kick or even a whole forest when they were strong enough. Those same champions were the ones who slew the dragons and great spirit beasts to produce yet more rare materials. And then they, the artisan clans, would use those materials to craft even greater and more potent items, or materia, for ascension.

Kenji was quite happy to stay within the artisan side of that cycle—safe crafting script and braiding rope while the mystic warriors challenged beasts that could destroy whole villages and level mountains. Why Shinoto longed for such a life still perplexed him. But it intrigued him as well.

For a moment he caught a glimpse of the two of them travelling the world together: she a legendary mystic warrior, slaying beasts; and he her trusted artisan companion, crafting new potions from the spoils of her great battles. He laughed at such a thought. But it was perhaps more realistic than anything else at the moment.

He already had the knowledge. All he needed was to reach a single tier of Qi storage to be able to imbue. Even if it took him ten years, if it led to an eventual lifetime with Shinoto…it’d be worth it. 

Kenji hurried himself to collect the coils of expensive black twine from the top shelf, each one easily worth over one hundred taels of gold. If he was to ever achieve even 1st tier he needed to keep training and that meant getting to his channeling exercises once the rope was complete.

He balanced three spools of twine on top of one another, removing them from the top of the shelf. His eye caught something glinting at the back of the shelf and he paused. Reaching for whatever it was, his hand rested on a very small spool of twine, but he’d never seen it dyed such a color before.

Gold?

At first he thought it was actual gold spun into twine, but it was not heavy enough to be pure gold. It was a pigment for certain, but as to what it was made of, he had no idea. There was nothing else written on the spool to identify it either. He thought to take it to his father to ask him about it, but it was not so important now. He needed to get this rope finished before the night was out.

He would ask him in the morning.

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji finished braiding the century rope close to midnight.

His eyes were heavy while doing the work, but he forced himself to concentrate. One misplaced glyph and the rope could just as easily kill a multi-century tree as return it to the size of a sapling. Ensuring the glyphs were interwoven properly, Kenji completed his work and blew out the lanterns before returning to the house.

He was dog-tired and craved only his bed, but the words of his father, coupled with his tenacity to never break a routine, forced him to forgo sleep and channel.

Channeling was an art form in and of itself and each clan and school had its own nuances and techniques. For the Han clan the focus was, like their patron saint, related to time. Which meant that unfortunately, there was no way to accelerate it quickly the same way one could do with techniques based on elements such as fire, water, or air. Theirs was a technique of simply remaining still.

Which was much harder than one would think.  

But it came with the added benefit of passively increasing whether one channeled or not. Time stopped for no one, after all. Which was also what made Kenji’s inability to do so, that much more frustrating. Even without channeling every day, he should have at least reached third tier by now.

Pushing the negative thoughts aside, Kenji assumed lotus position seated upon his mattress. He touched his thumb and forefinger together and held them as well as his breath. Closing his eyes, he focused on feeling the flow of time itself. The steady beat of his heart became his guide and it slowed as his concentration stirred.

Warmth spread from his fingertip and toes. With all his might he forced it towards his doma, his center where the Qi would pool like water in a lake. He envisioned it as so. A great river emptying into a lake. He envisioned the lake swelling at its banks. No…A dam trapping a river and a great lake forming behind it. The waters flowed faster and faster. The lake growing larger. He could feel it. The Qi. The energy flowing through his meridians. But it was weak and dispersed, diluted. He sought to concentrate it.

Focus it.

Sweat sheened upon his brow as the mental strain increased. He felt for it—the swelling of his doma. And while he did feel some sense of pressure there, as soon as he stopped channeling it dissipated quickly like air escaping the lungs.

Every time…  

He was a bottle with no cork. A bucket with no bottom. He could sense Qi, harness it even. But he could not store any of his own. That wasn’t enough to make him give up, however. If reaching just 1st tier would give him a future, even one as far-fetched as being a travelling artisan for Shinoto, then he had to keep at it.

Kenji channeled again and again, finally losing count how many times he tried, before he finally fell asleep, still in lotus position, upon his bed. 

 

Chapter 5 – Olja

 

The night was still and windless, the air damp and cool. Within the dark confines of the forest, Olja stopped long enough to gain her bearings and centered the Qi within her doma.

With a thought, she channeled it through her meridians, invoking her senses and the forest illuminated as bright as if under a full moon’s light. Crouched low in the shrubbery, the earthy scent of undergrowth was overwhelming. Tree frogs sang like a thousand whistles in her ears. A trail of ants climbing the tree next to her caught her eye with such detail that she could barely look away. 

Too much…

Trying again, she pushed aside her superficial senses and focused on the Qi present within the forest itself. The subtle tones of earth and wood…and then suddenly, like a burst of sparks from a fire, she sensed it.

A sudden sickening reek.

She focused on it more and tried to gain a direction. To the west. She would need to climb higher to spot it. Focusing her Qi once more, she summoned the wind arts to lighten her step and bounded swiftly up the side of the tree with Qinggong. Landing on a thick bough, it creaked as it took her considerable weight.

Olja was not a small woman, and the armor and furs she wore made her even heavier. From her vantage atop the tree limb, she oversaw the entirety of the forest valley below. Find it… find it. Channeling the air once more, she focused on that pungent odor and within her mind’s eye she glimpsed it—putrid and loathsome.

It was headed this way.

Olja switched from extending her senses to masking them, using her Qi in reverse. She stilled herself as if in meditation, wishing for not even the branch to move. It was a technique she had become quite skilled at, of late—hiding. Ever since she’d entered the Zhou region, that was all she seemed to have been doing. She was quite sure by now that even a Shadow Master would be impressed with her skill.

The snapping of twigs and the rustle of underbrush drew her attention. She looked below as the thing finally emerged. It stalked through the forest on all fours and halted just below the tree long enough to sniff the night air. It had assumed the body of a wolf, but was perhaps twice the size of a normal one, resembling more a tiger than a wolf. 

Cunning, Olja thought. The last time she’d seen the beast, it’d been fording a river and had taken on the form of a giant carp, but now the demon was in the form of a lupine. Its coat was dark grey and as it raised its head to sniff the air, Olja could just make out the glow of its red eyes.

It would be easy to mistake the creature for a spirit beast—a normal animal that had ascended through either age or fate, perhaps ingesting some potent herb or even defeating another spirit beast less powerful than it. But the creature below her was nothing of the sort. Even now its Dark Qi permeated the forest like the stench of death. 

Olja waited, just as she had for weeks while tracking the fiend, ascertaining which direction the demon would venture next. It paused for so long that she feared it might have sensed her. But eventually the Oni grunted and slunk off towards the North. She waited for the beast to be fully out of sight before standing on the tree branch to gauge where it had sensed its prey.

In the distance, the faded lights of a small village flickered in the center of the valley. It was the first time the Oni had ventured towards a human settlement. Olja’s heartbeat sped. This had to be it. She glanced over her shoulder, to where the Tsu trackers were camped less than a day or so behind her.

There was still time.

So long as she reached the village before they did. 

 

Chapter 6 – The Peach Tree

 

Kenji finished breakfast early to get a head start on securing the rope about the tree. The rebirthing ceremony would perhaps not take place till the afternoon, but considering what other peripherals might need to be arranged, he didn’t want to leave the most important part till the last minute.

Xian Lu was still asleep by the time he left the house. The weariness in Kenji’s bones made him envious of his father sleeping in. With as late as he trained last night he was not certain how much sleep he’d even had. Rubbing the knots from his shoulders, he stepped into the cool pre-dawn air and made his way to the shed.

It took him just a few minutes to load the freshly braided century rope into the wheelbarrow but by the time he spun it about to leave, a silhouette was standing within the doorway. His heart leapt, until it became clear the diminutive form was that of a small girl.

“Shinoto?” Kenji said, still unable to make out a face in the pale morning light.  

 “Yes,” she answered. “It’s me.”

As she stepped inside the shed, Kenji could see her eyes and face were red and puffy. “What happened?”

“I’m not to see you anymore,” she said. “It would be inappropriate, for both our families. I trust you understand.”

She stated the words with formal diction and tone, like a rehearsed line. “What is this? Did Chet Fai make you do this?” 

Shinoto sighed. “Please don’t make this any harder than it is, Kenji. I had to beg my father just to come in person and say this much to you. I’m sorry, but…we can’t be friends.”

She performed a short bow and ran out of the shed.

“Hey wait!” He dropped the wheelbarrow and ran after her. “Shinoto!”

By the time he reached the door she was already well down the road, her robes a flurry of white in the semidarkness. His stomach was sick. He should have known his actions wouldn’t come without consequences. Curse his insolence. He should have just apologized right away. Or better yet, not struck her brother in the first place. Compared to this, taking the insult would have been a much smaller price to pay.

Kenji’s chest heaved as Shinoto disappeared from sight. He’d just lost his best friend twice, and not even channeling would bring her back this time.

 

*     *     *

 

Remorse turned to anger and then resentment as Kenji pushed the wheelbarrow up the steep hill. He barely even remembered crossing the four or five acres of orchard to reach the peach tree fields. His mind was locked in that moment of time when Chet Fai taunted him with that insult about his mother. But try as he might to change the outcome in his mind, Kenji ended up punching him every single time.

“Stupid Chet Fai…” he muttered.

The sun was edging on the horizon, climbing above the hilltop trees. It highlighted the sheen of sweat on his brow, made so both from exertion and the fiery angst burning within his heart. The wheelbarrow was considerably heavier now too, after having picked up a hoe and several iron stakes from the orchard shed. Normally Waru would be helping to carry them, but not surprisingly he was nowhere to be found.

“Probably hungover,” he muttered again. “Old fool.”

And what did he know about women, anyway? About anything?  

Kenji dumped the contents of the wheelbarrow unceremoniously onto the crest of the hill. Any other time he’d have gingerly placed the rope on the ground, but he didn’t care anymore. Why did he draw so much misfortune in life? 

Stupid Waru. Always giving me false hope. 

What would someone like him even know about what his future held? Waru—a failure who was un-tiered and never reborn, a useless fieldhand at almost 60. Tears filled Kenji’s eyes.   

That’s going to be me, he thought…he is me.

As much as he didn’t want to accept it, it was true. This world was not a place where everyone could reach jade tier, or become a mystic warrior. The opposite instead was more true. The majority of people lacked the talents and discipline to reach even 4th tier. It was only from being within one of the artisan clan villages that Kenji was privileged to live amongst those who could not only cultivate to the 8th tier but be reborn to re-reach it several times.

If his origins were true, his mother would be one of the thousands living in the large cities, where normal folks like Waru found more purpose in life pursuing pleasures than cultivation. And feeling as he did now, he could not blame them.

The entire system was flawed—made for those who were gifted from birth either by talent or privilege. 

And Kenji had neither.

He grabbed the hoe and began chopping at the earth around the base of the large peach tree, taking his vengeance out upon the tough grass. He slammed one of the iron stakes into the ground and tied one end of the century rope to it before glaring up at the tree.

“Curse you too,” he said, but his conscience made him immediately utter a prayer of forgiveness. A tree this old likely held a living spirit and the last thing he needed was a spiteful tree guardian to add to his misfortunes.

Despite his foul disposition, the tree was still awe-inspiring to behold. Its trunk was somewhat narrow and short, but its branches exploded outwards in wide boughs that spanned for more than thirty feet all around. They then soared upwards more than fifty feet and leaned to one side as if permanently blown with the wind. Bright-green leaves clung to the topmost branches, ushering in the colors of spring. 

The blossoms would be coming soon.

Normally they would wait until the tree had blossomed before rebirthing, as doing so would give an added boon of fruit, especially if the tree had already been rebirthed once before. The fruit would compact its already-stored Qi, concentrating it, making it more dense.

Kenji understood the principle was the same when it came to people undergoing a rebirth. Like the fruit, one’s doma grew in size and capacity when they ascended the eight foundational tiers and while capacities varied from person to person, the 8th tier was the maximum anyone could reach, the same as an apple could never grow to be the size of a watermelon.

 To grow beyond that point required either rebirthing through the sacred Han techniques, or ascending through mystic arts to reach a higher Dan of existence. Like the miniature apple Shinoto had been gifted, when one was rebirthed, their doma was shrunk back to its original size, but the Qi within it was forever more concentrated and dense. Likewise, when one ascended through the mystic arts, the doma was shrunk yet again, but instead of becoming more dense, one’s Qi become more energized, like pressure building within a sealed pot of boiling water. 

Or at least, that was as much as Kenji understood about the process. He supposed only a true mystic artist would be able to explain what it was like to be reborn as not a youth, but as an entirely new being. The 1st Dan alone allowed one to supersede all manner of human limitations, granting increased strength and endurance, even needing to eat less. At somewhere past tenth Dan, one ceased to age as fast and beyond that they ceased to age altogether, becoming truly immortal.

If the legends were true, upon reaching the 100th Dan one would literally have the power of a god and ascend to the celestial heavens. But with each Dan or rebirth came the added need to cultivate ever-increasing quantities of Qi to stretch one’s doma further. Kenji did not know what quantities were required to ascend to the 100th Dan, but he was quite certain that even an entire orchard of twice-rebirthed peaches would not be enough.

Not that he had any personal desire to ascend to the 100th Dan, but it did raise the question as to why his father had chosen to rebirth this tree outside of its season. To miss out on such a harvest would be quite the loss. 

Upon closer examination of the tree’s bark, the reason became clear. On one half of the trunk a thick black scale had formed, running up the tree’s side. The tree was diseased and dying. A rebirth was required to not only concentrate its essence but to allow it to live longer. Eventually the tree would die as all natural things did. Even those rebirthed would eventually reach a natural end. But the rebirth could return it to a younger and healthier state. And by the look of the black scale, it was needed sooner rather than later.

Even now it seemed to grow before his eyes, stretching up the side of the tree.

Kenji blinked. Am I seeing things?

Dropping the hoe, he peered closer to determine if he was indeed seeing things or not. He marked a place on the untarnished bark and watched. 

Slowly but assuredly, like water flowing across an unbalanced table, the black scale was consuming the tree bark right before his eyes. The flow increased and a sickness entered Kenji’s stomach.

This doesn’t feel right.

A sense of darkness consumed him as a foul stench permeated the air. It wasn’t a natural odor, something he could stop by blocking his nose. The scent seemed to flow straight through his being, like it was poisoning his soul.

Dark Qi…

A low growl came from behind him.

Kenji spun about, his heart in his throat. 

Not more than a few paces from him, a wolf the size of a horse crouched low to the ground, waiting to pounce. Glowing red eyes pierced him as the beast’s maw opened and its putrid breath washed over him like a sickening fog. His knees grew weak with fear as his heart pounded within his chest.

This was no normal wolf; even now he could see its fur smoldering unnaturally as if on fire. Kenji looked for the hoe he had dropped but it was securely under one of the beast’s hand-sized paws.

Dear heavens…   

The wolf snarled and leapt.

Kenji could only scream.

 

Chapter 7 – Oni

 

Kenji braced himself, expecting to feel the piercing bite of jaws, but instead the world exploded in a brilliant flash of light. 

“THUNDER GOD’S KISS!”

His feet left the ground as a bolt of lightning struck the wolf’s head. He flew backwards with a powerful blast and his back slammed into the base of the tree. The shout had been so loud that it reverberated like thunder itself. 

The wolf appeared stunned for a moment and then a figure nearly as large as the wolf itself came crashing down on top of it, firing it down the hill with a powerful kick.

A wave of Qi hit Kenji like a second bolt of lightning as a woman appeared before him.

His mind struggled to make sense of what he was seeing. She was unlike any woman he had ever seen before—taller than even he was with a head of short golden hair. Her clothing too was like none he had ever seen. Her deep jade gown was cut with long slits up the side, revealing a set of powerful legs clad in sheer silk stockings and metal boots. Upon her hands were gauntlets made of polished metal, but they covered only her palms and the back of her hands. The woman looked down at him with a set of deep azure eyes. She appeared perhaps thirty, with a wide, firm jaw. If not for her slender nose and ample bosom, Kenji might have mistook her for a man at first, although the longer he look, he saw she was not unattractive at all—simply different.

“Are you hurt?” she asked him in a commanding voice. “Did it touch you?”

Kenji wasn’t sure himself. “I–I don’t think so.”

He gazed again at the giant woman. Even from just a few feet away he could sense her immense inner power. It was the same sort of pressure he’d felt when Chet Fai was about to strike him, but compared to her, Chet Fai was a flea. Kenji had encountered mystic artists before, normally when they came to the village every year to recruit for the schools. Or occasionally one or two might be travelling with a platoon of imperial soldiers on patrol or with the gray robes responsible for collecting taxes. But never had he witnessed one use power such as this. 

“Wait here,” she said and then withdrew a sliver of crystal the shape and size of a small sword. “There’s only one chance to trap it. We need to act before it fully transforms.”

Transforms?

Kenji stumbled to his feet as the woman leapt from the hilltop. She charged down the steep bank to where the wolf had crashed through several peach trees, their trunks bent and splintered. 

By the heavens…All that from a single kick?

But the wolf was not dead. It shimmied on the ground, snarling and whining. Then another sound filled the air, like the ripping of cloth. Kenji realized it was the wolf’s skin, tearing open and exposing the animal’s spine. Kenji’s stomach lurched as black liquid, thick like honey oozed from out of the wolf’s back. Then like the innards of a cut fish, something slick and writhing poured out of it.

What under heaven…?

The trees around the black mass instantly darkened, their leaves turning brown and falling like rain. The dark mass sprouted legs like a spider, black and thick like bamboo trunks. A head then began to form, taking the shape of a human skull, but not quite. Elongated teeth sprouted from its gaping jaws and where its eyes would be, were instead two glowing embers, red like hot coals. 

The woman with golden hair stood just a few feet from it, seemingly in deep concentration. She glowed with a faint light as she focused her Qi, appearing to be channeling it into the crystal within her palm. It elongated like a spear within her hand and then she threw it with incredible speed. 

The beast wailed as the spear hit it in the midsection and then the projectile shattered like ice. For every piece that exploded a new spear formed, and then drove into the creature from above, filling it like a pin cushion. 

The beast cried out with a flesh-crawling screech. It shook the ground even from where Kenji stood as it tried to free itself, but the crystal spears stayed fast, pinning it to the ground. The woman spun about and with a series of quick hops, vaulted across the quickly blackening grass, touching the tops of peach trees as she made her way back up the hill.

She landed before him with a solid thud and Kenji once again had to appreciate just how tall she was. He’d read of the Xjian people to the north, said to be descended from giants. Whether it was true or not he did not know, but this woman certainly appeared as if she could be one of them. Especially with her hair; they were said to have hair the color of gold. But the Xjian kingdom was also more than a thousand miles away. 

“Are you Xjian?” Kenji asked cautiously.

“It’s not important who I am,” she said, her diction coarse and unmannered. “What’s important is who you are. What’s your name?”

Kenji swallowed. “My name is Kenji.”

He then realized that he was addressing a mystic warrior, one perhaps several Dan in ascension. And she had just saved his life! Kenji fell to his knees. “Forgive me, great master. This one is grateful for your saving me.”

“Get off your knees,” she said unceremoniously. “I haven’t saved you yet.”

She then turned her head to where the spider beast was still bucking against the crystal spears. “Curse the heavens… a four-horned demon…” 

Kenji looked to see what she meant and sure enough, the skull-like head of the beast had four black-tipped horns protruding from it like a crown. 

“The containment spell isn’t going to last long.” The woman snatched him by the wrist. “Come on! We need to go!”

“What?”

Kenji resisted as she pulled him, but even with his strength she easily dragged him across the ground. 

“Stop!” he shouted. “What are you doing?”

“Now, I’m saving you,” she said. And then she stared him at a moment more. “If you even are worth saving. By the nine hells, you’d better be the right one.”

Right one? “What do you mean?”

“Shut up and let’s go!” She picked him up by the waist and literally carried him like a child.

“Stop! Let go of me!” His vision became a jumbled blur as he bounced underneath her arm. “What are you doing?” 

“I can run faster for the both of us! If you don’t want to get eaten by a demon I suggest you hold on.”

This was insane. Whoever this woman was, he wasn’t about to let her kidnap him. Using the only weapon he had, Kenji sunk his teeth into her forearm as deeply as he could. He tasted blood before her skin became rock hard in his mouth, and his own bite kicked against his jaw.

“Argh! You little…” She tossed him to the ground, perhaps more from reflex than from pain. As skilled as she was, she was clearly able to resist the bite. And his teeth now had the ache to prove it. He stumbled to his feet and started to run, but the woman had already crossed his path, sealing his exit. 

“Look, stop!” she yelled, holding a palm towards him. “You’re going to die if you stay here.”

“What?”

“That demon is after you, understand?”

“Me?” This couldn’t be right. “Why?”

“I can’t explain now! Just know that it is!”

This was making less sense by the moment. “Who are you, even?”

“My name is Olja,” she said. “Now if you want to live, you need to come with me. Before that spell breaks.”

Breaks? “What’s going to happen if it does? Will it attack the village?”

“Who cares!” she yelled. “The point is not even I can kill that thing. It’s a four-horned demon! Now come on before—”

But Kenji had already turned and was running away from her towards the peach tree atop the hill. 

“Damn it, kid!” the woman, Olja, shouted from behind him. “What are you doing?”

He barely heard her. If she wanted to stop him she could try, but no way was he letting that beast loose to attack the village. “I have an idea to stop it. It can work if it’s still pinned down.”

Olja had already overtaken him, now running alongside. “What?”

“Help me with that!” Kenji pointed to the century rope still tethered to the ground next to the tree.

Kenji knew the principles of the glyphs in and out. Once the rope was joined, the Qi from whatever was within the rope would activate them and complete the spell. Whether dark Qi would work the same as normal Qi was yet to be seen.

But for the sake of the village, he had to take the chance.

Kenji grabbed the stake while Olja still looked at him, confused.

“We need to tie this around it,” he said.

“What is it?”

“It’s like a trap…sort of...”

She exhaled sharply through her nose. “That containment spell I used was the best I could afford and it cost over ten taels of silver. Are you telling me this rope can do better?”

“Trust me. This is worth more than ten taels of gold.”

It was true. The rope was worth even more than that. But as for its effectiveness, he wasn’t sure. The value of it alone seemed to convince the woman, however, and she rushed to grab the other end of the rope. 

“We need to move quickly,” he said.

Kenji removed the stake while Olja bundled up the bulk of the rope within her large arms.

“This had better work!” she said.

He prayed so as well. Fear filled his heart with ice as he ran down the hill towards the still-thrashing demon. Already the crystal spears were beginning to shatter. What am I doing? I must be insane!

The monster looked as if it could break free at any moment. His legs became lead as he drew closer and he couldn’t tell if it was from his nerves or the dark Qi permeating the air like a rancid fog. The rope pulled taut in his hands. He glanced behind him to see Olja at a standstill.

“It’s too late!” the big woman cried. “It’s breaking free!”

Kenji’s heart was in his throat. The giant spider-demon thrashed with even more force, breaking multiple spears each time. He was less than a stone’s throw away, trapped between moving forward or fleeing for his life.

Every instinct told him to flee. But where would that leave his family? Or Shinoto?

“We have to try!” Kenji cried and literally pulled the rope free from Olja’s arms.

 He ran ahead screaming in a crazed kind of frenzy, driven by pure fear. He got as close as he dared to the screeching beast, narrowly avoiding one of its spear-tipped legs as it struggled to pull itself free from the ground. Kenji slammed the stake into the earth and began circling the creature with the rope, slipping upon black ichor.

He pulled it tight around its bulbous abdomen and had nearly brought it back to its front again when every crystal spear shattered at once. 

By the heavens…!

The folly of his decision came too late as the monster reared up upon its hind legs, ready to crash down atop of him. 

“ASCENDANT’S FURY!”

The powerful, Qi-infused shout came from behind him, accompanied by a sharp crack of thunder as Olja flew into the demon with a glowing-white fist. The beast careened backwards with the force of the explosive blow, but then it wheeled on her and stabbed at Olja with its spear-like legs.

Kenji’s knees grew weak with relief at being saved by Olja for a second time. The monster attacked her with a speed and ferocity that was terrifying, shaking the earth with the force of its blows.

But the giant of a woman stood her ground. 

Fearlessly, she weaved between the strikes, flowing with a celerity that defied the girth of her body. She fought back as well, spinning with lightning-fast kicks and punches. They were so swift that Kenji could barely see her long legs hitting the beast as she cried out with the kiai of her martial attacks.

With each shout came a burst of powerful Qi, radiating like a shockwave. It was so mesmerizing to behold that Kenji stood frozen just watching. Then Olja cried out in pain. Blood streaked down her face and legs. It was happening all so fast that he didn’t even realize she was being hit in the process. 

“Hurry!” she cried. “I can’t hold it much longer!” 

Kenji steeled himself and wondered for a half-second just how he would get between Olja and the beast’s snapping jaws and stabbing legs. 

No time to fear…just go!

Abandoning all hesitation, Kenji leapt blindly between the two powerful beings, making himself as small as possible as he curled into a roll. His back hit the hard-packed earth and when he reopened his eyes, he was safely through to the other side.

Thank the heavens!

Kenji pulled the rope behind him and yelled for Olja to get back as he tied the ceremonial knot that would activate the glyphs’ powers. 

Please work…

With a final tug, the glyphs flashed as they interacted with the abundance of dark Qi exuding from the demon’s body. Kenji backed away. The black century rope pulled taut, constricting around the monster’s body.

It was working! 

Black vapor jetted from the demon’s hide as it shrank within the rope, deforming as it grew smaller and smaller. Its skull-like face contorted with incomprehension and rage as one by one the horns upon its head receded.

It finally reached the size of a dog before the black century rope crumbled into dust.

The diminutive demon screeched and hissed as black smoke continued to pour from its back. At first Kenji thought it might still leap to attack him, but the spider-like creature scuttled in the opposite direction, crossing the orchard at a frightening speed. It finally reached the low boundary wall and clambered over it before disappearing into the forest.

“It’s gone…” he whispered with exhaustion.

Kenji suddenly became aware of how hard he was breathing and how quickly his heart was throbbing within his ears. He collapsed to his knees, overcome by receding fear and the lingering effect of dark Qi still permeating the air.

The orchard was decimated. Nearly every tree he looked upon was blackened and bent, as if scorched by a fire. He looked to the spot where the demon had been and it looked as if the ground itself had been melted into shards of black glass. 

Kenji knew little about demons, but thankfully the century rope had caused it to regress to being a juvenile. It was a gamble that paid off. He looked back to the forest. “Will it return?”

 “No…. not with… the glyphs…”

Kenji turned about, alarmed by the way Olja had croaked out her words.

When he saw her, his stomach lurched with shock and fright. Bright-red blood streamed from nearly every part of her body, mixing with the black ichor that covered her as well. But that wasn’t the worst of it. In her lower abdomen was one of the demon’s spear-tipped legs, jutting straight through her front and exiting her back. She clutched it helplessly as black blood flowed from her mouth. 

“Olja…!”

The giant woman fell to her knees and Kenji rushed to her aid. He looked at the spider leg, filled with barbs. There would be no easy way to pull it out. “I need to get you to the elders.”

“Hey…” Olja grabbed onto his robe as her eyes grew unsteady. “Not safe here. More… coming…”

More? More what? “More demons?”

She shook her head. 

“Worse…” she said and then her eyes finally closed. “…Tsu.”

 

Chapter 8 – Reasons

 

Tsu…?

What did that mean? Tsu was the name of a kingdom. 

But Kenji couldn’t afford to puzzle all that out right now. The woman, Olja, was dying before his eyes, if not dead already. He stooped down to ensure she was still breathing and was relieved to find her chest heaving—shallow but steady. He had to act fast. The demon’s leg protruding from her stomach still exuded dark Qi and it was spreading throughout her body. Even now the veins around her wound were turning pitch black in the pattern of spider webs. He had to get her to his father. Xian Lu would surely know what to do.

Kenji considered fetching the wheelbarrow to carry her, but gauging the woman’s height, she was far too large to fit within it. No, getting it would be a waste of time. Kenji inhaled deeply, and as gingerly as he could, hefted the woman across his back. 

“By the gods, you’re heavy,” he grunted with exertion.

Kenji thanked the heavens he at least had the strength to lift her, but as he strained to take the first few steps he questioned whether he could make it back to the village at all. Sweat immediately beaded upon his brow as he set off in a stilted gait across the acres of orchard land. By the time he reached the tool shed he was drenched and his breathing was ragged.

He called for Waru, but the old man still hadn’t emerged from whatever drunken stupor he was in. Kenji pressed on, his legs burning with fire and exhaustion. He tried channeling what Qi he could absorb from the surroundings to help him recover, but with no doma to concentrate the diffuse energy in the air, it was mostly wasted effort.

Kenji gave up and focused instead on his physical conditioning.

Upon that he was certain he could rely. Within a few more minutes he arrived at his home and collapsed, dropping Olja to the ground. “Father! Come quickly!”

Xian Lu appeared out of the house a few moments later, a cup of morning tea in hand. A look of concern flashed across his face, but quickly turned to shock as he saw Kenji. The cup fell to the ground and shattered as his father rushed to him. 

“What happened?” 

“A demon,” Kenji managed to wheeze amidst his heavy breathing. “It attacked me. This mystic warrior appeared and saved me. But she herself was wounded.”

“Are you wounded?”

Kenji shook his head.

Xian Lu seemed to relax somewhat at hearing that. “Where is it now? Did she kill it?”

“No, but I bound it with a century rope,” Kenji said. “It fled after being transformed. It’s much smaller and weaker than it was now.”

Xian Lu’s eyes widened. “You used a century rope upon it?”

Kenji couldn’t tell if Xian Lu was proud or aghast. “I’m sorry, Father. It was all I could think to do. Not even Olja was able to defeat it.”

“Who?”

“Her name.” Kenji motioned to the mystic warrior that lay before them.

“You spoke with her?”

“Yes.”

“What did she say?”

“She said that something worse was coming. She mentioned the name Tsu…”

Xian Lu’s eyebrows bunched together in confusion. 

“I wasn’t sure what she meant either. Could she mean Tsu soldiers?”

Xian Lu grimaced. “Not likely. The Tsu kingdom is many hundreds of miles from here. An army certainly couldn’t make it past the borderland conflicts and the Great Wall to reach this far into the interior. Although…”  His eyes then narrowed as he looked to Olja. “…she is a Xjian woman…and that country lies even farther away.”

“Yes,” Kenji said, again marveling at her enormous size and golden hair. 

“What else did she say to you?”

Kenji was about to mention her telling him that the demon was seeking him, but paused. He was already considered the pariah of this village. What would it mean for him, if everyone knew that he had caused that demon to come here as well? It still made no sense to him and he didn’t believe it, but even a rumor such as that would be enough to seal him to a fate worse than death. He’d be considered cursed—reviled at best and simply cast out at worse. 

 “What is it?” Xian Lu said more forcefully, his eyes scrutinizing him the same way they would a glyph script. “Clearly she said something else to you. What was it?”

Kenji thought to lie, but eventually he melted under his father’s piercing stare. As much as he hated the idea, he couldn’t keep it a secret. If he was somehow responsible for bringing that demon here, he would be putting the entire village in danger by not mentioning it. And if not to his father, then who else? Perhaps he could even allay his fears.

“It was odd, but…” Kenji shook his head, still confused by the brief conversation he’d had with Olja. “… she claimed that the demon had come here…for me.”

His father didn’t say anything for a long time after that. His eyes drifted away from Kenji, as if lost in thought. He was quiet for so long that Kenji’s heart began to race. Surely he couldn’t be considering it seriously. “I think she may only have said it to make me leave with her,” Kenji added for clarification. “She seemed adamant that I come with her for some reason, to get me away from the demon perhaps. She didn’t seem keen on confronting it directly.” 

“What kind of demon was it?” Xian Lu asked, still without looking at him.

Kenji described it as best he could. “It first appeared as a giant wolf, but then transformed into a spider with a skull for a head. The warrior mentioned it was a four-horned demon.”

Xian Lu’s eyes widened. “No wonder it was able to breach the protection glyphs.”

“Yes, I recall her mentioning that now. She said it wouldn’t be able to return now because of them.”

“Not if it’s been regressed a hundred years, no.”

Kenji was thankful at hearing that.   

“But her presence here worries me even more.” Xian Lu again grimaced, looking to Olja again. “Only she will have the answers we seek. Help me move her onto her side.”

Kenji did so, careful to lay Olja so the protruding demon leg had as little pressure on it as possible. Xian Lu then held his hand over the two-foot-long piece of barbed spider leg, his palm glowing. “This demon was powerful as she said. But she is powerful also—a 15th Dan, at least. She may have a chance to survive yet if we can remove this from her.”

“How do we do it?” Kenji asked.

“Run to town quickly.” Xian Lu dropped into lotus position and began infusing the woman with his Qi. “Go to Ben Fai’s house and bring back a night sea sponge, dried ancient carp liver, and mandrake root. Then fetch Chief Wu. I’ll need his help for this.”

 Kenji nodded and clambered to his feet. 

“And Kenji…”

“Yes, Father?”

“Do not mention to anyone else what you told me, understood?”

Kenji’s heart raced. Could there actually be some truth to what Olja had said? Kenji didn’t want to believe it, but if Xian Lu was being cautious, then perhaps so should he. Regardless, as his father had said, only by saving Olja would they know the truth for sure. “Yes, Father. I understand.”

“Good,” Xian Lu said. “Now go.”

 

*     *     *

 

 Kenji managed to still run despite his exhaustion and within minutes he had reached the three-roofed paifang that marked the main entrance to the village square. The decorative gate was perhaps not as ornate as those he had heard about in larger cities where they were made of marble and stone, but the simple wooden structure topped with green slate served as a major warding for the village center and even as he passed through it, Kenji could sense its power.

Perhaps they would need gates such as this erected throughout the entire village now. Not that it would matter if powerful demons were now drawn to him by some curse somehow. Kenji pushed the thought aside. That Olja woman had to be mistaken. He didn’t even know her. So how could she possibly know anything about him?

Just one more reason to save her to find out the truth, Kenji thought. 

The dirt street of the main thoroughfare was still empty this early in the morning. Even the fishmongers—who would soon be delivering their first catch from the river—were yet to arrive. A few farmers had, however, started offloading baskets of cowpeas and cabbage. One of them spotted him running and called out. “Kenji, are you all right?”

“I need to find Chief Wu!” he shouted back without stopping. “There’s been a demon attack!”

He purposefully left it as vague as that. 

Kenji was about to head to the chief’s home at the end of the village square, but Ben Fai’s store was closer. A sense of apprehension seized him as he approached the two-storied structure that housed the store on the bottom floor and Ben Fai’s home above it. His last conversation with Shinoto played within his mind, but he couldn’t be worried about that now. Olja’s life, and perhaps his own future, was in jeopardy.

The storefront was still closed so Kenji banged heavily on the main door leading to the upper house. “Master Ben Fai! Come quickly! My father needs your help!”

A moment later the door swung inward and Chet Fai stood there, glaring up at him. “Didn’t we tell you to—” His words cut short as he reeled backwards, covering his nose. “—by the gods, you stink!” 

“Kenji?” Shinoto’s voice called out from behind Chet Fai. Kenji spotted her descending the stairs leading to the upper house. Her eyes then grew wide with alarm. “Kenji!”

She dashed down the stairs and pushed her brother to the side. “What happened to you? You’re covered in blood!”

While he knew that he was, only now did he look upon himself to acknowledge just how much. Half his robe was drenched both in blood and the black ichor of the demon. Olja had bled a lot, which only compounded his need to get her help as quickly as possible.

“It’s not mine,” Kenji said. “A demon attacked me this morning in the north orchard, but a woman came from nowhere and saved me. She’s wounded now. My father needs some things from your store to help save her and he needs Chief Wu’s help as well.”

“What does he need?” Ben Fai’s powerful voice preceded him as he descended the stairs.

Kenji was all at once relieved and apprehensive at seeing Ben Fai. His face was indecipherable. Kenji couldn’t tell if his grave expression was due to the serious nature of his message or perhaps his muted disdain for himself. Perhaps it was a combination of the two. 

“Night sea sponge, dried ancient carp liver, and mandrake root,” he recited the list.

“Shinoto, get the items and take them to Elder Xian Lu.” He then looked to Chet Fai. “Summon the other elders and sound the alarm. I’ll get Chief Wu.” He then gave a final instruction to Shinoto, almost in a whisper. “Make sure he doesn’t enter the store.”

With that he and Chet Fai left and sprinted down the street. 

Ben Fai’s last words hit him like a slap to the face. Even in such a crisis, he went the extra step of making his displeasure of him known by saying such a thing. Perhaps Ben Fai was more like his son than Kenji realized. He hid his contempt as Shinoto hung her head with perhaps shame and opened the store. He did as instructed and stayed outside the doorway as Shinoto busied herself within to collect the ingredients. She collected two of the three, but found herself hopping atop a stool to reach the third.

“By the heavens!” she said, still trying to reach for it. “The curse of being this age again.”

She finally stopped hopping and began to descend the stool. “I’ll need to get my mother.”

This was ridiculous. Kenji huffed out a sigh. 

He entered the store and Shinoto looked at him, shocked. “Kenji, no! My father said—”

“I don’t care what your father said.” Kenji easily grabbed the sack she’d been reaching for and handed it to her. “The woman who saved my life is dying.”

She again bowed her head shamefully as she removed the dried sea sponge from within the sack and placed it in another. “Thank you,” she said and then she added, almost like an apology, “I’m still my father’s daughter, Kenji… I have to respect what he—”

“There’s no need to explain,” he said, cutting her off. “I understand.”

He didn’t really, but he didn’t have time to care about that now. “Come quickly. We have a mystic warrior to save.”

 

Chapter 9 - Interrogation

 

The village bell was tolling and half the village itself had crowded around his home by the time Kenji arrived with Shinoto following close behind him. Chief Wu and Ben Fai were already there, perhaps having used their Qinggong skills to travel the distance much faster than he or Shinoto could.

The crowd made way for them as they approached. Olja was still lying on her side outside the house, both Xian Lu and Chief Wu hovering over her. 

“Elder,” Shinoto said with a short bow and handed the sack of ingredients to Xian Lu. 

Kenji stood back as his father went to work. Never before had he seen him perform glyph script so quickly. Using a brush and white parchment, he scrawled glyphs pertaining to cleansing and water. It made sense now why he had asked for the items he did. Qi cultivated from the sea and rivers held such properties. Chief Wu placed the mandrake root and powdered carp liver into a small black cauldron filled with water before adding the dried sea sponge. After Xian Lu placed the glyphs on the cauldron, the two elders then worked in tandem to infuse the pot with their Qi. Power radiated from them with a soft white glow as sweat beaded upon their brows. The glyphs began to glow and after a few moments they flashed and dissolved into white ash.

“It’s ready,” Xian Lu said.

Removing the now wet and pliable sea sponge, Xian Lu placed it over Olja’s wound while Chief Wu took hold of the spider-demon’s leg from the opposite side. The two nodded to one another and then in one swift motion, Chief Wu pulled the entire length through Olja’s torso.

Olja’s eyes flashed open as she bolted upright with a horrific scream. Xian Lu rushed to pack the gaping wound with the sponge, now hissing with dark Qi. Olja’s eyes rolled back in her head and she collapsed to the ground again. Kenji edged forward, fearful they had killed her. But then the Xjian woman took a huge breath and with an exhale of black smoke, seemed to fall into a peaceful sleep.

“It is done,” Xian Lu said. “The dark Qi caused much damage. Her state will not worsen, but her recovery will be long.”

“Thank the heavens for that!” a loud voice shouted. “She’s a looker! Tall and handsome, just like I like ‘em.”

Before he even looked, Kenji knew who had spoken. Old Man Waru wobbled on shaky legs, making his way through the crowd. “Come on now, show’s over. Get back to work.”

“You get back to work! You lazy drunk!” a farmer’s wife shouted at him. “A demon just attacked us, don’t you even know?”

Waru belched, looking unconcerned. “A demon? Is that right?”

“Where is it now?” someone else called out. “Will it return?”

“I heard they killed it.”

“It nearly killed a mystic warrior! Who could possibly have killed it?”

“Are we not safe then?”

“Maybe we should call for the government!”

“Everyone quiet!” Chief Wu shouted.

The remarkably young but authoritative voice of Chief Wu brought the crowd to silence. The twelve-year-old boy with multiple stripes on gold upon his robes flew to the rooftop with a single leap and then addressed the people below him.

“The elders are still assessing the attack,” he said. “Until then the village shall be under martial law. I have sent sparrows to the capital and the neighboring village of Amatsu, warning them of the attack. With luck, a cadre of mystic artists from the capital will be deployed by noon and reach us via Windwalking by tomorrow morning.  Until then, Master Yushiro has called together the militia. All able-bodied practitioners of 5th tier and above should report to him now.”

Master Yushiro, Kenji thought. Young Shiro’s father.

At any other time Kenji would be almost dismissive of Master Yushiro’s skills, but that was admittedly, mostly due to the spiteful disposition of his son. But even Kenji had to admit that under the circumstances, he was grateful to have an 8th-Dan mystic artist in their village as protection.

“Until further notice, all activities beyond the village boundary is prohibited. Now go at once and prepare.”

The crowd reacted swiftly to the chief’s commands and began to disperse. Chief Wu then pointed right at Kenji. “Inside. Now. Your father and I wish to speak with you.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji sat within the kitchen of his home with Chief Wu and his father. In the living room behind them, Olja snored like an ox. He had just finished recounting what had happened to him in the orchard in extreme detail, including the portion where Olja said the demon had come for him.

“Anything else?” Chief Wu asked. His expression had remained neutral the entire time he’d told the story and Kenji wasn’t sure if this was a good thing or bad.

“That is as much as I can recall, Chief Wu,” Kenji said honestly. He then dared to speak further. “May I ask a question?”

Xian Lu addressed him now. “What is it?”

“If it turns out to be true. If I was the one that brought that demon here. What will become of me?”

The question hung heavy in the room. 

Finally Chief Wu spoke. “There is no need to concern yourself with such things. We know not who this woman is. By what she said, she could be a Tsu spy or defector. Either way, until we question her, I would not give much heed to what she says.”

The words comforted Kenji a little, but perhaps only because they were coming from Chief Wu. 

“Please leave us now, Kenji,” Chief Wu said. “And send in Waru when you go.”

Kenji paused in the midst of his rise. …Waru?

But he dared not question the chief further and left the house hastily. He found Waru sitting outside the house and relayed the message.

“Good on yah, lad,” Waru said, slapping his shoulder. “Now go wash yourself. You smell like chicken coop!”

He stumbled into the house then and Kenji stared, perplexed.

“Kenji.”

Kenji glanced about at the whisper of his name. He finally spotted Shinoto waving to him from behind the rope shed. “Shinoto?” 

He trotted over to her, inadvertently looking over his shoulder, expecting to see her father or brother emerge at any moment. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked once he reached her.

“I told my father that I would stay to help dress the warrior’s wounds.”

“Ah…” he said, still somewhat confused.

“Well you wouldn’t expect a bunch of men to do it, now would you?” 

“Right!” he said. “That makes sense.”

She then rolled her eyes. “It was an excuse, silly. I stayed here because I wanted to talk to you.” 

Kenji was about to say ‘ah’ again but was beginning to feel like the dullard everyone claimed he was. He need not have worried however, because in that brief pause, Shinoto bombarded him with a thousand questions: “Are you alright? What happened? What did they say to you? Was it a real demon? How did you fight it? Did she use her Qi?”

Kenji was overwhelmed.

“Come on,” she coaxed him. “It’s not every day my best friend is attacked by a demon and gets rescued by a mystic warrior. Tell me what happened!”

Her mention of best friend was the only thing he heard and it warmed his heart. “It was terrifying,” Kenji began. “But also the most amazing experience I’ve ever had in my life.”

Now that he could reflect upon it in retrospect, watching Olja fight that demon was like living in one of the legendary stories they’d read as children. Kenji recounted the events for Shinoto in detail and by the time he’d finished her jaw was nearly on the ground. He’d left out the part about the Tsu and Olja claiming the demon had come for him, however. But even as he held it back, he considered whether he should tell her or not. His father said not to, but if Shinoto was indeed his best friend…

“Can you keep a secret?”

Shinoto blinked at him. “Sure.”

Kenji told her and Shinoto’s jaw scraped the ground for a second time. 

“That can’t be right,” she said.

Kenji shrugged. “I hope it isn’t.”

She glanced over his shoulder towards the house. “Do you think that’s what they’re discussing right now?” 

“I suppose,” Kenji said. “They even asked Waru to join them.”

Shinoto wrinkled her nose like she smelled something bad. “Old Waru?”

“Yes. I thought it was strange as well.”

“Strange? It’s outright bizarre.” She glanced at the house again. “We should listen in on what they’re saying.”

“What?”

“Doesn’t your house have a roof attic like mine?”

“Yes, but…”

“But what? Am I the only one of us to be forced to go against their parents’ authority?”

She grinned at him. Shinoto had him there. “All right, but if we get caught...”

“We won’t. Now come on.”

Shinoto channeled her Qi and with a wave of her hands, evoked her Qinggong technique. The slender seven-year old scaled up the side of the house like a monkey and flipped through the attic window. For Kenji it was a much different affair. Using the strength of his arms only, he narrowly gripped the edge of the roof and then pulled his way up, flipping through the attic window with a roll. 

Shinoto stared at him, wide-eyed. “By the heavens… you really are strong.”

Kenji raised a finger to his lips and then whispered. “They’re in the kitchen.”

They crept forward through the house and reached the opening for the stove pipe. It was narrowly wider than the pipe itself, which continued on through the low roof above their heads. By leaning closely, they had a scant view of the three men below and a clear window into their conversation. Currently his father was speaking.

“It would take her weeks to recover here and by that time, it could be too late. We need to interrogate her now and find out exactly how much she knows.”

“So what do you suggest?” Chief Wu asked.

“The healing stones in Amatsu Village,” he said. “With their concentrated essence she could recover in hours.” 

“Is she well enough to travel?”

“It’s a day or so by river,” Xian Lu said. “She can rest just as easily in a boat as a bed.”

Chief Wu looked to Waru. “What are your thoughts, General?”

General? Both Kenji and Shinoto shared a glance in silence. 

At the mention of the title, Kenji somehow expected Waru to speak differently, as if he’d been perhaps putting on a charade the entire time. But he responded with the same slurred and sloppy speech as always. “The separatists are always hatching schemes, but I agree with Xian Lu. A Tsu offensive finding its way past the wall and this deep into Zhou territory is next to impossible. Not unless they had a 30th-Dan mystic warrior traveling with them. But even then, word of that would have spread like wildfire.”

“Why else would she mention the Tsu then?” Chief Wu asked.   

Waru shrugged and belched. “Only the sleeping angel over there would know. Hells, it could have been someone’s name she mentioned. Sure there ain’t no other way to wake her up?”

“Not with what we have here,” Xian Lu said. “It will be weeks before she regains consciousness and is able to regenerate her body with her own Qi again.”

“So it leads us back to the first option then,” Chief Wu said. “A journey to Amatsu Village.”

“Easily done,” Waru said. “I could transport both her and the lad. If there is some kind of threat out there, then it’s best we relocate him from the village. Quietly though. None of the other villagers need to know. He’d be good help on the boat too. His body is as strong as an ox.”

The lad...? Was Waru talking about him? 

“Best to let him know now then,” Xian Lu said. “He can help prepare the boat. You should leave before nightfall.”

Nightfall? Kenji and Shinoto shared another glance. Why so sudden?

“What about the demon?”  Chief Wu asked. “It was a bloodskull fiend, was it not?”

“It should not be able to cross water easily,” Xian Lu said. “And it’s much diminished in strength now. If they travel via the river, they should be fine.”

“And the village?” Waru asked.

“Reinforcements should soon be on their way,” Chief Wu said. “I sent a message directly to General Amikazu himself. Mystic artists from the capital will still take time to Windwalk here, but between the two of us and the militia, we should be fine until they arrive.” 

“I suppose that settles it then,” Waru said. “What will we tell the lad?”

“Leave that to me,” Xian Lu said. “I’ll come up with something.”

Waru then nodded. “I’ll go fetch him then.”

Kenji’s heart slammed into his chest. They needed to go now! Shinoto was already ahead of him, climbing though the attic and leaping out the window with her Qinggong. Kenji followed as best he could, tumbling out of the window and landing heavily onto his feet.

Please don’t let them have heard me…

A moment later he heard Waru’s voice. “Kenji!”

Kenji rounded the house, trying to catch his breath and look natural. “Yes, Waru.”

The old man thumbed towards the door. “Your father wants you.” He then looked at something behind him. “Shinoto?”

The small girl bounced to Kenji’s side. “Are you all finished in there? I’m waiting to dress the warrior’s wounds.”

“Oh,” Waru said, looking surprised. “Well… perhaps you should go ahead then. We can  discuss out here.”

Kenji wasn’t sure if the outcome was what Shinoto had planned, but it had served the purpose of masking any trace of their recent eavesdropping. In a few minutes his father and Chief Wu emerged from the house and Shinoto went inside.

“There’s been a change in the warrior’s condition,” Xian Lu said. “The dark Qi has penetrated her doma. She’ll need to be seen by the healers in Amatsu Village.”

Kenji did his best to feign surprise…or concern, but he had no idea which appeared on his face. “That’s terrible news. Will they be able to help her there?”

“We hope so, lad,” Waru said. “Your father has instructed me to take her upriver and I’ll need your help.”

Kenji bowed to his father. “I’d be happy to help.”

Echoes of their recent conversation played in his mind. These were all people he trusted and respected. And while he could sense no malice towards him when they’d spoken of him earlier, he could not say that he trusted them entirely anymore. They knew a secret he didn’t. And Kenji almost wished he hadn’t eavesdropped on them now. 

Perhaps not knowing would have been better.

“You’ll aid Waru in preparing the boat and gathering supplies,” Xian Lu said. “You depart before sundown.”

“I see,” Kenji said dispassionately.

“Is something wrong, Kenji?” Chief Wu suddenly asked, his eyes piercing him.

His spine stiffened. He should have reacted far more surprised than that. Not resignedly. Like someone who already knew his own fate. A sweat broke upon his brow as the three of them stared at him for an answer. He felt trapped. No different than being stuck a dullard with a damaged doma. Why would a demon be looking for a useless dullard like him anyway? 

Then he felt it. That subtle insolence again.

If this was to be his last day in Han Village, then perhaps he could take the one thing he truly cared for with him. “I think it would make sense for Shinoto to come as well.”

They all blinked at him.

“What?” his father said. “Shinoto?”

Waru, however, merely grinned.

Kenji then used the same reasoning that Shinoto used upon him. “Look at what Shinoto is doing now. You can’t expect us, two men, to do that, would you?”

Chief Wu chuckled. “No… I suppose not.” He then shared a smile with Xian Lu. “Leave it to a youth to ponder upon such things.”

The two old men made boys laughed.

Kenji didn’t care. If he was leaving before sundown, then at least now it would be with Shinoto.  

 

Chapter 10 - Repercussions

 

General Amikazu glanced up from his desk as a company private dropped to his knees just outside his door. 

“An urgent message, General!” The young man spoke rapidly without raising his eyes. “Arrived by sparrow moments ago.” 

Even from this distance Amikazu could sense the rapid beating of the young man’s heart. Whatever this message was, it was not only urgent…but perhaps unsettling. As leader of the Zhou Empire’s Interior forces, such messages were rare. His counterpart, General Lin Ho, who oversaw the northern front, received such messages daily regarding the constant skirmishes against the separatists. But for Amikazu, it was a rarity indeed. But what made it a rarity was also what made it of even greater alarm. 

A conflict within the borders would be unheard of… perhaps until now.

His heartbeat sped along with that of the private’s, but he forced his words to remain calm. “Report.”

“Yes, sir.” The soldier bowed again. “Chief Wu of Han Village has reported a demon attack. He also said it is possible that Tsu forces are in the area as well.”

“Tsu, you say?” Amikazu’s heart sped further. “How long ago?”

“Early morning, sir. They are requesting assistance from the capital.”

Amikazu paused to regard the budding peach blossoms hanging just outside his window. Behind their spindly branches, the green-slated rooftops of a hundred buildings rose into the air, forming the jagged skyline of the imperial capital city of Zai Pon. Black smoke belched from the chimneys, thickening the air with malevolent Qi. Against such a backdrop, the budding peach was a perfect depiction of the harmonious balance between destructive yin and reproductive yang. But like a quiet before a storm, that balance would soon be broken.

So…at long last this day has finally come, Amikazu thought.  For the good of our people… I pray I have prepared enough.

“Has the message been relayed to the emperor?” he asked.

The private glanced up. “Sir?”

Amikazu met the private’s confused gaze. “I said…did you inform anyone else?”

“No, General,” the young man said quickly, shaking his head. “As per your instructions, I’ve informed only you before relaying any—”

“Very good,” Amikazu said, cutting him off. He’d passed the test. “Carry on then.”

The young soldier remained in place, looking unsure of his next instruction. “Sir, do you wish for me now to notify the emperor?”

“No,” Amikazu said. “This matter is far too important. I will see to it personally. Only inform the emperor that I am on my way.”

 

*     *     *

 

Chow Meugo spat with contempt upon the forest floor. 

Even from where he stood—at least a day’s travel from the small village—the tolling of its bell could be heard echoing throughout the forest valley. Curse the nine hells. They’d been too slow. Or perhaps the demon had been too fast.

Either way, the plan was now flawed.

Chow Meugo glanced down at Li Wei, who stooped low in the underbrush a few feet from him. The slimly built Blade Master studied the dead leaves as if he were trying to divine some mystic reasoning for their present predicament.

Meanwhile, their true diviner, Zhe Ahn, leaned nonchalantly against a tree while studying her long, painted nails. Chow Meugo glowered at the witch. At times he wondered if he didn’t give her too much leeway. If not for her willingness to share his bed on occasion, he would have long since replaced her. But even now, through his loathing, she beguiled him with her long satin hair, tight-fitting black robes, and deep jade eyes.

Chow Meugo looked away from the witch and back to Li Wei. “Where is the beast now?” 

The Blade Master stood to his full height, much taller than Chow Meugo. His bald head was covered crown to foot with the traditional markings of the Tsu army. Thin lines ran in patterns across his scalp and down his exposed back. Chow Meugo too had the same markings, as did many Tsu men his age. But his time for fighting other men’s wars was over. 

Now he spilled blood of his own accord. 

Li Wei shook his head as he sheathed the Dao blade he’d been digging into the earth. “It came and left this way. And it’s changed again. Something smaller now. A rabbit perhaps.”

He looked to Zhe Ahn. “What do you make of this?”

The temptress released a sigh. “How am I to know?” 

Chow Meugo once again glowered at the woman. She’d been part of the Tsu army as well, but she’d picked up on none of its discipline. For all her knowledge of the dark arts, she was often times useless for anything else. 

Chow Meugo ran a hand through his thick head of hair and gnarled beard as he considered their options. There was truly only one. “It’s led us this far. Whatever it’s after must be in that village.”

And that was what they’d truly come for. 

“What about the demon?” Li Wei asked.

“It’s done its job.” Chow Meugo grinned, already feeling the call of his bloodlust. “Now it’s time to do ours.”

 

Chapter 11 - Preparations

 

The sun was already high in the sky by the time Kenji was ready to bid farewell to his home. After bathing and ridding himself of the demon’s foul stench, Kenji spent the rest of the morning in preparation for the trip to Amatsu Village. He’d never been to another village before. Without protective runes and barriers, the wilderness between villages was fraught with dangers: from wild spirit beasts to roaming bandits. As such, wandering past the orchards was expressly forbidden and Kenji had never travelled more than a few miles from his home. But now he was set to travel much farther than that.

The trip was to take only a few days by river, but Kenji packed for a much longer journey. He stuffed a leather satchel with two sets of clothing, writing implements, and a bundle of glyph scripts. As he looked around his small bedroom, it was a bit sad to realize that he had no possessions to pack other than that. While the house was filled with tomes of ancient writings and instructions regarding the Han rebirthing arts, those all belonged to his father. A new goal set within his mind. If he might be travelling to Amatsu Village for good, he would make more of himself there than he had here. 

A sickness opened up in the pit of his stomach as he dwelled on it—the fact that he could perhaps be leaving Han Village for good. No one had said as much, of course. What he’d overheard through eavesdropping only hinted at it and he thus couldn’t confirm it either way. But it still troubled him that the demon may have truly been seeking him and as a result he was being sent on this journey.

He and Shinoto hadn’t had opportunity to talk about that yet or anything they’d overheard for that matter. After she’d finished dressing Olja, Chief Wu told her that she was joining them and then she’d rushed off home to tell her family and prepare for the trip as well.

Maybe he was simply overreacting to what he’d heard. 

After all, his father didn’t seem to make much fuss over him going. No parting last words or gifts. It was no different than if he were simply tasked with pruning a tree in one of the far orchards. Perhaps moving him was only temporary, as a precautionary measure.

That thought eased his anxiety some—that and the fact that he would be travelling with two of his closest friends. Kenji smiled as he recalled the way Shinoto’s eyes lit up when Chief Wu told her the news and the warm embrace she’d given him afterwards. 

“We’re starting our adventure early,” she’d said. “Next stop…the unknown.”

So like her, he thought. Still so eager to see the outside world, no matter the circumstances. But besides Waru, there would be another traveling with them as well—the true, or at least official, reason for their heading to Amatsu.

 Kenji studied the strange Xjian woman still asleep on the living room floor. Shinoto had removed her heavy armor and furs and dressed her in a simple robe—although on her massive frame it looked little more than a tunic.

 Such an odd woman, Kenji thought. A giant with golden hair.

But whoever this Olja woman was, she if anyone would know the truth behind what had happened here—more so even than the elders who were so adamant to rush her to Amatsu to be restored. 

Only when that happened, would they all get the answers they’d need.

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji met with Waru outside the house and together, with the wheelbarrow, they set about getting supplies. It was still hard to think of Waru as some kind of general and Kenji almost had the urge to probe him further about his history, but he had to keep hidden what he’d overheard.

The small jetty to the river was closer to his home than to the village square and thus they ventured there first to check on the small sloop that would take them upriver. It was shallow-bottomed and could fit six, but the Xjian woman would easily take most of the space. 

“Hopefully the Qi stones still work,” Waru said, patting the small wooden box at the back of the boat. Attached to it was an oar that floated lazily in the water behind it. The device would save them much work rowing upstream, but neither of them could test it. They would have to wait for Shinoto to come to see if the rune-covered stones within the box would cause the oar to row by itself once she channeled into it with her Qi.

The Qi stone arts were always fascinating to Kenji. Like the rebirthing ropes, rare and expensive elements were required to produce them—a secret of the forging arts within the Souzau region to the west. This small box alone was worth perhaps ten taels of gold, but he’d heard stories of even greater contraptions making use of them—like ships that could actually fly like a Windwalking master.

To see a Qi stone capable of that would be a marvel indeed.  

After checking the sail and the rest of the boat for seaworthiness they departed the jetty, passing by his home before heading towards town. They passed by other homes along the way. Most were farms, growing vegetables or rice, like the small plot next to his home, now budding with spring carrots. 

As expected, no one was working the field at the moment. As per Chief Wu’s orders, they had perhaps all reported to Shiro’s father, Master Yushiro, to be conscripted into the militia. When Kenji reached the village square he confirmed that that was indeed the case.

The spot where Shinoto’s ceremony had taken place had been transformed into a dojo. At least fifty villagers, a quarter of the population, were gathered there, all clad in tight-fitting robes fit for combat rather than farming. Master Yushiro stood before them, demonstrating a martial technique. Kenji stopped for a moment to watch him. It wasn’t often one was exposed to the mystic arts, and not withstanding his encounter with Olja, seeing a mystic artist in true form was like beholding the heavens itself.

Master Yushiro first recited from a small tome in his hand. It was perhaps one of many he had received while attending the mystic schools to become a Soul Master, one able to conjure energies directly from the doma and use it as destructive force.

While the instructions were not complicated, they involved opening certain meridians within the body in specific degrees and orders, something Kenji still could not hope to do. Finishing with the instructions, Master Yushiro then turned to face a wooden dummy that was carved in the shape of a man.

He released a forceful yell, snapping his palm towards it. A wave of blue energy pulsed from his hand and struck the dummy some thirty feet away, knocking it over with a bang! 

“Force of the Palm is a very simple but potentially powerful technique,” Master Yushiro said, addressing the militia once more. “It is one of the few techniques allowed to be shared outside the mystic schools and must be used only for self-defense. This is especially true for those who are rebirthed or who have reached 8th tier. The stronger one’s doma, the stronger this technique can become. It, in fact, has no limit in this regard. At 3rd Dan, one can use it to sunder the trunk of a hundred-year-old tree.”

The crowd of practitioners whispered in awe at hearing that. Kenji himself was impressed and was reminded of the powerful kick Olja had used to send the spider-demon crashing through not one but two trees. The mystic arts were powerful indeed.

“Don’t be so impressed,” Waru muttered. “There’s more to fighting than fancy Qi tricks and gimmicks.”

Had he not known who he truly was, Kenji would have dismissed the old man’s slur as just another one of Waru’s drunken banters. But now knowing he was a general, or had been, Kenji marveled at what he must have done to obtain such a high rank without the advantage of rebirthing or Qi. Kenji studied the old man as he hobbled away towards the general store.

Looks could certainly be deceiving.

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji heard the shouts even before he arrived.

“There is no reason for this, Chief Wu!”

Ben Fai stood outside the store addressing the Chief. Next to him was Shinoto’s mother, Yuna. Like Ben Fai, she appeared in her thirties with short-cut hair and a radiant smile, but at the moment she wore a look of distress as she clung to her husband’s arm. Shinoto sat on the step of the storefront, head buried in her arms, crying, while her older brother, Chet Fai, gave Kenji a scowl as he and Waru approached. 

“Speak of the devil himself.” Chet Fai spat upon the ground. 

Shinoto looked up and gave Kenji a frown through her tears.

“Quiet,” Ben Fai chided his son before turning back to the Chief. “There are many other women who can travel to look after the Xjian woman. There is no reason to send my daughter.”

“But I want to go!” Shinoto blurted out. “Please, Father!”

Ben Fai scowled. “This matter does not concern you, child! Be silent.”

Chief Wu looked on impassively, his ten-year-old features unmarred by even a crease of concern. “You are right, Ben Fai. It could be any woman indeed. So why not her?”

The muscles in Ben Fai’s neck tensed. “You know why.”

A long silence drew out and Chief Wu’s eyes drifted towards Kenji.

The heat of embarrassment flushed his skin red and his face burned. Why did Shinoto’s father hate him so? Had the chief told him about the demon?

“The chief made his decision, Ben Fai,” Waru said. “Why won’t you respect it?”

“You stay out of this, Waru.” Ben Fai eyed the old man with contempt. 

“I’m already a part of it,” Waru said indignantly. “I helped make the decision.”

Ben Fai’s eyes grew wide. “You what?”

“Shinoto wants to join one of the mystic schools, doesn’t she?” Waru continued. “What better way for her to understand her competition, than to visit another village?”

Shinoto looked up, hopeful at that.

Ben Fai grimaced, perhaps sensing the logic. “If that is the case, then send my son as well.”

Kenji’s heart froze within his chest.

“He too wishes to become a mystic artist,” Ben Fai said. “He would benefit from the trip as well. Chet Fai would be far more suitable to accompany his younger sister.”

“More suitable than who?” Waru said with a laugh. “A broken-down old nag like me?”

Waru’s attempt at levity lightened the mood as well as deflected the attention away from Kenji. Kenji’d have to thank him later for that. Good old Waru…

The chief smiled as he pondered it for a moment before finally nodding. “Very well. Chet Fai will accompany his sister.”

Kenji’s heart sank further as Chet Fai gave him a leering grin.

“Make preparations quickly,” Chief Wu said. “We need to get that warrior to Amatsu Village as quickly as possible.”

 

Chapter 12 – Jin Yu

 

“Your excellency…”

Amikazu fell to his knees as he approached the imperial throne. Noonday sun glinted through the ornate windows of the emperor’s private chamber. But if not for the light, one could easily mistake it for being the wee hours of the morning by the stench of debauchery still present in the air. The emperor lay strewn across his throne with a half-dressed concubine in his lap, two more asleep in the disheveled sheets of his bed behind him. 

The remnants of a midnight feast lay strewn across the marble floor as if ravished by dogs and the scent of plum wine was rivaled only by the reek of an opium pipe, still smoldering at the emperor’s side.

It grows worse each day, Amikazu thought.

To look at him, one would think the emperor only thirty. Even now, in his semi-conscious state, robes half untied, he looked the fitting image of health. His dark hair was wild and unkempt, but his face was an image of perfection. Perhaps the way it was crafted to be. At his level of ascension, even one’s visage was malleable. While his true age was well beyond his appearance, by his demeanor, one could easily think him half the age he looked.

Amikazu failed to hide his grimace at the state of the place. Even with a war upon multiple fronts, Emperor Jin Yu, third successor to the Zhou dynasty, found ample time to fulfill his basest desires. He’d not always been this way, but such perhaps…was the curse of true immortality.

“Your excellency!” Amikazu spoke again more forcefully. “I trust you received word of my urgent request for an audience with you?”

Jin Yu roused abruptly, but still barely raised his head. “What? Who is there?”

Amikazu hid a grimace of disgust. But perhaps his drunken state would work to his favor. 

“It is General Amikazu, your excellency.”

“General!” Jin Yu struggled to sit upright, pushing the woman to one side. “Yes…what is it? Speak, General! Speak!”

Amikazu bowed his head. “I have grave news from the interior.”

“Grave news?” Jin Yu laughed. “From the interior? What is it? A pig farmer’s revolt?” 

The emperor continued to laugh at his own joke, no doubt still riddled with poppy milk and wine. But even in his drunken state, Amikazu could feel the emperor’s immense power. As a 37th Dan, he was quite possibly the most powerful mystic artist in the realm. Although by his present state, one would never guess. 

Yet…he was the emperor still.

“You are familiar with the artisan village of Han, are you not, my lord?”

“Han… Han….” Emperor Jin Yu said the name as if trying to recall what he had eaten the night before. “Remind me…”

“The rebirthers.”

“Ah yes… Han! What of it?”

“They were attacked by a demon with Tsu forces in the area. I believe the two are connected.”

“Tsu? Connected with a demon?” Jin Yu seemed to sober some. “Why? And how could they venture in so far from the front past the wall?”

“Your excellency does recall what is within Han Village…yes?”

“Yes, of course!” He straightened himself within the throne again. “If the Tsu ever got hold of our secret rebirthing techniques…well…we’d be fighting a bunch of nine-year-olds!” He burst into raucous laughter again. 

By the gods…He truly has gone mad…

Amikazu glanced at the two guardsmen within the room. Their reactions were unreadable. Not even a glance. No doubt used to such outbursts by now, he thought. Oh how far you have fallen, Jin Yu. But I will save you yet. 

“I believe the Tsu may have used a Bloodskull demon,” he said. “If so…they could only be tracing one thing.”

That finally caused the emperor to sit up properly in his throne, dumping his concubine to the floor. “How did they do that?”

“A stray lock of hair perhaps? Who knows? Not much is needed for that type of summon.”

 “Prepare my personal guard,” Jin Yu shouted. “I’m travelling to Han Village to repel those Tsu fools myself!”

By the nine hells… don’t even jest. “Your excellency, such a task is far below your immortal blood. It is my remit and duty. I will travel with your divine blessing to eradicate this Tsu threat.”

“No…” Jin Yu said. 

Amikazu’s heart stood still. Please don’t think yourself a hero now…

Then finally the emperor continued, “No… don’t eradicate them. Bring them back as captives. I will torture them personally before sending their corpses back to the Tsu Kingdom as a message.”

Thank the heavens. “I will do as commanded, your excellency.”

“Good.” He plopped back in his throne and snapped his fingers for a new bottle of wine. “See to it then.”

“I shall,” he said with a deep bow. “I will Windwalk to Han Village at once.”

 

Chapter 13 - Departure

 

Curse my fate, Kenji thought.

Even when obtaining what he wanted, it came at a price. Now that wretched Chet Fai would be joining them as well. Kenji hid his dissatisfaction as he loaded the boat with supplies, collecting sacks of rice, dried meat and fish. He made several trips to the sloop and back, each time avoiding Chet Fai.

Shinoto’s parents quarreled while he and Waru pretended to not notice. Yuna was clearly unhappy with what her husband had decided, but as with everything it seemed, when it came to his family, Ben Fai’s word was absolute.  

It took the better part of the afternoon to finish loading the boat. By the time they were done, they had packed cooking pots, sleeping rolls, and enough iron poles and tent leather to form two shelters. There was also a small chest provided by Chief Wu, which he entrusted to Waru. Kenji wasn’t sure what was in it—gifts or messages to the neighboring chief perhaps, or something pertaining to himself even. Whatever the case, it had to be important.

Perhaps when they were finally underway he could speak to Waru openly about what he’d overheard in the attic. He did trust him, after all. Finding out more only made him all the more eager to be underway.

It was close to dusk by the time they said their final farewells. Shinoto and Chet Fai both hugged their parents with Yuna looking close to tears. Even the normally stoic Ben Fai looked emotionally torn to be separated from his children. Kenji envied them for a moment. 

The most Xian Lu offered him was a handshake.

“Listen to Waru,” Xian Lu said. “And don’t forget to practice your channeling daily.”

“I will, Father.” Kenji then waited to see if Xian Lu would add anything else.

 But the young boy who was an old man simply turned to join Chief Wu and Yushiro, who were still seeing to the defenses of the village. Kenji looked around the square for what could perhaps be the last time. It was the only home he’d ever known. The thought filled him with anxiety and apprehension, but excitement too. 

He was heading into the unknown.

 

*     *     *

 

 “I should have let you lift the heavy end,” Waru said, as they stumbled along the small path to the jetty, carrying Olja.

Kenji looked down upon the sleeping warrior’s face directly below him, the bamboo stretcher creaking as it took her considerable weight. 

“I’m pretty sure I already am carrying the heavy end,” Kenji said with a grunt and Waru laughed at him.

 “I can help too,” Shinoto said as she walked next to him, carrying a small pack with her personal belongings. She then exhaled deeply, channeling her Qi. She could probably help indeed. Even as an Off White again, her Qi was dense enough to give her strength far beyond that of the tiny seven-year-old body she now possessed.

“Don’t bother,” Chet Fai said as he followed behind them empty-handed. “You’re too short.”

“Yes, but you’re not.” Shinoto shot her brother an accusatory stare over her shoulder. “Why don’t you help them? Kenji carried her all the way from the peach orchard by himself, you know?”

“Then he shouldn’t be bothered at all.” Chet Fai smirked at her. “This should be far easier.”

 It was in fact. Although Olja was still massively heavy, compared to carrying her across his back, this was easy. Arriving at the sloop, he and Waru gingerly rested Olja aboard and then secured her under one of the tent skins.

 “Blasted,” Waru suddenly cursed. “I’ve left the chest. Prepare the boat, lad. I’ll soon be back.”

Waru then hobbled across the jetty in a run and disappeared down the path towards town. The three of them then embarked, Kenji helping Shinoto aboard first. 

“Oh,” Shinoto said, suddenly stiffening. “I think I left something, as well.”

“What?” Chet Fai asked.

“My rebirthing gift.”

“The apple?” Chet Fai said incredulously.

Shinoto looked behind him to Chet Fai. “Can you please get it for me, Chet Fai?”

“How could you be so irresponsible, Shinoto?” Chet Fai said angrily. “Do you have any idea how much that is worth?”

Shinoto reddened. “I know. Father would probably force me to stay at home if he knew I’d left it. Can you please go for me? Just tell them you came back for something of yours. Please! Don’t let them know I forgot it.”

Chet Fai scowled at his sister, but then his eyes shifted to Kenji and a smirk crept upon his lips. 

“Sure,” he said eventually. “I’ll go get it for you.”

Kenji’s stomach stiffened with unease as Chet Fai left. “Shinoto, I don’t think Chet Fai intends to do what you asked.”

The little girl laughed. “Of course he doesn’t. Why do you think I said it? It’s the only thing that would make him go. My brother is nothing if not predictable.”

Kenji raised his brow with a smile. “You’re quite the little manipulator, aren’t you?”

“Trust me…” Shinoto then produced the miniature apple from her robes. “When it comes to my brother, it’s more than easy.”

Kenji outright laughed.

“Now that we can talk freely,” Shinoto said, “what do you think about what the elders said this morning?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing. Waru, a general?” 

“I know!” Shinoto slid closer to him and whispered, despite them being the only ones on the boat—besides the sleeping Olja, of course. “They clearly know more about what’s happening here. Don’t you think?”

“Yeah…” Kenji then paused, almost not wanting to ask the next question. “Do you think they chose to send me to Amatsu because they don’t want me in the village?”

Shinoto frowned. “Maybe…But maybe it was just for safety.”

“I thought of that,” Kenji said. “But I can’t tell if it’s for their safety or mine.”

A pause fell between them. Softly, Shinoto patted his hand. “Well, I for one feel safer with you, Kenji. Even if my idiot of a brother is coming along with us now.”

Kenji snorted out a laugh. “It’s bound to be an eventful trip, that’s for sure.”

Shinoto smiled. “I can’t wait to get to Amatsu. My father said it’s much larger than our village. There’s even a permanent sect of the mystic schools there.”

“Really?”

Shinoto went on to describe how she looked forward to perhaps visiting the sect and impressing some of the masters there. Although she would not qualify until she reached at least 4th tier again, her strategy seemed sound. 

“You can never get your foot in the door too early. That goes for you too.”

Kenji only smiled. “Perhaps…”

“Don’t worry. We’ll get that doma of yours working. Even if I have to pester you day and night. We’ll do it.”

“I’ll try my best.”

Shinoto stared at him. “I can see it in your eyes, you know? Even my mother said it too.”

“See what?”

“You have a deep strength to you, Kenji. Every time I look at you I see it. You just need to find it for yourself.”

His skin pricked at that. Perhaps this was the real reason he valued Shinoto. Her constant and unwavering faith in him, no matter how much of a dullard he truly was. “Thanks, Shinoto.” 

 “Hey!” she said, as if suddenly struck by an idea. “Maybe you could try learning how to—” Shinoto stopped and then her eyebrows bunched together. “Do you smell that?”

Kenji inhaled. Smoke…

His heartbeat sped as he stood within the boat, and when he faced the village his stomach fell through the ground. A few miles away, thick black smoke rolled into a burning red sky.

Han Village was in flames.

 

Chapter 14 –  Tsu

 

Kenji ran, his legs pounding the earth so hard his teeth shook. Despite her much shorter gait, Shinoto flew ahead of him, sped by her Qi-infused Qinggong. Kenji’s stomach roiled with sickness with each step, filled with dread at what he would find once they reached the village.

Cries echoed in the distance as they approached the square, carrying above the roar of the flames which now towered into the sky in huge red tongues of destruction.

Ahead of him Shinoto came to a stop just before the paifang. She then screamed. 

Kenji doubled his speed and caught up with her. She ran into him, scooting backwards, reeling from something in fright. 

“I’ve got you!” he said, grabbing ahold of her.

His heart then leapt as he finally saw what she was reacting to.

On the ground just beyond the paifang were two headless bodies strewn across the ground, one smaller than the other. His stomach lurched. Shinoto ran to the side of the road and vomited noisily. The sight of her doing so, along with the thick scent of blood in the air, caused him to do the same. 

He could barely look at them…the bodies. These were people he knew.

“Kenji…” Shinoto said, her voice cracking. “I–I think that’s Master Yushiro…”

Kenji glanced at the bodies once more. Sure enough, the twin gold stripes of the village’s only mystic artist were irrefutably adorned upon the blood-soaked robes of the larger body. The robe of the smaller one next to it had a single gold stripe with orange trim. Even without a head, Kenji recognized who it was. 

Shiro…

His insides froze. Both father and son. Dead. Kenji’s stomach heaved a second time.

“They must have been killed defending the gate,” he said. But killed by what?

“Kenji, our parents…” Shinoto looked at him fearfully with tears in her eyes. “Chet Fai and Waru.”

His throat tightened. He could barely answer her, not wanting the answer for himself. “Come on.”

Grabbing her hand, he pulled them both toward the village center, ignoring the dread and terror building in his heart. The crackle of burning timber filled the air as the main square came into view. Shinoto’s house was engulfed, along with half the buildings lining the square. More dead bodies lay decapitated and dismembered, littering the dirt road. 

His heart thundered in his chest. Had the demon come back?

Had it come for him?

He caught sight of Ben Fai and Chet Fai both armed with farmer’s tools. They stood in front of what was left of their home with Shinoto’s mother cowering just behind them. Not far away was a man Kenji had never seen before. He was a head shorter than Ben Fai, but built like a barrel with a mane of wild dark hair and a full beard. His chest was bare and tattooed with an intricate pattern of thin lines. He’d seen such a pattern before…the mark of the Tsu region. 

Was this what Olja had warned him about? 

Next to the wild man was another, branded with the same markings. He was much taller and bald-headed, and within each hand he wielded a curved Dao. The thick-bladed swords flashed like lightning as he spun towards a group of villagers, twisting like a dervish. The group of five militia members stood their ground, and raising their palms, unleashed Yushiro’s newly taught technique. The waves of energy hit the warrior, but cascaded off his body like water splashing a rock. The blades then tore into them, severing limbs with a single slash. The villagers cried out in screams of shock and pain, their blood spilling to the ground, followed seconds later by their lifeless bodies themselves.

Kenji stared at the carnage beside himself. It was as if he were in a dream… a nightmare.

A powerful shout then filled the air. “DEMON’S CURSE!”

From the center of the square a huge tornado of flame rose up from the raised palms of a woman dressed in billowing black robes.  Her hair was long and dark and whipping wildly against her porcelain-white face as she evoked her spell. Her eyes looked completely black and if not for that fact, she would have been beautiful.

But the only thing she evoked inside Kenji now was fear. 

“A Fire Soul Master,” Shinoto said vacantly, as she watched the woman wield her immense internal power. But there was something off about it. Something unnatural. Even from this distance Kenji could sense it…the same sickly reek that came from that monster.  

“She’s using dark Qi,” he said. This was not just a Soul Master. “She’s a witch…!”

The tornado tore through another group of villagers, setting them alight with screams. It then crashed into a building, adding to the already-raging blaze. 

The barrel-chested man lunged towards another group of villagers, using gauntlets tipped with metal claws. He howled like a beast as he tore into them, their screams cut short as he slit their throats with deadly efficiency. 

Kenji stood helplessly, frozen with fear. 

From afar he spotted Chief Wu and his father and his heart soared with relief. Chief Wu hurled a wave of energy at the witch, using the palm technique. The witch cried out as it hit her from behind, but even with the chief’s great inner strength he only just managed to knock her off her feet. 

Xian Lu then rushed in quickly, lashing a rope around her hands, binding her at the wrists. The glyphs on the rope flashed and her body froze. Even her mouth lay open in the midst of her angry screams, as if trapped in time. Chief Wu then hurried a group of villagers past her. 

“Flee the square! Quickly. ”

The Dao-wielding man leapt to block their path, blades flashing. A resounding clang filled the air as they were suddenly met with the tip of a spear. 

Kenji looked for the wielder and his heart filled with hope yet again. “Waru!”

Waru spun and twisted to match the man’s rapid attacks. A look of shock flashed across the Tsu’s face, no doubt perplexed by the old man’s martial prowess. Kenji was perplexed himself. Waru moved with a speed and grace that defied his old body.

Chief Wu used the opportunity to rush the villagers past the both of them.

Waru managed to stab the younger man several times with the spear, but each time it bounced off his skin as if he were made of iron. Body mastery…. That would place him as a 5th Dan at least! 

With a Qi-charged yell, the Dao wielder leapt into the air with a spin. Waru blocked the attack skillfully, but was no match for the power behind it. The blade cut through both the spear and Waru’s midsection, slicing the old man in half.

 Waru…!

Kenji’s breath froze as his friend fell to the ground, his body folded awkwardly in two separate parts. The horror of it overwhelmed him and his knees grew weak. Shinoto screamed. 

The Dao wielder lunged at Chief Wu next, but the small boy caught both blades with his palms. “Leave this place, you fiend!”

The Dao wielder once again appeared perplexed, his face twisting in a confused scowl. “How are there so many prodigies in this village?”

He sent Chief Wu flying backwards with a swift kick to his stomach, knocking the boy into the side of a burning building. Xian Lu then appeared, lashing a rope around one of the blade master’s arms. But the man quickly retaliated with his free hand, sending the three-foot-long Dao straight into Xian Lu’s side.

Kenji’s heart stopped as Xian Lu dropped to his knees, blood erupting from his mouth. He then fell flat on his face and didn’t move. 

“Father!” 

A familiar sense of indignation and insolence surged through him as he ran into the fray, fueled by rage. These men had just killed his father. His friends.

They were all going to pay.

Kenji cried out with a hate-filled scream. He scooped Waru’s broken spear from the ground and charged towards the Dao-wielding man. He’d nearly reached him when a wave of blue energy slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. What in the nine hells…? 

Kenji raised his head to see what had struck him and spotted Chief Wu a short distance away, his palm still raised. 

“Run, Kenji!” he said. “You must not let them get—”

His words cut short as one of the Dao blades slashed through the back of his neck. A second later, his head fell to the ground. 

Chief Wu…

“Please stop! It’s him you want!” 

Kenji looked to see Chet Fai shouting and pointing at him. 

“You said you wanted the one the demon attacked. He’s the one! He’s the one the demon came for!”

“Chet Fai!” his father shouted, but the words were already spoken. 

The man with the claws looked to Chet Fai and then to Kenji. “Is what he says true, boy? Did that demon attack you?”

Kenji’s heart raced. He had no idea why these men would be looking for him. Or why it was important that the demon had come for him. But in the end, it was all the same. He truly had brought this upon the village somehow. His mind reeled, refusing to accept it, even as the grief and guilt of it all swelled within his heart. It was true. By the heavens, it was all true! His village was destroyed. His father dead. He looked to Shinoto and her family…the only ones left to save.

He steeled himself, bitterness in his heart. 

“If I’m the one you want, then take me,” Kenji said with an iron resolve. “Just leave the rest of our people alone.”

The man with the claws grinned, his dark eyes flashing. With a leap, he launched himself across the distance, moving with unnatural speed. A sharp pain entered Kenji’s stomach as the man slammed into him, lifting him right off the ground. Blood filled his lungs.

“I don’t need to take you anywhere,” the man said as he withdrew the claws, dropping Kenji painfully to the ground. “In fact…I don’t even need you alive.”

Kenji choked and gurgled, the sharp taste of blood filling his mouth. 

“Kenji!” Shinoto cried, rushing towards him. 

He raised a hand to stop her, but the barrel-chested man spun about with his blades, catching Shinoto across the throat. Her eyes opened wide with shock as blood spilled from her neck.

Shinoto…! 

Kenji’s heart sundered in two, his mind unable to accept what he was seeing. His entire world fell apart as she crashed to the ground next to him, bright crimson flowing from her throat. 

Shinoto’s mother screamed and Ben Fai launched forward along with his son. They barely moved a foot before a column of flame engulfed them with a sharp crackle of fire. They cried out hysterically as they burned, their screams rising to a fever pitch before cutting short abruptly as they fell to the ground and died. 

The witch then stepped forward, her hands now free of the binding rope. She leered at her handiwork and then looked directly at him. “So this is what all the trouble was about? Doesn’t look like much. Pretty face though.” 

Kenji glanced to his side to where Shinoto now lay. 

She was still breathing, or trying to, her eyes desperate pools of shock and disbelief. In that moment he saw all hope fade from her soul. She looked every bit the terrified little girl that she was, the headstrong and fearless Shinoto no more. Tears stung his own eyes as the only thing he cared for in the world slowly slipped from his grasp.  

Shinoto… How did I cause all this? Why?

His vision darkened. 

Movement caught his eye—a small figure running towards him. Xian Lu emerged, weaving between the legs of the barrel-chested man, clutching a length of white rope in his hand. With a blinding flash of Qi, he looped the rope around Kenji and himself.

And then the entire world stood still.

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji stared in bewilderment. Flames twisted and froze as if in a painting. The claws of the barrel-chested man hovered just inches from his father’s head. He looked to Shinoto again and her eyes were fixed staring back at him, frozen in time just like the flames.

Kenji struggled to speak, blood filling his lungs. “Father… h–how?” 

“Do not waste your breath with words, Kenji,” his father said in a labored whisper, clutching his side now covered in blood. “There is precious little time for us both.”

Kenji then saw the rope looped around them slowly turning to ash.

Withdrawing a piece of parchment from his robes, Xian Lu began to trace upon it with his finger, creating a glyph with his own blood. Kenji had never seen a script like it before. He recognized the symbol for time but nothing else. 

“What’s happening, Father?” Kenji hissed through the pain. “These men—”

“They’re here for you, Kenji,” Xian Lu said without looking up from his script. “The same as that demon.”

“But… why?”

“Because of what you are…”

Kenji’s skin grew numb. 

“There is no time to explain. This rope will burn away soon. Whatever you do, you must not let them kill you this time. Do you understand?”

This time? “What do you mean?”

“I cannot change this from happening, Kenji. Time cannot control fate. But I can give a second chance.”

Xian Lu pressed the talisman to Kenji’s chest and began infusing it with Qi. “I can send you back to a few moments before this all occurs.”

Send me back…? “How? How much sooner?”

“I don’t know… a few… minutes perhaps.” Xian Lu hacked loudly, blood spewing from his mouth. “Do not come to the square. Do not try to save us. These men are powerful. They’ll kill you and anyone else who tries to stop them.”

“What do I do?”

“Go back to the house. Take the sacred tomes and destroy everything else. Burn it. The Han arts are unknown outside the Zhou region. You cannot let the Tsu possess them.”

“But how—?”

“You said the Xjian woman protected you and warned you of this attack,” Xian Lu said with a labored wheeze. “I know not who she is or why she came, but she is strong enough to protect you from the ones here. Flee before this occurs and get her to Amatsu. Reviving her is your best hope to survive.”

“But…can’t I save you still? Save everyone?”

“Only as time permits… Go now. Use all I’ve taught you. Take what you can to survive. You must grow strong now, Kenji. The ones that seek you will be more powerful than you can imagine. But always remember who you are…never who you were…”

Were?

“I love you, my son.”

With that, the glyph flashed and Kenji found himself standing upon the boat once more.

 

Chapter 15 – Second Chance

 

Kenji blinked. He was on the boat next to Shinoto, Chet Fai standing on the jetty. His knees went weak, his mind reeling to comprehend what had just transpired. Images of the massacre played through his mind. The fire witch, the Dao master, and the man with the iron claws. It all seemed surreal, yet it happened…didn’t it?

He looked towards the village in the distance. There was no smoke rising into the dusk sky. Was he really back? Did his father truly send him back through time?

“Oh,” Shinoto said. “I think I left something, as well.”

Kenji looked to Shinoto as if seeing her for the first time. She was alive. She’s still alive! Relief and joy filled his heart. Images of her dying before his eyes flashed through his mind and he nearly hugged her, but he stopped himself.

If he truly was back, he’d have to think carefully of what to do and say. 

He had an opportunity like no other. 

A second chance… 

“What?” Chet Fai said.

“My rebirthing gift.”

“The apple?” Chet Fai said incredulously.

Shinoto looked to her brother as history replayed itself before Kenji’s eyes. “Can you please get it for me, Chet Fai?”

“How could you be so irresponsible, Shinoto?” Chet Fai said. “Do you have any idea how much that is worth?”

Kenji was beside himself yet again…the words of his father coming back to him. Don’t try to save them. As much as he wanted to… everyone in that square was already dead. He’d witnessed it for himself. Even Chief Wu, a man fabled as the most powerful practitioner in the village, was slaughtered like an animal. 

Shinoto reddened. “I know. Father would probably force me to stay at home if he knew I’d left it. Can you please go for me? Just tell them you came back for something of yours. Please! Don’t let them know I forgot it.”

Chet Fai scowled, but then his eyes shifted with a smirk upon his lips. 

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll go get it for you.”

“No, wait,” Kenji said. “I’ll go get it.”

Shinoto glared up at him. “Um… no, Kenji… Chet Fai needs to go.”

She then tried to relay the hidden message to him with her shifting eyes: Stay…Let him go. Get rid of him so we can talk. But she didn’t know where that would lead. That it would lead to getting rid of Chet Fai for good. Kenji had no love for Chet Fai, but he didn’t deserve death. Even if the coward had been willing to give him up to those warriors just moments ago…or moments from now rather. But if he could save him, then at least Shinoto would have part of her family still alive.

More unsettling thoughts plagued him as both Shinoto and Chet Fai stared on. 

Who else could he save?

His father said not to go back to the square, that it would be futile. And perhaps so, but he had to try. “No, I’ll get it. I’ll be back quickly.”

Kenji left before Shinoto or Chet Fai could say anything else. Part of him felt guilty as he ran down the path as fast as he could. Did they have the right to know what was about to happen? To know that he knew even? But if he told them, surely they’d want to try and stop it, the same as he wanted to now. Would that only cause history to repeat itself?

But they would find out eventually.

They would find out he knew.

Then how would they react?

Kenji ran faster, as if trying to outrun the thoughts racing through his mind. Perhaps he was making a mistake. Or perhaps it was more an act of mercy. He recalled the way the hope faded from Shinoto’s eyes as she bled out before him. Perhaps he’d be sparing her from the pain of that massacre, of seeing her parents killed. Even now thoughts of it caused his skin to prickle and his stomach to lurch.

Either way, it was too late now. He’d made his decision and time was not on his side.

Kenji reached the fork in the road and found he had another decision to make. In one direction was his home, the other the village. How long ago had Waru left ahead of him? Could he still catch him in time before he reached the square? As he looked to the village, his heart sank. Smoke was already rising into the twilight sky. 

He was too late. It had already started.

Curse the fates…

It would truly be only the three of them now—the last of the Han clan. But that was only if he could make it back to the boat in time. Kenji started towards his home to fulfill his father’s final wish. He grabbed a small sack as he entered the kitchen and feverishly went through the books in Xian Lu’s study. Each one was a treasure. History, poetry, lore. But he had to choose quickly and wisely. He could not carry them all. Desperate seconds passed as he quickly read the spine of each book. He secured the three small tomes containing the sacred Han techniques.

Whoever those Tsu men were, they clearly had no idea what secrets this village truly held. Even the Dao wielder mistook Chief Wu and his father for prodigies rather than rebirthed. If rebirthing truly was a secret known only to the Zhou region, then these books were invaluable indeed.

After a few more precious moments of selection, Kenji stuffed two additional books into his sack: Spirit Beasts and Sacred Trees of the Artisan Valley and Record of Tsu Wars. Kenji hadn’t given much thought to the Tsu. But now that he’d encountered them, he needed to know as much about them as possible.

The last book he picked had no title, but within was his father’s handwriting.

A diary…? 

Kenji had never known him to keep one. Perhaps it was something else. But just knowing it was something Xian Lu had produced, made it all the more valuable to him. Whatever it might be.

Returning to the kitchen, Kenji retrieved a smoldering coal from the hearth and threw it upon the deerskin rug on the floor. It caught alight and then he left the house quickly, running to the shed. Choosing what to take here was far easier.

He would take everything he could.

Starting with the ropes, Kenji cut a healthy length of each color, around ten feet each. He then secured some of the rarer dye materials: dragon’s blood, Campher fruit seeds, and lamia scales. Finally he filled the sack with as much rebirthed fruit as he could find: three small pears and two oranges. Not as much as he’d hoped. The bulk of the harvest was already surrendered to the grey robes, but this would at least give them a means to barter wherever they would go. He was about to leave the shed to set it alight from the outside when he remembered something else.

The golden rope…

He climbed to the top shelf and secured the small spool in his sack. He still didn’t know what it was for, but its value was undeniable. Remorse then filled him as he pulled a burning piece of lumber from his home and set the shed alight.

“What the blazes have you done, lad?” 

Kenji’s heart jumped.

“Waru?” he turned about, overjoyed to see the old man standing behind him. “You’re here!”

Waru looked at him as if he were mad. “Did you burn down the house?”

Kenji ignored him and crushed the old man in his arms. “I can’t believe it’s you! You came back!”

“I saw fire,” he said, returning the embrace awkwardly. 

Thank the heavens…He had made the right choice, after all. He would have perhaps never caught up with Waru, but he’d seen the flames instead.

Waru placed a hand atop his head in disbelief as he started at the house now fully engulfed. Heat poured off of it like a furnace and Kenji could not help but think of his father once again. His childhood home…gone like everything else.

“What happened?” Waru said.

Kenji was about to speak when the village bell tolled in the distance. Waru turned about. Behind him, the flames from the village now licked into the sky as well. 

“An attack!” Waru said. 

Kenji caught his arm before he could go. “No, Waru. We need to leave the village…now.” 

The old man furrowed his brows. “What?”

Movement caught Kenji’s eye and he looked up to see both Shinoto and Chet Fai sprinting towards them with Qinggong. Curse the fates… why did they follow me?

“Kenji, what happened?” Shinoto cried, staring up at the flames. 

So his actions had caused them to come as well. Kenji thought back to what his father had told him. Time cannot control fate. Were they all destined to die no matter what he did? 

“There’s a fire in the village too,” Chet Fai said. “We need to go help.”

“No, stop!” Kenji shouted. “You can’t go.”

Chet Fai scowled at him. “Who are you to tell me anything, you damn cripple? I bet you’re too scared, but I’m no coward like you.”

Kenji’s blood boiled. Thoughts of Chet Fai selling him out to those Tsu men reeled within his mind. The only coward here is you, he wanted to say. But that wouldn’t help things at the moment. 

“If you go there, you’ll die…” he said. And then he looked to Shinoto and Waru. “We all die. I’ve seen it.”

“What do you mean?” Shinoto said, edging closer to him with concern in her eyes.

“This is hard to explain, but… I’ve lived this moment once before.”

Shinoto looked at him with even more incredulity. “What?” 

He then explained as best he could the carnage he had seen. The Tsu warriors attacking the village…his family. 

“They kill everyone,” Kenji said, his throat tightening. “I saw you die, Shinoto. We were all killed by them.”

The little girl looked pale.

“That’s a stupid lie,” Chet Fai said. “You expect me to believe that? You’re just a coward who can’t fight because you have no doma. We have to defend this village. It’s our duty. And we’re strong enough to do it.”

“Wait,” Waru said. “I too have no doma, but even I can fight far better than you. I would heed what Kenji says.”

“I can’t just stay here,” Shinoto said, backing away from him. “I have to try and save my parents!”

“Shinoto, wait!” Kenji called after her.

But she was already off and down the road, followed quickly by her brother.

“Curse the fates!” Kenji said. Perhaps what his father said was true, after all. Maybe he couldn’t change this outcome.

“Let’s get after them!” Waru said. “I believe you, lad. Don’t let them enter that square!”

Kenji nodded with a new sense of resolve. No matter what, he wouldn’t let her die again.  Kenji took off in a sprint, his heart pounding in his chest for a second time, reliving the memories of the same trek towards the village square. Far ahead of him, Shinoto screamed just as she had before. She clung to Chet Fai’s sleeve, reeling from the headless bodies of Yushiro and his son. This time, Chet Fai was the one to vomit along with his sister. 

The pause allowed him to catch up along with Waru.

“No…!” Shinoto cried. “This isn’t real…This can’t be real…”

“Please don’t go any further,” Kenji said, breathing heavily. “If they see you…”

He didn’t want to finish the sentence. Slowly, Shinoto looked towards the square. It was only just visible from where they were, but even from afar they could see the mayhem taking place. They watched for as long as they could. Or could endure perhaps. Kenji’s heart broke a second time as he watched his father slain by the Dao-wielding man, the sword stabbing him through the side. Then Shinoto and Chet Fai both cried out as they witnessed their parents being burned alive by the witch. 

Even having seen it already, it was just as horrific, if not more so, to watch a second time. Kenji rested a hand on Shinoto’s shoulder and the little girl buried herself into his side. “My parents…!” She sobbed noisily.  “Kenji, my parents!”

“I’m sorry, Shinoto.” He comforted her as best he could. He then looked to Chet Fai. “I’m sorry for the both of you.”

For once the brooding little adolescent that was Chet Fai looked at a loss for words…his eyes glossy and transfixed with horror. But then eventually he spoke, his eyes hardening with a cold glare. “These men will pay for this. Whoever caused this will suffer…!”

“We must go now,” Waru said, resting a hand on Chet Fai’s shoulder. “If Xian Lu truly sent Kenji back to save us…then he’s achieved his aim. But not if we stay here. They’ll soon see Kenji’s fire and come this way.”

That was enough to get them all moving again. Shinoto and Chet Fai left first, taking the lead with their Qinggong, followed by Waru. As they passed by the paifang again, Kenji slowed. He looked up at the towering structure, marked with the village name and the glyphs that were supposed to protect it.

But they hadn’t been able to protect against this.

Against what he’d brought.  

This was the end of Han Village. Who knew what kind of future lay ahead for them now? As he looked down upon Master Yushiro’s body, a morbid thought came to mind. But the time for pleasantries and dreams of a future had long since passed, burned up in that fire.

Now only survival remained.

He stooped down and forced back his gall and he reached into Master Yushiro’s robes. He eventually he found what he was looking for and withdrew a single sacred tome: a book of the Soul Master Arts.

Kenji said a short prayer. “Thank you, Master Yushiro, for your sacrifice. We will honor your memory.”

He then bowed deeply towards the village.

And thank you, Father, for your gift. A second chance.

With that, Kenji arose and turned his back to the burning ruins of Han Village and left forever. 

 

Chapter 16 – Secrets

 

No one said a word as they clambered aboard the sloop and launched from the jetty and into the night. Adrenaline and fear flowed thick in Kenji’s veins as he manned one of the side oars and began rowing upstream opposite Waru. His heart sped, expecting at any moment for the Tsu warriors to come running down the path. 

Chet Fai and Shinoto busied themselves around the Qi stone box, both sitting opposite it in lotus position. Pressing their palms to the contraption, they channeled their Qi and with a faint glow, the box began swaying the oar attached to it back and forth, steadily increasing their speed.

Water splashed noisily against the hull as they powered upriver. Only after they had rowed steadily for over an hour, with the fires of Han Village well out of view, did they finally take a rest. 

Kenji helped Waru set the sail and then Shinoto and Chet Fai took turns powering the Qi stones. The silence continued, until Shinoto began weeping softly at the back of the boat. The sound was heartbreaking, but Kenji couldn’t think of anything to do or say to comfort her—the horror of what had happened was still fresh within his own mind.

The reality of it sat like a cold lump of emptiness in the pit of his stomach. 

A chill that wouldn’t go away.

My father is dead…they’re all dead

They remained like that for most of the night, each of them dealing with their grief and shock in stunned silence. Perhaps they were all too scared to speak. As if talking about it would only make it more real and solidify the pain.

Kenji took turns at the bow with Waru, guiding the sloop by lantern light. By the time the first hints of morning came, they were exhausted. Finding a sandy riverbank, they beached the sloop and began to offload. 

“We should have put in enough distance by now,” Waru said, grabbing a sack filled with provisions. “We should rest until noon and then set out again.”

“Do you think they’ll come for us?” Shinoto asked.

Waru gave Kenji a quick glance. “We should perhaps assume so, yes.”

Kenji shifted with unease. Waru had been gracious with his last statement. The old man perhaps knew full well that those men and even the demon had come because of him. And he perhaps knew the reason why as well. Kenji wanted the answer himself but was afraid, not only of where the answer might lead, but also of how it would make Shinoto and even Chet Fai feel. How would they react knowing their parents and everyone in the village had died because of him?

Still, if he did somehow cause all this…they all needed to know why.

After lifting Olja out of the boat and onto the riverbank, they made a small camp and set a cooking pot to boil dried fish and rice. It was a somber meal. A breakfast of sorrows. When they had finished, Kenji finally spoke.

“We need to talk about what happened,” he said. “And why it happened too.”

“She’s why it happened,” Chet Fai said, glaring down at Olja. “They obviously came because of her. She brought that demon and those men.” 

Chet Fai didn’t know the full story like he and Shinoto did, and he could almost wish for it to remain that way. But they’d lost everything now. Knowing the truth would be imperative to their survival. 

“I don’t know why we’re even bothering to carry her still.” Chet Fai continued to stare at the Xjian woman, contempt in his eyes. “We should dump her in the damn river.”

“Hey, it wasn’t her,” Shinoto said. “If anything, the four of us are all alive now thanks to this woman. If she hadn’t given that warning about the Tsu, we never would have prepared the boat to leave.”

That was true, Kenji supposed. But there was someone else they owed a debt to as well.

“My father also,” Kenji added, staring into the flames. “If not for what he did….”

Even now Kenji could see him, knowingly accepting his fate as he used the last of his strength to send him back through time for a second chance. The love of his parting words saddened and comforted him both. 

“I had no idea the Han techniques could be used in such a way,” Shinoto said. 

Kenji nodded. “Neither did I.”

It made him wonder what other possibilities lay buried within the Han arts. Was it a technique Xian Lu always knew existed? Or was it something he had developed himself? Or perhaps even on the spot…a talisman hastily drawn in his own blood to save his son.

“Waru,” Chet Fai said. “Do you have any idea who those men were?”

“Hard to say.” The old man stoked the fire. “They had the markings of the Tsu military. This much I know. But they didn’t seem soldiers to me. At least…not anymore.”

“No,” Shinoto said bitterly. “They weren’t soldiers. They were savages.”

“Where were our soldiers?” Chet Fai said. “Why weren’t they there to protect us?”

Waru seemed to ponder on that a moment but then shrugged. “How men like that got past the Great Wall, I do not know.”

“But why did they come in the first place?” Chet Fai said. “If not for this woman, then what? Were they seeking to steal our techniques? They destroyed everything. It makes no sense. Even bandits would not be so stupid as to do that.”

Kenji shared a glance with Shinoto as guilt rose into his stomach. Although he still didn’t know why they’d come exactly, he knew what they were after. He had to let them know. “When the demon attacked me, the Xjian woman said that—”

“You can’t trust what she said,” Waru cut him off. “She may have helped in warning us, but she may have only been doing so to save her own skin. From what I saw, those men were at least ascended to the 10th or 12th Dan. And she couldn’t fight them on her own.” Waru then looked down at Olja, still unconscious and snoring heavily. “The Xjian and Tsu kingdoms share a border, but they are not allies. Chet Fai could be right. This woman could have involved us in some foreign quarrel here.”

“True but—”

“We’d better get rest now,” Waru said, cutting him off again. “Shinoto and Chet Fai, you sleep for a few hours while Kenji and I take watch. You’ll need to replenish your Qi to keep the boat going. The current will only get stronger as the river narrows, and we’ll need you both channeling the stones.”

Both Shinoto and Chet Fai nodded.

Waru then looked to Kenji. “Help me set up the tent.”

They unpacked bed rolls and pitched one of the tents as the sun rose in the sky. The river was straight and wide where they had anchored and gave a clear view downstream for at least half a mile. If the Tsu had pursued them, they would at least have ample time to spot them and flee. The surrounding forest was thick and wild, rife with bamboo and ferns. 

Kenji and Waru sat upon the boat, facing both the river and the forest, keeping a wary eye out for danger from either side. Within minutes both Shinoto and Chet Fai were snoring within the tent, succumbing to the stress of the ordeal perhaps.

Kenji felt the pull of sleep as well, but he sensed Waru had arranged this to give them a chance to talk in private and he couldn’t let the opportunity pass.

“I have a confession to make,” Kenji said. 

Waru grunted. “Huh?”

“Shinoto and I listened in on your meeting with the elders.” 

“Did you now?” Waru didn’t seem shocked in the slightest. “How much did you hear?”

“Enough to know that the demon might have truly come because of me…and those men too.” He then looked to Waru. “Are you really a general?”

The old man laughed. “Heard that too, huh?”

Kenji smiled. “It was hard to believe at first, but when I saw you fighting in the square…” 

He trailed off then…not wanting to relive the moment of Waru’s demise, but the old man merely laughed again. “I hope I did my training justice. But yes, I commanded men in war. A long time ago now.”

 “My father said some things before he sent me back.” Kenji tried to recall the words exactly. “He said those men had come for me because of ‘what’ I am. Do you know what he meant?”

Kenji waited nervously for the answer as Waru blew out a long sigh.

“I need wine,” he said and withdrew his favorite bottle from his robes. He took a swig and then pushed the bottle to Kenji. “Trust me, you’ll probably need it after hearing this.”

Kenji took the bottle as his heartbeat sped, from dread and anticipation both. He drank and the bitterness of the rice wine stung his throat on the way down. “Ack!”

Waru chuckled. “You’ll grow to like it. Just be careful not too much… or you’ll end up a bum like me.”

A pause followed as Kenji passed him back the bottle and Waru took another pull.

“I wanted only you to hear this, Kenji,” he said. “What I’m about to tell you is something for only you to share…if you choose. And I would not do so loosely. Not even with Shinoto.”

That caused his heart to beat even faster.

“I don’t know everything, but I’ll tell you as much as I do.” Waru then paused for a long time as if trying to piece together the words in the right order. “Your father and I…We always knew that this day might eventually come. If you want to blame anyone…blame us, not yourself. We grew soft and complacent. It was only a matter of time before they might find out where you were and come looking for you again.”

“Again? What are you talking about? What am I to these people? What do they want from me? And that demon…Why did it come for me?” 

“It is as your father said…” Waru finally turned to face him. “It’s because of what you are, Kenji. Or perhaps…who you were.”

Kenji’s throat tightened as his father’s words repeated in his ears. “Then who or what am I?”

Waru paused once more, his eyes shifting, as if not wanting to tell him.

“You are part of a sundered soul, Kenji,” he eventually said. “Do you understand what that means?”

Kenji shook his head, fear creeping into his veins.

“It means that you were once a man so powerful, so close to true immortality, that in order to defeat you, your soul had to be split in two.”

Defeat me? Immortal? Split in two? “What are you talking about?”

“Kenji, you are not a boy and you are not a dullard like me…far from it. A thousand-year rope was used to rebirth you and then your doma was sealed…”

Kenji felt for the scar below his navel. “Sealed?”

“They feared that if you could ever use it, you could rise in power and become the terror you once were.”

His stomach lurched. Fear seized him as his heart hammered inside his chest. “Waru…What does that mean? What was I? Who was I?”

The old man released a long breath. 

“You are the living embodiment of one of the greatest mystic warriors to ever live, Kenji. But also…one of the most bloodthirsty and ruthless.”

His stomach fell through the floor. “What?”

“Those men that attacked the village. They were once your followers.”

His heart raced as his mind spun, his stomach sick. “No… No, I refuse to believe that!”

“I’m sorry, lad, but it’s true,” Waru said almost remorsefully. “Your true name is not Kenji… It is Li Wan Fu.”

“Li Wan Fu….?” The name sounded familiar but he couldn’t place it. But it didn’t resonate with him either. It certainly wasn’t him. “No, that’s not me.”

“It is,” Waru said. “You were the leader of the great imperial rebellion, Kenji.”

His heart stopped as the name finally slipped into place. 

“You were the legendary mystic warrior… known as the Bloody Duke.”

 

Chapter 17 - revelations

 

Kenji’s skin grew numb as a cold chill curled around his spine. His heart pounded as if with fright. Was his entire life a fraud? Was he truly someone else? He couldn’t believe it.  

“The Bloody Duke…?”

Kenji knew the stories—the legendary mystic warrior who nearly defeated the emperor and conquered the entire Zhou region. But they were tales told to children to get them to behave. ‘Do your chores or the Bloody Duke will return to punish you!’ 

He still couldn’t fathom it. His stomach grew sick at the thought. He looked down upon his hands. Hands that were now, perhaps not his own. This couldn’t be right. “What does this mean, Waru? How can I be someone else? How can I be him?”

“I’m sorry to be the bearer of this burden, Kenji. Your father…may the heavens take him…was keen to never tell you this truth.”

Kenji recalled Xian Lu’s last words to him. Even then he’d only given a hint. “But why? Why keep something like this from me?”

Waru shrugged. “Perhaps he would have told you eventually. But my thoughts are he hoped that it would simply never matter.”

“Never matter? How?”

“You were always just Kenji to him, lad…and to me as well, for that matter. Who you were was not important.”

At the moment, Kenji didn’t know who or what he was. The irony of it all came like a cruel joke. His entire life he’d pined to ascend in tier, to be rebirthed like those in his village, like Shinoto. But in truth, he was already rebirthed…and as an immortal warrior, not a dullard child.  

“I still can’t believe it…” Kenji shook his head. “If I’m so different then why don’t I feel different? Where are my memories, if this is true? If I was the Bloody Duke then shouldn’t I remember something?”

 “Quiet down,” Waru said, raising a finger to his lips. “You don’t want to wake them.”

Kenji paused at that and waited until he could hear the snoring of Shinoto and Chet Fai again before he continued. “When one is rebirthed we retain our memories, don’t we? If I really am the Bloody Duke, then where are mine?”

Waru shrugged and took another sip of wine. “This is where my answers become only guesses, lad. I don’t know much about the dark arts that were used to do it, but when they brought you to the village, your soul was already sundered by the emperor. It was 18 years ago, but I can remember it as clear as yesterday…” Waru then leaned back, his eyes staring into the sky as he recalled the memories from long past. “They had you in a cage. Like an animal. And for good reason too. I’d seen the Bloody Duke only once on the battlefield. Or a glimpse of him anyway. He cut down an entire platoon of my men with a single stroke of his blade. Five years later, when I saw him…or you…whichever … in that cage, he hadn’t aged a day. But it was as if his mind was gone. I asked one of the sages what’d been done to you and she told me that they’d separated your mind and spirit from your body. But your body was that of an 80th-Dan mystic warrior.”

Kenji’s heart froze. “80th?”

“So they say…” Waru belched. “She said they tried to kill you many times…but even as a mindless animal, unable to use any kind of skill or ability at all, you were impossible to harm. And so they brought you to us.”

Kenji nodded, already following the logic. “To be rebirthed as a child…”

There was a reason why no mystic warrior would willingly undergo a rebirth. While it would condense one’s Qi, it would come at the price of losing all of one’s physical progression. Ascension through the Dans wasn’t simply a matter of gaining knowledge and increasing one’s doma. To increase in Dan was to be literally reborn again in a new and stronger body.

“Why didn’t they simply kill me then? As an infant?”

Waru’s eyebrows rose. “You were always a quick one, Kenji. You can thank your father for that.”

“My father?”

“Xian Lu convinced the emperor to allow you to live…to see if you would grow to be the same man… an enemy of the empire. Or if you could be raised to be useful to the throne.”

“Useful?” Kenji didn’t like that word.

“Like it or not, lad. You’re alive today because the emperor at the time saw you as a potential weapon. Although it’s sealed… your doma has the rebirthed Qi of an 80th-Dan mystic warrior. You’re like a newly dwarfed century tree, Kenji. If you ever progressed again through the tiers, trained in the mystic arts, you could potentially become the most powerful mystic warrior that ever walked the realm.”

Kenji’s heart jumped at the thought of that, fear and wonder both. He rubbed the scar on his navel as he considered what lay dormant beneath. Is such power truly locked away inside of me?

“I see that look in your eye,” Waru said with a laugh. “I wonder if I’ve made a mistake in telling you this much.”

“I just… I just can’t believe it.”

“Trust me, it’s what saved your life a second time. Your father convinced them to allow him to raise you as his son. I suppose they considered a normal education in the mystic arts to be of too much risk. The peaceful life of an artisan instead would be far easier to control and reveal any traces of your past life or desires.”

“So I was… just some kind of an experiment then?” A sudden indignation lit inside him as the words pierced his heart. “Was that all I was to my father?”

“Hey, don’t think so ill of him. Xian Lu loved you, lad. Or grew to anyway. He wasn’t one equipped to show it, but he did.”

Kenji’s throat tightened. Those words felt more true than any he’d heard tonight, his father’s last words to him especially. Xian Lu gave his all, to give him not just a second chance at life…but perhaps a third. 

Thank you again, Father…  

“But for what it’s worth, yes…” Waru sighed as he continued. “I suppose you were an experiment of sorts. To the state at least… But I’ve watched you grow, Kenji. Very closely at first. But as I told you… in these last few years, we grew complacent. Because we knew you were not him. At least not in spirit.”

“So what am I then?”

Waru shrugged. “Just Kenji.”

Kenji fumed inwardly, but then his own ambivalence perplexed him. One moment he was in disbelief and horror at learning that he might be the Bloody Duke, and now he was incensed that he might not truly be him after all. “This is all very confusing.”

“I know it is, lad. It’s why we sought to never tell you. For a time we believed even the emperor had forgotten all about you. But it seems the Tsu have not.”

“How did they know where to find me?” Kenji asked. “And who else in the village knows about me?”

“Only myself and the elders,” Waru said. 

“Not Ben Fai?”

Waru chuckled. “I’m afraid that loathing was simply a matter of station. You were but a dullard to him. One his daughter was infatuated with.”

That caused him to reflect on Shinoto again. By the heavens, how this changed things now. If he were honest, his entire reason for chasing rebirth was to prove himself to both the village and her father. But neither existed anymore. And now, he’d already been rebirthed. He wasn’t behind Shinoto in advancement… he was 17 years and 80 Dans ahead.

80 Dans…by the heavens… “How old was I?”

“Huh?”

“The Duke… how old was he? You said they used a thousand-year rope, right?” Kenji then rushed to look inside his pack and produced the small spool of golden rope. “Was this it? Is this what Father used to rebirth me?”

Waru furrowed his brow as he looked upon it. “Perhaps so… where did you get this?”

“I found it hidden in the workshop. Was he truly so old then? A thousand years?”

Kenji’s heart sped at the thought that he could not only be so powerful, but an ancient immortal as well. Just the idea of it was chilling.

Waru shook his head again. “Perhaps only your father would know for certain. The stories say the Bloody Duke was not native to these lands… He came from the North, settling in the Tsu region before starting his conquest.”

Kenji’s head was spinning now. He looked to the Xjian woman, Olja. She was the missing piece here. “What do you make of her? She seemed to know who I was… or that I was special at least. She knew that the demon had come after me. But why?”

“Ah the demon…” Waru shifted on his rear. “Your father said that the demon you described is what’s known as a Bloodskull fiend. They are dark summons from the nether world, used to track things. With the Tsu so close behind it and especially now seeing that witch, they might have been the ones that summoned it in order to find you.”

Kenji’s stomach grew cold. “So I am responsible then…”

Waru opened his mouth as if to take back what he’d said, but then simply closed it again.

“It’s alright,” Kenji said. “If I’m truly who you say I am… then perhaps my legacy lives on with me still.”

“Hey, don’t ever think like that,” Waru said. “I’ve known you your whole life, lad. You are not the monster I saw slay a hundred men with a single stroke. You have a good heart, Kenji. Your own heart. I believe Li Wan Fu was judged by the heavens for his sins, and you are the karmic rebirth of his atonement.”

Kenji chuckled. “Now you sound like an old soothsayer.”

Waru laughed. “Perhaps I am! But know this… No man can choose what fate has dealt him, but he can choose how to deal with his fate.”

“I was wrong… not a soothsayer… a damn poet. And not a good one.”

Waru merely laughed again.

“So what do we do now?” Kenji asked. “These Tsu men want me for what I am.” That thought then triggered something else. “And they don’t even need me alive, apparently.”

“What do you mean?”

“Before my father sent me back, the one with the claws told me so… before he killed me.”

Waru grimaced. “I don’t know… Who knows what those dark arts call for? Perhaps they don’t need you alive to possess your doma. The witch that was with them was perhaps the one who summoned the demon too. And if so, they’re all very powerful indeed.”

“Did my father know all this?” Kenji asked.

“Know what?”

“That the village would be attacked because of me? Is that why he made me come with you on this journey to heal the Xjian woman?”

Waru sighed. “Looking back… perhaps he suspected...or feared it a possibility. But I don’t think any of us expected something like this so soon. Like I said, how men that powerful and even the demon got through the wall is beyond me. It makes me fear what’s happening in the north.”

Kenji had learned of the history of the Great Wall as all Zhou children had—constructed over a thousand years ago by the great Zhou Emperor, Zi Zjan Wi, during the height of the third dynasty. It was built to defend from the barbarian hordes and giant spirit beasts to the north, the places they now called Tsu and Xjian. But Kenji had never considered it much beyond that.

“Have you even been to the wall?”

Waru nodded. “A few times. Hells, if you travel north far enough you’ll run into it sooner or later.”

“What’s it like?”

“Taller than a hundred-year-old tree in most places and covered in protective runes. And what’s not covered in runes is covered by soldiers and cannons.” He jerked his chin at Olja. “Seeing people like her and those Tsu crawl through… I wonder just how badly the war is going on the frontier.”

Kenji thought again at how quickly those men and that witch burned Han Village and everyone in it. Despite the potential his newfound inner strength gave him, he was still a dullard with no true skill of his own. Even Waru, as skilled as he was with a spear, was no match for them in the end. As his father said, getting Olja to Amatsu and reviving her, would be their best protection against them.

“Will we be safe in Amatsu?”

“Of course!” Waru said, slapping his leg. “They’re a much bigger village and they have a sect of the mystic schools there. The chief sent word ahead by sparrow. They’ll be on the alert. Trust me, lad. There will be a dozen 20th-Dan warriors waiting at the ready.” He made the proclamation with a hearty laugh and Kenji could tell he was exaggerating to put his mind at ease. Even with a sect of a mystic school, an artisan village would be lucky to have even a 15th Dan. 

“We just need to reach there,” Waru said. “We’ll be safe.”

“What about her?” Kenji asked, again looking to the Xjian woman. “My father said that she would be our only hope for protection. What Dan do you think she is?”

“Eh…I’m not sure…” Waru rubbed his head. “She’s powerful for certain. But she could be a liability too.”

“What do you mean?”

“We don’t know what she knows. For her to know that demon was tracking you, she had to know something. And if she does, we don’t want her blabbing her mouth to everyone else in that village. As I said, this is your secret to keep now, Kenji. The Bloody Duke was both feared and hated in these lands. It would not do you good for people to know that that’s who you truly are.”

A shiver ran through him at the thought of that. He’d have to reconsider the whole idea of being open with this. He especially wasn’t going to tell someone like Chet Fai. But where did that leave him with Shinoto?

“The chief had given me a letter to give us discretion when visiting the healing center. But I’ve blasted lost it now.”

“Was that what was in the chest you went back for?”

“Aye, it was.”

Kenji smiled. “Don’t be upset. Your forgetfulness saved your life the second time around.”

Waru drank. “I suppose… the wheels of fate are confusing.”   

“Perhaps you can speak to the chief when we reach Amatsu Village,” Kenji said. “Explain we need privacy.”

“Me?” Waru shook his head. “The people in that village don’t know me. I’d just be an old drunk to them. It’s why I needed that letter. You’d be better off speaking to them than me.”

“Me?”

“You were the son of an elder, Kenji. You know what that makes you now? You’re the highest-ranking member of the Han clan…or what’s left of it.”

Kenji’s mind froze for what seemed the umpteenth time this morning. Another stark revelation. “But Chet Fai is older than me, right? Even if I’m rebirthed and some mystic warrior they wouldn’t know—”

“Ben Fai was a shopkeeper, not an elder. And you were trained by your father in the sacred Han arts. You’re special in more ways than one, Kenji. Keeping yourself alive is more important than you think.”

A heaviness weighed on his chest as he took it all in. He was indeed the sole remnant of the Han arts. Survival for him didn’t mean just survival for him anymore…an entire school of knowledge now depended on his existence. 

Another tree would never be rebirthed, unless he or someone he taught did it.

Kenji glanced downriver, once again fearing those Tsu warriors showing up at any moment. “We should head out soon then…”

“We will,” Waru said. “But try to get some rest first. I’ll keep watch. You have some hard rowing ahead of you to get us further upstream, lad.”

Waru laughed to lighten the mood, but for Kenji there could be no such thing. 

Hard rowing ahead indeed…

He’d just become the most hated man in the entire Zhou Empire and last chief of the Han clan.

 

Chapter 18 – Sellblade

 

The reek of smoke and death was thick in the air.

Chow Meugo reveled in it as he overlooked the remnants of the small village. It was morning now and the light gave form to the full destruction wreaked by their handiwork. Not a structure remained unburned by Zhe Ahn’s fire. As instructed, the bodies of the villagers were gathered in the square, awaiting inspection…but by whom, he didn’t know.

“Curse this waiting…” 

Chow Meugo kicked over the remains of the general store, releasing his frustration. What was left of the building collapsed to the ground with an almighty crash, filling the air with ash, smoldering embers, and pieces of broken tile. 

“Yes…that will surely help the situation, Meugo.” Zhe Ahn stooped over the pile of corpses, examining them as a chef would a pile of fish at the market. She drew her knife and severed a finger before placing it in a small sack. “We always knew this would be the most difficult part of the job. Why lament over it?”

Chow Meugo grimaced at the witch. Annoying as she was, she was also right. They had no idea who their employer was. Only that after the work was done, that they should remain in place and wait for payment from a man who would identify himself only as Purple Leaf.

Purple Leaf…he thought. What a name.

But such was the way of the Iron Company. The mercenary guild held utmost discretion when it came to the identity of both their clients and contractors. It was the key to its prosperity and success—identities known by symbols and codes only.

Although for the truly successful, somewhat the opposite became true—where the symbol or code took on a life of its own—a name that struck either fear or commanded respect, and was known to all, peasant and noble alike, but the exact identity of its owner, known to no one.

Chow Meugo’s own moniker, the Honey Badger, had yet to reach that level of notoriety. He was known so for his appearance and the ferocity of his personalized mystic arts style—a savage variation of the traditional fist arts. Although the few who did come to know him by that name, rarely lived long enough to repeat it. Perhaps he should take to wearing a mask, he considered, and leaving his marks only maimed instead of killed, in order to spread his renown.

But even that wouldn’t help him with the problem they faced at the moment. 

This had all seemed a simple enough task when he’d taken the job outside the wall and one well-suited to his liking—follow a demon into the heart of the Zhou Empire and destroy whomever it found, along with anyone else. That part had proven simple, if not enjoyable, but now, standing still in the heart of the enemy’s stronghold was causing his stomach to sour. 

As Zhe Ahn had said, this was the most difficult part of the entire job. If the fee had not been so lucrative, with half paid up front, he never would have taken it—even if it did come with the added benefit of exacting revenge upon the empire for its long-past sins.

Li Wei entered the square, arriving from the outskirts of the village, passing under the paifang. When Chow Meugo saw him empty-handed, his stomach soured for a second time. “Nothing?”

Li Wei shook his head. “The home he mentioned was already burned to the ground. There was no one inside, not even a body.”  

Chow Meugo stormed towards the sole captive left alive in the village, a fat little boy of perhaps ten. He remained on his knees, blindfolded and bound. Chow Meugo stooped to him and tore off the blindfold. “Have you lied to me again, little pig? There was no one in that house!”

His eyes shot open with fright and he trembled. “Please, it’s all I know. It was a large woman with golden hair. That’s who the demon attacked!”

It took all his strength to not just slit the boy’s throat right there and then.

This wasn’t good.

“He’s as useless as this entire village,” Zhe Ahn said, sauntering up behind him. “I hate to say it, Meugo, but I think it’s time we admit that we may have gotten this wrong.”

“We?” Chow Meugo shot her a foul stare. “You mean you and that demon! Where in the hells is it now?”

To have come this far and attacked the wrong village would be a disaster. He couldn’t accept that. They’d spent a month silently tracking the beast through the wilderness, travelling south and this was the only village it had ever entered. Still, this waiting game was taking far too long. Whoever ordered this attack had to have done so for a reason—a rival of some kind, perhaps a neighboring village. Someone who wanted it destroyed without evidence and with someone more obvious to blame.

But to have attacked the wrong village…   

“You’re the one that said forget about the demon, remember?” Zhe Ahn smirked at him. “We’ll have to seek its trail again.”

“Just summon another one!”

“It wasn’t my spell,” she retorted. “And there was only one to cast.”

“And you’re sure you cast it correctly?” Li Wei chimed in. 

The witch snorted, turning her back to the both of them. “This is ridiculous.”

A powerful gust of wind swept through the village, stirring up ash.

Chow Meugo looked in its direction as an immense pressure resonated within his doma. This power… Zhe Ahn looked as well, already twisting into place the jeweled bracelets that were the focus of her power. Dark Qi manifested in tendrils of wispy smoke rising from her body as her eyes turned completely black.

At the far end of the village three forms touched down from out of the sky.

Windwalking masters. For once, Chow Meugo’s gut lurched with apprehension instead of disdain. The Qinggong arts were common and usable even at first tier, but to use them to step across not just tree tops, but the air itself, took the prowess of at least a 13th-Dan practitioner.

“Who the hells is this?” He glowered at the figures in the distance. 

Li Wei drew his dual Dao blades and flexed into a stance. “The client, I hope?”

But as the figures drew closer, Chow Meugo saw no hope of that. The deep olive and contrasting yellow of Zhou military uniforms became painfully clear as two of the figures dashed forward with Qinggong, ordered by a command from the third in the center.

 “Imperial troops!” he growled, taking on the persona of his call sign as he wielded his dual claws. Channeling Qi from his doma, he opened his meridians to heighten his reflexes and strength, dropping low into a martial stance.

Zhe Ahn waved her palms, a circle of Dark Qi forming at her feet. “DEMON’S CURSE!”

A torrent of bright-red flames manifested in a whirlwind and shot out in a funnel towards the two advancing soldiers. One of them came to a standstill, extending his hands in a block. The flames hit an invisible barrier, giving it form as they curved around the soldier, leaving him unharmed. The second soldier dashed to the side and released a Qi-charged yell of his own, volleying a stream of ice shards at Zhe Ahn.

The witch quickly switched from attack to defense, forming a shield of flames as she stepped to the side. The one who had blocked anticipated the move, and launched a counterattack, sending Zhe Ahn sailing across the street with a powerful blast of Qi from a hundred feet away.

The witch cried out in pain as she flew through the structure of a half-burned building behind her, her back slamming into a beam and breaking it in two. It then proceeded to fall on top of her, but she managed to deftly roll to the side, avoiding being buried by debris.

Curse the fates… Chow Meugo glowered at the two soldiers still advancing. Both Soul Masters.

They’d be at a distinct disadvantage if they didn’t close the gap quickly. He looked to Li Wei. “Move in! Now!”

The Blade Master sprinted ahead and then literally flew across the dirt street as he lunged towards the Ice Soul Master with a Blade Art. His twin Dao swords met sharp resistance as the Soul Master countered with an incredibly timed shield of ice. Li Wei’s form was broken by the unexpected parry and the Soul Master took advantage by both skirting backwards and launching a spear of ice directly into Li Wei’s exposed chest.

The ice shattered as if hitting rock as it slammed into him, but Li Wei cried out with pain as the force from it still permeated through his impenetrable skin. Recovering quickly, he charged ahead and began blocking with his blades as the Soul Master showered him with multiple chunks of ice, thrown from his palms.

Chow Meugo grimaced. These men were not only powerful, but skilled. 

“Get up!” he shouted to Zhe Ahn as he leapt forward himself. 

Zhe Ahn rose to her feet as he charged ahead, summoning more Dark Qi as she cast another spell. 

“HELL’S SHACKLES!”

Flaming red chains sprung from the ground about the Ice Soul Master, wrapping him in thick coils. He screamed for a moment as the chains bound him, scorching his flesh, but with a flex, the chains broke apart, ice flying as he invoked a protective sheath. Chow Meugo surged in following the distraction and went to work with his claws, employing the rapid strikes of the Badger Fist Arts. 

His fists flew in a blur, each hit landing with a powerful burst of Qi. 

The Soul Master cried out as his blood filled the air. But he was no peasant like these villagers. Even under the assault his tempered skin yielded only momentarily, before his body healed right before his eyes. 

A form suddenly crashed down next to him and Chow Meugo found himself crying out in pain as something slammed into his chest with the force of a falling building. He flew backwards as the third figure finally joined the fray, his foot still elevated with the kick that had sent him flying.

Chow Meugo tasted blood in his mouth as he finally slid to a stop some fifty feet away. Such power… 

The man that had kicked him stood taller than the other two. His long hair, bound in a topknot, was streaked with gray, as was his short beard. His robes bore the insignia of a high-ranking officer and as he brandished his jian, the straight, dual-edged sword crackled with blue sparks.

A Lightning Blade Master… 

His stomach tightened. They now faced not only an officer of the imperial Zhou army, but one that had to be at least 17th Dan. Lightning was one of the most difficult elements to master, no matter which discipline, and even a base practitioner of the arts would need the force of a doma that strong to summon the power of lightning itself.

Yet despite all that, Chow Meugo grinned.

Every instinct in his body filled him with the bloodlust of battle. There was nothing more glorious and honorable than besting a superior foe. But he didn’t become the Honey Badger by chasing honor. Chow Meugo looked behind him, to the bargaining chip he’d left alive for just a situation such as this. With a quick roll, he grabbed the fat little boy by his robes and held him aloft. 

“Please no!” he screamed, his feet kicking. “Please!”

“Stand down your men!” Chow Meugo shouted. “Or I slit the boy’s throat!”

 

*     *     *

 

General Amikazu halted. A hostage situation was not what he’d expected.

He fumed at the beast of a man holding the boy captive. At least one was still alive…but were there more? He looked at the boy, perhaps ten or twelve. But there was a gold stripe next to the orange trim of his rope. 

“What is your name, son?” he spoke directly to the boy. 

He stared back in fear, his deep brown eyes wide with terror.

“I know you’re far older than you seem. Speak freely now.  What is your name?”

The boy finally spoke.  “W-wu Long, sir.”

“You need not fear these animals, Wu Long. I could slay them before they even attempted to harm you. Do you understand?” 

“You want to try?” the claw wielder said with a leer. “Keep up the talk and I’ll kill him right now.”

His two lieutenants, Seikeo and Yu Fung, joined him at his side.

Amikazu ignored the Tsu warrior and spoke directly to Wu Long again. “Where is the boy known as Kenji? Did he escape?”

“I-I don’t know…” Wu Long said. “I don’t remember seeing him.”

Amikazu grimaced. He didn’t recall seeing him amongst the bodies either. 

Curse this fate… 

“Shall I take care of him, General?” Yu Fung asked, summoning his Qi.

As a Force Soul Master, Yu Fung’s skills could easily send the Tsu barbarian flying far away from the boy.  Amikazu nodded and stepped back behind his subordinates.  As Yu Fung summoned his Qi, Amikazu summoned his own. 

Sacred Arts, he recited the mantra as he prepared his blade. Shadow Point Technique.

Touching the top of his blade with two fingers, the lightning was replaced by a dark hue that converged at its tip. He then whispered a short prayer and raised his jian to strike. 

Amikazu thrust his blade through Yu Fung’s back, piercing through his defenses and stabbing his heart. The Soul Master clutched his chest as he fell to his knees, letting out a groan. 

“Yu Fung!” Seikeo shouted and spun about to his comrade.

Amikazu forced himself not to hesitate as he executed the Shadow Point Technique a second time, plunging his jian through his lieutenant’s chest. Seikeo stared up at him with incomprehension and shock in his eyes, the bitter look of betrayal. 

 His stomach lurched at the sight. Killing them both through the back would have been far easier. But the plan was in motion now and he could afford no reservations.

“Forgive me,” he said as he pulled Seikeo into an embrace, twisting his blade. “Your sacrifice will be remembered.”

Amikazu freed his jian and Seikeo fell to the ground next to his peer. The sickness in his stomach turned to anger as he looked at the bodies. These were good men, both of them. Loyal and trustworthy. They didn’t deserve a death such as this and especially not by his hand. He glowered as he pointed his blade towards the claw-wielding Tsu. He wanted to slay all of them. Their failure had cost him his men’s lives instead of their own. 

“I have lost much today because of you,” he said with vehemence.

The man stared back at him, perplexed, as did all three of the worthless sellblades. Had they succeeded, and presented Kenji’s body, then they would have been the next to join the pile of corpses behind him—the perfect physical evidence to present to the emperor, a surprise Tsu attack in the heart of the empire. But now he needed them still…and there could be no witnesses.

Slowly he approached the boy.

“You traitor!” Wu Long shouted hysterically, trying to free himself from the Tsu’s grasp. “What did you do?”

Amikazu steeled himself yet again and with a move too fast for even the sellblade to see, slit Wu Long’s throat. The boy failed to utter a cry as his life bled out. The clawed man finally reacted when it spilled hot on his arm, and he dropped Wu Long to the ground.

Your sacrifice will also be remembered… Amikazu internalized the prayer as he looked over what was left of Han Village. As will the sacrifice made by all of you. 

For the plan to succeed, history could not be allowed to repeat itself. The destructive nature of the Han arts needed to be lost forever. 

The clawed man leered up at him with a laugh. “Ah... Purple Leaf…”

Amikazu scowled. “I assume you must be Honey Badger.”

The man, Honey Badger, laughed again, foul and distasteful. “I hope you’ve brought the rest of our m—”

Amikazu didn’t let him finish, snatching him by the throat. “You incompetent worm. Had I the choice, I would have paid double for the Iron Company to send far better than the likes of you. I offered enough to afford the Iron Queen herself, but you apparently were the next-best thing. But looking at the results, I now find that very hard to believe. No way are you even close to her caliber.”

The Badger grimaced in the chokehold, fighting him, but Amikazu flexed his doma, exerted his Qi. The Tsu was strong, perhaps close to 12th Dan, but was clearly no match for him at 21st. Amikazu released him and as anticipated, the Tsu rabble scowled, but held his tongue and backed away.

“You’ve failed. The boy the demon attacked is not here.”

“Boy?” the woman clad in black said. “Maybe you gave the wrong instructions. Or spell. Because the ‘boy’ you just killed said it attacked a woman.”

This had to be the witch. The one to which the summon spell was entrusted. “Did you cast it correctly?”

The tall man with the blades laughed. “That was my question.”

Amikazu’s chest tightened. To have so much depending on scum like this. But there was no other choice now. 

“A large woman with golden hair,” the Badger said. “That’s what the boy claimed. But we saw none like her here.”

This wasn’t possible. Not if that witch had cast the spell correctly. And by ending up in Han Village she must have done so. “Where is the demon now?”

The three of them went silent.

Imbeciles…Was this truly what he had to rely upon? 

Amikazu pondered what could have transpired. Could the boy have escaped the demon somehow? If so which way would he have traveled? To Amatsu perhaps or downriver to Kurogane to the south? Or did he flee directly into the forest itself? No matter. The demon itself would tell them. “If any of you want any hope of payment, this is what you’ll do.” He exerted his Qi with another flex of his doma and by their subtle reactions, he was certain they could all feel his power. “Find that demon. The one it seeks is still alive.”

“And what do we do once we find him?” the witch said. “How will you find us then?”

Amikazu studied the woman…she was clearly quick-witted, but not the leader it seemed. He was only ever given the name of Honey Badger from the Iron Company. Perhaps it was best he confer mainly with her. “What Dan are you?”

She flicked her long hair. “Eleventh…blue tier.” 

More than good enough, Amikazu thought. And she appeared to be a practitioner of the Dark Arts as well, which would place her effective level of a Dan much higher. Amikazu produced a small scroll from his robes and tossed it to the woman. “Upon that is a spell. Catch a wild sparrow and enchant it with the scroll. It will find its way to me.”

“Hey,” the man with the Dao blades said. “If it enters another village you want us to do the same?”

“No, absolutely not.” The loss of one branch of the artisan schools was bad enough, but a necessary sacrifice for what was to come. “You are to remain hidden as you have until this point. Contact me once you’ve found the boy.” 

“We can still kill him though, right?” Honey Badger said.

Amikazu smirked. “It would perhaps be in your best interest to, yes.”

Barbarians…

Amikazu went over the plan within his mind. It was flawed now, but not unsalvageable. He looked at his two dead subordinates. He supposed dead bodies could still tell a tale no matter which ones they turned out to be. “Destroy what’s left of this village and then leave immediately. More troops will be here soon. When you’ve recovered the boy, send word by sparrow immediately.”

“As you wish, Purple Leaf.” The man, Honey Badger, leered at him with thinly veiled contempt. 

He couldn’t trust these plundering bandits any more than if they were still part of the Tsu army, but he would have to use them for now. “You’ll receive your payment when you complete your task. A bonus if you do so quickly.” 

 Amikazu didn’t wait for a response as he summoned the Qi within his doma and channeled his meridians towards the Qinggong arts. He took to the air, leaving them behind, stepping upon the wind itself.

Another long journey back to the capital now. He’d traveled through the night to reach Han Village and his body was being sustained by his Qi alone. But he would have to push it further. Time was still of the essence and the hardest part of the plan now lay ahead.

One final meeting with the emperor.

 

Chapter 19 – River woes

 

Sleep evaded Kenji as he lay within the tent next to Waru. The old man snored soundly, perhaps already drunk from his wine. Kenji envied him. Although his body was tired, his mind was restless. Thoughts of who he was, or who he had been, collided with the horrors of seeing his entire village and father killed. It was a turmoil of anguish and grief, layered with pain.

Everyone had died because of him and yet he still didn’t fully understand why. Why had they come for him? And why did they want him dead? 

He supposed only Olja would be able to tell him that. 

Kenji sat up and stared out of the tent to where the Xjian woman rested next to the fire. A sleeping giant. He prayed she would have the answers he needed. Glimpsing further out of the tent he saw Shinoto and Chet Fai still standing watch on the sloop. He had purposefully avoided speaking to either of them earlier when they had changed shifts, feigning weariness to dodge any probing questions. But now, in his solitude, he perhaps had far more questions of his own than either of them could ask.

Who was this Bloody Duke? And who was he for that matter? The thoughts frustrated him.

He watched as Chet Fai went through a routine of basic forms while balancing on the edge of the boat. Kenji had to admit, he was quite skillful, performing the various stances and Qi-channeling exercises with both precision and grace.

Perhaps he had the right idea. He needed to do something to get his mind off of all of this. Reaching for the pack he had retrieved from the boat, he rummaged through the tomes he had secured from his homestead. He opened one of the books on the Han arts first, but after reading just a few pages he found he already knew much of what lay inside. He decided to read the history of the Tsu Wars next. Perhaps there would be some knowledge about the Bloody Duke there. It was still strange to even consider that he was a person other than who he thought himself to be. And a person he knew almost nothing about, at that. It was like finding out he’d been adopted and his entire life a lie. 

Although sadly…that seemed to be exactly the case—a life lived as a lie.

He paged through the tome of dense script. It was like nothing he’d ever read before, seeming more like a record for battles and historical events dating back nearly a century. Even the language used formal script and there were some characters he didn’t recognize. From what he could understand of it, there were mentions of specific battle and tactics. Strategy. Losses and skirmishes. He paged further into the book to see if he could perhaps glimpse his new namesake, but he could find no reference to the Bloody Duke or Li Wan Fu.

Li Wan Fu… no that doesn’t sound like me at all…

Putting the history book to the side, he was about to read the book of spirit beasts next, but his hand brushed against the journal his father had written. Knowing what he did now, an overwhelming sense of curiosity gripped him. Could his father have written something about him within it? 

Opening the tome, Kenji found the writing inside disorganized and haphazard, more of a notebook than a journal. But upon the first page, he saw something that immediately caught his attention.

Alternative Applications of Traditional Han Techniques by Xian Lu Han.

He immediately thought back to the spell his father had used to send him back through time. Had Xian Lu indeed been researching his own variation of the mystic arts? A sense of excitement filled him as he leafed through the book. The notes were scattered and Kenji had to flip back and forth through the pages, but slowly he began to piece together the scattered thoughts of his father. The entire concept seemed to stem from the idea that the rope techniques could be used in more creative ways—employing both regression and advancement to achieve new effects besides simply concentrating Qi. 

“The varying degrees of the ropes can be thought of like a doma. Its years in length, like stored Qi. It can be expended minutely or all at once and in many forms. Likewise, a second’s worth of black rope is able to affect more material and to a greater degree than a second’s worth of off-white. If time is held as the constant, as opposed to the object it affects, then the power of the effect itself becomes the variable.” –Xian Lu Han.

He pondered that a moment. Quite a different way to look at rebirthing indeed. 

Kenji read several more of his father’s theories. Some combined the elements of time with those of more common elements, such as a tool for restoration that combined the elements of metal and water to remove rust. There was even a theory to reverse the seasons within the bounds of a rope, to produce summer heat in the winter or winter cold in summer.

Before he knew it, Kenji was immersed in the wild imaginations of his father. Xian Lu was more brilliant than he’d ever known. The more he read, the more his own ideas began to spark. Just how much could the simple principle of time manipulation be applied? Having no doma, Kenji had never considered the arts beyond what they were purposed for, using only what his father had taught him from the traditional Han tomes…but now.

Kenji touched the scar on his stomach. He indeed had a doma…and perhaps one more powerful than any chief of the Han could ever hope to produce. Yet it was still sealed away, but what if he could break that seal? If he could tap into his doma, what possibilities could he unlock?

“What are you reading?”

Shinoto’s voice pulled him out of his thoughts. The small girl stood just outside the tent, peeking through at him. His heart leapt with excitement to see her, eager to share what he’d just read. 

Kenji gave her a smile and she returned it weakly. He had avoided talking with her before, but perhaps he needed to put aside his own thoughts and feelings now. Despite him wanting to hide the terrible secret Waru had told him, Shinoto was still his closest friend, and she was suffering a loss as painful as he was—perhaps even more so. He at least had had the opportunity to say goodbye.   

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

She tilted her head to the side as her countenance dropped. “Not good. It’s still all hard to believe. Like a nightmare. Or something I wish was only a nightmare. I keep seeing them…you know? And now they’re gone. It’s so…final.”

Kenji nodded, thinking of the fact that he’d never hear his father’s voice again. He looked down at the book. He at least had this, a part of his father to carry with him. Shinoto didn’t have anything like that. “I’m sorry, Shinoto. I know that must have been terrible for you to endure. It does feel like a nightmare that won’t end. ”

Shinoto’s throat flexed in a swallow as her eyes grew glossy, but she didn’t say anything else. Perhaps it was best he not dwell on this further. He raised the book.

“Oh, you asked about this, yes?”

“Yes.” Her eyes brightened a little with the change in subject. “What is it? You seemed enthralled.”

 “It’s something my father wrote. He was researching further uses of the Han arts.”

“Really? Like what?”

“Lots of things… He had ideas on how to use the Han arts in new ways.” 

She joined him inside the tent as he began to explain some of what he’d read. Slowly he saw the sparkle return to her eyes, filled with intrigue and wonder. Perhaps she needed something to keep her mind off things too. 

“Hey, I’ve got something for you,” he said and rummaged in his pack again. He found the tome he was looking for and handed it to her. “This was Master Yushiro’s. He knew you had dreams of becoming a Soul Master…So I think if anyone, he would want you to have it.”

She received the book with a look of awe on her face. “A tome of Soul Mastery.”

Kenji nodded. “First through fourth Dan.” 

“But it’s forbidden to have something like this without being a student of the mystic schools,” she said.

“Well…” Kenji leaned back with a grin. “Maybe if they see you with it, they’ll have to let you join.”

For the first time in forever, Shinoto laughed and it warmed his soul to hear her mirth again. 

“Thank you, Kenji!” She hugged him briefly. “This was very thoughtful of you and a wonderful gift.”

He returned the hug and then with a grin that suited her new age, Shinoto opened the book, eyes wide with eagerness and excitement. She scanned through the first few pages, filled with instructional texts and diagrams. She then closed the book and looked at him. 

“I’m going to work hard to make him proud, Kenji.” She then clasped the book in her hands and offered a prayer towards the heavens. “Thank you, Master Yushiro…I will honor you and your mystic arts.”  

“Hey, what are you two doing in there?” Chet Fai’s head appeared from the side of the tent. 

“Nothing,” Kenji said. “I was just giving Shinoto—”

“It’s near noon. We need to get going. Those Tsu could already be on their way upriver to find us.”

Shinoto’s eyes dropped into melancholy again. “He’s right. We should go. I need to dress the warrior’s wounds first though. You mind putting her in the tent, Kenji?”

“Sure,” he said. “Let me wake Waru.”

After spending a few minutes rousing the old man, the two of them hefted Olja into the tent and then Shinoto went to work bandaging her wound with fresh cloth. Kenji turned his back to the tent to not stare, but was curious to know of her condition. 

“Does it look any worse?” he asked.

“It’s hard to tell from yesterday,” Shinoto said from behind him. “It doesn’t look good, but no worse, I think.”

“Best we get the boat ready,” Waru said, heading towards the sloop. “We should hopefully reach Amatsu before nightfall. She’ll get all the help she needs then. The Amatsu arts can work wonders. Or so they say.”

Waru then went to fix the sail, while he and Chet Fai broke down the camp.

“The Han arts won’t save us, you know,” Chet Fai said to him as they gathered up the cooking implements. 

Kenji gave the ten-year-old Chet Fai a perplexed stare. “What do you mean?”

“I heard what you were saying to Shinoto, about your father and the Han arts. They were all worthless in the end.”

Kenji’s stomach tightened. “What did you just say?” 

“Hey.” Chet Fai met his gaze. “Don’t mistake me. I wasn’t dishonoring your father—heavens take him. I just meant that we’ll need real power to protect ourselves now.” He then paused a moment and glanced to the side awkwardly. “Thank you for giving Shinoto Yushiro’s manual. I didn’t think to do that. It lifted her spirits, I think.”

Kenji was taken aback. Never in a thousand years would he have imagined Chet Fai thanking him for anything. “It’s no matter. I know it was always her dream. Yushiro would be pleased.”

“It’ll have to become more than a dream now. We’ll both need to advance in power in order to take revenge.”

“Revenge?”

Chet Fai blinked at him. “Don’t tell me you’re that much of a coward, Kenji. Our parents were killed before our eyes! Our home destroyed. What do we have left besides vengeance and retribution? Those Tsu barbarians must pay!”

The fury in his eyes was unmistakable, but Kenji found the same lacking within his own spirit. He mourned for his village and his father, but he didn’t feel the call for vengeance. Perhaps because, in his own mind, the reason those men had come and killed everyone was ultimately because of him.

No it wasn’t vengeance he felt…it was guilt.

Chet Fai scoffed at him. “Perhaps you’re younger than you even seem.”

The statement seemed ironic coming from a ten-year-old boy.

“When we reach Amatsu, I’m joining the mystic schools,” he said. “Shinoto and I, both. I don’t care what they tell us. Those Tsu bastards will pay for what they did. Even if it takes me a decade to train, I’ll see all of them dead by my own hand.” He then looked towards the tent. “And that goes for whoever brought this on us as well. Even if it turns out to be that Xjian woman…I’ll make sure I kill her too.”

Kenji didn’t say anything to that, but a hard lump formed in his throat.

Chet Fai wasn’t looking for a response anyway, it seemed. After staring at the tent a moment more, he grabbed a sack full of provisions and headed towards the boat.

 

*     *     *

 

The trip upriver went swiftly. With daylight to guide them and a strong breeze to fill the sail, they made good headway against the gentle flow of the river. With the wind doing most of the work, they had time to relax a bit and once again found other things to keep their minds occupied. Kenji took to reading the book about spirit beasts while Shinoto studied the Soul Mastery tome. She sat towards the aft, reading and channeling. Every so often she would rise to practice a stance or two and then immediately dive into the book again.

Waru and Chet Fai busied themselves with martial kata, using the oars as mock spears to go through the martial training exercises together. Hours passed and Kenji once again found himself transported by the endless characters on the well-worn pages.

Spirit beasts were more common than he imagined—partially because most were nearly indistinguishable from their normal kin. But the book noted telltale signs to look for to tell them apart. An extra tail or eye, but those were the more obvious traits. Variations in color and size were also signs that an animal had spiritual energy surging through its veins. Then there were whole species that were naturally considered spirit animals without ascending through some unusual means or extreme age. These included things such as tree sprites or kodamas which often inhabited ancient forests. Many of the dark species too were considered spirit animals, like the river-dwelling Kappas which resembled a cross between a frog and a turtle. Such creatures drew energies from the dark Qi of the nether realm and were considered corrupted, often malevolent in their temperament and dangerous to approach.

There were three whole chapters devoted to such creatures. Some were remnants of greater spirit beasts that had died, becoming vengeful spirits and demons that could bring even the dead back to life. Others gave life to things which normally had none, creating golems of earth and precious stones. Kenji found it all fascinating, especially as it was specific to their present region within the bowl of the Artisan Valley, which was protected by the surrounding mountains to the east and west, the sea to the far south, and the Great Wall to the north. Towards the end of the book he found something even more fascinating.

There were chapters upon chapters of recipes making use of the creatures the book described. Using the materials of Spirit Beasts to create pills and potions was one way to absorb their strength, but literally consuming them was also an option, if one found a chef with enough skill. And now Kenji had found the knowledge to do just that. A soup made with dragon’s tongue, or dumplings stuffed with crab-beetle roe. There was a variety of herbs and plants mentioned as well, each well-documented in both description and application. 

Despite the exotic ingredients, the recipes for various fried noodles and steamed bao had his stomach rumbling and by the time he was ready to take a break from the book he was ready to have something to eat. He suggested they all take a break then and set about fixing the provisions.    

 They sat within the center of the boat, eating the cold leftover rice from the morning along with pickled vegetables and more dried fish. It wasn’t the food he’d been imagining, but it sated his hunger all the same.

 They talked as they ate, speaking of nothing in general. No one spoke of the village right away, perhaps all wary of speaking of it, but eventually Shinoto raised the question.

“Why do you think the Tsu came?” she asked. “And the demon as well?”

Kenji’s stomach tightened as Shinoto glanced between himself and Waru, no doubt hinting that they needed to now know the truth that they’d only glimpsed before. Luckily Waru answered ahead of him. 

“The warrior here will know,” he said. “But we shouldn’t dwell on that now. The important thing is that we’re here and alive. As cruelly as the fates have dealt us, we have been   dealt mercy as well. Let us be thankful for what we have left.”

“Well said, Waru…” Kenji bowed in thanks to him for hiding his secret yet again.  

“Yes, that’s true,” Shinoto said with a nod. “Let us be thankful.”

With that, they all bowed in reverence, save for Chet Fai who scowled. “There’s nothing to be thankful for. I believe in karma, not fate. And I will be its instrument.”

He moved to the back of the boat then, turning his back as he stared off into the forest, watching it slowly pass by.

Shinoto shook her head at her older brother. “I’m sorry…I don’t know what to think of him at times …”

“We all deal with loss differently,” Waru said and then withdrew his bottle. “Case in point…”

Kenji and Shinoto chuckled as the old man took a swig. 

“How do you even have any left?” Kenji asked. 

“I bet it’s enchanted,” Shinoto said with a grin. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a whole barrel tucked away inside that bottle.”

Waru pointed at her with a snap of his fingers. “I like how you think, young lady.”

They all laughed then. Even Chet Fai, still at a distance, cracked a smile. 

“Hey,” Kenji called to him, reaching into his pack. “A present to start you on your journey, Chet Fai.”

Kenji threw one of the miniature oranges to him and the boy caught it one-handed. He stared back at him perplexed for a moment, but then once he saw what was in his hand, his eyes grew wide. “Where did you get this?”

“I salvaged what I could from what was left of the last harvest.” He then handed the other orange to Shinoto. “Only you two can make use of these. Karma or not, we would be better off the stronger we are.”

“How much do you have?” Chet Fai asked.

Kenji checked the bag. “Three pears left.”

“Give them to me.”

Kenji stared back at him. “What?”

“I’m already orange tier and close to ascending. I could reach first Dan and maybe even second with those. Hand them over.”

“Chet Fai!” Shinoto stood. “Those belong to Kenji. You should be grateful that he shared.”

“Shared?” He scoffed at her. “I’m the oldest and strongest of us here. It only makes sense that the strongest should get the lion’s share. You’re only an Off White, what good would it do you? Besides, you two are still just kids. You can’t make proper decisions. Give me the damn pears.”  

“A kid he may be, yes,” Waru said with a sideways glance. “But Kenji is also the son of an elder, Chet Fai.” 

“So?” Chet Fai said. “What’s that matter?”

“It means he’s your better,” Shinoto said.

Chet Fai smirked with a laugh. “That’s ridiculous.”

“It’d be wise of you to honor your clan, Chet Fai.” Waru’s voice became suddenly grave. “Show respect. Like it or not, Kenji is your elder now.”

Kenji could feel Chet Fai’s resentment from across the boat. He stood and a pulse of Qi came from him. “An un-tiered could never rule our clan…and for that matter…there is no Han clan anymore. Kenji, give me those pears or I’ll simply take them from you.”

“I see,” Waru said as he sipped from his bottle. “You choose the path of force. Not unlike those who sacked our village. Will this be your path now, Master Chet Fai?”

“You shut your mouth, you old drunk! I choose whatever path I want.” He then leveled his eyes at Kenji. “I said hand them over!”

“How dare you talk to Waru like that?” Shinoto yelled. “Apologize!”

“Stay out of this, Shinoto!” 

Anger stirred as Chet Fai and Shinoto began to quarrel, filling Kenji’s heart with rage. He wanted to punch him again. Yet, as much as he wanted to, he probably still couldn’t beat Chet Fai in a fight. Even with the rebirthed doma of an 80th-Dan mystic warrior, he was nothing with it blocked. He would need more than mere strength to deal with someone like Chet Fai.

He reached into the sack and withdrew the three pears. “Hey!”

They stopped bickering at his shout and Chet Fai glared at him with hatred in his eyes.

Taking one of the pears, Kenji held it between his thumb and forefinger for Chet Fai to see. “You are right, Chet Fai. You do deserve more. Shinoto already has a rebirthed apple. The orange has now given her two. You’ll have one more pear to make it equal. As neither Waru nor I can use them, the last two will go to the Xjian woman.”

Chet Fai stalked forward. “What? You dare—!”

But his words stopped short as Kenji held the pear over the side of the boat. “Or I could simply drop your portion into the river. Your choice.”  

Chet Fai’s Qi flared as he glowered at him, but he didn’t do anything else. “What in the hells do you think you’re doing?” 

“I’m choosing to split it equally among us,” Kenji said. “Or would you rather I use your logic and give it to the strongest of us, since you say that makes the most sense?”

“Of course it does! Making the strongest stronger is far better than making the weak less weak.”

 “Very well,” Kenji said and then glanced down at Olja. “I’ll give all three of these to her then.”

Chet Fai’s mouth fell open, but he had no words to fight with. 

“She is the strongest of us here.”

Perhaps it was the confidence of knowing that he was in fact the strongest on the boat. Or that he was a mystic warrior of legend. But Kenji had no fear of what this little boy could possibly do to him now. His stare remained placid yet constant and eventually, Chet Fai backed away in shame.

Waru let out a small chuckle as he turned his back and took another sip of wine. “Well done, Kenji,” he whispered.

But it wouldn’t be enough to leave things like this. He was simply proving a point. If he was truly the leader of what was left of the Han now, he would have to make his authority known.

“Lucky for you, Chet Fai, I don’t believe in your logic. As I decreed before, this will be shared equally.”

Kenji then tossed the single pear to Chet Fai and the boy caught it with a scowl on his face. Chet Fai slunk to the back of the boat, fuming. He remained silent as he wolfed down both the orange and the pear and immediately began channeling. It would perhaps take days to absorb the concentrated Qi of the fruit, but with the fervor and pace Chet Fai assumed, it looked as if he intended to channel it within an hour.

He was incensed, embarrassed at being shown up by someone he considered a dullard and frustrated that his own rule was used against him, to keep him from getting what he wanted. Kenji would be a fool to think that such an act would go unpunished. Chet Fai was vengeful and calculating. Just like when he’d struck him before, it’d be only a matter of time before he found some way to spitefully get him back.

Kenji sighed.

This was going to be a long trip indeed.   

 

Chapter 20 – Upstream

 

“The river fork is just up ahead,” Waru said, shielding his eyes against the sinking sun. 
“We’ll need all hands on deck to make it through the channel.”

Kenji stared with him at the turbulent rapids that lay ahead, growing stronger where the river split into one of two branches. Currently they were travelling on the branch which flowed east back towards Han Village; the other branch seemed to flow to the south. The trunk from where they both originated, carried on upstream to the north.

“We’ll need both of you on the Qi stones,” Waru said to Shinoto and Chet Fai as he set the sail. He then turned to Kenji. “You and I will need to row as well. Conserve your energy until we reach the center of the fork. We’ll need to make the turn north upriver and push as hard as we can. Else we’ll be washed downriver and wind up in Kurogane instead of Amatsu.”

Kenji took note of the river branch running south. It did indeed look to be flowing much stronger and faster than the branch they were now on. His stomach grew unsettled as the boat began to rock and sway with the rising rapids. 

“Is this normal, Waru?” Kenji asked, taking hold of the side of the boat.

“For this time of year, I suppose. Spring rains have caused the river to swell. Come, lad, to the oars.”

Kenji took his place opposite Waru as the old man began rowing upriver. Chet Fai and Shinoto did the same, sitting across from one other as they pressed their palms to the Qi stone box. The sloop rocked up and down as it fought against the strong current, the bow popping up out of the water.

“Steady on,” Waru said, glancing over his shoulder as he guided the boat towards the middle of the fork. The waves crashed against the hull stronger and stronger, until water began splashing into the boat. Kenji feared for the Xjian woman who lay unconscious on the bottom. Too much and she’d drown before they ever reached Amatsu.

Waru kept them on a steady bearing as the rocking and swaying increased and then with a turn of the jib he started rowing in a fervor. 

“Now, lad!” he cried. “Give it all you’ve got!”

Kenji plunged the oar deep into the water and pulled with all his might. His back strained with the effort and his heart rate jumped as he performed the movement in rapid succession. The rear oar kicked and bucked as Shinoto and Chet Fai fed the Qi stones with their internal power. 

More water filled the bottom of the boat. 

“Keep going!” Waru shouted. “Nearly past the throat now!”

Suddenly Chet Fai cried out and his eyes rolled to the back of his head. 

“Chet Fai!” Shinoto shouted. 

The youngster fell backwards, slamming into the side of the boat, seemingly unconscious. What in the hells…? Had he drained all his Qi? 

But then Kenji saw that the exact opposite was true. 

“He’s ascending!” Shinoto cried. 

“By the nine hells!” Waru cursed. “At a time like this?”

Chet Fai groaned in his semi-conscious state, sweat beading on his brow as steam jetted from his body. The boat began to list with the loss of power from the rear. 

“I can’t hold it!” Shinoto cried.

“Kenji, row harder,” Waru said. “Keep the boat straight or we’ll capsize.”

But the more Kenji rowed, the more the boat only seemed to list further. They began drifting towards the south. This isn’t going to work. He eyed the shoreline and the thick trees lining the riverbank. They needed another way out of this. “Waru, take both oars!”

“What?”

Kenji didn’t wait for the old man to comply. He’d have only seconds to try this. If there was one thing being a rebirthing apprentice had taught him, it was how to use a rope. He grabbed the small anchor at the bow and spun it like a sling. Aiming for the nearest tree branch, he let the anchor sail into the sky. His aim flew true and as soon as it latched around a thick branch, he braced his heels against the side of the boat and pulled.

“Hold on!” he cried.

The full strain of the river shot through his legs and back as the rope drew taut. He grunted with exertion and pain as the boat corrected with the flow of the river, the tree branch bending with the force. 

“Kenji, what are you doing?” Shinoto screamed over the sound of the rushing water. 

“Giving him time!” 

Hurry up, Chet Fai…

Kenji had seen ascension before—a sudden loss of consciousness, like a fever setting in but then a recovery would take place, seeing the newly ascended person restored to full health and in a new state of being. He’d just have to hold on until that happened. But what Chet Fai seemed to be going through was far more violent than any ascension he’d seen before. 

Kenji’s thighs and arms burned with exertion and his heart pumped within his chest. As time went on, Chet Fai’s thrashing became worse. Something wasn’t right. “What’s wrong with him?”

“It’s the fruit,” Waru said. “I think he’s ascending perhaps several tiers at once.”

The tree branch creaked and suddenly snapped.

Curse the fates!

The rope slackened as the boat turned with the flow of the river.

“No!” Waru shouted. “Don’t let us go sideways!”

The boat pitched dangerously to one side, but then abruptly stopped as a massive pulse of Qi came from behind. When Kenji looked, he saw Chet Fai now out of his trance, thrusting his palm against the Qi stone box. The oar thrashed like a fish’s tail as it sped with a power like never before. The boat righted itself and then pushed against the force of the river again.

“Don’t just stand there, you cripple!” Chet Fai shouted at him. “Row the damn boat!”

Kenji fumed, but he wasn’t about to sacrifice logic for pride. He tucked in next to Waru and rowed forcefully again. The boat inched forward through the narrow channel, barely moving from a standstill. To the side of the boat Kenji glimpsed the large shadow of a fish seemingly doing the same as they were, struggling to make it upstream. 

After what seemed like an eon, the boat finally moved past the choke point of the river. The flow decreased as the river widened and grew more shallow; the water itself shifted from muddy to crystal clear. When they finally got far enough to be driven by the power of the sail alone, they all collapsed from exhaustion.

“Good work,” Waru said and then he looked to Chet Fai. “Hells of a time for you to ascend.”

“Lucky I did,” he said with a smirk and then glanced down at his sister. “Clearly one of us needed to be stronger to make this happen.”

Kenji groaned inwardly at the thinly veiled jab. 

“Well you can thank Kenji for keeping us all from drowning while you went on your little spirit walk,” Shinoto said. “What tier did you achieve?”

Chet Fai grinned. “I saw blue.”

Kenji had never experienced it for himself, of course, but when one ascended, visions occurred. While they were personal and often involved what some considered glimpses into the celestial plane, the one thing in common was that the final hue one would see upon emersion would denote their new strength. It was what gave the tiers their colors. Off White to Jade. And when one saw Off White again, it meant they had risen in Dan for the cycle to start over again.

Chet Fai had seen blue… which meant he’d skipped four entire tiers.

“Well done,” Kenji said. “Congratulations.”

There was no ire to his words, but there wasn’t much mirth either. By the smirk Chet Fai gave him however, he was certain the boy took it as pure sarcasm. No matter. He was too tired to be worried about what Chet Fai thought at the moment.

“Congratulations, brother!” Shinoto smiled at him excitedly. “I think the favor of the heavens is with you. Four whole tiers!”

Chet Fai laughed, performing a little pose. Despite his cockiness, it was indeed a great accomplishment by any means—a true testament to the power held within the rebirthed fruits. Fruits that would now no longer exist.

He’d have to give greater consideration to just how valuable they were now.

“Must have been from all the exertion,” Shinoto said. “Maybe what you did forced the materia absorption to become faster. More concentrated even.”

Materia. Kenji hadn’t heard that word in a long time. It was a general term used to reference any food or medicine that might aid in expanding one’s doma towards ascension. 

“Perhaps,” Chet Fai said, feeling his lower abdomen. “I can barely sense the fruit there anymore. Perhaps I have absorbed most of it already.”

 “Or maybe it was that that helped you!” Shinoto said pointed over the side of the boat. “Look!”

Kenji craned his neck to see where she was pointing. There in the crystal-clear waters of the river, was a fish at least five feet long—its body silky white with bright-orange spots. Long whiskers protruded from its mouth and scraped over the shallow river bottom. 

It had to be the fish he’d seen before, the one struggling to make it upstream. It was only a shadow then, shrouded by the muddy waters of the turbulent river fork, but now it was revealed in all its pristine beauty.

A giant river carp.

“I think your favor with the gods has changed, Chet Fai,” Waru said, smiling over the side of the boat. “A fish that size is a lucky sign indeed.”

 “Could it be a spirit animal?” Shinoto asked. “Kenji, look to see if it’s in that book of yours.”

There was indeed a whole section devoted to various species of fish and other water-dwelling creatures. Kenji released the oar to stand within the boat for a better look. As he came to the side, the fish abruptly turned his way. Its eyes met his and they shifted, becoming red like hot coals. 

Kenji’s blood froze as a sickness entered his stomach.  

Dark Qi… Kenji backed away. “Keep us away from it! That’s no fish!”

The creature opened its mouth with an enormous gape, big enough to swallow a man whole. With a powerful thrash of its tail, it charged towards the boat.

“Grab onto something!” he shouted, but failed to do so himself. The fish slammed into the side of the boat. It hit with the force of a raging bull and Kenji cried out as he was launched into the air along with half the boat’s contents. 

He saw sky and then water, before crashing headfirst into the river.

 

Chapter 21 - River Monster

 

Kenji swallowed water as he fought to bring himself upright. His feet touched the shallow river bottom and he finally stood in the chest-deep water. Coughing up fluid, he snapped to his senses. The giant fish was still ramming the boat, pushing it faster than even Chet Fai had propelled it. The sloop slammed into the riverbank, sending everyone, including the giant Xjian woman, flying ashore. Shinoto crashed hard onto the sandy bank next to her brother, followed by Waru.

“Shinoto!”  

Kenji pushed against the force of the current and the weight of the water itself as he attempted to run along the bottom, aiding himself with his arms. 

The fish turned about, sensing him again. 

He froze helpless as the giant carp lined him up, its mouth opening wide. It paused as if relishing the moment, its crimson eyes penetrating him with fear. Shouts came from the shore, but he dared not take his eyes off the creature. It then jetted towards him like an arrow, flicking its massive tail. Kenji thrust his palms towards it reflexively, attempting to shield himself from the attack. It got within five feet when a spear landed upon its back, piercing it through. Kenji looked ashore to see Waru wrestling with a rope tied to the end of the spear. 

“Move, lad!” he shouted. “Run ashore now!”

Kenji wasted no time, pushing as fast as he could through the water and away from the giant fish. It swam and nipped at him, its red eyes blaring. The water turned inky black as something oozed from out of its skin. The bright-orange scales turned blood red and its white flesh became a sickly grey.

It’s transforming.

“Run!” Kenji shouted as he finally reached the shore. “It’s the demon!”

The rope grew slack in Waru’s hands as the fish followed Kenji towards the shore. He barely got out of the water before it crashed onto the sand behind him. The fish opened its mouth, and two more sets of red eyes peered from within the carp’s throat. Waru pulled on the rope and the spear tore easily out of the now-decayed flesh. The smell was horrible, like a fish market in the heat of summer. 

Something black and spiderlike scuttled out of the fish’s mouth. The skulldemon, now the size of a small pig, hissed and sprang towards him.

“Kenji!” Shinoto shouted and he turned just in time to catch one of the oars as she tossed it to him. He braced the oar lengthwise across the demon’s open jaws as it slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. The sound of snapping wood was loud in his ears as the spider-demon bit straight through the oar, one of its fangs grazing his shoulder.

Kenji cried out as a pain like fire spread from the wound and travelled down his arm. 

“Fight me, demon!” Waru shouted as he jabbed the beast several times with his spear. The monster finally paid him heed and leapt from Kenji to the quick-footed old man. Waru assumed a martial stance as he faced off against the hissing beast.

Kenji struggled to his feet, grabbing half of the oar. He plunged the splintered end into its huge furry abdomen from behind. Despite the force behind it, the wood barely broke its thick hide. Kenji continued to stab at it, releasing a cry of desperation.

“Out of the way!” Chet Fai shouted.

The ten-year-old wielded the other oar in his hands, spinning it above his head. It was one of the martial forms Kenji had seen him practicing earlier, applicable to both staff and spear. Releasing a Qi-charged yell, he struck the beast across its skull-like head and it flew backwards perhaps ten feet.

By the heavens…

Kenji marveled at how much strength and power could come from so small a frame—the power of a blue-tiered practitioner now rebirthed in child form. Chet Fai continued to strike the demon, slapping it to and fro. It flipped onto its back and with a sickly sound, ejected a stream of white film from the tip of its abdomen. It expanded like a mist as it engulfed Chet Fai and the boy screamed. 

“Get it off me!” he cried. “Get it off!” 

He fell to the ground, the oar falling with him. He rolled and the sticky mist seemed to only grow thicker and heavier the more he moved. The spider flipped back onto its feet and scuttled towards the now-prone Chet Fai. 

Kenji dashed forward, blocking the beast’s path and swung at it with his half-an-oar like a club. He managed to hit its stony head and it immediately spun towards him, ignoring Chet Fai. It reared up on its back legs, about to pounce on him again, but then the demon squealed as a spear tip came thrusting through its abdomen from behind. 

“Kill it, Kenji!” Waru shouted, lifting the beast of the ground, its spiked legs stabbing air. “Kill it now!”

Kenji battered the monster with all his strength, yelling with a battle cry. Even without being tiered, he was as strong as an ox. With each recurring hit, the beast reeled and finally began to spill dark blood. 

Die, you fiend!

The demon tried to scurry backwards and when it couldn’t find purchase with its legs, it lifted its abdomen and shot a stream of silky mist behind itself, covering Waru. 

“Foul beast!”

Waru fought to keep hold of the spear as the beast gained momentary control, yanking it out of his grasp. It spun about with it still lodged inside of it and then in an act like vengeance, it leapt atop of Waru.

The old man cried out as the beast sunk its jaws deep into his left thigh. A tearing sound filled the air, accompanied by Waru’s wild screams as it tore free a chunk of flesh, blood soaking the sand like spilled wine.

“Waru!” Kenji battered the monster from behind, but it seemed to have gone into some kind of bloodlust, tearing into Waru’s stomach in a frenzy. “No!” 

“Kenji, get back!” Shinoto shouted from behind him.

He turned to see the small girl poised a few feet away, the Soul Mastery tome in one hand, her other hand held aloft, palm first. She looked back and forth between the book and the monster, her eyes closing every now and then in concentration.

She finally released a yell and a wave of blue energy emitted from her palm.

It struck the beast, sending it flying off of Waru.

“Keep going, Shinoto!” Kenji yelled to her, rushing to aid Waru. “Do it again!”

She did so, yelling each time with the force of her Qi. The demon struggled to regain its footing, but before it could leap forward Shinoto blasted it again, sending it reeling towards the forest. Finally it stopped trying to come towards them altogether and ran the opposite way. It scurried into the forest, disappearing with the spear still stuck through its back.

Kenji fell to his knees as he reached Waru. The old man coughed blood, trembling as he looked down at his ravaged leg and abdomen. The sight was enough to make his flesh crawl. 

“Well…this don’t look good…does it, lad?”

Shinoto quickly freed her brother from the webbing before rushing to the old man’s side. “Waru…!”

“Save your strength,” Kenji said, tearing off a part of his robe to wrap the old man’s wounds. “We’ll get you to the village. They’ll heal you there.”

In truth he had no idea what they could do for him, or even how far away the village lay ahead. But he had to give him hope. Even now his blood seeped deep into the wet sand. Shinoto rushed to help him, tearing the cloth into strips. “Let me do this. You two get the boat afloat.”

Kenji nodded and looked to Chet Fai. When he saw the look in his eyes, Kenji paused. Chet Fai didn’t say anything, merely stared at him with a deeply furrowed brow.

“What?” Kenji said.

The boy smirked. “Nothing.” 

Whatever this was, he didn’t have time for it. 

“Get the sloop in the water,” Kenji said, scooping up what was left of the oar. “We need to reach Amatsu quickly.” 

 

Chapter 22 – Amatsu

 

Kenji dashed across the riverbank, collecting whatever items he could find, buried within the sand. Several had been flung out of the boat when the demon crashed it ashore. He looked to the river and prayed nothing else had been tossed into the water as well, but there was no way or time to determine that now. 

It took all three of them to push the sloop back into the river, before he and Chet Fai manhandled Olja aboard, followed by Waru whom they carried gingerly. The old man was slipping in and out of consciousness, mumbling about wine.

“He doesn’t look good,” Shinoto whispered nervously.

“He said we would reach Amatsu by nightfall,” Kenji said, looking to the slowly darkening sky. “We must be close by now.”

They clambered aboard and Kenji set the sail while Chet Fai and Shinoto worked the Qi stones. Their speed was fast against the slow-moving current and with every turn of the river, Kenji prayed they would see the village emerge soon. He worked the jib, guiding the boat as he navigated from the bow.

“Kenji,” Waru said weakly from below him, lying against the crease of the bow. “Come close to me, lad…”

Kenji glanced behind himself self-consciously at Waru’s hushed tone, checking to ensure Shinoto and Chet Fai were still at the aft of the sloop, working the stones. He kneeled down to the old man and grasped his hand. “I’m here, Waru.”

The old man opened his eyes. They were more bloodshot than he’d ever seen them before. “Give us a swig, will you?”

Kenji nodded and retrieved the old man’s bottle for him, bringing it to his lips.

“Ah… that’s good…” he said, dribbling rice wine over his beard. “Couldn’t leave… without one last taste, you know?”

“Nonsense, you’ll be drinking like a fish soon enough. We’re almost there…”

“Please don’t mention fish.”

Kenji laughed, despite it all. 

“Now look here, lad,” he said in a low whisper. “I have something to tell you. In case I don’t make it, I want yo—”

“You’re going to make it, Waru, don’t wor—”

“Listen to me, Kenji,” he said more forcefully, grabbing hold of his robe and Kenji kept silent. “You are more special than you realize, understand? Once people know about this…” Waru poked at his doma. “…they will try to use you for it. Perhaps even that Xjian woman over there has found you for the same thing. You’re still young, Kenji, but you need to grow up quickly and forge your own path now.”

My own path? Kenji had never thought of things like that before. He had always simply been chasing after things that others already had: ascension, rebirth…even pursuing Shinoto was an act of chasing in a way. What did it mean to follow his own ambitions? What were they without the context of everything else?

“Choose your destiny and become who you are meant to be. Not what people want you to be, okay?”

“Yes, but…how do I do that?”

“Become strong,” Waru said and poked at his doma again. “Find a way to unlock that thing as soon as possible, understand?”

Kenji nodded. 

“To grow in strength…” Waru coughed, spitting up blood. “…is the only way…to maintain your self-determination…the weak… will forever be at the mercy of the strong.”

He coughed once more and then his eyes rolled back into his head, falling unconscious again.

“Waru?” Kenji shook him. 

“Is he alright?” Shinoto called from behind.

Kenji looked over his shoulder at her. “Perhaps you should come tend to him.” Kenji then rested Waru back against the bow, digesting his words. My own destiny…

“I’ll row to get us going faster.”

 

*     *     *

 

Chet Fai took over channeling the stones solo, while Kenji manned the oars, allowing Shinoto to attend to Waru. She channeled Qi into his wounds, a rudimentary technique and Kenji couldn’t tell if it was helping much, but he was still alive at least.

Hang in there, Waru…

The old man’s words haunted him and filled him with inspiration too. What was his true path now? Where did it lie? 

His shoulder ached as he rowed, burning where the demon’s fang had grazed him. And the more he rowed the more it became inflamed. With Waru in the state he was, Kenji hadn’t given much thought to his own injury, but now after travelling for nearly an hour with the pain not subsiding, he was starting to worry that he was being affected by the demon’s Dark Qi as well.

Thinking back to when that demon was full grown, he was perhaps lucky to not have received even a scratch, mostly thanks to Olja. He looked down at the mystic warrior still unconscious at the bottom of the boat. She had the strength of a 15th-Dan body, but as skilled as he was, Waru was just an old man with a body far more frail than his.

If Waru was going to live, they needed to hurry.

With that thought he redoubled his efforts, rowing till his shoulder burned like fire and his stomach grew sick. After what seemed like eons, Shinoto finally stood up at the bow and yelled.

“There!” Shinoto shouted and pointed ahead. “I see lights!”

Shinoto then rejoined her brother at the Qi stones, speeding them towards what Kenji prayed was Amatsu. The sky was a deep indigo of twilight now and contrasted vividly with the glowing lights of the pier up ahead. As they approached, Kenji saw several other boats docked to its side.

Shinoto immediately jumped out of the sloop even before Kenji had a chance to tie the boat to the side. “I’ll run and get help. You two bring Waru!”

She disappeared down the pier towards further lights at the center of the village. Kenji lashed off the boat and together with Chet Fai carried Waru across the pier, following in the direction Shinoto had run. The old man felt heavy despite his size and Kenji’s shoulder ached with searing pain. His stomach felt sick and he tasted blood in his mouth. 

Glancing down at his shoulder, he saw the edges of the wound turning black.

“Looks like that demon got a taste of what it was after,” Chet Fai said, looking at him with disdain as he carried Waru by the ankles.

Kenji glared back at him. “What?”

“I saw how it came after you,” Chet Fai said with malevolence in his eyes. 

Kenji’s chest tightened. The last thing he needed was Chet Fai thinking something like that. “It attacked all of us.”

“No,” Chet Fai said. “It attacked you.”

Kenji opened his mouth to retort but was cut off by Shinoto. 

“There they are…” she said to someone following behind her. “Here!”

Kenji looked ahead to a large stone paifang marking the entrance to Amatsu Village, the words bold across its front, next to the protection glyphs. Hope filled him at the sight. They’d made it at last.

Shinoto ran to them, followed by a group of men carrying two stretchers. A tall woman dressed in blue robes accompanied her, walking with long, swift strides. Her hair was long but rolled into a bun and held fast with a jeweled comb made of ivory. In her hand she held onto a thick set of prayer beads looped around her neck. 

“There should be one more in the boat,” the woman said authoritatively. “A large woman. Four of you will need to carry her.”

The men with stretchers rushed past them with practiced efficiency. Kenji had never considered it before, but perhaps Amatsu, as a healing village, was used to such things as this—wounded strangers showing up at the fall of night, looking for aid.

The tall woman glanced down at Waru. “Sanji, the stretcher. Quickly!”

 “Yes, Doctor,” one of the men carrying the last stretcher said and he rested it on the ground for Kenji and Chet Fai to lay Waru upon. 

The woman uncovered Waru’s wounds and examined him with a wave of her palm. Her face was elegant and fair, but creased with concern as she frowned. “Dark Qi…The wounds are already infected… Take this one to the healing chamber right away. Try to prevent any more blood loss.”

The men acknowledged her before hefting Waru aloft and running back towards the paifang.

The woman then looked to Kenji and immediately her deep brown eyes focused on his shoulder. “Were you bitten as well?”

The moment she said it, the wound seemed to throb and get worse. He felt almost dizzy. “Yes, but just slightly.”

“With a beast such as this, how badly you were bitten does not matter,” she said. “Come with me quickly if you want to live.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji wasn’t certain if it was from the woman telling him that or a trick of his own mind, but the sickness in his stomach grew worse and the pain in his arm near unbearable by the time they reached the village center.

The place was alight with both lanterns and the soft white glow of Qi stones. Houses made of white stone with blue-tiled roofs set it apart from their village indeed. The village square was paved with large flagstones and was twice the size of that in Han. A crowd had gathered but they didn’t seem necessarily there for them. It was evening time and the streets were full of food vendors and the smells of frying woks. Some people did turn their heads as the tall woman walked past them and others especially at the stretcher carrying Olja, but other than that they were going about their business of buying, selling, and eating.

Perhaps it was just as he thought. The wounded coming here was commonplace.

They approached a large open hall towards the center of the village.

“This is the healing house,” the woman said. “We will see to your wounds within.”

The interior of the building was well-lit with Qi stones and inside were several beds along with two large raised pedestals at the back. Olja was already laid on top of one, her feet hanging off the edge. From what Kenji could see, smooth stones of blue crystal lay beneath her and emitted a soft glow as more women clad in blue robes tended to her, infusing her with Qi. 

The men carrying Waru hurried him to the other pedestal. 

“Sarai, see to this one’s shoulder,” the tall woman said, pointing to Kenji and an elderly woman ushered him to one of the beds. As he lay down, the sickness in his stomach worsened and his head grew light.

“I don’t feel well,” he said.

“It is normal,” the woman, Sarai, said with a soothing voice. “This will get worse before it gets better. Channeling your Qi will help. Push the Dark Qi out with the pressure of your doma.”

“I ca…” Kenji was about to say I can’t, but stopped as he looked around. This was perhaps not the best time to reveal his infirmity. That thought made him recall what Waru had warned him about Olja. About what secrets she could know about him. “Please, I need to speak with the Xjian woman as soon as she wakes. It’s very important.”

“I doubt you’ll be in any condition for that,” the tall woman said, leaning over him. “Her wound is severe but mostly expunged of dark Qi. Yours is still fresh.”

From his vantage Kenji saw that the woman was actually not so tall at all. Upon her feet she wore a pair of Tengu sandals that were nearly a foot high. How the woman managed to balance on the single, narrow block of wood was a testament to her skill and perhaps training in the mystic arts.

She held her hands over him and when she reached the point on his doma, she frowned. Kenji’s stomach tightened. He feared she might already know his doma was sealed and he didn’t want to know where questions about that might lead.  

“I want to check on Waru,” Shinoto said, thankfully distracting her and the tall woman turned away from him to stop her.

“Best to let the healers do their work, young one,” she said and knelt to Shinoto’s height, smoothing back her hair in a motherly fashion. “Stay here with your older brother, all right?”

“He’s not her brother,” Chet Fai said. “I am.”

“Oh, I see. Well stay here anyway, okay?” the woman said, smiling at Shinoto before looking back to Kenji. “I’m sorry. I should have perhaps introduced myself. I am Mei Ling, head doctor of the healing house. We’ll take care of you now. You can see to matters of payment in the morning.”

Payment? That was the last thing on his mind. But he supposed healing like this came at a price. His eyes grew heavy as the old woman rubbed his shoulder with a humming blue crystal like the ones the pedestals were made of. What were they made of exactly? Ice? No that would be silly.

Shinoto knelt next to him with a look of concern on her face. “Kenji? Are you all right?”

He tried to answer her, but his mouth merely opened and closed—his breath too weak to muster words. What’s happening to me?

The elderly woman, Sarai, must have seen the look of worry on his face and gave him a reassuring smile. “All will be fine now. The healing stones soothe you to rest. Let them do their work.”

No… he tried to say, turning his head to glimpse at Olja and Waru. I can’t rest now.  

“Are you the chief?” Chet Fai said. 

The woman, Mei Ling, smiled at him. “No, young one, I am not the chief.”

“I need to speak to him immediately. And the leader of the Mystic School Sect as well.”

 Mei Ling furrowed her brows at him, perplexed. “Those matters are unimportant now. I think we need to see to your grandfather first.”

“The old man is not my grandfather,” Chet Fai said sharply. “And will you please stop calling me young one.”

Mei Ling looked back at him aghast, but then after a moment her eyes went wide with comprehension. “Ah… you are from Han Village. Forgive me. Are you an adult?”

“Yes,” Chet Fai said and then he gestured to Shinoto and Kenji. “But these two are the same age. Still children.”

Kenji tried to open his mouth to retort, but again felt himself drifting more and more towards sleep. What are you doing, Chet Fai?

 Shinoto rose up and turned about. “I am not a child, Chet Fai!” 

“And yet your words prove otherwise, dear sister.” Chet Fai smiled at her patronizingly, before ignoring her to look back to Mei Ling. “I apologize for my sister’s petulance. I am Chet Fai, sadly now the oldest remaining member of the Han Clan.”

“Your age means nothing,” Shinoto said and pointed to Kenji. “You’re barely older than us and he’s the son of—”

“Our clan was attacked by Tsu bandits and nearly wiped out,” Chet Fai spoke over her. “We are all that’s left.”

“By the heavens…” Mei Ling said, drawing a breath. “…all that’s left?”

 “I trust you can forgive my shortness earlier. As you can see, I have urgent need to speak with your chief.”

What in the hells was this?

“What are you doing, Chet Fai?” Shinoto tried to protest but Mei Ling spoke over her.

“Yes, of course,” Mei Ling said. “We heard word of the demon attack but not this.”

“The threat is still out there,” Chet Fai said. He then looked at Kenji with a knowing smirk. “Perhaps in here as well.”

Chet Fai, you bastard…

“What do you mean?”

Kenji expected him to say something about the demon coming after him, but he didn’t. “That Xjian woman we brought may be some kind of spy, connected with the Tsu that attacked our village. It would be wise to have the mystic sect constrain her before she fully recovers.”

What? No…!

Mei Ling nodded. “Yes, of course.”

“You don’t know that, Chet Fai,” Shinoto said. “And furthermore, you don’t know any—”

“Please, be silent, sister!” Chet Fai barked at her and then he smiled apologetically to Mei Ling again. “I do apologize for her behavior. She’s close to both the old man and this one here. She’s clearly in some kind of shock. Could she stay in the care of your healers while we talk in private?”

“I’ll take care of her,” the elderly woman, Sarai, said. “Come here, dear.”

“Stop treating me as a child!” Shinoto shouted, but her actions merely reinforced the image her seven-year-old body portrayed. “Chet Fai!”

He was already gone, walking hurriedly beside Mei Ling. Shinoto began to run after them, but the old woman took her by the wrist and placed one of the glowing stones against her palm. “Be calm now, dear. Everything will be fine.”

Whatever the stone was, it had far more effect over her body, than his own. While it had made Kenji drowsy over time, with Shinoto’s small frame she collapsed into a slumber right away.

No…

Kenji stared with contempt as Chet Fai left the healing house with Mei Ling. Who knew what lies and half-truths he would now spread completely unchecked? The thought caused his stomach to sour and his heart to race, but it did nothing to stir his senses.

He was fading quickly.  

As his vision darkened, he scanned about the room once more, looking for Olja and Waru. They were both still there, the healers infusing them with their Qi. He prayed they would remain there when he awoke, but even as he thought it, the old man’s words came back to him hauntingly: the weak will forever be at the mercy of the strong.

As Kenji lay there helpless and fading, the words could not be more true.

 

Chapter 23 - Amikazu

 

General Amikazu glided over the treetops, sailing across the outskirts of Zai Pon. The capital city was already within his view, its boundaries protected by high walls made of white stone and topped with red tile, ringing the inner city. In the city center beyond, lay his destination at last—the imperial palace and the throne room of the Zhou dynasty’s great third emperor, Jin Yu Zhou.

Wind pressed into his face as he soared over farmlands and the peasants working the fields below. They had stretched on for the last several miles—a patchwork of budding green shoots mixed with the dark brown of newly turned earth and the shimmer of flooded rice paddies reflecting the morning sun. The rains were good this year. The crops would be plentiful, and the interior ministry knew it.

Even now he saw several groups of farmers mounting protests as they surrounded the grain wagons sent by the imperial levy branch. The gray robes, as they were called, went about their business of exacting the empire’s taxes, relieving the peasants of perhaps a third of what they had grown.

His insides twisted as he watched the extortion play out field after field. It filled him with as much guilt as ire. His salary and those of his troops were paid for by the budget produced by the gray robes, but there was plenty that went to waste as well. Under Jin Yu’s rule they exacted far too much—all of it to fuel the extravagances of the emperor and his council.

The sight of it made him speed towards his destination. 

The people could only take so much.

And the empire could not afford to fight a war within its borders as well as without. 

Amikazu conserved his Qi as he vaulted from tree to tree, gliding in between. As he neared the city wall, a vast caravan of peasants entering the city came into view. Livestock and grain, people seeking work—the caravan went on for miles. Many, he knew, were from the far outskirts of the empire, where farms had already failed due to the heavy-handed policies of the imperial council. 

And many more would surely come. 

Soldiers posted atop the city wall came to attention as he vaulted over its red-tiled roof, issuing him a salute. He bounded from rooftop to rooftop of the buildings behind the wall, evidence of the council’s influence rampant in the streets below him. Even at this early hour, the city swelled with the chaos and revelry of a festival day. Drunken dancing, open harlotry, even the city guard who fell directly under the council’s control choose to turn a blind eye to the antics instead of enforcing law and order.

 The citizens patterned the example of their great leader, rejecting work for play. Meanwhile the gray robes walked the streets like dignitaries, adding to the chaos by soliciting bribes to fatten their own pockets and those of their patrons.  

The entirety of it sickened him.

The empire was crumbling from within.

Amikazu touched down at the gate of the imperial palace. Several more of his soldiers saluted as he passed through the towering paifang and into the grand courtyard of the palace gardens. The palace itself lay straight ahead a fair distance away, but to his right was the home of the mystic schools, where the grand masters of all five sects both resided and trained their foremost students. 

Amikazu slowed as he took in the towering multi-tiered building that looked more like a shrine than a school. At least a hundred 10th-Dan mystic artists dwelled inside, training endlessly to reach 15th.  He himself had dwelled there many years ago—a peasant boy from the fields who showed enough talent to gain a place in one of the satellite schools across the province. Then enough more to attain 15th Dan at thirty years old and finally one of the highest of ranks within the Zhou military thirty years after that.

A lifetime of service, he thought nostalgically, gazing at the school where his career began. But even the mystic schools were not immune to the sickness spreading throughout the empire. Petty nobles and merchants bought their way inside the schools now, supplying their children—too undisciplined to reach mastery on their own—with the potent materia that would see them transcending entire Dans with ease. With the loss of Han Village, at least, now such practices would come to an end.

The empire needed strong mystic warriors who could fight—not pampered nobles who could only swallow pills. Still, the loss of the Han arts would be a loss to the empire in many ways, but a necessary one.

A sick tree requires swift pruning.

“General Amikazu!” a voice called from behind him. “A word, please!”

Amikazu halted and glanced over his shoulder. A fat council member made a sad attempt to run after him. More of a stumbling walk, than a run.

Amikazu hid his disdain as he smiled broadly at the man and bowed. “Ah, Interior Minister Yee, how may I be of service?”

Yee slowed to a waddle before resting his hands on his knees to catch his breath. “You move so swiftly, General. I feared I wouldn’t catch you. Are you on your way to the emperor?”

“I am.”

Yee was bald and round-faced, completely shaven, or more likely, had no hair to shave.  Like many within the emperor’s imperial cabinet, Minister Yee was a eunuch, a man Jin Yu had known and trusted since birth as an imperial retainer. When the late emperor passed, Jin Yu was still but a boy. And naturally the boy-emperor made men such as Yee part of his council cabinet, the majority even. 

And now decades later, they were still in place.

The council of manhood, Amikazu mocked inwardly. A true farce.

Eunuchs were often trusted as retainers for their perceived lack of avarice, presumably due to their inability to sire an heir while also being immune to the temptations of women. But Amikazu often found the opposite to be true. Men like Yee, if he truly was a man, had no stake in the future, no reason to build and save for the generations to come.

Men like Yee sought glory only for themselves…and in the present.

“A council meeting has been called concerning Han Village,” Yee said. “I was hoping to receive an update from you upon your return. Is all well?”

Technically Amikazu—as General of the Interior Forces—reported directly to Minister Yee, but his station also allowed him free access to the emperor in matters of military importance. “I’ll offer a full report once I’ve briefed the emperor directly.”

Yee paled. “Are things that bad?”

A sly attempt to pry more information, but perhaps such an opportunity could serve his purposes as well. The fires were being stoked and it would soon be time to set the blaze alight.

“You may wish to urge the foreign minister to reconsider his plans for peace talks with the Tsu,” Amikazu said.

As expected, the vague reference caused Yee to furrow his brow in confusion and concern. “What was that?”

“When I arrived in Han Village, I found a small group of Tsu warriors burning it to the ground.” 

Yee’s mouth fell open. 

“The Han clan is…unfortunately… no more.” 

“What under heaven…” Yee’s words came out in a stammer. “H-how could this happen?”

Amikazu cocked his head contemplatively. “The Tsu are perhaps more crafty than we give them credit. And more powerful, as well. I was lucky to survive the encounter… my lieutenants were not so fortunate.”

Yee’s eyes dashed wildly to and fro. “So the fruit…? The orchards?”

Typical…an entire village destroyed and the crop is his only concern. 

“Gone…” Amikazu said with disdain. “All gone.”

 The minister stared at the ground, still in shock.

Amikazu didn’t wait for him to recover to ask further questions.

He turned on his heel and left to find the emperor.

 

*     *     *

 

Amikazu entered the throne room to find both it and Jin Yu in much the same condition as when he’d left—the room a stinking mess and the emperor half-drunk and in the arms of one of his concubines. Thankfully, however, he seemed in a much greater state of consciousness and ushered him inside once Amikazu prostrated himself.

“Your excellency…”

“Rise,” Jin Yu said, waving his arm and throwing the woman aside. “What news, General?”

Amikazu glanced at the guards and the concubines. “Perhaps this matter is better discussed in complete privacy, your excellency.”

Jin Yu pushed back his hair as he stared at him a moment. “Very well… guards, leave us. Take them with you.”

When the entourage finally departed, Amikazu recounted the events for the emperor much the same as he had for Yee. “It was as I had feared… a Tsu attack in center of our heartland.”

The emperor fell back into his throne. “And everyone is dead?”

Amikazu considered his answer to that carefully. Had things gone as planned it would have been a simple yes. But now… “The boy is unaccounted for.”

“The boy?”

“Yes…a portion of the sundered soul, your excellency.”

Jin Yu gulped his wine, but didn’t say anything for a moment, his eyes flashing back and forth in contemplation. Amikazu could only guess what his thoughts might be, but they were no doubt headed in the direction he had planned.

Now was the time. The moment of truth.

“I mentioned the bloodskull demon,” Amikazu said. “When summoned, they can seek prey over thousands of miles. I had only suspected before, but now it’s confirmed. The body of Li Wan Fu is what they were after.” 

 “No,” Jin Yu said, shaking his head. “This is impossible! Why would they even seek it? All of his followers were destroyed!”

“True,” Amikazu said. “And yet his legend still lives on.”

A dark shadow passed over the emperor’s face. It was the outcome Amikazu had predicted. For all the power Jin Yu had usurped from the Bloody Duke’s shattered soul, the one thing he could never claim was his fame and notoriety. Instead he wallowed in a shadow of obscurity and insignificance—strong by measure of Qi rather than merit of spirit.

Emperor Jin Yu was immortal…but he was no legend. 

“I saw the Tsu practitioners myself,” Amikazu continued, pushing the narrative further. “They killed two of my best men while escaping and nearly myself as well. They used that demon to find his body. There’s no doubt now…”

Jin Yu shook his head. “This can’t be…” 

“But even with that demon, I do not think they could have achieved this alone,” Amikazu said, layering another web. “I believe the Tsu might have planted a spy within our ranks to achieve this.”

Jin Yu looked at him. “A spy?”

“Yes and one of very high station.”

“Are you certain of this?”

“I am positive now. Troop movements over the last few weeks show a pattern that would have allowed a small force through our internal defenses. Past the Great Wall.”

Jin Yu wrinkled his brow. “But don’t those forces fall under your command?”

“Indeed. And I allowed the breach to occur.”

The emperor’s eyes widened, his brows diving in a scowl. Even from where he stood, Amikazu could feel Jin Yu’s anger surge in a wave of powerful Qi. 

“You what?”

His heartbeat sped. The emperor could crush him like an insect, but he forced his next words with a confident and collected calm. “I had to be certain if it was simply the incompetence of one of my subordinates or something more. With what’s now occurred … the conclusion is obvious.”

The emperor slumped back in his throne again. “How could this be happening?” 

“If your excellency would allow, I will personally launch an investigation to find out who is responsible. Clandestinely of course.”

“Of course. Who is it you suspect?”

Amikazu frowned. “At this point… anyone.”

The emperor cradled his chin and nodded. “Do so… and inform only me.”

There it was… a blank execution letter signed by the emperor himself. Now all he required was a list. But the true purpose of his meeting still lay ahead. Amikazu prayed he had spun his tales well enough. That the lies and murders he was responsible for would all be worth it in the end.

One final request.

“Emperor… now that this has occurred, I have one more matter for your consideration.”  

“Yes?”

Amikazu steeled himself. He would have to trust in the emperor’s sloth and paranoia to achieve his next aim. Luckily, both were qualities that Jin Yu held in great measure. He was, after all, a 37th Dan who had risen through the ingestion of materia, not true skill or talent. 

“The Tsu discovered the location of one portion of the sundered soul and are still within the province…with the possibility of a spy being involved, we must consider that they may also know the location of the final portion as well.”

Jin Yu’s eyes widened with alarm. “The mind stone…?” 

“Indeed,” Amikazu said, careful to contain his eagerness. “Li Wan Fu’s memories are still trapped within it. Think, emperor…the martial knowledge of an 80th-Dan mystic warrior within one’s grasp. We knew well enough to leave it buried…but if the Tsu were ever to possess it…along with what they were seeking already…”

Jin Yu stared upwards as his mind put together the carefully laid puzzle pieces. 

“By the heavens…” he said absently. “They seek to resurrect him!”

Amikazu smiled inwardly. Well done, Jin Yu…well done.  

“Your excellency.” Amikazu bowed, quick to seal the deal. “If what you say is true, then until I locate the spy, as a precaution, I would advise relocating the Mind Stone to the capital for safety.”

“From Fort Dohma?” Jin Yu raised a brow. “But it’s impenetrable, is it not? It’s the reason we sealed it there.”

“That may very well be, but we don’t yet know how far this Tsu infiltration may run. If even General Ho’s men are compromised…”

Amikazu left the sentence unfinished, allowing the emperor to fill in the thought for himself. A silence fell as Jin Yu contemplated it in earnest. He was on the cusp. Perhaps one final nudge.

“Your excellency, even you were only powerful enough to contain but one portion of the Sundered Soul.” Amikazu paused long enough for the emperor to look at him. “…imagine if the Tsu were able to possess two?”

The seed was planted. It did not take long for it to germinate.

“Guards!” Jin Yu shouted to outside the room. “Fetch me writing implements and my imperial seal!” He then looked back to Amikazu. “I shall send you to Fort Dohma with an imperial order. Return with the stone immediately.” 

Amikazu used every ounce of his discipline to conceal the smile of victory tugging at his lips. Sloth and paranoia indeed. “A very wise decision, your excellency. I believe it far better protected here at the palace. I shall travel at once to Fort Dohma and secure the stone.”

“Good,” Jin Yu said. “And what of the boy?”

Ah yes…what was supposed to have been the easier portion of this plan.

“I believe him to have fled before the Tsu attacked. He is perhaps in hiding in the wild. I have trusted men searching for him as we speak.”

Not a complete lie. Although the word trusted was a bit of an embellishment.

“Good…report when you’ve recovered him.”

“I shall, your excellency.” Amikazu bowed deeply. Everything was finally in motion, his goal nearly within his grasp. “Fear not, emperor. I will not cease my efforts until every last portion of the Sundered Soul is accounted for and back within good hands…including the boy.” 

 

Chapter 24 – Nowhere

 

Kenji awoke in darkness.

Cold sand, coarse like broken shale, shifted underneath him as he raised his head. A beach, black as night, stretched as far as he could see, dark water lapping at its shore.

Where am I…?

Kenji stood shakily. Above him, the completely black sky held no stars at all. 

A terrible thought shook him… Am I dead? 

Fear rose up in his chest as he spun about to gain his bearings. No, this had to be some kind of dream. As he turned to face the water, an enormous glowing city came into view. It seemed several miles off in the distance, across the gap of dark liquid. Brilliant spires of silver and jade towered into the sky, illuminating it with a golden hue. Small figures floated and sparkled in the air above the towers. Small like gnats to his eye from this distance, but they had to be people Windwalking perhaps. And then something large and slow-moving, twisted like a snake through and around the spires, golden and radiant.  

A dragon? No, it seemed more regal and powerful than that even. An ascended dragon perhaps…a celestial serpent!

Kenji’s heart nearly stopped.  

Was that the celestial heaven?

Perhaps he was truly dead.

A bell tolled, resonating across the waters. From the shores of the sparkling city, streams of colorful lights flew into the dark sky like fireworks. They crossed the vast distance in but a fraction of time, flying over his head. They disappeared into the darkness, well past the black beach he was standing upon. Moments later, flashes of lightning lit the darkened sky with booms of thunder. 

The sound resonated deep in his chest and the bell tolled louder with more urgency. Lighted ferries could be seen crossing the gap and reaching the shore. A new sound then emerged—the muted rumble of swift footfalls accompanied by distant screams.

His blood chilled at the sound. Kenji turned back towards the darkness as the screams grew louder. An old man with silver hair emerged wide-eyed, running and screaming with abandon. Kenji jerked back in fright as the man passed straight through him and immediately leapt into the water. 

He cried out as his body began to sizzle and dissolve as if by acid. A few moments more and his cries and body disappeared altogether. What in the heavens…?

More people emerged: men, women, and children. Some, seeing the dissolving man, stopped short at the edge of the beach, while others flew over their heads using Qinggong, soaring through the sky. None of them seemed to notice Kenji. The voices rose up in a confused panic. Then, as one of the boats touched ashore, a new voice cried out.

“Enter quickly while there is time! Windwalk across the gap if you are able!”

The herd of people around him rushed towards the boat, again passing straight through him as if he were a ghost. More people emerged from the darkness as another barrage of fireworks spewed from the celestial city, lighting up the darkness with thunder. 

This time something large and moving was caught by the flash, and the mere sight of it caused Kenji’s heart to jump. A red glow emerged some hundred feet in the air, bobbing slowly up and down as the ground shook with the stomp of heavy footfalls. 

“It comes!” someone yelled. “Run!”

Fear seized Kenji’s chest as a massive cry pierced the air, so loud he feared his ears might bleed. The terrifying wail was accompanied by a bright light that lit up the sky, giving form to a towering figure, tall like a century-old tree. It had the shape of a man, but its body was black and shifted as if made of smoke. Where its head would be was a skull and as it screamed, roaring flames of heat spewed forth from its mouth like a furnace. 

By the heavens…a demon!

The massive being swooped its arms low to the ground, scooping up several people still trying to flee from between its legs. They cried out in terror as it delivered them to its gaping jaw, but their voices weren’t silenced immediately. The screams continued even while the beast chewed them alive.

Kenji’s skin grew numb, his stomach sick—the horror of it paralyzing him.

Kenji finally backed away from the monstrosity as it stepped forward and he soon found himself standing within the water. His heart leapt again as he tried to jump out, but then he realized that his feet were not burning. They didn’t feel wet either. 

He wasn’t in the water…he was standing on top of it.

Kenji stared about, perplexed. Perhaps this was only some kind of dream.

Or vision.

Kenji struggled to make sense of it all as more people emerged onto the beach, running for their lives. A second giant demon appeared as more ferries arrived on the shore. Suddenly across the beach, Kenji spotted a wiry old man with a beard and tattered robes.

Waru…?

The old man ran and Kenji ran towards him screaming. “Waru!”

But just like before, he couldn’t seem to hear or see him. Kenji watched in panic as Waru ran towards one of the boats, the massive claws of the demon scooping up people and sand behind him.

Run, Waru! Kenji urged as he sped alongside him. Run!

He reached one of the boats just as it was casting off and Kenji felt a wave of relief as Waru clambered aboard. The giant demon ventured as close as the shore and then reared back its massive arm, about to swipe at the boat. A stream of sparking fireworks then sailed out from the city, lighting its chest up with explosions that reverberated inside Kenji’s chest. 

Finally the ships were away and what poor souls were left ashore ran back towards the darkness, seeking refuge from the flaming maws of the towering demon beasts. Kenji watched it play out in muted horror—their cries and screams growing less and less.

As he stood upon the water, relief filled him as he once again spotted Waru, safe within one of the crafts. The people aboard rejoiced with relief as well, thankful for their survival. Kenji kept pace with the boat, walking and running across the pitch-black water to keep an eye on Waru, but eventually the ferry began to outdistance him. He was perhaps halfway to the sparkling celestial city but could seemingly go no further. 

As he watched the boat containing Waru fade into the city lights, Kenji tried to make sense of it all. If this was some kind of vision or dream, then what did it mean? And when would he escape from it? A new sense of panic set in as Kenji ran across the black water, not knowing which way to go or what to do.

Wake up… he told himself. If this was but a dream then, wake up!

A cold chill took him as nothing happened.

Then a new sensation overcame him…his stomach turned as a vile sense of dread filled every core of his being. He’d felt this before…

Dark Qi…

Kenji glanced over his shoulder, almost expecting to see one of those giant demons standing in the water behind him. But instead he saw a man seated in lotus position upon the black water, his back to him. He was perhaps only a few dozen paces away. How he’d been there without Kenji noticing before, he didn’t know.

A shock of dark-brown hair spilled down to his mid-back and curled at the ends. He wore no shirt as far as Kenji could tell and across his back was an intricate pattern of thin lines—the mark of the Tsu region.

His heart sped as a final detail came into view. He had perhaps seen it at first but not recognized it for what it was in the darkness. Across the man’s back was the thin, slightly curved blade of a uchigatana. Kenji had only ever seen them in books before. The western-style weapons were rarely used, much less forged within the Zhou region.

The man stiffened and glanced over his shoulder, perhaps sensing him.

In a speed that seemed impossible, he was on his feet and spun about, his hand gripping the handle of his blade while still tethered to his back. There was no strap that Kenji could see. It was as if it hung there magically affixed to him. The man was only slightly taller than he was, his chest wide and strong—marked with the same Tsu patterns. 

The patterns continued upwards towards his face, where two sets of vertical lines streaking past both eyes in warpaint-like fashion. Kenji’s heart stopped as the recognition hit him immediately. The narrow grey eyes and squared-off jaw, now covered in a light stubble. The man looked in his thirties but Kenji could easily see his own reflection within.

Like an older brother he’d never had.

“Who are you?” the man said, slowly drawing his blade. “What are you?”

Kenji heard his own voice echoed back at him…deeper yet unmistakable.

This was him. It had to be. This was the Bloody Duke!

Panic filled his chest and he couldn’t speak. This was him. The real him! And I have his doma.  

Kenji’s only instinct was to run. 

He turned about, but before he could take even a step the man shifted in a blur and stood before him again. 

“Answer me, foul demon!” the man screamed. “I, Li Wan Fu, Templar of the 8th Realm of Ascendance, command you!”

Kenji cowered from the force of the Qi emitted from his shout alone. He turned to run again, but this time there was no shift or blur. 

Only a flash of blue steel. 

And the world went black again. 

 

Chapter 25 – Usurped

 

“Kenji…Kenji!”

Shinoto’s voice echoed within his ears as his vision slowly cleared. Bright morning light shone through a window far above him. It cascaded through the healing house and surrounded Shinoto’s head like a halo as she came within view. She was kneeling over him, a look of worry on her brow. Just the sight of her filled him with relief. He was free from that place.

Wherever it was…

The vision of it faded quickly like the remnants of a dream, the details blurring, but his final moment was still crystal-clear…the Bloody Duke had cut him in two. His heart jumped anew with the thought that he’d just come face to face with his former self.

As for how, he didn’t know…what was that?

The elderly healer, Sarai, smiled as she rubbed his shoulder with one of the blue stones. “See…he is fine now. The torpor is broken.”

Kenji forced himself to sit up, his chest aching. In fact, everything seemed to ache.

“Torpor?” he said.

Shinoto threw her arms around him in a hug. “Thank the heavens… I thought I’d lost you…”

“What are you talking about?”

“You were unconscious, Kenji…” Shinoto said as tears filled her eyes. “Just like that Xjian woman…for over a day.”

He bolted upright. “A day?”

Thoughts of his last moments before falling unconscious plagued him—Chet Fai going to meet with the chief of the village. His skin grew cold with a terrible sense of dread. “Where is your brother? What has he done?”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t stop him, Kenji. I was unconscious too. And no one would listen to me when I tried.”

“Stop him from doing what?” His heart raced. “Where is he now?”

“Calm down,” Sarai said, easing him back onto the bed. “You are still weak.”

“The chief has called a meeting for when you awoke,” Shinoto said. “But there’s something you need to know first.”

She almost didn’t need to tell him. 

“Waru…?”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji’s throat tightened as he gazed down upon the old man bundled in a shroud within one of the sick beds. He looked peaceful as if only sleeping, but Kenji knew he was far from that. Waru himself had known much earlier…propped up against the bow of that sloop. Thoughts of his vision then came to mind. Kenji was still uncertain as to what exactly he had seen—the giant demons, the hundreds of souls chased across that black beach.

But he knew Waru had been one of the lucky ones.

The thought brought him a sense of solace. This broken body was not Waru. He had just seen him sailing towards the celestial city. He was safe.

“He’s at rest now,” Kenji said, squeezing Shinoto’s hand. “He’s in a far better place now.”

Shinoto nodded glumly.

“The men of the village will construct a funeral pyre for him tonight,” Sarai said. 

“I wish to help them,” Kenji said.

“It’s best if you meet with the chief first,” a woman’s voice called out from behind him. Kenji turned to see Mei Ling, standing tall upon her platform sandals. “It is good to see you awake.” 

Kenji bowed to her. “I thank you, doctor, for your healing. And for all you did for my friend.”

She nodded. “Yes…I’m afraid the wounds were just too severe.”

Kenji swallowed the lump in his throat as he rested a hand on Waru’s shoulder.

Goodbye, old friend… I only wish I’d known the true you sooner.

Kenji whispered a short prayer and then straightened himself. If there was anything he could do to honor Waru’s memory, it was to heed his advice. So much had happened in so short a time, and he needed to regain control.

“What has become of our companion?” he asked Mei Ling. “The Xjian woman… I don’t see her.”

“I’m afraid she’s been relocated to a cell within the mystic school,” she said. “By order of our chief…” She then paused. “…and yours.”

Kenji shared a glance with Shinoto and the little girl could only shrug with an apologetic frown. “I tried…”

Curse you, Chet Fai. 

“I’m ready to meet with them,” Kenji said.

It was time to see what other damage had occurred.

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji approached the small dais set up informally in front of the Amatsu chief’s home. Four stools were placed in a rough semi-circle, two mid-center and two more to either side. Mei Ling sat upon one of the off-set stools on his far right. Opposite her on the far left was a thin man with a long flowing white beard that was clad in the purple robes of the Lavender Sect.

The five sects were named by the colors and correlating gems, which served as their emblems: Lavender-Amethyst, Blue-Sapphire, Green-Emerald, White-Pearl, and Black-Onyx. Aside from that, Kenji was uncertain of which sect was considered better than another. Or if they had any real differences at all. Perhaps the only purpose they served was to promote competition within their ranks to better their students.

 The chief of the Amatsu clan sat upon one of the prominent stools in the center. He was a large man and his robes were taut with his girth. His head was clean shaven and his short goatee barely covered his broad face. He smiled pleasantly as Kenji knelt before the assembly.

It took all his might not to glare at the last person sat on the dais…Chet Fai.

The boy grinned at him knowingly and Kenji’s stomach tightened.

Shinoto joined Kenji by his side and knelt also.

“I am pleased you are still alive,” the chief of the Amatsu clan said, his voice high pitched and nasally, sounding almost like a woman. “And I’m sorry about your companion. I’m certain Mei Ling and her doctors did their very best.”

As seemed appropriate, Kenji bowed to the man. “I thank you, chief, for your clan’s efforts. I owe my life to you and your healers.”

The man smiled. “You may call me Chief Jubie.” He then nodded to the sect leader. “This is Master Hu Dong of the Lavender Sect, leader of the Mystic School attached to this village.”

Kenji bowed to him as well. “Master Hu Dong.”

“Kenji, is it not?” Hu Dong said in a gravelly voice. “Your chief tells me it was through your efforts that much of the materia from Han was saved from fire. You are a young man of courage, if that is true.”

His heart beat faster at the word chief and his eyes couldn’t pry themselves away from Chet Fai. The miserable wretch…what had he done to achieve this?

“It is a shame to learn you have a sickness of the doma,” Hu Dong continued. “The mystic schools are always in need of students that show great courage.”

“Indeed,” Chet Fai chimed in with a smile. “It is a shame this one is afflicted so. But Kenji is a hard worker who has endured even greater tragedies of fate in his time…many recently…the attack by that demon notwithstanding.” Chet Fai locked eyes with him then. “…but they need not be disclosed here.” He then smiled. “Or ever. Unless he so wishes to share?”

Kenji’s chest tightened at the thinly veiled threat and rhetorical prompt. Chet Fai was far more calculating than he had given him credit for. Kenji had expected for Chet Fai to have blabbed about the demon immediately to see him thrown out of the village, but it seemed he had found a far craftier way to exert his influence and gain a whole new level of control. He would hold his secret as ransom. Kenji wondered if he hadn’t somehow increased in intelligence after ascending to blue tier. 

Kenji leered back at him. “No… we need not discuss anything further.”

It burned him to say it. But even protesting now would come at his own further detriment.

“Good,” Chet Fai said. “Then you’ll be happy to know that the relics you salvaged will be generously donated to the Lavender School Sect.”

Relics? His chest tightened a second time as Chet Fai produced Kenji’s satchel from behind his stool.

By the gods… no.

He withdrew the books of the sacred Han techniques along with the handwritten notebook of his father and offered them to Hu Dong.

“No, wait!” Kenji shouted. Detriment be damned. He couldn’t allow this.  “Those are mine! They were entrusted to me by my father!” 

“It’s true!” Shinoto said. “And one of those books is a personal heirloom.”

“Heirloom?” Chief Jubie said. “What is she speaking of?”

“It was a book written by his father…” Shinoto said. “Elder Xian Lu.” 

“Sister…” Chet Fai said through a forced smile. “Have we not already had this conversation regarding Kenji’s parentage? Yes, his adoptive father was an elder. But unfortunately that also makes Kenji not of Han blood. Therefore all possessions he recovered are not his but indeed property of the clan. Of which I am now chief and have also now graciously donated to the Lavender Sect.”

Kenji’s stomach was sick. “You can’t do this…”

Chet Fai smiled. “It is done. And there will be no further discussion.”

“I believe your Chief has spoken,” Master Hu Dong said. 

Shinoto opened her mouth to say something else, but a swift, stern look from Chief Jubie as well as Master Hu Dong forced it closed again. Kenji fumed inwardly. The power of Qi paled in comparison to that of the social hierarchy. Even Kenji felt the pressure to still kneel and accept this fate like a dog. It was a system ingrained since birth and was a strong compulsion to resist. Even in the face of underhandedness such as his. 

Chet Fai handed over the sack filled with ropes and parchments next. Kenji’s insides twisted and boiled. He could care less about being chief…but this was outright thievery. He felt the insolence building within him again, fighting against that social pressure to remain subject to his station in life.

 Kenji had no idea who Li Wan Fu truly was, but he had met the man in a dream last night. And if they truly shared the same soul, then now he could perhaps understand why he had launched a rebellion against the empire and its crooked ways.

If suffering fates such as this was to be the norm…then he wanted nothing more than to burn it all down.

 “The Lavender Sect thanks you for such a generous gift,” Hu Dong said.

“You are quite welcome.” Chet Fai bowed. 

“Oh,” the mystic arts master added as if forgetting something. “We’ve heard word back from the capital on your petition.”

“Oh?”

“Yes,” Hu Dong said. “The Lavender Sect would graciously welcome both you and your sister into its ranks with fully paid tuition.”

Chet Fai smiled. “Splendid.”

Kenji glanced at Shinoto and she looked away shamefully. He knew she had nothing to do with it, but she perhaps felt guilty all the same. Joining a mystic school had been her dream and her brother had just made it come true for her by selling Kenji’s inheritance.

“Well, I suppose that only leaves what is to become of young Kenji here,” Chet Fai said. “Although he has no doma, he is quite handy as a field worker. He managed the orchards in Han Village.”

“Is that right?” Chief Jubie said with a playful laugh. “Perhaps he can plant one for us as well. We’d be the first artisan village to hold two specialties!”

 Kenji’s insides burned as the two of them laughed together.

“I could make use of him in my area,” Mei Ling said, cutting through their mirth. “I always need strong hands to move patients and supplies.”

“So be it,” Chet Fai said. “I’m sure young Kenji would be grateful for your hospitality wherever he is stationed. Is that not so, Kenji?”

His ire spiked. To the hells with social graces and niceties. What good were they in the face of such wanton disrespect and fraud. It was time to forge his own path, indeed.

“Yes, young Kenji would be grateful,” he mocked Chet Fai to his face. “And young Kenji also wishes to speak with the Xjian woman.”

“The Xjian woman?” Hu Dong said. “Why?”

Kenji didn’t bother to even look at him. “That’s my business.”

The atmosphere plummeted into winter. 

Chet Fai grinned nervously. “Perhaps young Kenji is not aware that the Xjian woman is now being held as a suspected spy and prisoner of war. To have any communication with her would be bordering on treason to the empire.”

Curse the fates… could this truly be so…?

What that woman knew was the only hope he had left. She if anyone could make sense of all of this. Perhaps even the vision he’d just had. 

“So you see,” Hu Dong said. “As the sect leader taking responsibility for this prisoner, it is very much my business to know. So why is it you wish to speak with her?”

“I’d certainly like to know as well,” Chet Fai said with faux surprise. “What could you possibly have in connection with this woman, Kenji?”

His insides twisted as sweat broke upon his brow. The old man stared at him while Chet Fai leered—no doubt enjoying seeing him nearly slip a noose around his own neck. Kenji thought quickly. 

 “I wish only to thank her…” Kenji said. “If my ‘chief’ hadn’t already told you, the woman nearly died saving my life.”

“Yes,” Chet Fai said. “From a demon who seemed intent on destruction... to follow us even upriver… how odd.”

The bastard.

It was time to start playing the game again. Kenji touched his forehead to the floor. “Surely you can allow this one a small grace such as this, to preserve his honor. Even though this woman may be a prisoner of war, she still saved my life. And my honor dictates gratitude in at least some form.”

“It would be a small mercy,” Mei Ling said casually. “Certainly he could be accompanied for the safety of all involved.”

“The prisoner is in isolation awaiting interrogation from the imperial high command,” Hu Dong said. “I would not wish to prejudice that. Else be accused of treason myself.”

“But there are military personnel here already, no? The reinforcements arrived from the capital yesterday. Four lieutenants and of 13th Dan,” Mei Ling said. “Could not one of them attend with you while the boy pays his respects?”

“They are here to guard the village,” Chief Jubie said. “With what we know now, about what happened to Han Village, we especially can’t risk something such as this.”

“It’s one of four mystic warriors, Chief Jubie. And for but 10 minutes.”

Hu Dong eased back on his stool with a sigh. “I suppose it couldn’t hurt. She is under my watch until she is handed over to the capital. I have already sent word by sparrow. I suppose if it’s done within the hour it won’t matter. I will send word to have one of the officers join us.”

Mei Ling smiled at Kenji and he offered her a bow of thanks in return. At least some are still honorable here…

“I believe that settles our business for the morning,” Chief Jubie said and then he smiled at both Shinoto and Chet Fai. “I wish you both the best in your studies. You are welcome to visit Amatsu at any time—given that your strict sect master permits you to leave, of course.”

Hu Dong chucked. 

“Sadly the visitation is not reciprocal,” Chet Fai said with a fake smile as he looked straight at Kenji. “I suppose that means that this might be farewell for a time, between Kenji and myself…and between him and my dear sister, of course.”

The bastard… another subtle attack.

“A quick word, Kenji?” Chet Fai said. “Before we depart?”

The assembly dispersed and Shinoto looked up at him haplessly. “I’m so sorry… I don’t know what to say, Kenji.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “The fates work in strange ways.”

He hugged her briefly and felt like he was somehow sent back through time yet again. A different village and yet all the same constraints still remained. Even the fact that he had the body of a rebirthed immortal warrior didn’t matter. 

Chet Fai approached and Kenji had the urge to punch him again. “Let’s talk in private,” Kenji said and led him away from Shinoto.

They stopped at the edge of the village square where the markets were still being set up for the day. 

“I want my father’s book, Chet Fai,” Kenji said. “That wasn’t yours to give away. None if it was.”

Chet Fai released a tired sigh. “Let me explain something to you. I vowed to seek vengeance on whoever was responsible for the death of my parents and the destruction of my village. And lo and behold it turns out to be you.” He scowled as his words became filled with venom. “I always suspected something gravely ill about you. You’re cursed, Kenji. Were it not for my fool of a sister’s misguided affections for you, I’d long since have told the chief who that demon was really after and sent you back out there in the wild for it to find you and finish the job.”

His chest heaved with anger. “The only demon here is you, Chet Fai…”

The boy scoffed. “Let this be the last time we speak of this. The rules have changed now. Stay away from Shinoto and I’ll leave you in peace. I’ll make sure that no one knows of your little secret. But trifle with me and she’ll know your secret as well. She’ll know you as the true monster who killed her parents and destroyed our whole village.”

Kenji’s stomach churned with anger and disgust.

He almost wished he could become his true self for a moment, the wild-haired Bloody Duke, able to cut Chet Fai down in a single stroke. But Shinoto worked for him in both ways in that respect. As much as he hated him…Chet Fai was still Shinoto’s brother… her last kin in the world.

And he couldn’t take that from her. No matter how vile he was.

“I pray the fates be kind to you, Chet Fai,” Kenji said with a bow. 

Chet Fai smiled and nodded. “I’m glad we have an understanding.”

 

*     *     *

 

 Chet Fai returned to the Chief’s house and then departed along with Shinoto up the winding steps that led towards the mystic school. It was poised on a high ridge overlooking the village. For someone with Qinggong, reaching there was perhaps not so much effort, but the steps looked to go on for what had to almost be a mile. 

Mei Ling made her way towards him as he gazed up at the buildings, built right into the rock face. 

“Impressive, is it not?” she asked looking up with him, balancing nimbly on her Tengu sandals.

“Yes, very much,” Kenji said and then bowed to her deeply. “I can’t thank you enough for what you did, by the way.”

She smiled. “For a moment I thought you might have risen to strike all three of them.” She then chuckled. “A sight I would perhaps still like to see one day.”

Kenji chuckled with her but raised a curious brow.

“I’m glad to see you eventually restrained yourself though,” she continued. “It’s a skill one must learn in order to endure the indignities of the hierarchy. I know the rightful place of chief should be yours.”

“You do?”

She nodded. “But you’re not the only one to have their rightful claim legally swindled from under them.”

Kenji thought about what she could be referring to, but could only come up with one thing. “Are you speaking of Chief Jubie?”

“Chief in title only,” she said with a harsh laugh. “An outsider appointed by the interior minister himself when the old chief passed. For advanced as our society is when it comes to the mystic arts, a woman in any other role is still second best.” 

Kenji nodded and thought to how doubly hard it must have been for Shinoto, trapped in the body of a girl, not even a woman, to stand up to the powers that be and her cunning older brother. “I’m sure it must be frustrating for you.”

“As for you,” she said with a smile and Kenji nodded in agreement. “You must learn ways to take back what was stolen from you over time. It’s the only way to keep yourself sane.”

They both shared a laugh then.

“When you are ready, young Kenji,” Master Hu Dong called to him from the dais. Next to him stood a soldier in olive-and-yellow military robes, her face stern and no nonsense. Kenji still had no idea what he would do or even say to the Xjian woman, but if this would be his one chance to see her, then he had to make it count.

Master Hu Dong then gestured towards the endless tiers of winding steps. “I offer you to take the scenic route. But do be quick… the lieutenant has but an hour to spare. You may have your word with the Xjian woman when you arrive.”

 

Chapter 26 – The Mystic School

 

Kenji’s thighs burned with exhaustion after reaching only halfway. The stone steps leading up the cliff side were steep and narrow, making the climb more like ascending a ladder rather than climbing stairs. Master Hu Dong and the army officer had long since vanished from his sight, ascending the steps with ease. 

As he pushed on, his thoughts wandered. How was he going to make this work? He couldn’t outright ask Olja anything specific while being observed by the officer. And neither did he want her volunteering anything about himself either—if she even knew. Still, he had to somehow find out why she had come…why she had protected him.

And how much she knew about the Bloody Duke. 

Curse this fate… he thought. Then on top of everything, there was Chet Fai and what he’d done with his belongings. They were his only possessions and he needed them back. But how? He couldn’t simply steal them back, could he? Certainly not from within the mystic school itself. Perhaps it was as Mei Ling had told him. He needed to find a more creative way to take back what was his…perhaps over time.

But he didn’t have time. Not with those Tsu warriors out there still seeking his doma. A doma he couldn’t even use. But what if he could?

Kenji doubled his speed as he saw the crest of the steps come into view. 

If he had such strength then he’d be the one dictating the rules. Even starting afresh as an Off White he’d perhaps be more powerful than Hu Dong…or the potency of his Qi would be, at least. He pondered how that would even work. What would it take for him to ascend a single tier with such dense Qi? Would he ascend faster and reach first Dan right away? Or would he perhaps need a whole orchard’s worth of rebirthed fruit just to reach second tier? 

But in the end what did it matter?

He was about to dismiss the idea entirely, considering his doma was still sealed, but the thought triggered something else. Kenji paused and searched within his robes. His fingers touched two small objects within his pocket and his hopes soared. 

Thank the heavens…! 

Withdrawing his hand he gazed at the two miniature pears in his palm. That greedy bastard Chet Fai had perhaps forgotten about them…else surely he would have taken them from him while he was unconscious. New ideas surged. Kenji finally had a bargaining chip to play this corrupt little game.

These pears would soon be some of the last rebirthed fruit left in existence.

And their value now was immeasurable.

He finally held an advantage. As infuriating as it was to watch Chet Fai use his belongings to gain his way into the mystic school—it had at least revealed one key thing.

Master Hu Dong was a man who could be bribed.

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji arrived to find Hu Dong and the Lieutenant waiting for him just beyond the red paifang that marked the entrance to the mystic school. It lay upon a small terrace, etched out of the granite cliff side, much like a rice paddy upon a hill. Three buildings bordered a central square, where at the moment a group of a dozen or so students were assembled and taking instruction from an older student wearing robes marking him as a 3rd Dan. 

Most of the mystic artists appeared to be adolescents of 1st or 2nd Dan, the oldest no more than twelve or thirteen. He spotted Chet Fai and Shinoto among them right away, much smaller than their peers, yet ironically, much older as well.

Both their eyes went wide when they saw him, but Kenji pretended not to notice. The less fuel he gave to stir Chet Fai’s ire the better, but he did feel somewhat odd regarding Shinoto now. What would he do now that she was here? 

Or rather, what would she do? 

He still hadn’t revealed to her who he truly was. And perhaps he couldn’t. A heaviness settled in his heart as he realized what Chet Fai did might indeed be the best thing for her—to keep her far away from him. Kenji had no idea where his true fate now lay and perhaps it would be unfair of him to try and drag Shinoto along.

 After all, he had no idea what Olja might tell him.

Shinoto gave him a weak smile as she practiced her martial forms with the rest of the group. Perhaps she would be happy here. To finally become the mystic artist she had always dreamed to be. Kenji had been content to be merely by her side before. But things had changed now. He was no longer a dullard child who needed to advance. He was a legendary mystic warrior who needed to understand his past and discover his fate.   

“The prisoner is this way,” Master Hu Dong said and gestured towards the two-story building in the center, between the two others. As he followed after him and the lieutenant, Kenji gave Shinoto a small wave and smile.

Too focused on her forms, she didn’t notice him.

It was just as well. Depending on what he learned from Olja…their paths might soon diverge.

 

*     *     *

 

 Kenji took keen note of the other two buildings as they passed by them, heading towards the third. “Are these the dormitories?”

“Yes, separated by male and female,” Hu Dong said.

“How many students?”

“Eighteen at the moment… well I suppose that number will be twenty now.”

Kenji nodded, feigning interest. He considered making conversation with the female officer, but her cold demeanor and dour face warned him against it. She was perhaps middle-aged and by the markings on her uniform, had achieved 13th Dan. He still didn’t know what Dan Olja truly was, but if freeing her became a necessity, it would likely not come by force. 

They entered the main building that was adorned with sculptures of celestial dragons spiraling around the main pillars supporting the roof. A large hall lay inside, with a rock garden at the center. Kenji immediately went to work trying to spot where his belongings might be. He didn’t see Hu Dong holding them any longer, so he must have stowed them somewhere. But the room seemed to be devoted entirely to the mystic arts. Various weapons and scrolls of calligraphy denoting the four major art forms, all hanging upon the walls: Blade, Fist, Spear, and Soul. There were subsets listed as well, but they were moving too quickly for Kenji to take note of them all.

He did, however, pay careful attention to which path they took through the wooden corridors of the building interior. A right towards the back, left at a fork. Kenji spotted what looked like a small library at the opposite end of the corridor and his heart jumped with eagerness to catch a glimpse of perhaps his father’s book, but unfortunately they passed right by it. 

They ascended a short flight of stairs next and arrived within a large dojo. A loud shout rang out from the back of the hall, accompanied by a bang. 

Hu Dong paused, looking alarmed, and quickly doubled his pace. “This way.”

Heading towards the far end of the dojo, they passed through another corridor and came to a narrow room where two older students of 3rd Dan were standing outside, but looking within. Fear and trepidation marred their young faces. As the shout and bang came again, the two boys jumped.

“What’s going on here?” Hu Dong said as he stepped between them.

Kenji rushed forward to see as well. There, within the center of the room was a cage made of black iron bars. Within it was the giant Xjian woman with golden hair, now fully conscious, kneeling with her hands bound behind her back in chains. 

Olja! 

His heart soared to finally see her awake, but was pained at the same time to see her in such a condition. The cage was obviously built for people of smaller size and forcing her to kneel to fit within seemed an extra dose of humiliation and constraint.

Olja’s sapphire eyes were furious with contempt and her lips were twisted in a scowl. She released another cry and then slammed her forehead full-force into the bars of the cage. The entire thing moved, despite her sizable weight pinning it down. The bar had bent slightly from the force of the blow and her head came away with a trickle of blood.

“By the nine hells!” Hu Dong said, striding forward towards the cage. “I told you to engage the inhibiting runes before she awoke. She’ll break free at this rate!”

“We did, Master,” one of the students, a boy close to Kenji’s age, said. “She’s using her physical strength alone. Not her Qi.”

Hu Dong stared at Olja, looking both amazed and perplexed.

“What?” Olja leered at him. “Never seen a woman who could beat you with your own arms before? Get me out of this damn cage!”

Hu Dong scowled as he backed away from her. “I’ll advise you that you are now being held as a suspected spy and prisoner of war. You may wish to consider carefully what you say in the presence of this officer.”

“I’ll say whatever I damn well please,” Olja shot back in her coarse foreign tone. “I want to know where the hell I am and why put me in this cage. Since when did simply being a foreigner become a crime? The Xjian are not at war with the Zhou Emp…”

Her words trailed off as she finally caught sight of Kenji and her lips parted with a broad smile. “Well, curse the fates, look at you… still alive, eh? That makes things a whole lot easier. Where in the hells am I, kid?”

“So you do know her?” the lieutenant said coolly, glancing at him.

“Ah… not terribly well,” Kenji said, and immediately stepped forward towards the cage—before Olja or the lieutenant could say anything else. He dropped to his knees and bowed, at the same time taking note of the cage and its construction. It was made of iron as it seemed, but the bars were etched with glyphs. Kenji was not certain of the symbols or techniques used, but it was perhaps akin to whatever was suppressing his doma. Within that cage, Olja was now rendered as powerless as he was when it came to using Qi.

“Oh, great master,” he said. “I wish to offer you my thanks for risking your life by saving me. You are now in Amatsu Village. We brought you here to be healed from your wounds inflicted by the demon.”

“Yeah?” She then scowled. “Funny way you southerners have of showing gratitude. Tell them to let me out of this cage.”

“Um…that’s unfortunately not up to me. I just came to give you my thanks and respects.” He chose his next words carefully. Perhaps she wasn’t fully grasping the gravity of the situation she was now in. “I’m sure once the Zhou military officials arrive from the capital, you can explain everything. The military is wary of the Tsu attack that destroyed my village two days ago.” Kenji then gave her a frown the others couldn’t see and shifted his eyes towards both the lieutenant and Hu Dong. “They are, as you can imagine, quite keen on learning who else might be responsible for the attack.”

 Olja’s eyes grew more focused. “How much time has passed?”

“A few days.” 

“Days?” she said with sudden alarm. She then looked about the cage as if it had suddenly begun closing in on her.

“Curse the fates!” she said and began struggling against her chains again “We need to get the hells out of here and get you up north before those—”

“I know full well…” Kenji said, cutting her off and then thought quickly to shift the conversation away from what she’d just said. “…that when you’re questioned they’ll find no fault in you. I know an honorable person when I meet one and you strike me as so. But until the officials arrive, you’ll be here in isolation...unable to speak… to anyone.”

Understanding came to her eyes then and she glanced towards Hu Dong and the lieutenant.

“I see,” Olja said, sitting back. “I hope your companions come to agree with you as well.”

Kenji then bowed and Olja returned it as best she could while within the chains.

She grew quiet after that and remained on her knees, closing her eyes as if in meditation.

Kenji stood and stepped away from the cage. “Thank you, Master Hu Dong, for the opportunity to show the warrior my gratitude.” 

“Is that it?” the lieutenant said, eyeing him strangely. 

“Yes,” Kenji said, bowing to her as well. “That is all.”

 

*     *     *

 

North…Why north?

The idea rolled around inside Kenji’s mind as they made their way out of the mystic school. He supposed Olja had come from the north, and she’d originally tried to get him to come with her, but he still didn’t know why.

“You speak queerly, boy,” the dour-faced lieutenant said. “Do you always take so keenly to foreigners?”

His spine stiffened. Perhaps his emphasis of words had been too obvious. 

“The ones who save me from demons, yes,” he said quickly with a smile.

The lieutenant continued to stare at him cryptically but didn’t say anything else. She then looked to Hu Dong. “I think it best if the prisoner were transported to the capital for questioning.  I do not trust in the security of the facilities here.”

“Oh,” Hu Dong said. “Well, of course…we are not a military installation after all.”

“I’ll make the arrangements with my superiors.”

Curse the fates…Kenji thought.  He hadn’t expected that. If he wanted to find a means to free Olja, then now would have to be the time.

As they neared the exit to the common hall, Kenji halted next to the rock garden. “Master Hu Dong?”

Hu Dong stopped along with the lieutenant. “Yes?”

“I wonder if I might have a word.” He then looked purposefully at the lieutenant. “I’d very much like to discuss how I too might be able to somehow join the mystic school.”

 “You?”

“Yes, please… just a few moments.”

The lieutenant nodded to Hu Dong and offered a swift bow.

“I will leave you to your school, Master Hu Dong.”

Hu Dong returned the bow and the lieutenant exited the common hall, taking to the air with Qinggong. She Windwalked right off the cliff, drifting in the sky a moment before descending to the village below.

“So,” Hu Dong said. “What is it you believe you have to offer to the Lavender Sect, Kenji?”

“I’m hoping quite a bit,” he said with a smile.

Master Hu Dong let out a bemused chuckle. “I’m afraid without a doma there really isn’t much you could offer. Besides purely physical labor perhaps.”

“Oh no,” Kenji said, and produced one of the pears for Hu Dong to see. “I believe I can offer you far more than that.” 

Kenji smiled inwardly as Hu Dong’s eyes grew wide with avarice and greed.

“Perhaps I’ve judged too hastily,” the school master said with a grin. “Come…let us speak inside my office.”

 

 

Chapter 27 – Catching Prey 

 

 

“There. Do you see it?”

Chow Meugo strained his eyes as he followed where Li Wei was pointing into the jungle ahead of him. The Dao master crouched next to him in the low brush of the forest, while the witch, Zhe Ahn, stood behind them. Thick bamboo and ferns was all he could see, until finally movement caught his eye. 

There, perhaps a field’s width away, was a tiger lowering itself slowly from out of a tree.

“Are you sure that’s it?”

“Wait and see,” Li Wei said.

They’d been tracking the beast along the river for nearly two days, but they were yet to actually see the thing. They had proceeded by blind faith alone, heading in directions Li Wei had only guessed the beast had gone. With the final portion of their bounty on the line, he prayed to the heavens they hadn’t been wasting their time.

As the tiger stalked forward, a panicked bleating filled the air. A few paces from the tiger a deer lay injured on its side. It tried to clamber to its feet, desperate to flee from the predator, but its hind leg appeared wounded, pierced by an arrow and covered in blood.

Silently, the tiger pounced, and the panicked bleating stopped as the deer swiftly craned its long neck towards its attacker. Long piercing teeth shot from out of the deer’s mouth as it latched onto the tiger’s face with a snake-like bite. The tiger snarled and thrashed as the deer hung on to it, its skin peeling back to reveal the skull-like face of the demon. It grew in size, fully shedding the outer carcass of the deer as it slammed the tiger into the side of a tree. The tiger stopped moving and the beast began to devour it with rapid, savage bites. 

Zhe Ahn chuckled. “That’s right…. Grow strong, my pet. Feed.”

Chow Meugo shuddered at the sight. “If it were truly your pet, you’d be able to tame it. At least we found the cursed thing.”

“It moves no further than here,” Li Wei said. “Luring prey only. It’s healing itself, I believe.”

Chow Meugo then noted the arrow was still sticking through its back, although now it appeared more like a half-broken spear. “So it did attack someone as you said.” They’d passed by the riverbank some time ago, where Li Wei had noted traces of a skirmish. “Where do you think it will head now?”

“Nowhere,” Zhe Ahn aid. “It’s reached its destination already.”

“What do you mean?”

The witch was then the one to point. “In the trees…warding glyphs. It’s here because it can’t get past them.”

Chow Meugo could barely pick out the tethered ropes and ceramic chimes dangling from the branches of the high trees. 

“A village is up ahead. The prey must be there.”

“Should we go in and take a look?” Li Wei asked.

“No…” Chow Meugo said, keenly recalling Purple Leaf’s instructions. “We stay out of the villages.”

“We know his name now,” Zhe Ahn said. “We get in and get out. And get our payment quicker.”

“I said no!” he said more forcefully. Chow Meugo still recalled the way the man had so easily held him aloft. He had to be close to a 20th Dan. “We’re not dealing with a normal job here…or client. That man was a general and he just destroyed an entire village and killed his own men to keep us a secret. We could be in the middle of some kind of coup here.”

That caused them both to back down. 

“Sounds like grounds for a renegotiation of terms if you asked me,” Zhe Ahn said with a huff.

Chow Meugo pondered the thought. The witch could be right. “We’ll play it straight first. If the opportunity for leverage presents itself, we’ll take it.”

Li Wei grinned. “Sounds good to me.”

“Get close enough to find out where we are exactly,” Chow Meugo said to the Dao master. “And then send Purple Leaf the message.”

 Zhe Ahn nodded with a smile. “Very well…I’m off to catch us a sparrow.”

 

Chapter 28 – For but a rope

 

Kenji wrestled with his thoughts as he followed Master Hu Dong back through the corridors of the mystic school. He’d created this opportunity under the guise of joining the mystic school, but in truth he could care less about that. Freeing Olja and learning why she had come was his only true aim. But he doubted Hu Dong would risk treason bartering for something like that for only a single pear.

Even one that was grown from a two-hundred-year-old tree.

Entering the same room he had mistaken earlier for a library, Hu Dong knelt in seiza behind his low desk and Kenji sat opposite him. Behind Hu Dong was a shelf full of books and Kenji’s eyes raced over it, scanning for his father’s journal. 

“So what could I offer you for that?” Hu Dong said with a smile, gesturing to the pear still within Kenji’s hand.

He could simply ask for time alone to speak with Olja, he supposed, but that would be far too suspicious and the last thing he needed was to give someone like Hu Dong more leverage over him. He’d have to be clever about this, and that meant getting what he wanted without revealing his true intentions. The first thing he would require, however, was access.

“I would not ask for much,” Kenji said, bowing his head. “Only to be allowed to observe some of the teachings here. And I could indeed make use of my physical strength in the school’s service. Cleaning perhaps, if you were also to allow me a place to stay?”

Hu Dong chuckled. “You wish to be a janitor?”

“I understand my station,” Kenji said. “If that is my only value, then so be it.”

 He then rested the pear upon Hu Dong’s desk and the school master stared at it hungrily. It took him only a few seconds to snatch it up. “You have a deal, young Kenji. You may reside as a custodian of the grounds and will be free to observe the classes. However, as you are not an officially enrolled student, it would not be permissible for you to stay in the dormitories or to practice alongside those who have paid. Is that understood?”

Better than he had expected. And if all went as he hoped, he would need stay no more than a single night at the school. Long enough to free Olja and depart.

“I understand,” Kenji said, bowing deeply again. “I thank you, Master Hu Dong, for your generosity.”

“I will make a space for you here within the main schoolhouse. You may settle in tonight.”

“Thank you again.”

It was sickening to play this sort of game, but Kenji was surprised at how easily it came to him. Perhaps this was the way of the world—those with power harvesting more than their share through bribery and those with cunning to use it against them. Such was this case. And now he would use Hu Dong’s avarice to work even greater in his favor. 

“As I mentioned before, however,” Kenji added. “This is not my only offer of service.”

Hu Dong’s brows rose in interest. “Oh?”

“While my ‘chief’ is correct in that I share no blood with my late father, I was still raised by Elder Xian Lu as his son. I have been instructed in the intricacies of the Han arts. That pear is but a sample. If you wish for your very own tree then such could be arranged.”

 Hu Dong stared at him a moment before letting out a huff. “And how would that be so? You have no doma to practice.”

“The imbuing of the glyphs requires but a rudimentary understanding of the arts. Even you I could instruct in which meridians to open to do so. The true art, however, lies in the scripting and threading of the ropes. If you would but allow me access to my belongings I could prepare for you a rope to harvest whatever tree you wish.”

Hu Dong chuckled. “Is that so?”

Kenji bowed deeply again. “It is my humble request. I will honor the trade my chief has already made with you on my behalf, but the Han arts are all I know. And what I am most gifted in. Even our new chief is ignorant in its instruction.”

The school master chuckled. “That much I perceived already.”

“So long as I am able to practice the Han arts, I care not where my tools reside,” Kenji said. “Or who officially owns them in the end.”

Hu Dong twisted his lips, considering the offer and Kenji prayed he had lied efficiently enough.

 Finally the school master nodded.  “Very well, boy. I will allow you access to my office in order to read the texts and render the scripts.”

Thank the fates… 

“But everything must remain within this room. How long would it take to produce such a rope?”

“Perhaps only a day or so. I could start even today if you wish. After the funeral, of course.”

“Yes, of course,” Hu Dong said, nodding as if satisfied. He then turned about and removed several books from the shelf and placed them in a small cabinet alongside his sack of ropes that was already stowed within. “You may find your things here when you return.”

Kenji prostrated himself, touching his forehead to the floor. “Thank you, great master, for your generosity and understanding.”

“If you perform well,” he said. “This could become a routine task for you. You could even follow in your father’s tradition.”

“Such would be my hope and dream, Master Hu Dong,” Kenji said, and then he added to seal the deal, “in Han, producing saplings for sale was something that always brought us good return.”

A wide grin spread across Hu Dong’s face, his eyes filled with greed. “Come, I’ll gather the students to announce your employment …as my new personal steward.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji suppressed his inward smile as Chet Fai’s face turned bright red.

The entire school was gathered upon the square. The higher-ranking class members were sat at the front with the newest members, including Chet Fai and Shinoto, sat at the back. Kenji stood at Master Hu Dong’s side as he continued to introduce him.

“So you may see Kenji about the school performing his duties,” he said. “I ask that you give him your full support as you would any newcomer to the school. Let us congratulate him now and encourage him in his work.”

The entire school then clapped and Kenji took a low bow. “I thank you everyone for welcoming me. I will aim to do my very best in my new role.”

The assembly broke then and Shinoto immediately came running to him followed by Chet Fai. The young girl hugged him. “This is brilliant, Kenji! You found a way for us to all still be together again!”

“Yes, he did,” Chet Fai said with a fake smile. “Congratulations.”

Kenji returned the smile. “I wish it were my doing, but I suppose Master Hu Dong had pity on me. You have him to thank.”

Chet Fai scowled, perhaps detecting the blatant lie, but then Kenji added, to rub more salt to the wound, “It’s like you say, Chet Fai. Karma is the true decider, not fate.”

“Indeed,” Chet Fai said. 

“I’m going to prepare for the funeral now. I trust I’ll see you both there?”

“Yes of course,” Shinoto said and then she whispered to him as he hugged her again. “I’m so glad you’ll be here with us. I didn’t know what I was going to do if I were here all alone.”

Her words made him pause a moment. Despite everything, Shinoto was still the most important person he had left in the world. Could he truly leave her behind? 

She gave him a final hug, but then Chet Fai lingered while Shinoto departed to rejoin her new classmates.

“I thought we had an agreement,” Chet Fai said, his eyes cross.

“We still do,” Kenji said flippantly. “But I can’t dictate the wishes of Master Hu Dong. If you have a problem with me staying here, I suggest you take the matter up with him.”

Chet Fai glowered but he didn’t say anything else. 

Kenji turned and left him standing there. As he started his descent down the steep stairs, Kenji released a smile of joy. He’d done it; he’d found a way both into the school and to regain his belongings. But his task was far from over. Chet Fai was perhaps already planning his next scheme to derail what he’d put into place, but it wouldn’t matter. He had a plan of his own and all it would require now was the use of his doma.

Luckily for him…he was in a place that specialized in the healing arts. 

 

Chapter 29 – Hidden Gem

 

Kenji took the lead chopping most of the wood for the funeral pyre. Three of Mei Ling’s orderlies joined him in the work, but being much younger and stronger than the middle-aged men, he made short work of hewing down the thin-trunked sablewood trees upon the edge of the village.

He did most of the carrying as well, lugging the logs to an area behind the healing house that was cleared of grass and looked to have been specially prepared for this purpose. The work was hard but nothing he wasn’t used to doing while tending to the orchards. Thoughts of his home played in his mind while he worked—thoughts of he and Waru working the orchard together, laughing and cajoling as he did now with the men from the village.

Good, simple folk they were, the same as Waru—void of the pretension and arrogance of those who held power and rank, and those who craved it. Kenji held short but pleasant conversations with them, which consisted mostly of them joking about how strong he was and how he’d soon put them out of a job. 

The work went fast and by noon the funeral pyre was built and he stood viewing it alongside Master Mei Ling.

“I understand you’ve been offered a job with the mystic school,” Mei Ling said. “It will be a shame for the healing house to be robbed of such strong hands. My men can’t stop talking about you.”

Kenji laughed. “You may have yourself to blame for that, Master Mei Ling.”

She regarded him quizzically. “Oh?”

“I took your advice,” he said with a grin. “Slowly taking back what’s mine.” 

Mel Ling smiled. “Well good for you then.”

Kenji stared at the pyre and breathed a heavy sigh at what now lay ahead. Keeping busy kept his mind free from what the actual task was for. In truth he did not look forward to it, but at least he would have the opportunity to bid his friend a proper farewell. 

“We’ll prepare to light the pyre at sundown,” she said, perhaps sensing his thoughts as he continued to gaze at the pyre. 

“My thanks.” Kenji bowed to her. 

As his mind returned to the present and the tasks that lay ahead, nerves entered his stomach. He steeled himself as he prepared to ask Mei Ling for what he needed from her next. He had no idea how his doma was ‘sealed’ or if something like that could reveal who he actually was, but he needed to find some way to remove it, and the doctor seemed like someone he could trust. If he wanted to be strong enough to forge his own path and take back what was his, he’d have to start with this. 

“Master Mei Ling,” Kenji said formally. “I have an unusual request.”

She cocked her head at him. “Oh?”

“I suffer an infirmity of the doma, as you know,” he said, trying to leave it as vague as possible. “I was wondering if you might be so kind as to examine me for a cure.”

“Such things are difficult to diagnose,” she said. 

“I can offer you payment of course.” 

Kenji reached into his pocket for the last pear but Mei Ling swiftly stayed his hand. “There is no need. You are a member of our community now.” She then smiled at him. “Remove your upper robe and lie upon the healing chamber. I will examine you now.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji’s nerves stood on end as he lay upon the cold crystals of one of the healing pedestals. Mei Ling stood over him with a blue stone in her hand, waving it over his torso. She poked and prodded at his stomach and the scar where his doma would be.

“Have you had this since birth?” she asked, referring to the scar.

“Yes,” he said. Since my rebirth, anyway…

“It’s an odd shape,” she said. She then placed several flat crystals on his stomach. “Can you try channeling your Qi for me?”

“All right…”

Kenji did so, closing his eyes and touching his fingertips together. Once again he envisioned a mighty river being dammed and the water pooling behind it. He focused on it more and more, feeling the Qi coursing through his meridians and forming a slight pressure within his core.

“By the heavens!” Mei Ling suddenly shouted. “Stop! Stop!”

Kenji opened his eyes in alarm just in time to see one of the crystals pop and shatter. He shielded himself from the flying debris, sitting up as Mei Ling turned her head to do the same. Smoke that smelled sweet like burnt sugar filled the air.

“What happened?” Kenji asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.

Mei Ling looked at him as if he’d just grown a second head. “You’ve never been able to cultivate before, correct?”

Kenji swallowed uncomfortably. 

“No…” he said, and then added for honesty, “not that I’m aware.”

“How often do you practice channeling?”

“Everyday.”

“Even though your doma is damaged?”

“My father insisted upon it. I supposed we both hoped that one day it would simply heal.”

She didn’t speak for a long while.

“Why?” he asked, his pulse increasing. “What’s wrong?”

But he already knew what was wrong. His doma was sealed, not impaired—and now she might know as well.

“The stones I placed on you was a test for your ability to cultivate. I wanted to be sure that your doma was indeed the problem and not your meridians. I placed three stones on you. Normally it would take an hour to fill each one. You filled all three in a matter of seconds.”

By the heavens…perhaps this wasn’t a good idea.

Kenji swallowed, nervous he’d just revealed everything to her. “What does that mean?”

“It means you’re the most gifted prodigy I’ve ever seen, Kenji. Perhaps that anyone has ever seen!” Her eyes were wide with excitement and wonder as she marveled at him. “If your doma was competent, you could perhaps reach tenth Dan in under a year!”

Kenji’s heart raced. Under a year? His entire life he had no idea his channeling was even doing anything, and now he was considered a prodigy? Perhaps it was some residual effect of having the body of an 80th-Dan mystic warrior, but that didn’t quite make sense either considering he’d been rebirthed.

The rebirthing techniques literally reversed the age of the body… any gains or advancements would be undone. Even the Tsu markings sported by his former self were washed away by the process. But he did know the speed and intensity with which one could channel was linked to the body and could advance with training. 

A new realization hit him.

There was perhaps a reason why the Bloody Duke had reached as high as the 80th Dan, a level of ascension unheard of in the entire region as far as Kenji knew. Li Wan Fu had accomplished that because he was born a prodigy… the likes of which the world had never seen before.

And now…so too was he.

“Fate of the heavens….”

“I must examine you further,” Mei Ling said excitedly and raced around the healing house to collect more instruments. She produced a clear crystal, shaped like a rod and placed it over his stomach. She frowned. The doctor then placed it against her own abdomen and the color at the bottom of the crystal shifted from clear to a vibrant shade of green. She returned it to Kenji’s stomach and the crystal shifted to clear again.

“What is that?” Kenji asked.

“A tier and Dan gauge,” she said. “Even with a damaged doma it should register as Off White with no strokes.”

“No strokes?”

She pointed to the bottom of the crystal, to where the green had stopped. “There are markings along the edge. The higher your Dan, the higher the color of your current tier will reach. As I said, you should be registering as Off White and zero Dan. But there is no resonance at all.” She frowned for a moment and then looked upward in thought. “There is one last test I’d like to perform.”

Mei Ling produced another crystal, flat like a sheet of parchment. Closing her eyes, she summoned her Qi and infused the crystal with her inner strength, causing it to glow. The crystal hummed as she pressed it against his stomach and with a pop, the crystal flashed.

Kenji blinked away from it as Mei Ling lifted it off his stomach to study it.

Her eyes then grew wide. “This is most unusual.”

Now he’d done it. He nearly felt like jumping off the pedestal and running away, but he had gone too far now. He had trusted her initially, and he’d have to trust her now. “What is it, Doctor?”

She raised the crystal sheet towards him and upon it was the image of a gem the size of a plum and the deep shade of the ocean—a perfect sapphire. 

Was this the seal?

Mei Ling confirmed it only moments later. “Kenji…this is what’s encasing your doma. It’s why your Qi can’t be stored. Or released.”

“What is it?” he asked, feigning ignorance—although it wasn’t a total untruth. He did want to know exactly what it was. When Waru had mentioned a seal, he had imagined it had something to do with his scar…like a rune or glyph, but not a physical object like this.

“It’s a soul stone, Kenji,” Mei Ling explained. “Normally they are used to seal away dark spirits and energies. I have no idea why one would be inside you.” She looked to his scar again. “Do you?”

Kenji shook his head, his pulse increasing. “No…I don’t know.”

“This is quite disturbing,” she said, her brows furrowing in thought. “Someone has done this to you unknowingly.”

This wasn’t good. The doctor was clearly an intelligent woman, and it wouldn’t take her too many more clues or hints to perhaps figure out who or what he was. 

“Please,” Kenji said, grasping her hand and touching his forehead to it. “Don’t tell anyone. I’m already considered cursed by most…I wouldn’t want that rumor to become a reality.”

Mei Ling frowned, her face looking conflicted.

“Please…” he said again.

Her throat flexed in a swallow as she continued to stare, but eventually she nodded. 

“Thank you.”

“You are an unusual one indeed,” she said, turning away from him to gather more tools. “You know…I have seen such things used in a similar way before…”

“You have?”

“Yes,” she said. “But never on a human.”

Not on a human? That thought made him pale even further. 

“The gem smiths of Kurogane are famous for employing such techniques to entrap the domas of great spirit beasts, to prepare them for easy consumption as materia.”

“Consumption?”

“Yes,” she said. “With the doma sealed in such a way, they can be easily removed and transported.”

His blood ran cold. Removed…

The pieces clicked now. This was why that Tsu warrior didn’t care if he was alive or dead. His doma was not just sealed, it was stored and ready for the taking. “Can you remove it?”

Mei Ling looked at him, aghast. “Your doma?”

“No, no…” he said. “The soul stone around it. Can it be removed?”

Mei Ling frowned. “I don’t know if I’m skilled enough. Or have the right tools.”

“Please, Doctor… it’s critical that I have this seal removed. If you can do something… anything.”

Too much was riding on this now. At the very least he needed to be able to imbue glyphs. What he’d told Hu Dong wasn’t a lie… he could perhaps instruct anyone to imbue, given enough time, but he wasn’t about to involve the warden in a jailbreak. 

Mei Ling tapped her chin, considering it. 

“There is one thing I might try,” she said eventually. “But it may not work.”

“I’ll try anything.”

“Very well…lie back down now.”

Mei Ling spent a few minutes gathering more implements from about the healing house. She finally returned with a thin reed of bamboo and a sliver of crystal the shade of dark onyx. She dropped the onyx crystal into the top of the bamboo tube and then placed another piece of crystal, shaped like a stopper, on top of it. 

“This may sting a little,” she said as she positioned the bamboo tube over his scar.

“What?”

She slammed her hand down on the stopper and the device flashed with a bang. Sharp pain shot through Kenji’s gut and he saw stars. Warmth radiated from his stomach like it was on fire… like he was bleeding inside. 

He cried out.

“Kenji!” Mei Ling shouted, but he could barely hear her now, his vision tunneling.

The last thing he saw was Mei Ling reaching for the flat crystal again, before everything went dark. 

 

Chapter 30 – Fort Dohma

 

General Amikazu marveled at the blood-red stone suspended above the rune-etched pillar. It spun slowly, tendrils of red energy flowing about it. Gaining access to the strongest vault within the heart of Fort Dohma Castle was an accomplishment in and of itself, but to finally view the renowned soul stone containing the living memories of the Bloody Duke was the achievement of a lifetime indeed.

And now it was his to take.

“How shall you transport it, general?” 

The question came from the young captain standing next to him. Within her hands was the official edict signed by the emperor himself. Amikazu could still recall the look of shock on the captain’s face when she broke the imperial seal and read its contents.

Captain Yi Sung—he learned her name was—had reread the letter perhaps three times before finally issuing the command for the imperial vault to be unlocked and the Mind Stone to be removed. Chances were she had no idea what the stone contained and was perhaps more concerned about the other valuables locked away inside the vault.

The vault itself was lined with heavy iron plates that some said were over a foot deep and judging by the thickness of the vault door, it was a good estimation. The expansive interior was filled with all manner of ancient relics and artifacts: sacred tomes, instruments, even artwork dating back to the Yin era, when the Hojin people from the west mingled freely with their ancestors upon the mainland. Now their remnants existed in name only, much like his own name, Amikazu—their actual culture lost and blended over the centuries of time.

Along with the relics were other items of great power: full suits of rune-covered armor and weapons encrusted with powerful gem stones. The rest of the space was filled with bars of silver and gold, the amount of which was rivaled only by the imperial treasury.

This was the personal holdings of the Zhou imperial blood line, the wealth of Jin Yu’s family: centuries old and guarded beneath a fort built to withstand a ten-year siege. To think all of that security could be undone by a mere letter.

Amikazu grinned inwardly. Such was both the power and weakness of men.

“I will carry it within this,” Amikazu said, and produced a felt-lined box made of purified steel attached to a chain. Captain Yi Sung nodded and touched the runes upon the pillar in a sequence far too quick for Amikazu to take note. 

The tendrils of red energy faded and the stone drifted to a rest atop the pillar, the runes extinguishing their glow. The captain then took a healthy step away from the pillar and ushered with her hand for Amikazu to take it.

Smart girl, Amikazu thought. You don’t know what could be inside there.

Amikazu stepped forward and took the stone within his hand, still warm to the touch. His heart raced with adrenaline to finally have within his grasp, the very soul of an immortal.

 Or at least, a third of one. 

The emperor had consumed the Bloody Duke’s wild spirit, perhaps thinking it the greater of the three components the legendary warrior was broken into. But the spirit was emotion only. While powerful, it had done nothing but infect the already slothful and weak-minded Jin Yu with the hedonism the Bloody Duke was renowned for. 

And now it only grew stronger. 

The Duke’s mind and body instead comprised his true power…purified from the bloodlust that would no doubt soon begin manifesting within the emperor as well. With the mind stone finally his and the power of the Bloody Duke’s doma soon to come, Amikazu would finally have the strength needed to place the empire under the leadership of a just and wise liege.

“I thank you, Captain, for your assistance,” he said, stowing the mind stone within the box and placing the chain about his neck. “I return at once to the capital.”

“Of course.” She bowed to him deeply. 

They left the vault behind, where it was once again sealed by several of Yi Sung’s lieutenants. Traversing up the stone steps towards the surface, they passed by several more iron doors and gateways that were sealed both by warding glyphs and Qi stone machinery.

“How goes the battle on the front?” Amikazu asked once they had emerged into the open courtyard of the fort once again. The castle was not large, but its walls were thick and high and standing in the courtyard felt almost like looking up from within the belly of a gorge. Sentries and cannons posted atop the wall were barely visible from where he stood and the noonday sun still managed to cast a long shadow over the courtyard with the help of the high walls.

 “We could certainly use more troops to aid in the frontline rotations,” Yi Sung said. “I receive General Lin Ho’s wounded and battle-weary each week, but the platoons have barely enough time to recuperate before they are needed to return to the front again.”

“Ah yes,” Amikazu said. “Compliments of the treasury budget cuts, I’m afraid. The war is losing popularity in the capital.”

Yi Sung frowned. “Would it not be possible to assist with interior troops, General?”

Amikazu admired her boldness, taking the opportunity to seek assistance directly from him—superseding both her own superior, Lin Ho, and all manner of protocols. He was liking this captain more and more. Cooperation was never forthcoming between the various military branches, but he supposed war created needs like no other. 

“Our budgets have unfortunately been cut as well,” Amikazu said. “The council has seen fit to redirect our funding to the mystic schools, for more relic hunts and beast slaying.”

“Is such so important at this time?”

Amikazu chuckled. “We both saw inside the vault. The emperor can never have too many possessions, can he?”

The scowl on her face lasted but a moment, but the sentiment was clear. Captain Yi Sung was no fan of the emperor or the council’s politics. There was no time like the present to set the tone for the things to come. The emperor’s rule had to come to an end, and the more military loyalists he could enlist to his side the better, especially if they happened to be the keeper of Fort Dohma Castle.

A young private came running from within the central citadel and bowed to the captain before handing her a scroll. She looked at it queerly and then offered it to Amikazu. “Just arrived by sparrow. Forwarded from the capital. It must be urgent.”

Urgent indeed, few knew he was even here. Amikazu opened the sealed scroll and read the message from Interior Minister Yee. 

 

General Amikazu,

I have received word from Chief Jubie of Amatsu Village of survivors arriving from Han Village. They had with them an injured Xjian woman who they suspect may have been involved in the attack. They have entrusted her to the mystic school for safekeeping until someone can be sent for interrogation and relocation. Please address this matter urgently.

Minister Yee

 

Amikazu chuckled. So Amatsu Village it was then. He’d already received the sparrow from the sellblades earlier this morning, pinpointing Amatsu Village as the location the demon had led them to. But now, he had official confirmation and reason to head there as well.

The fates are in my favor…heaven itself aligns the stars along my paths.

 But all was not entirely well. This was the second mention of a Xjian woman now. That uncouth badger fellow had mentioned her before if he recalled—yes, a large woman with golden hair, he had said.

That was itself unusual. There should be no one like that involved. At least no one that he himself had involved.  A fly in the ointment perhaps? The thought made him eager to leave and reach Amatsu as soon as possible. 

“Is everything all right, General?” Yi Sung asked, perhaps noting the concern on his face.

Amikazu wiped the furrow from his brow and smiled. “Just city politics. I shall be off now.”

“Good journey to you, General.” The captain saluted him.

Amikazu returned it and then opened his meridians to activate his Qinggong.

As he Windwalked up the steep inner walls of the castle, his mind pondered this new development. A coincidence or happenstance perhaps? Possible, but a random Xjian woman wandering within the interior was not common place. Perhaps a port city like Kurogane, but certainly not within Han Village.

A strange resonance assaulted his doma. His flow of Qi was interrupted and his heart nearly stopped as he began falling from the sky.

What in the heavens…?

Amikazu regained his composure quickly, redirecting his Qi and using his Qinggong once more, sprinting up the side of the wall before leaping over the top and landing on the parapet above. Several of the sentries turned about to regard him, but then quickly diverted their eyes once Amikazu gave them a stare.

What in the nine hells was that…?

He sensed another pulse of resonance that seemed to come from the box around his neck. Amikazu opened it and the resonance within his doma grew stronger. He had not anticipated this. Another anomaly? he thought.

For some reason, the mind stone had begun to glow.

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji awoke on the blackened beach and immediately his heart raced.

A shrill cry filled the air and he picked himself off the sand and ran to the water as one of the towering demons lumbered across the shoreline towards him. Although it was not necessarily towards him exactly, but more towards the lost souls corralled on the beach. They were trapped, it seemed, the boats from the celestial palace already having departed from the shore.

They cried out helplessly, waving for the boats to return as the giant demon lumbered across the beach, shaking the earth. Its giant maw opened, revealing rows of spear-like teeth amidst its throat made of fire. It swooped down with one of its gangly arms towards the trapped people and then abruptly it stopped and looked towards the city as if sensing something.

Kenji looked as well and spotted a human-sized figure, swirling with gold luminescence, flying across the dark water. It moved so fast that he could barely make out what it was at all. 

Then the figure stopped in an instant and whipped a thick blade through the air. A shockwave flew outwards in a crescent, with the same speed and momentum the figure had been flying. The shockwave struck the demon’s arm just below the shoulder and it exploded like thunder. The beast wailed as its arm fell off like a hillside collapsing under heavy rains.

 The figure then spun in midair, slashing with its massive sword. Powerful shouts echoed across the distance as the massive pulses of energy carved the giant demon from afar, bombarding it with shockwaves. 

By the heavens…

Kenji’s heart thundered at the sight. 

The giant demon finally collapsed into black shale as its head was severed and the fire within its throat went out. As it crumbled to the ground, the golden figure, who Kenji could now see was a woman in glowing armor, came to a stop. 

“You are safe for now,” she cried down with the thundering voice of a god. “More boats shall return soon.”

She then slung her massive blade to her back, affixing it between two pairs of golden wings. She waved her hand in front of her and a spectrum of glowing symbols appeared. She studied them for a moment as if determining something, tapping at the symbols and they moved as if she were writing upon a scroll. Then, with another swipe of her hand, the symbols disappeared and she flew off into the darkness, perhaps seeking another demon to slay. 

Kenji’s heart was still pounding in his chest, his knees weak with adrenaline. He’d never seen such power before.

“A 1st-level Sen,” a familiar voice came from behind him. 

Kenji turned to see his former self, the Bloody Duke standing atop the water just a few paces from him.

His heart pounded again, but with fright instead of awe.

“I was nearly there, you know?” the Duke said casually, still gazing up at the blackened sky where the glowing woman had flown. “20 more Dans and I would have reached the first level of celestial ascension.” 

Kenji still didn’t know what to say to him, but at least he wasn’t being openly aggressive. 

“Fear not,” the Duke said, raising his hand. “I will not slay you so quickly this time. You perhaps know who I am, but I’m yet to fully discern you…what is your name, boy?”

“Kenji,” he said, swallowing the lump in his throat.

The Duke grinned and with a flash of motion, suddenly drew his sword. Kenji flinched but was comically slow as he realized the tip was already pointed at his doma. 

“You have something of mine,” the Duke said. “I can sense it now. Tell me, how was this dark sorcery done?”

The power exuding from the duke was terrifying. Perhaps his body was no longer an 80th Dan, but in this realm, wherever it was, he seemed to still be fully intact. Would it make sense lying to him? Probably not. After all, Kenji perhaps wanted answers more than he did.

“I am not certain,” Kenji said truthfully. “But what I do know, is that I am you rebirthed. Done so through the sacred Han techniques.”

The Duke scoffed. “I see now. They’ve sundered my soul. And you are my body.” The warrior then sheathed his blade and lowered himself into a crouch. “Damn imperials.”

Kenji was surprised he was able to determine all that from what he had said, but then, as an 80th-Dan mystic warrior, perhaps his knowledge of things far superseded anything he might be aware of.

“This was not of my choosing,” Kenji said. “I only recently learned about you. And that I might be you…”

“Be me?” he said agitatedly. And then his brows lowered into a scowl. “Don’t flatter yourself, boy. You are not me…!”

His last words came out in a shout, the force of it blowing back Kenji’s hair like the wind.

“You’re nothing but a glorified caretaker, understand?” The Duke stood and stalked towards him. “Until I find a way to return to the material realm, I suggest you take good care of my body.” His eyes then filled with contempt as he fixed a glare on Kenji. “And when I do, I will be taking back what is mine.”

Kenji’s stomach dropped through the ground as Dark Qi exuded from the Duke in a wave of palpable fear. 

“See you again…” he said, turning his back to him. “…when you reach first Dan.”

What…? 

Kenji was about to open his mouth to ask what he meant, but the Bloody Duke spun about and with a flash of steel, the world went dark again.

 

Chapter 31 – Broken Sheath 

 

Kenji awoke with a start, his stomach on fire.

Mei Ling was hovering over him with concern marring her face. 

“Thank the heavens,” she said.

He groaned as he struggled to sit up. “What happened? Did it work?”

He prayed it did. Something must have happened for him to have traveled to that vision again.

“Not exactly,” Mei Ling said. “I’m afraid you nearly died, Kenji. I’m so very sorry.”

Curse the fates… Not the response he was hoping for.

The memory of his vision was still fresh in his mind. 1st Dan? What had the Bloody Duke meant by that then? Did he sense that he could cultivate now?

Kenji felt for his doma. Amidst the pain he could certainly feel something different there. Closing his eyes, he channeled his Qi, forcing it into his center, filling the river behind the dam. Sharp pain shot through him like a knife to the gut and he nearly passed out again.

“Ugh!”

“Please stop!” Mei Ling said. “Don’t try to channel again.”

“What’s happened?” he said. “What’s wrong with me now?”

“Here,” she said, reaching for the thin crystal pane. “I’ll show you.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji studied the new image of the blue sapphire lodged within his stomach. It looked much the same, save for a black crack running across its bottom, a golden energy seeping from it.

“The onyx shard, when expelled through the gem hammer, was supposed to disintegrate the stone sheath completely. But it was much harder than I had gauged,” Mei Ling said. “It has damaged it but no more. And that onyx was unfortunately the strongest gemstone I had.”

“What does this mean then?” he asked.

“I’m afraid I have put you in a much worse condition than before, Kenji. The doma works like a bladder. While strong in retaining pressure, it can become quickly compromised if cut. Right now, your doma is punctured and partially exposed, leaking Qi into your body through the crack in the gem. Expanding your doma by channeling could cause the stone to shatter…and kill you.”

Kill me? Kenji swallowed. “So… I can’t use my Qi at all now? If Qi is leaking out then I could make use of it, couldn’t I?”

Perhaps he could not cultivate, but he still needed to be able to imbue.

“The fissure is too small to properly direct Qi through your meridians. It will be unstable at best and could cause the stone to shatter inside you as well. It may work, yes, but I would not attempt it.”

Curse the fates…

“What’s more,” she added, “your Qi is extremely dense. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. I’d be very fearful for you to even try to use it. The results could be catastrophic.”

“But I could try, couldn’t I?” 

“I would not want to see you put yourself in any more harm than you already are,” she said. She then took his hand and squeezed it. “I’m very sorry to have done this to you, Kenji. I should have known better. My curiosity and exuberance caused me to act in haste and I nearly killed you in the process. Please forgive me.”

She bowed her head. 

No…this couldn’t be. It felt all wrong. “Doctor, please… I blame you for nothing. It was I who came to you for help and I thank you for trying… But please, there must be something more you can do? Can you fix it?”

She bit her lip as she looked at him and then shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

His stomach churned as hopelessness filled him.

What was he going to do now?

His whole plan to free Olja depended on him being able to channel, to imbue a rope of his own. But now he was in a worse-off state than before. He could try anyway, he supposed, but what would that mean?

Kenji felt for his doma and the sore spot it now created in the pit of his stomach. Would the gem shatter on his first try?  What if he were stuck like this forever? A true dullard now. With a doma he still couldn’t touch, not because he couldn’t, but because it could kill him.

Anger fueled his insolence towards the heavens. Every step he took was paid for in hardship. Where was the balance of karma here? Or was karma a lie and the fates, as cruel as they were, the only deciding factor here?

To the hells with this, he thought bitterly. All of it.

He swung his legs to get down off the pedestal, but Mei Ling caught him by the forearm. 

“Wait a moment...” she said. “I may not be able to help you, but I am also not one to leave my messes un-cleaned.”

He regarded her quizzically. 

“The stone inside you is stronger than I am capable of shattering, but a more skilled practitioner with the right tools may still be able to.”

“Really?”

“I know a gem smith in Kurogane who may be able to help.” 

His hopes began to rise. But Kurogane was farther south, the opposite direction of where Olja said they should go. Although, he still wasn’t certain of her purpose for wanting to take him there yet. Hells, she could be taking me to the Bloody Duke for all I know…

But that was something to consider at another time. Now he needed a cure for his doma.

“Here,” Mei Ling said and spun from him to kneel down at a low desk and with a piece of parchment and brush in hand. “I will write you a letter of introduction. The man’s name is Wen Lou and he resides in the jeweler’s district.”

“District?”

“Kurogane is a much larger city. If you ask for directions you should find it.” She finished writing the letter and then sealed it with a glyph stone. “I’ve explained all my findings within. I’ve asked him to give you discretion as well. I have known Master Wen Lou for a long time. You can trust him. He is a man of honor.”

Kenji’s heart stirred as she held the sealed envelope towards him.

Perhaps karma and fate were connected after all. For as much as he had suffered, this woman was willing to extend herself far beyond what was reasonable in aiding him. This was true karma indeed.

Kenji dropped to his knees before her as he grasped the letter. “Thank you so very much, Doctor Mei Ling. I swear to you, that I will not let this great kindness go unpaid.”

“Please do not thank me yet,” she said. “I’ve caused you another infirmity. One perhaps greater than the one you had before. The Qi seeping out of the stone is dense and un-channeled by your meridians.”

“Is that bad?” he asked.

“It is like bleeding internally. A concentration of stagnant Qi in the body can lead to a sickness.”

Sickness? Another troubling thought. “What will it do?”

“It will onset slowly, but damage your body over time. You should travel to Kurogane as soon as you can.”

“How soon?”

Mei Ling frowned. “Normally such a condition is not a large concern. It could take years for abnormalities to develop from Qi sickness. But with the density of your Qi… it could be weeks… or even days.”

His stomach fluttered. “Days?”

“I’m sorry once again, Kenji, for my recklessness.” She bowed to him. “Rest assured, I will still help you in any way I can.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji ascended the stairs back towards the mystic school, both hopes and worries playing on his mind. It was progressing towards afternoon now, and the time for the funeral would be soon, but he no longer could afford to waste time.

His doma was not only still useless…but it was slowly killing him now.

His thoughts drifted as he bounded up the steps, nearly two at a time. He still had an opportunity to try and fix his ailment, but that would take him further south. It was not a journey he could make alone, not with the demon and those Tsu warriors still out there hunting him in the wild. Not to mention the Bloody Duke himself—wherever he might be in that pitch-black dream.

Stop and think rationally, Kenji told himself.

Things were bad yes, perhaps even worse in some ways, but they had progressed. The plan could still be the same. Create a rope to free Olja from her cage and then escape with her. From there, depending on what she knew, they could travel to Kurogane first and fix his ailment before travelling north. She seemed strong enough, and once he fixed his doma for good, he could certainly be able to defend himself as well.

That thought lifted his spirits a bit.

But he would still need some way to imbue the glyphs. He could trick Hu Dong into doing it perhaps. He wouldn’t know the use of the rope he was creating, after all. But then applying it would be a problem. Perhaps Shinoto, but then how could he ask her to risk her future here by helping him, especially if he might not be a part of it. 

Kenji suddenly realized he had reached the top of the steps. That was fast.

He didn’t feel winded either. Had his thoughts distracted him that much? Kenji felt a strong sense of rejuvenation like he never had before. Looking down the steps, he felt as if he could climb them again. 

What was this? 

And then it hit. Was this the effect of his Qi? He felt for the subtle pain in his doma. It was leaking energy so concentrated that a climb that exhausted him and took over an hour before now took barely a few minutes with no effort at all. 

His mind suddenly opened up with a new rush of possibilities. So this was what it was finally like to be a cultivator. To do things far beyond his normal capabilities with ease. The thought sparked something else. Mei Ling said she advised against using his Qi, but not that it wasn’t possible. Perhaps she was merely being cautious. 

But he’d just done the impossible. 

What was stopping him from trying again? He pressed on towards the school with a renewed sense of resolve. He might not have a perfect doma at the moment, but he at least had one. 

And it wouldn’t take much to imbue a glyph script. 

 

Chapter 32 – Forced Sacrifice

 

Kenji rushed past the students still training in the courtyard. Chet Fai and Shinoto were still among them, practicing forms for what seemed to be a spear art now, each of them wielding long Bo staffs. He made eye contact with Shinoto and this time the young girl broke from her form to give him a healthy wave and smile.

The 3rd Dan in charge of the session barked at her. “Concentrate!”

“Sorry, sempai!” Shinoto said in apology, but still gave Kenji a playful wink.

He chucked inwardly, but at the same time his heart ached. He could be leaving her forever tonight. And all the while, she thought they would perhaps still advance together within the mystic school. She deserved a better life than what he could offer her, though. He still had no idea what lay in store him, but if history was any guess, it would not be easy, nor pleasant.

Shinoto had just lost everything, her parents and her home. She was lucky to have found another within the mystic schools. But if it was going to stay that way, then he needed to leave as soon as possible. He was the true target. And if he didn’t want the same atrocity that befell Han repeating itself here, he needed to free Olja and flee Amatsu as soon as possible.

 He entered the main hall in search of Master Hu Dong and passed by the rock garden again. He took in the various weapons on the wall. There were spears and halberds, as well as a large assortment of swords, both curved and straight. A set of gauntlets, the weapons of the fist arts, also hung on display, next to bangles and rune staffs used for the Soul Master Arts. What truly caught his eye, however, were several pieces of chest armor mounted on the wall towards the rear of the hall. Some were plain and made of leather and furs, while others were decoratively ornate and constructed of bronze and steel. The artisan in him yearned to examine them more closely. It was said that weapons and armor could be imbued just like his ropes and he wondered just what additional properties the armor on display could bestow.

He left the hall and was about to head towards Hu Dong’s office but as the place seemed deserted, he decided to venture towards the upper dojo instead. He still hadn’t thought through in detail his plan for freeing Olja and another quick check of the layout would be helpful. 

The dojo appeared empty as well and he shuffled across the canvas-topped floor to reach the long corridor in the back that led to Olja’s cell. He stopped at the corner and ducked his head around it, expecting to see the upperclassmen still on guard duty.

But what he did see caused his heart to sink.

There at the end of the corridor, guarding Olja, was the lieutenant.

Curse my fate…

This was going to be more difficult than he had thought. Distracting or tricking people his own age seemed doable, but a high-Dan mystic warrior who was also a military officer? He released a sigh of frustration as his hopes sank even further. He truly would need a more comprehensive plan to deal with this. As he turned about to leave he came suddenly face to face with Master Hu Dong.

Hells be damned!

“Kenji?” Hu Dong said, as Kenji’s heart pounded against his chest.

“Master Hu Dong!” Kenji gave the most convincing smile he could manage. His heart raced as he quickly chose his next words. “I was just looking for you.”

“Yes?”

Kenji couldn’t tell if he suspected anything or not, but he’d need to answer quickly to prevent any suspicion from setting in, or dispel any that already had. 

“I wish to use your office to begin the rope now.”

“Ah,” he said. “You may do so, but lower the shade…I would rather not too many people know of our arrangement.”

Kenji smiled. That suited him even better. “I will, Master.”

Perhaps the fates were karmically balanced after all. The lieutenant being here was a loss in one aspect, but having complete privacy while he crafted the rope was a win in another.   

 “Thank you, Master Hu Dong.” Kenji gave him a short bow. “I’ll head downstairs and begin now.”

 

*     *     *

 

A close one, Kenji thought. But he appeared to have come through unscathed. 

As he entered Hu Dong’s office and lowered the bamboo shade over the doorway, a rush of excitement coursed through him. This was finally it—the moment to at last test his ability to imbue. He opened the small cabinet containing his belongings and quickly verified the most important item first. He breathed a sigh of relief when he opened the pages of his father’s journal. Thank the heavens…

Taking count of the ropes however, he was aghast to see that some of them were missing, lost on the boat perhaps. Curse the fates. He had only yellow, orange, red, and black left, but his faith was restored when he saw he still had the most valuable rope of all—the mysterious gold.

At least that was there. 

He checked the three Han art tomes next and placed the first one aside, as he would likely need to refresh his memory on the techniques contained within shortly. He saw the book of spirit beasts was present, but not the book on the Tsu War history. Had it been lost on the boat as well?

No matter. His reason for taking it was to try and learn more about the Bloody Duke. But he’d already met the man in person and if he wanted to learn more all he had to do was reach 1st Dan apparently. Not that he was looking forward to seeing his former self again. The Duke had made it abundantly clear what his intentions were. That thought caused Kenji to pause. The Tsu warriors were after the exact same thing. And they were the Duke’s former followers, according to Waru.

Could they have been sent by him somehow?

That thought made him all the more eager to get underway. The sooner he freed Olja the better. Kenji started by re-reading a portion of the Han arts manual. He had only studied the imbuing portion in theory, but in a few moments he would finally be putting it into practice. Or attempt to, at least.

Like the ropes, the glyphs themselves required varying degrees of energy at the right level and intensity to imbue. The more complex the combination, the higher tier or density one’s Qi had to be to overcome the natural forces of the universe.

That was the way his father had always described it.

The Han techniques were about displacing energy, to shift the natural order… defying the heavens themselves by storing that shift in nature to be released at another time. It was like bending a bow. And the stronger the bow, the more force was required to both string it and draw it. But along with the strength of one’s Qi, the Han arts also required a great quantity of endurance. 

The changing of physical things was beyond what most practitioners did. Mystic artists, as powerful as they were, affected the world in but brief moments of time, high impacts and effect. But to change things permanently required the energy of true creation. That was perhaps why Qi density was so important to their clan and why rebirthing might have been sought after in the first place. As his father had once put it, even if one were able to draw the bow, they would then need the endurance to hold it fast, for ages, until its shape conformed to its new state of being.

Kenji hoped that his Qi density would take care of that.  

Withdrawing his writing implements from his sack, Kenji sat at Hu Dong’s desk and began scripting. Memories of working alongside his father played on his mind, lifting his spirits as he touched ink to parchment with the soft brush. He would finally become a true practitioner today. 

A rebirther just like his father. 

Although in this case it was to do something a bit different than making fruit.

He scribed a simple glyph as a test. A 1st-tier difficulty.

He held the red parchment between his thumb and index finger and within his mind’s eye focused on the exact pattern of meridians to open. It was like clearing channels within a dry riverbed. But now it was time to break the dam and allow his Qi to flow.

Please work…

He focused on his doma and released his Qi.

Sharp pain lanced through his stomach as the glyph flashed. It burst into bright-white flames and then immediately crumbled into ash. 

“Fates be damned!” he cursed, clutching his stomach.

The pain continued as the iron taste of blood filled his mouth. That didn’t go well.  It was as Mei Ling had said. His Qi had rushed forth like a tidal wave and destroyed whatever channels he had laid. He couldn’t control it at all. His Qi had been too strong. But that was only a 1st-tier glyph. The ones he needed to imbue for the rope would take far stronger Qi than that.

Perhaps it could still work.

Kenji ignored the pain in his stomach and set about to scripting again, this time with a far more complex glyph. He readied himself, clearing the pathways of his meridians, and then held the parchment aloft.

He closed his eyes. Imbue…

The glyph flashed like before, but this time it exploded with a sharp pop. Blood erupted from his mouth as his vision tunneled. Dear gods! Pieces of flaming parchment scattered across the office, but thankfully burned out before falling to the wooden floor. His stomach felt like someone had driven a spear through him by the wrong end. 

He lay on the floor breathing heavily, trying to recover from the ordeal.

Curse the fates… This wasn’t going to work. He couldn’t do this with his doma in this condition. As he sat back upright, he considered his options, the pain still seeping through his gut. Trying to push his doma any further was futile and would probably kill him in the end. 

He would need someone else’s help after all. But who?

He thought of tricking Hu Dong again, or even asking Mei Ling—but she’d done enough for him already and he couldn’t involve her with what he was about to do. There was really only one person left to consider whom he could trust, but it was the one person he was trying to avoid asking the most.

Curse me.

Shinoto had the chance for a new life here. And asking her would be asking her to not just to help him, but to risk throwing all of that away. He was perhaps foolish to try and keep avoiding the most obvious solution.  But he had no choice now. He could have simply asked her for her help from the beginning, but he had tried everything not to have to. 

Because just like asking her to the festival...

He knew she’d say yes. 

 

Chapter 33 - True Intentions

 

Flames from the funeral pyre burned hot against Kenji’s face, but they did little to dry his tears. Even after having seen Waru pass over into the beyond, the finality of his separation caused Kenji’s heart to grieve. Perhaps it was not only Waru he grieved for, but his father as well. For everyone who had died in Han Village that day.

He prayed that they too, had crossed over that black gulf safely.

The few that had gathered to pay their last respects consisted of Mei Ling and the men Kenji had worked with to build the pyre, Master Hu Dong, and of course Shinoto and Chet Fai. The two youngsters wept as he did, Shinoto by his side. They knelt before a small altar in front of the funeral pyre and sent their prayers to the heavens with the sweet-smelling aroma of burnt incense. 

Waru, if you can hear me, Kenji prayed. Please tell me I’m making the right decision this time.

He glanced over at Shinoto, her face damp with tears.

Heavens forgive me.

Kenji thought back to the moment right after his failed attempt to imbue, when he’d made the decisions to sacrifice Shinoto’s future for his own. Perhaps it was out of shame or guilt, but he’d thrown himself into work with an abandon, determined to finish the rope before the funeral began.

He’d started by studying both the Han arts books and his father’s notes before embarking on creating a rebirthing rope that would instead do the opposite. It would work on the same principle but would accelerate time in lieu of reversing. He was unsure how long it would take to rust iron, but he’d selected a length of orange twenty-year rope to use. Combining that with the element of water, he hoped that would be enough.

That was all contingent on if he could get the glyphs imbued, of course. He still wasn’t certain if Shinoto could perform the needed techniques with proficiency, but he was willing to coach her all night if need be—once he shared with her his plan, that was.

The ceremony ended and everyone made ready to return to the mystic school. Mei Ling and her staff bid them farewell as they prepared to return to their respective homes as well. 

“Thank you again, Master Mei Ling.” Kenji bowed to her before she left. “Once again I’m in your debt.”

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

He smiled. “I am well.”

She squinted at him and he wondered if she could perhaps somehow discern that he had tried to use his doma. Eventually though she smiled. “Please don’t push yourself. If you feel anything untoward, come see me right away.” 

He bowed to her again in thanks and bid her farewell.

As he followed along with Master Hu Dong towards the mystic school, Kenji tried to find the right opportunity to speak with Shinoto privately, but Chet Fai was clinging close to her side. As they neared the steps, Master Hu Dong bounded ahead using Qinggong, climbing the steps with ease. He knew Chet Fai and Shinoto were about to follow suit. If he wanted a chance to speak with her alone, now was the time. 

“Shinoto,” he said, just before she was about to bound up the steps. “Would you mind walking with me?”

She stopped and so did Chet Fai.

“Why?” her brother asked, narrowing his eyes at him. “What for?”

Defiance stirred in his gut. He might not have full use of his doma, but his body was full of Qi now. Qi far denser than that of a rebirthed blue tier. Still, he was on the cusp of something that would require both stealth and subterfuge and stirring up Chet Fai would only add further complication to that.

He laid on a practiced smile. “Well… it’s dark and the lanterns are spaced far apart. I can’t climb the steps as easily as the both of you. It would perhaps be safer if one of you travelled with me, but it would mean a much longer trip.”

“Yes, of course,” Shinoto said and then reddened a bit. “I’m so sorry, Kenji, I should have considered that. I’ll walk with you.”

Kenji smiled sheepishly. “It’s a bit embarrassing. These steps were not constructed for dullards, it seems.”

“Exactly why you shouldn’t be climbing them,” Chet Fai said smugly. “This school wasn’t meant for the likes of you.”

“Chet Fai!” Shinoto said with a glare. “That was uncalled for!”

 The adolescent scowled with disgust, shaking his head before continuing up the stairs and leaving them both behind. 

Kenji smiled in victory. Chet Fai was indeed easy to manipulate. No way was he going to lower himself to the standard of a dullard and endure climbing the steps using his physical strength alone, much less to help him. He was perhaps lucky Chet Fai wasn’t quick-thinking enough to volunteer himself and use it as an opportunity to push him off the steps. Although hopefully something like that was beyond even him.

“I’m sorry,” Shinoto said. “I honestly don’t know why he acts like an idiot most of the time.”

“It’s fine,” Kenji said, ensuring Chet Fai was far enough ahead before starting his climb. “I’m sure it’s not an act.”

Shinoto burst out laughing and clung to his arm as they climbed the stairs together.

 

*     *     *

 

They reached about halfway when Kenji finally stopped. “Shinoto, I’d like to ask you something…”

She looked up at him quizzically. “Sure.”

He ignored the sickness in his stomach as he prepared to ask her for a favor far beyond what was reasonable. “I need your help imbuing something.”

“Imbuing?” she said, intrigued. “What?”

“A rope...I plan on freeing Olja and leaving the village with her tonight.”

Her mouth hung open. “What?”

“I know this sounds sudden but it’s a bit hard to explain,” he said. The last thing he needed was her learning about who he actually was on top of all this. “She needs me to go north with her.”

“North? Why?”

Kenji swallowed. “I don’t actually know...yet.”

Shinoto’s face suddenly curled into a scowl. “Absolutely not!”

Kenji blinked. “What?”

“I’m not helping you do something as foolish as that! You don’t even know her. What did she even say to you?”

Her face was flushed and heated. He certainly didn’t expect a reaction like this.

“We just went through the worst ordeal of our lives, Kenji, but at least we’re safe here now. Why would you want to leave?”

“It’s not that I want to…” he started, but she immediately cut him off.

“Are you still worried about that demon or something? About it coming after you?”

His face was now the one to flush red. 

“Waru gave his life to ensure we got here. Why would you leave and throw that all away?” Her eyes glistened and her tone became pleading. “We have the chance for a future here, Kenji. Please don’t go.”

The way she looked at him when she said it, seemed like she was referring to more than just the three of them who had survived Han Village. His heart stirred and he wondered once again what he would be giving up by leaving her behind. But then again, Shinoto was still rebirthed as a child…what future could they possibly share together?

Despite that, he tried to put himself in her place. Without understanding everything, this would perhaps seem like more than a simply unreasonable request. It would seem like abandonment, like suicide even. But he still needed her help. He thought back to what Waru had said, about keeping his secret. But if he couldn’t tell Shinoto, then how else would she understand?

  The guilt crept back in as he prepared to burden her with far more than he had originally planned. “All right, Shinoto… I suppose I owe you at least an explanation for why I’m asking this of you. But you may not like what you hear. And please, you can’t tell anyone else. Especially not your brother.”

Her throat flexed in a swallow. “All right…”

He sat down on the steps and Shinoto nervously joined him, her tiny legs trembling.

“I’m not who you think I am,” he said. “I’m not even sure exactly what I am…”

She looked at him with even more concern. “You’re scaring me now, Kenji.”

“Perhaps you should be scared of me,” he said. “Because apparently…I’m the Bloody Duke.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji went into the details of his own self-discovery, starting with his father and then what he’d learned from Waru. Shinoto remained quiet the entire time, staring at him in perpetual shock and disbelief—or what he assumed had to be so. Her eyes shimmered as if with tears and her lips trembled.

“Is all of this real?” she finally said. “You’re some kind of legendary warrior?”

“I think so,” he said. “I even met him, I believe.”

“Met him? How?”

Kenji described that encounter next, the black beach and the celestial city. Those towering demons and the people fleeing for their lives.

“It sounds like a vision,” Shinoto said. “Like the kind you’re supposed to have when you ascend.”

“Maybe it was. Or something like it anyway. I saw Waru, you know?”

Her eyes widened. “You did?”

“He was on that beach. I saw him make it across to the city though. He’s safe.”

“Did you see anyone else?”

“No one I recognized… except for the Duke… He looked just like me, Shinoto, only older and he had the markings of the Tsu. Like the ones that attacked our village.”

“And you think they came for you now?” she asked. “Those warriors?”

“Yes,” he said. “And the demon too. It’s what they were using to find me.”

Shinoto looked down, staring into nothing. “This is all too much to take in.”

Kenji exhaled deeply. “I’m sorry, Shinoto…I know it is.” Tightness caught in his throat as he prepared to speak further. “Everything I had feared turned out to be true. I’m the reason all of this happened. I’m the reason our parents are dead…that everyone is dead.”

Sickness filled his stomach. Saying it aloud was perhaps even worse than just thinking it inside his head. He paused to see how Shinoto would react, but she just kept staring at the ground.

“I hope you can understand now why I need to go,” he said. “Why I need to keep those people away from you and everyone else. I need to understand why Olja came for me. She’s the only link I have to my past. And perhaps my future.”

Shinoto still didn’t say anything. He thought she might be crying but he wasn’t sure. Eventually she spoke. “So you’ll head north then… beyond the wall?”

“Well… eventually I suppose.”

“Eventually?”

“There’s something else.”

“What?”

Kenji then told her about the sapphire soul stone, sheathed around his doma and how Mei Ling had helped him crack it. “But now it’s leaking Qi,” he said and explained what that meant. “She gave me the name of a gem smith in Kurogane. She said he might be able to remove it completely.”

Shinoto’s eyes suddenly grew wide. “She said he can remove it?”

“She thinks he might be able to …”

She grabbed hold of his forearm. “Kenji, if that thing is killing you, then getting to Kurogane is more important than going north or anything else!”

He knew that was true, but he hadn’t really thought that far ahead yet. “There’s no way for me to get there without Olja’s help, though. I’m still a dullard with a broken doma, who has a demon and three Tsu warriors out to kill him.”

“Then we’ll free her like you said.” Shinoto nodded and her eyes filled with a sudden resolve. “What is it you need me to do?”

“So you’ll help me?”

“Of course I will!” she said. 

“But do you realize the risk? If you get caught with me, it could ruin your future here at the school.”

 She looked at him incredulously. “The school?”

“You have a future here, Shinoto. Once I leave with Olja you’ll be safe. You can still follow your dream.”

Shinoto shook her head at him. “You think that after telling me a story like that, that there’s any way you’re getting rid of me?”

He sighed. Curse my fate. “Well…to be honest. I was kind of fearing you’d say something like that.”

She gave him a scowl, but a playful one. “You’re a real scoundrel, you know that?”

Kenji chuckled. “Seriously though, Shinoto. I want you to think about this. I have to run, but you don’t. You could be throwing away your chances at joining a mystic school for good.”

“By the heavens, Kenji…” Shinoto shook her head at him. “You truly are a dullard, aren’t you?”

“Huh?”

“You think joining a mystic school and becoming a warrior is my dream?”

He shrugged. “Isn’t it? It’s all you ever spoke about.”

“I wanted to see the world, Kenji. That’s my dream.”

Thinking back, he supposed her words did ring true.

 “Becoming a mystic warrior was always my best chance of making that happen,” she continued. “But even that wouldn’t have mattered, if I couldn’t see the world with you.”

His insides grew warm as his stomach fluttered. He looked into the eyes of the little girl staring at him, and saw the gaze of the young woman he’d fallen in love with staring back. He wished she’d never donned that yellow rope now. That he had been bold and perhaps selfish enough to let her know his true intentions beforehand, just like Waru had said.

But it was too late now.

“Everything has changed, Kenji. Our families are gone. The only thing that matters to me is that we stay together. No matter where we go.”

“You really mean that?”

She grinned. “With you being some 80th-Dan legendary warrior? Are you kidding? How could I pass up on that?”

She burst into a laugh and he did as well. He knew she’d say yes, but never did he think she’d do so in a way that would bring him no guilt at all. She wanted to come with him, to be with him. And if she did, it would be up to him to grow strong enough to protect her. 

But there was one further complication to consider.

 “What about your brother?”

“Chet Fai?” She made an irritated face. “Don’t get me wrong. I do love my brother, but he’s an arrogant, selfish pig who acts like a child younger than the age he looks. If there is anyone that needs to stay in Amatsu Village, it’s him.”

Kenji laughed. He couldn’t agree with that more.

“Come on then, Kenji,” Shinoto said, standing. “Let’s figure out this plan of yours. Now exactly what do you need me to do?”

 

Chapter 34 – Rope Tricks

 

They decided to wait until after midnight to meet up and set their plan into motion. As the moon rose high into the night sky, Kenji waited at the entrance to the great hall, peering through the cracked doorway. He kept check of both the girls’ dormitory and the small dwelling to the side of the great hall where Master Hu Dong made his home. The lanterns had been snuffed out hours ago and the entire complex lay still. Only the sound of the wind blowing across the cliff top filled the night air with a gentle whistle. Kenji was thankful for it. It would hopefully mask any sound that they would make.

He glanced over his shoulder behind him and kept watch for the imperial lieutenant still on guard. While they were positioned next to Olja’s cage and rarely moved from there, he did note they had a rotation of sorts. Thus far the four lieutenants seemed to share the responsibility of guarding both Olja and the village itself. But as for when that shift would change he wasn’t sure, and he constantly feared a lieutenant perhaps sneaking up behind him at any moment.

Come on, Shinoto, he urged as he adjusted the shade on his lamp, swinging it between the open doorway as was the signal they had agreed to beforehand. He waited for perhaps a few minutes more and then saw the girl’s tiny form emerge from the dormitory. She headed for the outhouse as was the plan and then moments later she came running from it towards the hall.

She looked flustered as she arrived at the door. “I’m here.”

He smiled at her as he nudged the door open, allowing her to slip through. “Any problems?”

“I was worried about the older sempais awakening, but they’re all kids. They pretty much sleep like rocks.”

He suppressed a chuckle. “So odd to hear you say something like that.”

“What? They do?”

“I mean being one yourself.”

She rolled her eyes. “Come on, you. Let’s get to it. Show me this rope.”

They tiptoed across the great hall and traveled down the corridor to Hu Dong’s office. Once inside Kenji partially lowered the shade, keeping most of the doorway hidden while leaving the bottom open for them to peer out and keep watch on the hallway. As they sat cross-legged on the floor, Kenji opened the sacred tome of the Han arts and selected a specific page for Shinoto to read.

He handed her the book and she studied it while he kept watch. 

After a few minutes she nodded. “Okay I understand the meridian patterns. Where’s the rope?”

Kenji laid it in front of her and instructed which of the seven glyphs to imbue first. “These are all close to sixth tier, but with your reborn Qi density you should be able to do it.”

“Alright, here goes.”

Shinoto took hold of the glyph and closed her eyes. She exhaled rhythmically as she summoned Qi and Kenji could feel the slight pressure exuding from her doma. He wasn’t certain how long it would take, but after nearly half an hour, without the glyph flashing even once, Shinoto dropped the sliver of red parchment, frustrated and exhausted.

“I don’t think it’s working,” she said, her skin now covered in a light film of sweat.

Kenji frowned. “You had the third, ninth, and twelfth meridians open, correct?”

“The entire time. It felt like I was trying to channel into a wall.”

“A wall?”

“Yes, like my Qi was going nowhere.”

Kenji frowned again. That wasn’t good.

“What?” she asked.

He sighed, feeling like they were on the brink of yet another failed attempt. “Perhaps your Qi isn’t strong enough still.”

“What do you mean?” 

“I’ve never experienced it myself, but I’ve read that the sensation you felt is akin to the threshold of the glyph not being met. Like a tide unable to crest a wall. Are you still an Off White?”

“Yes.”

“Did you eat the fruits?”

“Yes.”

“Then perhaps you should channel them. If you were to raise perhaps a tier or two, you could perhaps do it.”

“I have been channeling them, Kenji.” She then released a sigh. “Do you forget that of the two of us, I’m the true dullard now?”

He blinked. “What?”

“Your doma was sealed because you’re a crazy legendary warrior. Meanwhile I’m still the idiot who only just reached 8th tier at seventeen years old.” He’d never considered it quite like that. Shinoto released a defeated sigh and looked down at the floor glumly. “Those fruits have done nothing for me yet. Probably wasted on me.”

Kenji’s heart broke for her. “Shinoto…don’t say such a thing.” 

He rested a hand on her shoulder to comfort her, but she shrugged it off. 

“Don’t mind me… I shouldn’t be one to complain. I at least wasn’t treated badly for my ineptitude. You were. And it wasn’t even your fault.”

“But you’re not a dullard,” he said. “We’ll get this to work.”

She shook her head. “It’s just as you described. My Qi is dense but not powerful enough. I can’t get over the threshold.”

Long moments passed as all hope drained from the room. This was the subtle price of rebirthing. A denser Qi, but literally starting all over again at first tier. In some cases the density alone was enough to achieve the same effect of a higher tier, but perhaps only one or two higher, not six or seven as was required now.

“You know what the really frustrating thing is?” she said. “If I was seventeen again and still a Jade tier, I’d be able to do this with ease.”

Another silence fell as her words caused him to pause. 

It was true. Shinoto’s Qi would have been less dense and it perhaps would have taken more time to fully imbue the glyph, but she would have been able to break the threshold easily. And that threshold of the glyph needed was determined by the age of the rope. If he used a lesser rope, she should be able to imbue. He considered trying a ten-year instead of the twenty, but he had no idea if that would rust the bars enough to remove the warding glyph and allow Olja to break free of that cage. The iron looked thick and they would have only one chance at it. If it wasn’t enough…

No, I have to stick with the twenty-year rope, he thought. He had to be certain it would work…or have the best chance at least. Even twenty years he was unsure of, but it would be a better bet than ten. 

Kenji’s mind began to stir as he struggled to find some other way. He studied the glyphs on the ‘acceleration rope’, as he’d decided to dub it, and Shinoto’s words came back to him. If she was seventeen and Jade tier again… she’d be able to do it with ease.

Stronger before… 

A thought sparked and he reached for his father’s journal, flipping through the pages.

“What are you doing?”

“I might have an idea,” Kenji said, his heart beating with a sudden excitement. He found the passage he’d read before and read it aloud for her. 

“Listen to this,” he said. “The varying degrees of the ropes can be thought of like a doma. Its years in length, like stored Qi. It can be expended minutely or all at once and in many forms.”

“Huh?”

“Expended minutely or all at once…” he said. “I think that’s the key.”

“I don’t get it.”

“If a rope is like a doma, then perhaps a doma can also be thought of like a rope. If I accelerated your age, while the tier of your doma remained the same, the density would rapidly expand, becoming a sudden pressure. Just like raising a tier!”

She shook her head. “Accelerate my age?”

“Not by much,” he said. He would need to perform calculations. “Your Qi right now has the power of an 8th tier compressed by ten years. Releasing even just a bit of that, but in a rapid burst, would make it as strong as 8th tier again, perhaps even stronger. But only for a moment.”

Yes…it made sense. It was as his father had described. The Han arts were about shifting nature and storing energies to be released at a later time. Like the drawn bow being held fast until it assumed a permanent shape, if that shape was suddenly reversed, then that stored energy had to go somewhere.

 “It’s perhaps the same as what I experienced when I tried to imbue,” he said. “My Qi is even denser than yours, and when it expanded through that small crack in the gem, it was so powerful it burned the glyph instantly.”

He left out the part about it nearly killing him as well.

“So what do we do?” Shinoto asked.

“I need to prepare another rope.”

 

*     *     *

 

For the next hour Kenji studied his father’s notes while Shinoto kept watch. He wrote the common glyph scripts for the acceleration properties and then attached them to a length of yellow rope. 

Ten years for ten years, Kenji thought, the same as had been used for her rebirth. Thinking back to the ceremony, it seemed like ages ago now even though it had been just a few days. So much had happened since then. So much had been lost…and yet some things gained.

The tiers of the glyph were of much lower difficulty and after giving them to Shinoto, she was thankfully able to imbue them with ease, taking perhaps only ten minutes each time.

“Halfway there,” he said. “Are you doing okay?”

She yawned. “Besides nearly falling asleep?”

He chuckled. “Almost done now.”

Save for the particular tiers of the glyph, the rope was nearly identical to the one he had made before to rust the iron. But now came the perhaps most critical part. He needed a timer—a glyph that would stop the process at precisely the right time and allow for only the desired amount of age to be converted into expanded Qi.

Kenji took a sheet of parchment and began scribing numbers. Arithmetic wasn’t his strongest subject, but he would have to make keen use of it now. 8 tiers compressed by 10 years. If a single year was then released in a second, what strength of Tier would that then give?

Kenji calculated the sum, and squinted his eyes at the result.

80 tiers? No, that couldn’t be right. A year was not equal to a second, after all. He would need to make the times equal to form the proper ratio. He recalculated again, converting the years into seconds. His eyes bulged. The number was even bigger, humongous even. He wasn’t able to even calculate it all. 

Was this the true ratio? 

But perhaps it made sense. A year’s worth of 8th-tier cultivation, released in but a second? That would equal. He could not fathom it. His numbers had to be wrong, but he was at least grateful he hadn’t just tried the rope around Shinoto and activated it without considering some kind of control device. 

If all that energy was released at once… He didn’t even want to think about it. No doma could survive that. 

He trimmed the numbers down, starting instead with the amount he would need, rather than the maximum amount possible. It took another few minutes but he finally came to an answer. 

“I think this is it,” he said. “A week, released in 15 seconds.”

“So I’ll age by a week in 15 seconds?”

“Ah…yes,” he said as he began writing the glyphs. “If I get this right.”

Her eyes then shot open, hopeful. “So you could return me to my true age again?”

True age?

“Oh no…” He shook his head emphatically, recalling the numbers he’d seen. “I performed the calculations for that. The energy release is astronomical. If I tried it, it would perhaps burst your doma.” 

She frowned then, looking disappointed. “Oh…I see.”

Then the look of disappointment shifted to worry. “Is this safe, Kenji?”

He smiled and then showed her the two glyphs. “It will be with these. One week. Fifteen seconds.” 

He held them up in turn. 

“Once you imbue them we can give it a try,” he said.

She did so and after tying the yellow ten-year-rope about her waist, Kenji gave her a nod. “Channel into the yellow rope first to activate it and then try to imbue the red rope again.”

His nerves stood on end, yet he felt strangely confident in what he had created. Unlike the uncertainty of his doma and channeling in general, the Han arts were based upon precision of measurement and known quantities. Things he could discern with great detail given enough tools and time. And if his father had taught him anything, it was to be meticulous. 

Shinoto closed her eyes and the glyphs on the yellow rope glowed. She then took hold of one of the higher-tiered glyphs of the orange rope and channeled into it. A few strands of the yellow rope dissolved into smoke as Shinoto aged by a week. At the same time, the red-rope glyph glowed within her hand and then flashed to completion.

“It worked!” he said triumphantly. Thank the heavens!

Shinoto opened her eyes. “It did?”

Kenji smiled. “It did!”

They then finished the other glyphs, a bit of the yellow rope dissolving each time. By the time they had finished, Shinoto didn’t look much older. He supposed even at such a young age the difference of just a few weeks would not be noticeably different.

“I think I might be taller,” she said with a laugh. “Now what?”

Kenji could not guess the time. It had been a few hours at least. “This took much longer than I had first imagined. It will be morning soon.”

“Should we wait then before using it?”

“I still haven’t figured out a way to use it, to be honest,” he said. “We need to distract the lieutenant on guard somehow before we can get to Olja’s cage.”

“What kind of distraction?”

“I’m not sure, yet.”

Shinoto yawned again. “Perhaps it’s best if we wait until tomorrow. I don’t think I’m prepared to do anything but sleep right now.”

Kenji nodded. “You’re probably right.”

He could use the extra time to observe the rotations of the lieutenants and work out a solid plan. “We should meet sometime tomorrow.”

“When?”

“The morning would perhaps be too soon.”

“How about at noon?” she said. “We could meet in the village for lunch.”

“They’ll allow you to leave?”

Shinoto grinned with a shrug. “It could perhaps be my last day. I’ll find a way.”

He chuckled. “All right. I’ll meet you in the square then.” 

“Sounds like a date,” Shinoto said, removing the yellow rope. “Too bad this thing couldn’t work all the way or else we could have a real one.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind.” She chuckled, hiding a blush. “See you tomorrow at noon.”   

 

Chapter 35 - Control

 

Dawn broke over the horizon as Amikazu drifted across the dense forest surrounding the outskirts of Amatsu Village. The pulsing from the stone within the box intensified, again resonating within his doma. His Qi faltered and he barely landed upon a tree branch before falling out of the sky. 

Curse the fates, he thought. It was no longer safe to travel this way.

Using the last of his Qinggong, Amikazu descended to the ground.

He opened the steel box about his neck and found the ruby within glowing even more intensely than before. By the hells… 

Intricate patterns flowed inside the jewel itself and he stared at it, mesmerized. It had to be resonating with the other stone. The one inside the boy. Perhaps I should consume it now, he thought, the power of it enticing.

But no…that had been the emperor’s folly. 

Jin Yu had consumed the spirit stone as barely a tenth Dan and the power of it had overcome him. If Amikazu wanted to avoid the same fate, he would need to extract the power of the Duke’s doma first. Pure Qi stripped of the Duke’s influence. Only by first ascending to at least 40th Dan would he perhaps have the fortitude to consume both. 

Still…he was no materia-fed weakling like Jin Yu. Perhaps he was strong enough now.

You are…

He reached for the glowing ruby, touching its surface. So beautiful. A tremendous urge overcame him. He was so close to his goal, what he had sacrificed so much for… 

Take it, Amikazu… you are strong enough now…

Take it!

He blinked at the sudden thought entering his mind and slammed the case shut. His heart pounded as if in fright. What was that? Those thoughts were not his own. 

Not entirely.

He steeled himself as the pulsing from within the case continued to surge within his doma. He would need to walk the rest of the way. Perhaps that would be better. The less Qi he used, the less chance of the stone affecting him.

He was so close to his aim.

He thought of burying the box to distance himself from it. Perhaps he could return for it later once he had ascended.

No, don’t be a fool…Anyone could find it then.

“That’s true,” Amikazu said.

No, he needed the other stone. That was the solution.

He needed to find that boy as soon as possible. 

 

Chapter 36 – Contemplating Chaos

 

Kenji awoke, expecting to feel groggy from his late-night activities and lack of sleep. But he felt surprisingly rejuvenated and full of vigor, a strong pulse of energy surging through his doma. It didn’t hurt as it did the night before, but he did feel more of a presence there. Like perhaps the crack had slightly grown and was now allowing more Qi to enter his system. If that were the case then he needed to progress even faster now. 

He threw off his blanket within the small storage room at the back of the main hall and set his mind to the task of the day.

He would be leaving this village tonight—him along with Shinoto.

Part of him couldn’t be more excited about it. They would set off and explore the world together, just like they had always planned. But the reality was perhaps far more daunting than that. He was a hunted man, with a compromised doma that was slowly killing him and he was about to lead his best friend into a fate he himself didn’t yet fully understand.

If he wanted any hope of survival, he needed to free Olja first.

And he had only a day to figure that out.

He’d left both ropes secured in Hu Dong’s office. There was no sense in raising suspicion by being caught with them before it was time. He would meet with Shinoto in the village center by noon. But before then he needed to learn the rotation of the lieutenants guarding Olja’s cell and then devise some way to distract them long enough for him to use the rope on her cage and then a way for all three of them to escape.

No easy task perhaps. Even Olja, as strong as she seemed, would be no match for all four of those lieutenants. But he needed to figure this all out soon. The military had already increased their security by placing the lieutenant on guard rather than the upperclassmen and more would be on their way to interrogate her.

Time to get started.

Kenji went about the normal duties of the day, as he had been instructed by Master Hu Dong earlier, cleaning the main hall. Although he was technically a steward and Hu Dong’s secret rebirthing slave, he still had to make good on his promise to keep the school clean. That was just fine with him. It would allow him access to all the areas he needed to develop a plan.

Kenji started first by checking on Olja. 

He ventured across the dojo and then as far as halfway down the hallway leading to her cage, pretending to sweep. The lieutenant on duty turned about and looked at him.

It was a different one than the woman he’d met before, a young man this time, which was a blessing perhaps. The woman would have certainly become suspicious of him. Kenji kept his distance and gave the lieutenant a polite smile. 

The man didn’t return it.

He looked to Olja next. The giant woman was still within the cage, her eyes closed in some deep meditative state. Just as well. He didn’t want her reacting to him by making eye contact or something in front of the lieutenant.  

We’ll be out of here soon, he promised her. He just prayed she would have all the answers he craved: why she’d come for him and why she needed him to go north.

Kenji completed the chores within the hall and then had a small breakfast of rice congee and shredded pork in the main square along with the other students. The meal was prepared by the upperclassmen or sempais as they were called. Kenji joined them, sitting at the back of the group. He spotted Shinoto among the ranks of the lowerclassmen, but kept his distance for Chet Fai’s sake—or perhaps his own.

The last thing he needed was Chet Fai getting suspicious and interfering somehow. But despite Kenji keeping his distance, the adolescent twenty-year-old made his displeasure known by scowling at Kenji from over his bowl of congee. Kenji acknowledged the scowl with a smile. 

After the students had eaten they returned to their training within the courtyard and Kenji watched them from afar. Master Hu Dong taught a class on basic defense techniques common to all the mystic art styles. He had to admit, although he had never had an affinity for training in the mystic arts like Shinoto, the idea of spending every day simply training was appealing to him. A productive and structured life and a fair bit easier than tending a field or orchard.

He gave Shinoto a smile as she went through foot techniques, learning to advance and retreat with as few steps as possible, while always keeping her attacker in sight. They then broke into the various basic art styles and Shinoto joined the Soul Master group while Chet Fai joined the Blade Masters.

Although the techniques they practiced were basic, it was still somewhat riveting to watch. The more experienced students sparred against one another while the younger ones observed. Eventually they participated as well, with Shinoto practicing the same basic palm technique that Master Yushiro had taught her back in Han Village. 

In between the matches, Kenji took note of the time and finally saw the lieutenant from earlier emerge from the common hall. He was happy to see him exchanging posts with the female lieutenant he had met originally. It was nearly noon and that would mean it would likely not be her on duty when they tried their escape tonight. That woman held an interest in him that was far too keen. Even as she passed by, Kenji noticed the slight stare she gave him.

Now that he had determined the shift timing, he had a clear window of when to enact the plan. The only thing left now was the plan itself. He had first thought of starting some disturbance in the village. But with the other three lieutenants guarding it, that perhaps wouldn’t work. It needed to be something at the school instead. Something urgent and pressing enough for a student to need the help from a soldier rather than an upperclassman or Hu Dong. A small fire perhaps? He contemplated how he could achieve such a thing without burning down the entire school. He certainly didn’t want to endanger everyone’s lives or the school itself.

Perhaps he’d need to get Hu Dong to leave the school first and then create a more mundane disturbance. But that would be far more difficult to accomplish at night. If the fire were more controlled, it could probably work. He eyed the wooden practice dummies in the center of the courtyard and slowly solidified the idea. Night would become an advantage then—a sudden confusion with which to take advantage. And with the soldiers already poised to repel some kind of attack, it would no doubt be easy to bring them running.

It was as good a plan as any, he supposed. Now he just had to share it with Shinoto and then wait until nightfall to put it into action. He’d have to find a way to start the— 

“Hey, cripple.”

Kenji emerged from his thoughts to see Chet Fai standing over him. 

“Why don’t you stop gawking and earn your breakfast,” the boy said. “This yard could use some sweeping.”

 Kenji released a tired sigh. Chet Fai was nothing if not predictable, just as Shinoto had said. Trying to pick a fight in the main square in the midst of the assembly was a great way to perhaps have him kicked out of the sect for fighting. 

But he wasn’t rising to the bait. 

“A good idea,” Kenji said, taking his broom as he stood. He glanced down at Chet Fai and felt almost sorry for him. His world was about to forever change tonight as well. Would he even care? “Let me ask you something, Chet Fai.”

He smirked mischievously, perhaps thinking himself to have won this elementary game of wits. “Go ahead.”

“When this is all over, what will you do?”

The question seemed to genuinely take him by surprise and he squinted. “What do you mean?”

“Your revenge, once you have it. What then? Will you rebuild Han Village? Or will you make a home here?”

“What does it matter to you what I do?”

 “You’re the chief now. Shouldn’t you have a plan?”

He reddened a bit, his eyes shifting. “I do have a plan. And I don’t need you or anyone else’s approval for it.”

Kenji raised his palms in mock surrender. “Fine. I was simply asking. I’ll be sure to stay out of your way.”

“Yes, you do that.”

As Chet Fai turned to leave, the insolence rose up within him again.

Just be sure to stay out of mine, he wanted to say, but words such as that would serve no purpose right now. Kenji held his tongue, but still, there was something else that remained on his mind. And perhaps now was his only chance to seek the truth of it. “What is it you have against me, Chet Fai?”

“What?” The boy stopped and turned about.

“Since I’ve known you, you’ve resented me. Why is that?”

Chet Fai reddened again, looking almost sheepish. Perhaps he didn’t think him bold enough to ask the question outright. “My sister has a soft spot for you, but I don’t. I see you for what you truly are, Kenji.”

Kenji smirked. “And what’s that?”

“A follower.”

It was Kenji’s turn to redden now. That was the last thing he expected him to say.

“You lack ambition,” Chet Fai said. “You think weakness like that is something I want brought into my family? I was hoping after Shinoto’s rebirth you’d get the hint and leave her be. But my sister is as thick-headed as you are. You probably think I resent you for simply being a dullard, but that only adds to the insult of what you already are.”

Kenji’s stomach churned with anger and resentment, but he could find no words to defend against what Chet Fai had said. 

“You ask me of my plan,” Chet Fai said. “But what is yours? What do you hope to aspire to besides following my sister around like a lapdog?” He then smirked and nodded at the broom. “Even if it means lowering yourself to a chambermaid, you’ll do it to follow her. Nothing is beneath you, it seems. Grow a spine and be a man, Kenji. Then perhaps you’ll garner some respect.”

His insides sickened with hatred and disgust, but he couldn’t say it was directed entirely at Chet Fai. The boy turned from him and walked away and for once he seemed to be the true age he was. Not much older perhaps, but old enough to see things in a light Kenji never dreamed possible. Chet Fai spoke with an introspection Kenji didn’t think him capable of.

And yet he couldn’t deny that what Chet Fai said had some truth to it. 

His thoughts returned to what Waru had said—about choosing his own path.

To have an enemy like Chet Fai point out something so bluntly added an extra degree of truth to it. A truth that now stung like a sharp blade. Perhaps he had indeed lost something when his soul was sundered as the Bloody Duke—the part of him that craved power like Chet Fai, and that resented those without it.

This escape…was it Shinoto’s dream or his own? 

Was his life even his own?

He stood there for perhaps a minute, beside himself, contemplating it.

The evil little runt was right, he thought. He was still a follower in many ways.

But that would end today. The insolence rose up in him again, but this time against himself. Never again would he be at the whims of someone else’s dreams or desires. To be ridiculed for no ambition by someone as abhorrent as Chet Fai. 

He wouldn’t go blindly north with Olja just because she said. And he wouldn’t grow strong just to protect Shinoto either. He needed his own reason for existing, for being more than a vessel to hold the Bloody Duke’s doma—for strengthening his body and gaining in power only for the Bloody Duke to one day repossess it again.

To the hells with that.

Kenji searched within his soul. He needed to find his own path indeed. 

Even if it meant rebelling against the heavens themselves, he would make that his goal.

He huffed out a laugh as a new sense of purpose filled him. 

Thank you, Chet Fai. You’ve taught me a valuable lesson.

Or perhaps two: the lesson itself and the lesson that even your greatest enemy could teach you a lesson worth heeding. Kenji nodded to himself as a new set of priorities added themselves to his list of things to accomplish. The ‘what’ was still very much the same; he still needed to free Olja, still needed to heal his doma and discover why Olja had come, but the why had changed significantly.

He would no longer follow a path laid out for him.

He would define his own.

 

*     *     *

 

Chow Meugo swallowed down the fear in his gut as the man, Purple Leaf, entered the camp. He looked sickly and pale and the aura he exuded reeked of Dark Qi. 

What in the hells is this? he thought, a growing sense of dread surging within his doma.

He shared nervous glances with his guildmates and could tell they were thinking the same thing. Li Wei regarded the man warily, resting his palms atop the hilts of his Dao blades as he stepped next to Chow Meugo’s side. Zhe Ahn meanwhile had a playful smile on her lips as she studied the Zhou General with great interest. As for what she was thinking, Chow Meugo had no idea, but given her nature it was perhaps for nothing of good intent.

They were still within the forest outside the village, but had progressed past the warding glyphs to get a better view of the village itself. The man, Purple Leaf, barely acknowledged them as he studied the villagers from afar. They went about their daily business: farmers and fishermen selling within the central market square while the flames of woks ignited for the cooking of midday meals.

“How many military personnel have you seen?” Purple Leaf asked.

“I count four,” Li Wei said. “That’s not including the artists from the mystic school. I’ve seen quite a few students traversing the stairs there.”

Purple Leaf caressed a strange metal box hung about his neck. “This complicates matters. I will need your services again, Master Badger.”

Chow Meugo harrumphed. “If you want us to take on all four of them, we’ll need to renegotiate our price.”

“Price?” Purple Leaf chuckled. “Such will be trivial shortly.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Li Wei said. 

“It means you’ll get whatever you want.” Purple Leaf turned to them, facing his back towards the village. “If you do what I ask.”

“Which is what?” Zhe Ahn said.

“Something that you should be very good at, witch.” Purple Leaf then grinned at her. “I’ll call for your services when the time is right.”

 

Chapter 37 – First Step

 

“You’re going to start a fire?” 

Shinoto’s eyes opened wide when she said it, almost shouting. But then quickly she lowered her voice and leaned across her bowl of noodles to whisper to him. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

Kenji smiled at her as he twirled his own bowl of thick noodles in the hearty broth. They were off in a corner of the village square, outside a small tea house that served noodles and steamed dumplings. Kenji had ordered Shinoto’s favorite: ground pork and scallion with extra chili oil, just how she liked. It was a little past noon now and the crowds were thinning. He had waited almost an hour for Shinoto to arrive, but slipping away from the school had taken longer than she had figured, it seemed. Still, it was a good chance to talk in relative privacy while they shared a meal together, hatching their plan.

“Just the training dummies,” Kenji said. “If we both immediately head to the common hall afterwards we should have enough time. I’ll go to the office and collect the rope. You go fetch the officer and lead him outside away from Olja’s cage.”

“Me?” She pointed to herself with her chopsticks.

“Why not? I think the lieutenant would take more readily to assisting a young girl than the likes of me,” Kenji said. “Besides, you’re very good at manipulating people.”

Shinoto furrowed her brow in mock offense. “I am not!”

Kenji laughed. “Well, your brother, at least.”

She giggled as she slurped her noodles. “Okay, so maybe I’ve had a bit of practice.”

Just the mention of her brother got him thinking about Chet Fai again and what he’d said. Curse him for being so right about him. But if he was going to start proving him wrong then he needed to start with perhaps the most basic of his reasons for doing anything—Shinoto.

“Can I ask you something?”

“No, I’m not going to start the fire too,” she said.

He laughed. “No, not that.”

“What is it?” she asked.

He steeled his nerves. If he was going to pursue his desires, he needed to be completely honest about them first. “If I had asked you to the spring festival last winter, would you have said yes?”

She stopped eating mid-slurp, her face flushing brightly. “Why would you ask me that?”

His heart sped a little. Perhaps he had misread their relationship all along. Was she not interested in him like that? “You’re asking me why I would ask you to the festival?”

“No,” she said. “I’m asking you, why would you ask if I would have said yes if you would have asked!”

He chuckled at the slightly ridiculous sentence. “That was a mouthful. And I don’t mean the noodles.”

Her eyes fixed on him crossly. “I’m serious, Kenji! Why ask me something like that?”

He sensed the irritation in her tone and dropped all mirth from his own as he replied. “I suppose I just…need to know.”

“Need to know?” She tossed her chopsticks in her bowl. “I can’t believe this. You’re truly asking me this now?”

He shrugged. “Better late than never?”

She released a sigh. “Kenji. Every day I’m more and more convinced that you truly are a dullard.”

“What?”

“Of course I would have said yes, you idiot!” She slammed her small palms on the small table. “Why in the hells didn’t you?”

His heart warmed a little at hearing that, but shame came with it as well, his stomach uneasy. “I guess because… I knew you might have said yes?”

Her brow furrowed with confusion. “What?”

“I don’t mean to sound presumptuous about it…I knew you were close to 8th tier. I didn’t want to get in the way of your progress.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well… I couldn’t rightly ask a seven-year-old to the festival now, could I?”

She rolled her eyes and sighed. “I really wished you would have said something. By the heavens, Kenji! Look at me now! I thought you were only interested in me as a friend!”

He blinked. “Really?”

“Yes!” she said. “And I still thought that. Right up until what you said just now.” She then shook her head, muttering to herself. “I can’t believe this.”

“Wow…” Kenji said. “Bad timing perhaps.”

“Bad timing?” Her eyes narrowed and there was no playfulness to her tone. “You stupid idiot! I would have waited for you, Kenji, no matter how long it took. But look at us now!” Tears pooled in her eyes. “We’ve both lost everything. We have nothing left stopping us, besides ourselves and I’m stuck a little girl!”

He didn’t expect a turn like this. “Shinoto…”

“Damn you, Kenji. Damn you for even telling me this!” She hopped off the small wooden stool and began to walk way, but Kenji quickly grabbed her arm. She tried to pull away from him, but he held her firm. “Shinoto, please wait!”

“What?” she spat, turning about to him.

Time seemed to pause as he stared at her, the woman he loved now trapped in the body of a little girl. And just as she’d said…it was perhaps all his fault.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t bold enough to ask you,” he said. “That I wasn’t man enough to know my own desires and go after them. To let you know the truth in my heart, despite what I feared it might have cost.”

She didn’t say anything, but she wasn’t trying to run away from him anymore either.

“I guess deep down,” he pressed on, “I knew I wasn’t truly worthy of you. But that will all change now. You’ve always made me feel special, Shinoto, even before I realized I was. But I’m going to live up to it now. I’m going to earn the trust and faith you’ve always put in me.”

“Kenji, you don’t need to—”

“Yes, I do. I’m going to prove to both you and your brother that I am worthy of your love.”

She squinted at him. “My brother?”

Kenji chuckled. “He’s not as thick-headed as he seems. But I’m not saying this to talk about him. I want to talk about us.”

She frowned then, pulling away from him.

His heart sunk. “What’s wrong?”

“How can there even be an us now?” she said, shaking her head. “Gods, I wish you wouldn’t have said anything now, Kenji. I was content to just be your friend, but now I feel like I’ve made a huge mistake!”

“No,” he said, taking her small hands within his own. “I was the one who made the mistake, Shinoto… I was the one who didn’t act when I should have. Who used being a dullard as an excuse to do nothing at all. But I’m going to make up for it now.”

“What do you mean?”

“You were willing to wait for me, Shinoto,” he said. “And so am I willing to wait for you.”

“Wait for me?” Her eyes softened and shimmered. “I’m seven years old, Kenji… you’re going to wait another ten years for me to grow up?”

His heart stirred. For better or worse, he was finally making his own decisions now. “Or longer if need be. You’re the only girl I’ve ever loved, and even if I have to wait ten years to see you blossom all over again, it will be time well worth waiting.”

She didn’t say anything as she continued to stare at him. Then finally she spoke, “Do you really mean that?”

Kenji smiled. “Of course I do.”

Her eyes melted and she choked back a sob. She ran forward and threw her arms around him in a hug. “You big idiot.”  She squeezed him tighter. “I can’t even kiss you now.”

Kenji laughed as he returned her embrace. “There’s no rush, Shinoto. I’m a thousand years old or something, remember? I think I’m perhaps used to waiting for things.”

She laughed through her tears as she pulled away from him, a huge smile on her face. “It’s so strange to hear you say something like that.”

He shrugged. “I’m a strange person, I suppose.”

They both laughed then and Shinoto wiped the tears from her eyes. “The strangest. But I wouldn’t have you any other way.”

They continued their simple meal together, feasting on noodles and chili oil, finally something more than just friends. A huge weight felt as if it had been lifted off his chest as they laughed and talked like never before. He was finally living for himself and no one else.

He had taken his first step along his own path.

 

*     *     *

 

The tranquility of the afternoon was interrupted by a sudden change in atmosphere. As Kenji finished his second bowl of noodles he sensed it, a sudden sickness that emanated from his doma. He grimaced as his gut tightened and he feared he might see his lunch for a second time.

“Are you all right?” Shinoto said with concern on her brow. 

He shook his head. “I feel strange.”

It was almost like sensing Dark Qi…but this felt distinctly different somehow.

The crowd around them began migrating towards the village paifang. 

“What’s going on?” Shinoto asked one of the villagers as he passed by.

The middle-aged man gave her a wide-eyed smile. “More visitors from the capital. They say it’s General Amikazu himself!”

A general? Kenji’s heart sped. Were they too late? Had the interrogator arrived already?

“Who is General Amikazu?” Shinoto asked.

The man smiled at her with a grandfatherly glee. “A very important man, little one. We should be honored for someone of such high rank to visit our village.” 

The name sounded familiar. He’d heard it before. But he couldn’t recall where.

“Let’s go, Shinoto.”

Grasping her hand, they traversed through the thickening crowd headed towards the paifang. When they reached about halfway, Kenji saw all three of the army lieutenants now gathered together around a fourth figure in elaborate military dress. He stood quite tall, with long hair, bound in a topknot, the sides of which were streaked with gray as was his short beard. At his side was a straight scabbard, a jian perhaps, and about his neck an odd silver box hung on a thick chain.

As Kenji looked at him, his doma pulsed with sickness and the general paused for a moment. He scanned the crowd, the lieutenants looking with him bewilderedly. Finally one of them asked him something and the general finally shook his head and continued on, heading towards the steps of the mystic school.

Curse the fates…

Whatever plan they had had before was all for naught now. “He’s come for Olja…”

Shinoto’s hand flexed nervously within his own. “What do we do?”

He looked about in a panic, the crowd seeming to press in about him.

“We need a new plan,” he said. “And fast.” 

 

Chapter 38 – A promise and a plan

 

General Amikazu returned the bow of the school master, a wiry, white-bearded man he already knew as Hu Dong.

“It is very good to see you again, general,” Hu Dong said. “I had no idea they would send one such as you for this matter.”

“It’s not insignificant,” Amikazu said. “Our nation has suffered a serious attack. It is not every day one loses a village.”

Upon the square, the entire mystic school was gathered together—a cadre of perhaps twenty students. A sense of nostalgia passed through him as he looked upon the purple robes of the sect. He had been an Emerald Green, but the colors alone brought back that old sense of rivalry and competition. He grinned at Hu Dong. Although the man looked older, he was perhaps just a junior when Amikazu was a sempai within the schools. 

Never reached a tier high enough to slow his age, Amikazu thought. The old adage was perhaps true. Those who could not do, taught. 

“The prisoner is being held within, General,” one of the lieutenants said, ushering with his palm.

“It is a shame your visit is under such circumstances, General,” Hu Dong said. “I’m sure the students would have loved a further opportunity to meet with you.”

Amikazu smiled at them. They were all sat in seiza position with their hands on their knees, backs straight. He recalled spending hours in such a position. One of the hardest lessons to ever master—the art of simply remaining still.

“General, General!”

Amikazu glanced over his shoulder at the call. Ascending the steps behind him was a pair of 2nd-Dan students, hefting a sedan chair made of bamboo. Even with the Qi they exerted, they were both sweating and soaked to the bone. Atop the chair sat a fat, round-faced man, that Amikazu immediately recognized as one of the emperor’s former eunuchs.

Just the sight of him caused Amikazu’s stomach to sour. “Ah…Chief Jubie.”

The students lowered the sedan chair and Jubie stepped out ostentatiously, waving himself with a fan. 

“My sincere apologies for not meeting you in the village,” he said in his high-pitched voice. “Had I known you were coming I would have made more suitable arrangements for your visit.”

“Think naught of it,” Amikazu answered formally. “While I welcome your hospitality, this is a matter that will soon fall within the hands of the military. I thank both your village and the Lavender Sect for taking responsibility thus far.”

Jubie bowed. “Whatever we can do to aid the central government, of course.”

As he said it, Amikazu’s own patience began to ebb, yielding to his eagerness. He wanted to find the boy above all, but he was in the midst of hierarchy and protocol now. He needed to choose his words with care. “I heard, Chief Jubie, that some survivors of the Han attack made it safely here. Is that so?”

Jubie blinked. “Why yes. Although sadly one of them has succumbed to injuries. He was funeralized yesterday.”

His doma stirred. “Funeralized?”

“Yes,” Jubie said. “A victim of the demon attack, much like the Xjian prisoner you’re about to see. I understand from our head doctor that he was elderly with an incompetent doma. His wounds were also quite severe.”

Relief overcame him. That didn’t sound like the boy. “Who else was saved?”

“Three children,” Hu Dong said. “They all reside here now. At the mystic school.”

His heartbeat sped as his eyes gazed hungrily over the assembly of youngsters. “Really? Where are they?”

Hu Dong stammered for a moment, looking over his shoulder. “I…I ah…”

“Just I am here to represent Han Village, great general,” a boy of perhaps twelve said as he touched his forehead to the ground. “I am Chet Fai, the current chief of Han Village.”

Amikazu suppressed an urge to grimace at the boy. This was not the one he wanted. “I see. And where are the others?”

“They were sent on an errand to the village,” Hu Dong said with a smile. “I’ll be sure they present themselves to you when they return.”

Nerves itched at his skull. He wanted to enquire further, to ensure the boy was one of them. But such would no doubt seem an odd question right now. He had to feign his interest in his official reason for coming. At least until it was time.

“Such can wait,” he said. “I have more urgent business with the prisoner.”

It wasn’t completely a lie. He was curious as to how this Xjian woman became involved.

But at the moment it was purely secondary.

The sooner he got it over with…the sooner he could search for the boy.

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji ran with Shinoto at his side. They entered the healing house and he was relieved to find Mei Ling standing within. The woman spun on her high sandals as they ran to her and her initial smile faded to a frown of concern as she saw them. 

“Kenji? Is something the matter?”

He almost didn’t want to say it, but they were out of options now. He bowed deeply. “Forgive me, Master Mei Ling, but I have a further favor to ask you.”

She regarded him apprehensively while darting a glance at Shinoto. “What is it?”

He thought of concocting a lie, but such didn’t sit right within him. He held too much respect for Master Mei Ling to resort to something like that. “What I am asking of you is completely unreasonable. And for your own sake I dare not tell you the reason why. But I need your help in ringing the village bell.”

Her eyes widened. “What?”

“We’re very sorry,” Shinoto said, falling to her knees as well. “Only someone with the proper authority ringing it will have the effect we need.”

 Her brow furrowed with even more concern. “What is this all about? One cannot simply ring the bell. It’s a very serious matter.”

“I realize that,” Kenji said. “And so is our reason for asking this.”

Mei Ling cocked her head. “I’m not doing anything until you tell me what’s going on. Are you two in some kind of trouble?”

Looking to start some, perhaps, Kenji thought. But her response was not a complete ‘no’. He would need to entrust her with something, perhaps. He was asking for far too much after all. He released a sigh. “You have done so much for me already, Master Mei Ling. I would not want to entangle you in the confusion we’re about to make, but Shinoto and I desperately need to leave the village…and with the Xjian woman who was with us.”

He clenched his teeth after adding the last part and looked pleadingly at Mei Ling.

The doctor frowned again. She turned on her sandals and dropped into a crouch to collect some equipment off her low desk. “And I suppose this has something to do with the general arriving?”

Kenji blanched. She was indeed a quick one. “I’m sorry. I truly didn’t want to involve you, but I can see no other way.”

“Why do you seek to rescue her? Who is she to you?”

Shinoto looked at him and shrugged. 

“To be totally honest,” he said. “I do not know.”

Mei Ling raised a brow.

“All I know is that she nearly died saving me from that demon. I know only her name, but if I ever want to learn any more than that, I can’t let her be taken to the capital. They already think her a criminal, perhaps even responsible for Han Village. But she’s not.”

“And you’re sure of that?” Mei Ling asked.

Kenji swallowed. He knew very well who was responsible. “I know for certain. Will you help us?”

Shinoto bowed again. “We’re very sorry to ask this. Please…”

Mei Ling released a sigh. “I’m very sorry as well. Your friend is already in the custody of the military. Ringing the bell for something like that would be tantamount to treason. I couldn’t risk that.”

Kenji’s stomach sank as he stared into the ground. Perhaps he was indeed asking far too much of her. “Forgive me. I should not have come—”

“Although I suppose...” Mei Ling said, cutting him off as she tossed something to him. “I could ring the bell to alert the village of a fleeing thief.”

Kenji caught the object and looked in his palms and see the transparent crystal she had used to test his doma earlier. As he held it near his stomach, it shifted to partially to off white—the Qi leaking from his doma. 

His heart swelled with gratitude as he fell upon his face. “Master Mei Ling, I cannot thank you enough!”

“Take this as well,” she said and gave Shinoto the small mystic gem hammer. “Be sure to seek out Master Wen Lou in Kurogane as soon as possible. I fear for that thing leaking inside of you.”

Emotion overcame him. Throwing every bit of practiced civility to the side, he arose and crushed Mei Ling in an embrace. “Thank you so much, Doctor. I will never forget this great kindness.”

Mei Ling chuckled softly and patted his back. “And I will not forget you, Kenji. You have an air of greatness about you. I am certain we will meet again in the future.”

As he stared up at her, he felt something he never had before. It was in fact the complete opposite of what he’d experienced his whole life. A loving selflessness. 

Then slowly he felt something else rise up. 

He’d felt it his entire life as well. With every insult and putdown, with every line he was forbidden to cross. He felt it when he saw those evil men slaughter his family and friends…his father. And now he felt it for Mei Ling—a good woman who was pushed from her rightful place by a bloated and lazy outsider. 

It was the hatred of injustice he felt and the loathing of being too weak to do anything about it. But no longer…

A new path set in his mind. 

If he was to live for anything, it would be to not just protect the weak against the strong, but to right the wrongs of corruption itself.

Kenji composed himself and clasped his hand with a quick bow. “I promise you, Master Mei Ling, as I swear to the heavens themselves, I will return when I am strong enough and set right the wrongs done to you. You are the rightful ruler of Amatsu Village and I will see to it that you are made so.”

She blinked at him shocked for a moment, but then slowly a wry smile spread across her lips. “And I have no doubt you will indeed do so someday.” She returned the bow graciously. “But for now, I suggest you be off…the both of you.”

She then spun on her sandals. 

“I’ll give you a few moments head start before I ring the bell.”

 

Chapter 39 –Break Out

 

Chow Meugo craned his neck as the toll of the village bell sounded throughout the forest. Li Wei and Zhe Ahn reacted to it as well, the witch halting in her channeling. The pool of Dark Qi that had formed about her body receded as she stood from her lotus position.

“Was that the signal?” she asked.

“He said he would signal with a sparrow,” Lei Wei said.

Chow Meugo grimaced. The villagers were running in a panic, with droves of people flocking towards the central square. The chaos of it all caused his blood to stir. “Forget what Purple Leaf said. Something else must have happened. This must be it now.” He looked to the witch. “Are you ready?”

Dark Qi swirled about her as her eyes turned black. “Always…”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji pushed up the stairs with the strength of his Qi. Across the village, the sound of the bell tolling echoed like a call to war. Shinoto paused ahead of him, gazing out at the crowds of villagers as they reacted first with confusion but then slowly headed towards the village square. As promised, Mei Ling had waited, giving them enough time to nearly reach the mystic school, the jade slate rooftops now in view.

“Well,” Shinoto said. “No turning back now.”

No turning back indeed. Kenji’s heart raced from both exertion and anxiety now. They would have only one chance at this and it had to be perfect.

 “You go on ahead as planned, Shinoto,” he said, nodding to her. “I’ll be right behind you. The quicker they all leave the school the better.”

“Right,” she said, looking a little peaked. “You think they’ll believe me?”

“They should. They know the demon is in the area and the Tsu possibly as well. Just don’t be specific.”

“I know, I know…” She breathed out a nervous sigh.

Kenji took her hand and squeezed it. “Hey, you can do this, Shinoto. You’re a far better manipulator than I am, remember?”

She laughed at him, breaking the tension. Finally she hugged him and let out a quick breath. “Okay…I’ll meet you at the boat.”

“Yes,” he said. “Heavens willing, both Olja and I will meet you there.”

 

*     *     *

 

Amikazu grimaced at the foul-looking woman trapped in the cage. He knew the Xjian people, but the woman looked large even for one of them. So far she hadn’t said much, not even reacting to his arrival. His gray eyes shifted to the four lieutenants standing alongside him in addition to Master Hu Dong. They were perhaps as much of a hindrance to her speaking than anything else, especially if he wanted to pry deeply. And something such as that might require revealing some secrets of his own.

“Leave us,” Amikazu said. “I wish to speak to the prisoner alone.”

His men hesitated a moment, but then swiftly they bowed. Hu Dong hesitated as well, but he too left once Amikazu stared at him long enough. 

“We’ll be at the end of the hall, General,” the female lieutenant said as they departed.

Amikazu waited for them to leave completely before stooping to the cage. “You’re a long way from home, woman. Olja, they said your name was?”

No response.

“Are you aware of the type of demon that attacked you?”

The brutish woman finally looked at him, her cold blue eyes squinting. “Are you?”

Amikazu harrumphed. She’d clearly picked up on the subtle cue of dismissing his men as well. Perhaps this woman was indeed some kind of spy. But as for how she became involved in his own little clandestine operation, he still wasn’t sure. “They are used for a very specific purpose. I’d very much like to know how you came to learn about its existence.”

Her eyes flicked to the box about his neck and then back up at him. “And why would you be so interested in that? Unless you were aware of its existence as well…”

His stomach fluttered. It was Amikazu’s turn to squint now. Just how much did this woman know?

Suddenly she broke into a deep, throaty laugh. “I’ll save you some trouble, whoever the hells you are. You won’t learn anything from me, because I don’t know anything. Do you understand my meaning? I’m not paid to know.”

Amikazu eased back from the cage. By the hells. “You’re a sellblade…”

The woman smirked. “And I see I’m not the only one who makes use of the Iron Company.”

 “Who gave you your contract?”

“Like I said. I don’t know.”

His mind churned. Had his information been leaked somehow? The Iron Company’s reputation was built upon its nature of privacy. But perhaps it was as corrupt as everything else within the realm. He frowned. This woman could perhaps expose him. She certainly seemed to know more than she was telling. 

Forget about her, Amikazu…

True… it wouldn’t matter shortly if she knew anything or not.

Not after he obtained the boy. 

Commotion filtered down the hallway and a young girl’s voice rang out. “Everyone needs to come right now! The village is under attack! We need the general! Everybody!”

Amikazu’s heartbeat quickened. He stood and ventured down the hall to see Master Hu Dong and his lieutenants stooping to a small child now screaming in hysterics. She caught sight of him and fell to her knees. “Oh, great general! The village is being attacked. It could be the demon or men that destroyed our village. Please come! Only one as powerful as you can save us!”

By the hells… Had those fools attacked already? Amikazu grimaced. He looked at the girl. Slight for her age, but with eyes that shone with power beyond her years. “You are from Han Village.”

“Yes,” the girl said. 

Curse the fates. “Where is the other one? The boy. Kenji?”

The girl looked up at him, surprised, as did Master Hu Dong. He had no doubt raised suspicion within their minds, but it didn’t matter now. 

“Is he in the village?” he pressed.

The little girl nodded. 

His mind sped. He wanted this planned far better than this. But now he’d have to pit his lieutenants against the sellblades and have them kill each other off while he made good with the boy in the conflict. He’d wanted to secure him first, use his protecting him as a ruse, but time was of the essence now.

Yes…Go, Amikazu. Get him.

“Show me where he is,” he said to the girl.

Her eyes widened and she shook her head. “I-I don’t know. He was…in the square, last I saw him, I think.”

“The bell is tolling,” Hu Dong said. “I’ll join you once I see to my student.”

“Please hurry!” the girl pleaded.

Amikazu snapped his fingers at his lieutenants. “All of you with me.”

“But, General…” The female lieutenant stopped him. “The prisoner.”

Forget her!

“It’s no matter. She’s a worthless sellblade. She doesn’t know anything.”

“But perhaps they’ve come to free her,” the lieutenant said. “I sense she is quite powerful. Should we not leave someone to guard her?”

Amikazu paused. Three of the lieutenants should be enough to deal with the Badger and his ilk. And if the Xjian woman did have a chance of exposing him, then perhaps it would be best to see her executed than to leave her future to chance while he fled with the boy. “You stay with her then. Ensure she speaks to no one. The rest of you, come with me.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji waited at the edge of the corridor, his heart in his throat. He had snuck past the students—now milling about in a panic within the square—by traversing behind the dormitory. Then, after waiting for Shinoto to disappear up the stairs towards the dojo, he went to Hu Dong’s office to secure his pack along with several books from the library. Now he waited with trepidation, praying to the heavens that Shinoto’s part would play out unhinged. 

Finally he saw Master Hu Dong appear from the dojo steps and rush towards the exit of the main hall past the rock garden. The general and three of his lieutenants came shortly after. So far so good. But where was the fourth lieutenant? And where was Shinoto?

He waited a moment more, no sign of either of them. Curse the fates… Had something gone wrong? Carefully he edged up the stairs towards the dojo. With a final look to the main square, a wave of relief washed over him as he saw Master Hu Dong, the general, and all three of the lieutenants leap off the cliff with Qinggong, floating to the village below. A few of the 3rd-Dan students also ran down the steps towards the village, leaving the bulk of the students under the charge of a few 2nd Dans. 

His heart raced. It perhaps wouldn’t take long for them to discover the truth from Mei Ling. Then they might well all come flying back up the stairs looking for him. He needed to free Olja quickly.

Kenji continued up the stairs and ran into Shinoto just as she was making her way down.

“Shinoto!” He rushed to her. “What happened? You were supposed to lead them away.”

She shook her head. “Something’s wrong, Kenji.”

His heartbeat tripled. “What?”

“The general, he asked for you. Specifically. By name!”

He pinched his brows together. “What?”

“That’s not all,” she said. “Before they left, the general said something about Olja being a sellblade.”

“A sellblade?”

“Yes. He said she didn’t know anything.”

His stomach soured. This whole time he’d been fighting to free Olja, it was to learn what she’d come for. Why she wanted him to go north. If she were merely a sellblade... No, this couldn’t be right. “She nearly died trying to save me, Shinoto. She even warned of the Tsu attack. A person wouldn’t do all that just for money, would they?”  

“Maybe,” Shinoto said. “But, Kenji, if she is a mercenary then who knows why she even did that? What if she’s here to take you to the Bloody Duke or something?” 

His stomach soured even more. That was a thought that had crossed his mind once already. This entire plan relied on Olja being the one to protect them, but if her intentions were unknown, or perhaps unknown even to her, then where did that leave them? “Curse the fates, this can’t be happening.”

Shinoto shrugged. “I don’t know what to do.”

Kenji exhaled. No time for us to stay wallowing in second guesses and speculation now. “There’s only one thing we can do,” he said. “Even if she is a mercenary, then at least we know it means she’ll work for money. And she can still fight for us.” 

“But can we really trust someone like that?”

“What choice do we have?”

A few heartbeats of silence passed.

“I suppose you’re right,” Shinoto said. “Oh…and there’s one other problem.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji followed Shinoto through the dojo and then peeked around the corner at the end of the hall. There, leaning against the wall of the small room, was the fourth lieutenant, the woman no less, guarding Olja’s cage. 

“Curse the fates,” he whispered. “This is getting worse by the moment.”

Shinoto frowned. “I could try luring her away again perhaps?” 

“No…I doubt that would work twice. Especially on her. She’s a real suspicious one.”

The fates seemed determined to see them fail. Precious more moments went by as he pondered how he could get past the woman. He looked to Shinoto and an idea struck. “You know the open palm technique now, don’t you?”

“Yes, but mine wouldn’t do anything against someone like her.”

Kenji reached into his pack and removed the yellow rope. “Perhaps with this it could.”

“What?”

“If you use it with this, it should have the effect of making you a much higher tier than you are now. For fifteen seconds anyway.”

Her eyes grew wide. “Are you serious?”

“I’ll only need you to do it for a moment. As a distraction.”

“A distraction?” she said. “What are you going to do?”

He withdrew the orange rope. “I’m going to tempt the fates.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji steeled himself, securing the orange rope behind his back. Even if Shinoto’s Open Palm technique was more powerful, she’d have a slim chance, if any, of hitting a skilled mystic artist, much less one of tenth-plus Dan who was a military lieutenant. 

He needed to act as a distraction for her first.

He looked to Shinoto, who now had the yellow rope tied about her tiny waist. With a faint pulse of Qi, the glyphs on the rope began to glow. 

“I’m ready,” she whispered.

Kenji nodded. “Wait until her eyes are focused on me and then do it.”

Taking a final breath, Kenji rounded the corner and walked forward at a quick pace. 

“Lieutenant,” he called, taking as many steps as he could towards both her and the cage. “The general has summoned you!”

The woman turned to him. “What?”

As expected, her eyes immediately squinted and her face shifted into a scowl. 

“Come no further!” she commanded.

With a flash of Qi, a blade appeared in her hand. Kenji blinked. It was possible she had drawn it quickly, but not that fast. Body storage? The woman was perhaps of even higher Dan than he first assumed.

He was just a few paces from the cage now. As close as he’d perhaps ever get.

The woman pulled her lips into a dour frown. “I should have known it would have been you. What are you truly here f—”

Her words cut short as a brilliant blast of blue energy struck her in the side. It pushed her into the far wall and held her fast as a cry from Shinoto filled the air. The little girl was sweating, the energy flowing from her palm in a powerful surge of Qi.

Fifteen seconds! 

Kenji ducked under the glowing beam and lashed the rope around five of the iron bars.

Olja grinned from the other side. “About damn time, kid!” 

Kenji refrained from acknowledging her, focusing instead on tying the knot that would cause the rope to activate. The cage itself absorbed Qi and while Olja had lost all her power to it, it would now be filled with the same. Or so he prayed. As soon as he tied the knot, a powerful kick struck him in the gut, lifting him into the air. He saw stars as his breath left him, his entire body screaming in pain. His back hit the wall and the lieutenant stood opposite him, the cage and the rope in between them now.

Kenji grimaced at the pain still radiating from his side. By the heavens, that hurt!

He looked to Shinoto. She was a sweaty mess, looking barely able to stand.

His doma leaked Qi and it seemed to quickly diffuse the pain surging throughout his body. The lieutenant glanced at the rope as it began to fizzle and pop, the bars turning a dull rusty color. “What have you done?”

She lifted her jian blade and swung to bring the sword down upon the rope with a sharp chop.

“No!” Kenji cried and threw himself before it. The steel cut along his back and shoulder as he turned himself away from the attack and towards the cage. He screamed as white-hot pain lanced through him like fire. 

“Kenji!” Shinoto cried.

A second stream of blue energy came from Shinoto as she activated the rope again, but this time the lieutenant was prepared and avoided it deftly with quick movement of her feet. She then turned her blade towards Shinoto. “Spies, all of you!”

The lieutenant lunged towards her and Kenji’s mind went blank.

A surge from his doma struck his gut with agony, but he was beyond that now. He threw a savage fist and it somehow connected with the woman, perhaps her thinking him already dead from her first attack. The blow connected and pushed her into the wall, the stone cracking like a spider’s web as her body slammed into it.

Blood erupted from his mouth and his knees grew weak.

The lieutenant was still alive, but her dour face drooped even further with shock. She looked down at her chest where he had struck her, feeling as if for pain. Then slowly a trickle of blood dribbled from the corner of her mouth.

“By the stars,” Olja said from behind. “You really are him…”

What…?

As he turned to face Olja, the lieutenant suddenly reanimated, thrusting at him with her jian. He barely turned back to face her when a sound like thunder shook the tiny room.

The cage blew open behind him and Olja’s massive form flew out in a whirlwind. Her knee slammed into the lieutenant’s chest, driving her back into the wall and cracking it further. Kenji backed away, clutching his shoulder as the two mystic warriors unleashed on one another. They both became a blur, the lieutenant trying to defend herself while Olja fired off a series of punches in rapid succession. But Olja had the clear advantage with her much-larger frame. With the lieutenant already pinned against the wall, Olja ended the fight with an uppercut that slammed the smaller woman against the ceiling, before sending her collapsing in a heap to the floor. 

“Hells alive!” Olja stared down at the dour-faced woman who was now either unconscious or dead, debris from the ceiling falling on top of her. “It felt great to finally be able to do that.”

Kenji stared back at Olja, stupefied. The woman was a beast.

“Come on,” she said turning to him. “You need to come with me.”

“Hold on!” Shinoto stepped in front of him. “We’re not going anywhere with you until you tell us exactly who you are.”

Olja cocked a brow. “We?”  She then looked to Kenji. “Who is this little girl?”

“She’s my friend,” Kenji said. “And if we’re going anywhere, we’re going together. But as she said, we’re not moving until you tell me where you want to take me and why.”

“Do we really have time for this? Look at you, you’re bleeding!”

They probably didn’t have time, but he wasn’t about to run into another trap. “You said I really am him, just now. What did you mean?”

She furrowed her brow. “You really don’t know, do you?”

“I may know more than you think, but tell me why you’re here first. Why did you come for me? How did you know to save me from that demon?”

The Xjian woman exhaled. “Look, I serve a certain master who has entrusted me to protect you and bring you to the north. You can trust me on that much, all right?”

“A certain master?” Shinoto twisted her lips and glanced at Kenji. “If that doesn’t sound like the Iron Company then I don’t know what does. You really are just a sellblade, aren’t you?”

Olja craned her neck, looking offended. “And what if I am? Is that a problem, little girl? I have to earn money somehow, you know? Advancement on this world is expensive as hell.”

This world? “What do you mean?”

Olja grunted with frustration. “You see why we can’t talk about this right now?” 

“Just tell me who you serve!”

“I serve you, all right!” Olja said. Releasing another sigh, she then dropped to one knee before him, bowing her head. “By order of the Holy Seer of the 8th Realm of Ascendance, I, Olja, pledge myself to your service, to protect and train you for your duty ahead.” She then looked up. “Happy now?”

Shinoto glanced at him. “What’s the 8th Realm of Ascendance?”

Kenji didn’t know, but he’d heard the name before. 

“And so am I the Templar?” he asked recalling what the Bloody Duke had said before.

Olja blinked. “Are you finally getting your memory back?”

Kenji chuckled. “It’s a bit more complicated than that. All right, I trust you, but we’re not heading north. We’re heading south to Kurogane.”

“What?”

“I need to visit someone there to fix my doma. It’s sealed and I can’t use my Qi.”

“Can’t use your Qi? Are you kidding me?” Olja looked down at the lieutenant. “Did you see what you did to that soldier just now? With a single punch?”

It was true. He didn’t expect the leaking Qi alone to make him so strong. Even now his back and shoulder seemed to have stopped bleeding altogether. “Well…I can’t use it properly. Without it killing me, that is.”

“Fine, whatever. Let’s just go.” Olja took a step past him. “We need to get out of here before that general and his flunkies decide to show back up.”

As they turned to trail after her, Shinoto caught him by the sleeve and whispered, “I still don’t trust her, Kenji.”

“Why?” he said. “She knows who I am. Or supposed to be. That’s good enough for now.”

“But she’s still a sellblade. My father always told me to never trust the Iron Company.” 

“A smart man, your father,” Olja said with a laugh, apparently overhearing her whisper. “The Iron Company is full of cutthroats and bandits.”

“Yes,” Shinoto said. “And I’m sure you’re not one of them, right?” 

“Look, if it makes you feel any better, I’ll trust you to know me by my moniker.”

“What do you mean moniker?” Kenji asked. “What is that?”

 “It’s a name we reveal only to our clients.”

“Or the people you’re about to kill,” Shinoto said sardonically.

The big woman laughed. “Such a precocious child, you are. But in this case, it will mean the opposite, little one. I’m here to protect you.” 

“That remains to be seen,” Shinoto said, sounding unconvinced. “So what is it then?”

Olja looked over her shoulder at Shinoto and grinned. “Within the company, I’m known as the Iron Queen.”

 

Chapter 40 - Separation 

 

The Iron Queen?

Kenji didn’t know what that meant, but by the way she said it, it seemed to hold some kind of significance. Or perhaps it did only to her. Either way, he was sticking with calling her Olja. The giant of a woman dashed across the dojo in long, quick strides and he had to sprint to keep up with her. Shinoto did as well, making use of her Qinggong.

When Olja descended the stairs into the main hall she stopped, scanning the walls. 

“By the hells, there they are!” She reached effortlessly for the pair of armored gauntlets pinned high on the wall. She fitted them on her large hands and frowned. “I should really invest in body storage next Dan.”

Kenji looked about the room and thought of what else they could perhaps make use of. The place was filled with weapons, but he didn’t really know how to use any of them. But then his eyes fell upon the armor. He immediately thought of Shinoto and found a small, fur-lined leather vest that would perhaps fit her. 

“Shinoto,” he said, removing the armor from off the wall. “You should wear this.”

As he handed it to her, Olja suddenly thrust a thick metal breastplate into his arms. “The same goes for you, tough guy. Put this on.”

Tough guy?

Kenji strained with the weight of the thing as Olja dropped it into his hands. It felt perhaps lighter than it should, but it wasn’t light by any means. Even with his strength, he could not see himself holding it for very long, especially with his wounds. “This will slow me down too much. And we need to travel by river. I wouldn’t want to fall overboard wearing this.”

He was about to set it down and look for something else, when Olja pushed the breastplate back towards him.

“I said, you’re wearing it,” she insisted. “It’s the best armor in here. And I didn’t travel for a month through hostile territory just to have you killed by a random spear. Now put it on!”  

He was about to protest, but decided to refrain from arguing with the woman any further—especially since she seemed well capable of simply stuffing him into the armor herself, if she wanted to. He removed his pack and slid the iron breastplate over his robes, fastening it with the strings on its sides. As they pulled taut, the runes upon the armor glowed, perhaps reacting with his leaking Qi. Immediately the armor felt lighter and the wound on his shoulder even began to soothe.

By the fates…

Olja smiled at him, perhaps seeing the look on his face. “See? Told you, right?”

He had heard of such things of course, armor that held potent effects, but to experience it for himself was a new marvel to behold. He stared down at the ornate carvings on the black-iron breastplate with a new sense of awe. “It’s amazing.”

“Let’s get moving.” The giant woman retrieved a rune staff off the wall and tossed it to Shinoto. “You use Soul Mastery, correct?”

Shinoto nodded as she caught it. “Yes, but I haven’t trained with a staff as yet.”

“It’s easier to master than the bangles,” she said and then grabbed a set of those from the wall next before handing them to her as well. “Save these for later.” 

“What are you all doing?”

Kenji turned at the voice to see Chet Fai standing within the doorway of the great hall. 

The boy’s eyes immediately locked onto his sister. “Shinoto! Are you a complete fool? What have you gotten yourself into?”

Olja furrowed her brows. “Who the hells is this kid?”

Shinoto sighed. “He’s my brother…”

“And he’s also not a kid,” Kenji said, stepping towards him. “Chet Fai, now is not the time. We’re leaving this place.”

“Shinoto!” Chet Fai barked, ignoring him. “Get away from them right now!”

Shinoto bit her lower lip as a look of defiance crossed her face. “I will not.”

Chet Fai blinked. “What did you say?”

“I said, no!” she shouted. “I’m leaving the village with Kenji and Olja. And you are not to follow us, understand?”

Fury lit within Chet Fai’s eyes. With a flash of Qi, he leapt across the great hall to her, gripping Shinoto by her wrists. “I am the head of our family now! You will do as I say! You’re too young and stupid to realize what you’re even—”

A resounding slap echoed throughout the hall.

Chet Fai stared at his sister in shock, a reddening handprint emerging on his face. Time seemed to stand still as the shock turned into what looked like hurt. But as quickly as it appeared it left and was replaced by a scowl of rage. Qi emanated from him as he drew back his hand, his fingers curling into a fist.

“Chet Fai!”

Kenji surged forward with a speed he didn’t think himself capable of. He caught Chet Fai by the wrist, squeezing hard. “Stop it!”

“Let go of me, you cripple!” He threw his arm back, but Kenji’s grip held firm.

The boy’s eyes grew wide with pain and shock. “Argh! What in the hells?”

For once it seemed as if their bodies were behaving as their true proportions should. Against the concentrated strength of his leaking Qi, Chet Fai’s feeble blue tier made him as weak as the young boy he appeared to be. 

“You will not strike her,” Kenji said, and then he lifted Chet Fai into the air by his robes. “Your sister is coming with me.”

Chet Fai struggled against him, kicking and reeling. “This is impossible! What have you done?” He then looked down at the breastplate. “That armor…take it off and see if you can face me without it!”

“I’m not as weak as you think, Chet Fai.” He tossed the boy to the ground and he landed shamefully on his rear. “And it’s not the armor either.” 

As Chet Fai scrambled to get to his feet, Kenji stared at the boy. He finally had the strength to put Chet Fai in his place, even if it did come with the added price of the sharp pain now emanating from his doma. But he felt beyond that now. Years of childish tormenting seemed insignificant compared to what lay before him—a new life as a cultivator once he finally unlocked his doma—perhaps even the chance to become the great legend he once was. 

He once envied and even feared Chet Fai, but now he only pitied him.

The boy stood with his fists clenched, glaring at him, but he didn’t seem willing to attack—perhaps fearful now. Even from across the room, Kenji could sense it—a subtle shift in the balance of power that lay between them.

“You were always a coward, Chet Fai. Only able to prey on those you found weaker than yourself. Even if it’s your own sister.”

He didn’t say anything to that, his recent actions perhaps causing him shame. But as much of a coward and brute as he was, Chet Fai was still Shinoto’s only remaining family and kin. And this would perhaps be the last time he and Shinoto would ever see him again. 

In that sense, there was still something that remained undone.

“I’m also not an honorless thief like you,” Kenji said as he undid his pack and withdrew three books from within. “There is something I now owe you, Chet Fai.”

Chet Fai stared, confused, as Kenji dropped to one knee and placed the three tomes of the Sacred Han Arts on the floor. “These are my birthright. My true possessions handed down to me by my father. You never had the right to claim them for your own or to give them away.” He then slid them across the wooden floor to the boy. “But I will honor your family by gifting them to you now, as a dowry price.”

Shinoto gripped his shoulder. “Kenji, you can’t… Those are yours!”

“It’s only right, Shinoto,” he said. “And besides, my father has already taught me everything there is to learn within them. They are my only true possessions, yes, but for the sake of your family, it’s a price I’m more than willing to pay.” He looked to Chet Fai. “There must be peace between us now, Chet Fai. Although you may despise me, we can no longer afford to be enemies. In time, I will seek to call you my brother…when I marry your sister one day.”

“Marry her?” Anger flashed in his eyes. “You’re not worthy of her! And she’s still just a child, you—”

“I am not a child!” Shinoto shouted. “I may be stuck in this body, but I’m not the stupid, dullard girl you think me to be, Chet Fai!” Tears formed in her eyes as her voice cracked. “Kenji is more worthy than you know. And one day he’ll be more powerful than you could ever imagine. He brings no shame to our family…” She then paused. “…I’m the only one who ever did that. And you always hated me for it!”

Chet Fai looked at Shinoto as if she had struck him again, her words wounding him far more than a fist ever could. 

“You hound Kenji because you see myself in him: the dullard girl who barely reached 8th tier at 17. But like it or not, I am that girl, Chet Fai. And Kenji loves me despite it.” Shinoto took hold of Kenji’s hand then, squeezing it. “I was never talented like you, brother. You belong at this school, but I don’t. And that’s all right, because I’ve found my own path now.” 

Chet Fai looked at their clasped hands and blinked back what looked like tears. “I’ve… I’ve never hated you, Shinoto…I only wanted to protect you!”  

“Yes,” she said, “because you only thought of me as weak.”

Chet Fai’s throat flexed in a swallow, but he didn’t appear to have any words to refute what she had said.

 “As my elder brother, I love and respect you for your concern,” Shinoto said with a small bow. “But I’m not the weak little girl who still needs your protecting. You must respect my wishes now, Chet Fai. I’m leaving with Kenji to make a life with him. Please make a life of your own here…without me.”

Chet Fai’s mouth fell open as he sunk to his knees. “Shinoto… please… don’t do this…you’re my family!”

“I must,” she said. “It’s where the fates have taken me. We’ve lost our parents and our home. It’s time we decide our futures now. I’ve found my way…please seek yours.”

Silence reigned for an eternity as Chet Fai only stared, his eyes unsteady.

“We need to go,” Olja said.

Kenji looked up her and nodded.  

“You are the chief of what’s left of our clan now, Chet Fai,” Kenji said as he stood. “Those books should remain with you always. Cherish and guard them this time—the same as I will your sister.”

The boy looked down at the books, despondently. He then looked up at Kenji as if wanting to say something to him, but no words came from his mouth. 

There was no more time to wait for him to react or respond. They had to leave.

“When we see each other again, I pray it will be in peace.” Kenji bowed with a palm wrapped around his fist. “May the fates be kind to you, Chet Fai.”

As they walked by him, Shinoto gave her brother a quick embrace that he seemed too beside himself to return. As she left him, he suddenly turned and called out. 

“Shinoto, wait! Shinoto!”

She looked back at him with a frown and a shimmer of tears in her eyes. “I love you, brother!”

They left him then, Chet Fai remaining on his knees in stunned silence, as they ran out of the great hall.

 

Chapter 41 - Turmoil

 

Kenji raced across the dusty ground of the school courtyard, Shinoto at his side and Olja leading the charge. The dozen or so students herded outside the school recoiled with shock upon seeing the large Xjian woman, now running like a raging bull. A few of the younger students even screamed. 

Two 2nd-Dan students of perhaps 14, boldly dashed forward, attempting to block their path, but a savage shout from Olja stopped them in their tracks. 

“Don’t even think about it!” she bellowed in her coarse foreign tone.

 It was enough to make even Kenji fear her for a moment. They left the schoolyard, passing through the paifang and headed towards the steps. Kenji feared at any moment that he’d see Hu Dong and the general dashing up the steps towards them, but surprisingly, despite how long they took inside the great hall, there was no one else in sight.

Perhaps the fates were with them indeed.

Olja ventured towards the edge of the cliff face, peering over the side and down at the village below. “Perfect. This is just what we need to get away. Where is this boat you were talking about?”

“It’s past the main gate, to the west,” Kenji said as he sidled up next to her to show her from above. “If we get down the steps fast enough, we can…”

His words trailed off as he finally peered over the cliff’s edge and saw the entirety of Amatsu Village below. Huge plumes of smoke billowed from several of the buildings, including the healing house. 

His heart leapt into his throat. Mei Ling! “We need to get down there!”

“Are you kidding?” Olja said. “Those are the same Tsu mercenaries who attacked your village, aren’t they?”

“What?” Shinoto said and dashed forward as well. She reached the edge and stopped, her jaw dropping open. “By the heavens! How is this happening?”

Olja glanced at her oddly. “What do you mean, ‘how is this happening?’ You came warning the general about this, didn’t you?” 

“It was just a ruse,” Shinoto said. “No one was supposed to be attacking the village! Not for real!”

“Oh…” Olja said, folding her large arms, looking nonplussed. “Well, I suppose the fates have done us a favor then. Come on. We’ll take advantage of the chaos and escape the village unseen. It’ll keep us ahead of those thugs while they’re busy fighting the general and his lackeys.”

Olja strode towards the steps.

“No!” Kenji said, staring down at the flames licking through the village. “We’re not leaving these people here to die.”

“And I’m not planning on dying to save them either,” Olja said without breaking her stride. “Those Tsu are sellblades too. And pretty tough ones by my estimation.”

“Tougher than you?” Shinoto said, raising a brow. “You said you were the Iron Queen, didn’t you?”

Kenji still didn’t know what that meant, but perhaps Shinoto did.

“That’s supposed to make you the best of the best.”  

“Well…” Olja paused at the young girl’s not-so-subtle attempt to stir her ego, or perhaps pride. 

“It’s settled then,” Kenji said. “Let’s get down there.”

“Wait! Hold on!” Olja said, raising her hands. “I am the Iron Queen, yes. I can hold my own. But I’m not sure against all three of them at once while protecting the both of you. Not to mention that general and the schoolmaster. They’re both probably close to twentieth Dan. Going down there and fighting all of them would be suicide.”

Her words brought back those of his father, warning him of entering Han Village a second time once he had sent him back. He was too weak to do anything then. But that was not the case now. Kenji curled his fist and endured the bite within his doma as he summoned his Qi. “You won’t need to protect me. I’ll fight too.”

“How?” Olja said. “I’ve seen you throw a punch, my friend. And as impressive as it was, you’re no mystic warrior. You’d be lucky to hit these guys, much less survive in any kind of real combat against them.”

“I don’t need to fight them directly,” he said. “They’re after me. I just need them to see me and then I’ll lead them away from the village. I have friends down there. I won’t see them all die!” And then he paused for a moment, thinking of his own loss. “…not again.”

Olja huffed out a sigh. “I can’t allow you to do that. I’m duty-bound to protect you and to bring you to the Holy Seer—”

“So protect me then,” he said, cutting her off as he clambered down the steps. “Come on, Shinoto.”

The Xjian woman let out a curse in some foreign tongue as she threw back her head with aggravation. “I don’t know which will get me killed first, you or those damn Tsu. Come on then, you brats!”

Olja surged in behind them with three quick strides and scooped them both into her powerful arms. Kenji’s breath left him as she jumped off the edge of the steps into nothing but air. They plummeted like rocks, Kenji’s stomach rising into his throat as Shinoto screamed. 

“Relax!” Olja said, her Qi pulsing as she engaged her Qinggong. “We’re taking a shortcut down.”

 

*     *     *

 

General Amikazu searched the crowd of screaming civilians surging about him. He knew what the boy looked like. He’d seen him last fall, when he’d made an impromptu visit to Han Village with the gray robes, collecting what would become the village’s final harvest of  Qi-concentrated fruits and fare.

He had made special note to avoid the boy from seeing him then, approaching his father’s home to collect a stray lock of hair when he had been assured the boy was out in the orchards. That strand of hair collected off his bed pillow had been the start of all of this. The trigger he’d used to create the demon summoning spell that would lead the Tsu mercenaries to their country and give him the cover and opportunity to claim not one, but two legendary soul stones.

But where he was avoiding Kenji before, he was actively seeking him now—trying to spot his face amongst the crowds. He shouldn’t be that hard to find, Amikazu thought. He was a tall, strapping young man and a splitting image of Li Wan Fu, except in his youth.

Where are you, boy…?

The three lieutenants surged ahead of him as they entered the village square, pushing against the villagers. The Tsu sellblades were at least doing as he had instructed them to now, remaining at the village outskirts. He’d need to take care of the lieutenants soon. There could be no official witnesses for when he acquired the boy.

“The three of you with me,” he commanded. “We must engage the enemy away from the civilians.”

“Yes, General!”

They heeded his command in unison and he felt a pang of guilt. He didn’t know them personally, but they were loyalists who would now die for the empire and most likely by his hand.

Forget them, Amikazu…they are worth the prize.

Indeed, they were. Their sacrifice would give birth to a new empire under his reign.

As they neared the outer boundary of the village—a wooden fence placed just before the fields—he spotted the Badger. The brute of a man was removing his claws from the stomach of an elderly woman, a wild look in his eyes. The animal…a shame he was not the one he needed to put down.

“The two of you find the one causing these fires,” Amikazu said, pointing to the large building now in flames. “Be wary, it’s likely a Fire Soul Master.”

They nodded and departed, leaving the third officer standing with him. Amikazu looked at the young man, perhaps in his early twenties, and then pointed towards the Badger. “Engage!”

“Yes, sir!”

The lieutenant charged forward, but with a flash, Amikazu struck him from behind with the Shadow Point Technique. His jian smoothly entered the man’s back, piercing his heart. The lieutenant collapsed and fell at his feet, releasing a sharp cry. 

The Badger turned at the sound and a grin spread across his face as he watched the lieutenant grow still, succumbing to the deathblow. “Well done, Purple Leaf. You’re getting good at that.”

Barbarian… Amikazu closed on him rapidly and the Badger tensed, as if expecting to be struck by the same killing blow.

“Why did you attack so early?” he shouted at him. “You’ve put everything in jeopardy now!”

There were only the two of them here, the crowds within the square allowing him the opportunity to speak freely.

The Badger grimaced. “Things happened. You’re a soldier. You know how battle goes.”

He wanted to chastise the man further, but what sense would that make now?

The boy, Amikazu… the boy!

“Have you seen the boy I described to you?”

“No, not yet.” 

Curse the fates. “Keep harassing the villagers, I’ll need you to keep the panic going while I find him. The master from the mystic school is here also, so beware.” He then looked back at the dead lieutenant. “But I’ve evened the odds for you now. Take out the rest of my men and signal me when you find the boy.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji’s heart raced as they sailed over the expanse of Amatsu Village. He’d never experienced anything that was both so terrifying and exhilarating before at once. He clutched to Olja’s arms, desperate to keep from falling to his death.

Shinoto however, appeared to be enjoying every second of it, a huge smile on her face. 

“Why didn’t you say you were high enough Dan to Windwalk?” Shinoto said excitedly. “You’ll definitely defeat them all now!”

“Don’t get your hopes up. I’m only first tier in Windwalking.” Olja banked to the side, correcting their trajectory as she aimed towards the burning buildings below. “Just enough to not fall to my death from a height, but I had other skills to invest in first.”

There was that word again. “What do you mean invest?”

Olja chuckled. “You’ll find out, if and when we ever reach the north.”

He was about to ask her what she meant, but as they closed in on the healing house, a fearful sight came within view. Kenji’s heart jumped as they passed over the roof now in flames and flew across the open area where they had lit the funeral pyre. There, standing just outside the building, was Mei Ling and opposite her was the thin Tsu warrior with the twin Dao blades. 

His nerves stood on edge. It was the same man who had slain his father. The man grinned, twirling his blades, a wolf about to pounce on its prey. He surged forward to attack and the doctor screamed.

Mei Ling!

They were still far too high overhead to land, but Kenji didn’t care. He kicked out of Olja’s arms, dropping towards the ground like a stone.

“Hey!” Olja screamed after him. 

He barely heard her as he fell towards the earth, wind rushing past his ears in a whistle. He twisted in mid-air, willing himself to land atop the Dao-wielding fiend. He released a cry as he drew back his fist and dared to flex his doma, channeling whatever power he could into his punch.

With the forward momentum of his fall, he sailed right past Mei Ling and flew straight into the Tsu warrior, crashing into him more than punching him. Pain radiated from his doma as his shoulder struck the man, and they both tumbled to the ground in a heap. Every bone in his body ached and he feared he may have broken something somewhere.

Curse the fates…

“Kenji!” he heard Mei Ling say from behind him with a gasp.

“Run, doctor…” he wheezed, trying to get up. “Get to safety.”

The Tsu was back on his feet in an instant, using Qinggong. Kenji had no such advantage, however, and struggled to stand amidst both the pain and the added weight of his armor. 

The man grinned. “There you are, you little brat!”

The Dao wielder swung his blades and Kenji shifted to avoid them, but one sliced into his thigh while the other came crashing onto his armored torso. Kenji cried out from the wound. He knew he was no match for the man’s skill. Desperation and sheer strength of will were his only weapons now. He purposely opened himself up to another hit on his side, the blade nearly cutting through the armor, but he clamped down with his elbow on the man’s wrist, trapping his sword. 

“You killed my father!” Rage built within him as his Qi surged, flashing like lightning in a storm. “You’ll pay for that now!”

He let his fist fly before the man could pull away. Kenji’s punch was wild, but with his arm locked under Kenji’s elbow, he couldn’t escape and Kenji felt the satisfying impact of knuckles on bare skin. The punch landed with every ounce of force he could muster and the pain from his doma nearly caused him to pass out.

The man sailed backwards from the hit, flipping end over end three times before crashing into a pile of logs at the edge of the pyre ring, sending wood flying.

Kenji fell to his knees and tasted blood in his mouth. The Tsu warrior recovered, rising from the scattered pile of logs, a look of disbelief in his eyes. “What in the hells are you?”

The man studied his chest where Kenji had punched him and then glared. He lowered into a crouch, looking ready to charge forward again. Kenji attempted to get to his feet, but they felt made of stone, all strength gone from him now.

“You won’t survive this,” the man said as he stalked towards him. “I don’t even remember killing your father. But I will remember killing you.”

The man sprinted forward with Qinggong. He got perhaps halfway when Olja’s huge form crashed into him from above, sending him flying with a savage kick. He flew across the pyre circle once more and crashed into the side of the healing house, cracking the wall. Shinoto landed in a roll next to the giant woman and then came running to him as Olja dashed forward to engage the sellblade. 

 “Kenji!” Shinoto cried. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” he said, looking for Mei Ling. “Are you alright, Doctor?”

Mei Ling was just a few paces behind him, her face flushed, but otherwise she seemed unharmed. Even her poise seemed unbroken as she balanced on her high-based sandals.

“You shouldn’t stress your doma like that,” she said, rushing towards him and stooping to check on his wounds. “But I thank you for saving me.”

She produced one of the blue stones and waved it over the cut on his thigh. “Your body is changing from the effect of the Qi. A strike like that should have taken your leg.”

Kenji looked down and while the cut was deep, it had already stopped bleeding and under the effect of the crystal, it was already beginning to close.

By the heavens.  

“You’re amazing, Kenji,” Mei Ling said. “I wish I had time to study you more.”

“Well, that’s the same reason they’re all here,” Kenji said as he struggled to his feet. “They’ve come for me, Master Mei Ling. I need to lure them away from the village to keep you all safe.”

Mei Ling looked between both of them. “You two knew this would happen?”

He shook his head. “I tell you truthfully, no. We didn’t mean to bring this upon you. Only to cause a distraction.”

Mei Ling nodded. “Well the fates must be with us then. We were at least on alert when they attacked thanks to me ringing the bell. Many more would have perhaps died if not so. What will you do now?”

Kenji looked to where Olja was now battling the Dao-wielding man. Without the confines of a hallway, the giantess was earning her pay, chasing the Dao wielder with leaping kicks that sent dirt flying high into the air as her armored boots stomped the earth where the man had been just moments before. He retaliated with quick slices from his blades, but Olja deftly parried each one with her gauntlets, sending sharp rings of metal echoing through the air.

Then from out of the sky, two more figures in military robes appeared and descended into the fray. Olja and the Dao wielder immediately broke off to face their new attackers. The lieutenants fought with the same weapon style, Wind Blade Masters it seemed. They spun and twirled with blue-hued Qi, creating small whirlwinds of force as they crossed swords with the Dao master and Olja respectively.

The scene played out in just a few seconds, all of them shifting into blurs as weapons clashed with greater ferocity and speed. A howl then filled the air as a third figure appeared, sprinting into the midst of the combat. Kenji recognized the barrel-chested man from before, the one with the claws. He sliced the back of one of the lieutenants, causing him to spin about and to take a subsequent hit from the Dao wielder from behind. 

“This is too much!” Shinoto said.  Her eyes shifted rapidly back and forth, trying to follow what was happening. “We need to help Olja!”

They did, but how? Before he could even think, Shinoto dashed forward a few paces and shoved her palm towards the fray. Blue energy streamed haphazardly from her hand as the yellow rope about her waist engaged. The blast hit no one at first, but a glancing blow struck the Dao wielder and opened him up to an attack by one of the lieutenants. 

“It’s working!” Shinoto cried, as she began to channel, preparing to invoke her Qi once more. “I can attack from afar.”

Perhaps, but it wouldn’t work for long. He needed to get the sellblades away from the village, and then he needed to find a way to get away from them afterwards. There was too much violence happening now, too much chaos. If only he had time to think, to freeze time like his father did.

A sudden sickness entered his stomach, resonating within his doma like Dark Qi. A sweat broke on his skin as he fell to his knees and an ice-cold hand gripped him around the back of his neck. 

He glanced up to see the general standing behind him. “Come with me, boy…” 

The general dragged him to his feet by one hand, gripping so tightly it felt as if his neck might snap. Kenji cried out as the pain within his stomach grew insufferable, the resonance crippling him with paralysis.

Both Mei Ling and Shinoto turned about at his cry, and their faces grew pale with shock as they saw the general now holding him aloft like a caught fish. Shinoto turned her palm towards him. 

“Shinoto, no…!” Kenji said, but it was too late.

A stream of blue energy shot from her hand, but the general met it swiftly with a palm technique of his own. A circle of darkness formed within his hand, growing stronger as the stream from Shinoto pulsed into it, flowing for the full fifteen seconds of the rope spell. 

“General!” Mei Ling cried. “What has the boy done? Release him, please!”

“He’s a thief,” the general said. “He has something that belongs to me.”

The box around his neck began to glow and pulse. With a clench of his fist, he crushed the ball of dark energy within his palm and a shockwave of violent Qi radiated from it, crashing into Kenji like a wall. He grunted with the pain of it slamming into him, but was horrified when he saw it crash into Mei Ling and Shinoto as well. The wave hit them with far greater force, tossing the doctor off her sandals and into the wall of the healing house. She bounced off of it and fell to the ground looking dazed. Shinoto went flying in the opposite direction, her small body tumbling end over end until she hit the adjacent wall of a building some distance away.

She fell to the ground and didn’t move afterwards. 

Kenji’s heart stood still. “Shinoto!”

He struggled against whatever was constraining him, rage and fury combining in a concoction that surged through his doma. The box around the general’s neck pulsed and the man winced as if struck by something himself. But the general quickly recovered and began walking away with him in tow, heading towards the far edge of the village.

“You’ll come with me now.” 

From the corner of his eye, Kenji spotted Master Hu Dong battling the fire-wielding woman. The two mystic warriors were both hanging aloft in the air, spheres of glowing Qi surrounding them. Torrents of fire flashed from the woman’s palms, but Master Hu Dong countered with blasts of water and ice. The elemental battle continued at high speed, both of them jumping from rooftop to rooftop as they traded blows. The woman seemed to be in retreat, but then Kenji noticed she was merely leading him towards the direction of the healing house and her comrades.

No…Shinoto would not be safe there!

If she is even still alive. 

The thought gutted him and he struggled against whatever was constraining him again.

“I’ve waited long for this,” the general said, dragging Kenji towards the edge of the village. “Such a pain you were to find.”

Kenji glared at the general. Amikazu…he recalled his name now. Chief Wu had mentioned sending him the letter directly when the demon had attacked. A new sickness boiled within his gut. The general wasn’t fighting the Tsu warriors or assisting his men. In fact, he seemed interested in only one thing.

“You sent those men, didn’t you?” Kenji hissed through clenched teeth. “You made them come and destroy our village. You sent them to come look for me!”

“That matters not now,” Amikazu said. “You’ll soon be as dead as the rest of them.”

Kenji struggled against his own body, willing it to move, but whatever grip the general had about his neck seemed to be causing his paralysis. Hatred seethed from within him. This was the man responsible for everything. The one who had destroyed his village. Killed his father. Perhaps even killed Shinoto. His stomach churned at the thought. But then his grief quickly turned to rage. Amikazu would pay. He would pay for all of it!

Heavens…give me strength…! 

Kenji focused on that box again. Whatever it was, it reacted to the sickness in his doma. And if it could cause Amikazu pain, then it would be worth every ounce of his own pain to see it visited upon the general full-bore. Kenji closed his eyes and did the one thing he was warned never to do.

Opening his mind’s eye, he viewed the great river suddenly blocked by a dam. He willed the Qi around him to flow through his meridians, concentrating at his doma. Immediately his mouth filled with blood as a white-hot pain lanced through his stomach. 

Amikazu cried out and suddenly fell to his knees. Kenji kept it up, screaming as his own pain increased, but causing the general to writhe with the same pain. The box around his neck glowed red-hot and began seeping Qi that flowed out of it and straight into Kenji’s doma. The pain was exquisite, like lances of fire tearing into his soul. 

Finally the general’s hand released from about his neck and Kenji fell to the ground.

He tried to move but found himself still paralyzed, this time from his own doing. His doma felt like a stomach swollen to capacity, too painful to even budge. Behind him Amikazu cried out, hands tearing at his hair.

“Get out of my head! Get out!”

Kenji struggled to look behind him, to try to find Mei Ling and Shinoto. The battle still raged between the mystic warriors. The witch had sided with her comrades now and was facing off against Master Hu Dong and Olja alone. The bodies of the lieutenants were already on fire, both of them dead. 

His vision began to tunnel as he looked for Shinoto. His heart stopped for a moment when he didn’t see her, but then soared once again when he saw the girl next to the healing house, being cradled by Mei Ling.

Thank the heavens!

 The doctor was healing Shinoto with one of the stones, but she still hadn’t stirred, it seemed. He needed to reach them. Get them to safety. Even now the witch was throwing balls of fire that crashed into the walls of the healing house after being deflected by Hu Dong. His vision began to darken as he saw Olja taking on the other two sellblades at once, her arms and feet flying as she blocked their attacks with her gauntlets and armored shins. He had to move… he had to do something before they all fell prey to that witch’s fire and died.

Something grabbed him by the leg and he felt himself being pulled across the ground. He craned his neck to see a young boy dragging him as easily as if he himself were but a child. The boy turned about and Kenji was stricken with shock yet again.

“Chet Fai?”

 “Not a word,” he said as he hurried along, exuding Qi.

As they got past a few abandoned houses, the pain within his doma began to recede. Chet Fai then stopped outside of a small barn and then hauled him by his waist, dragging him inside. He closed the door too and then turned about.

“Where is my sister?” he said.

“By the healing house, with Doctor Mei Ling,” Kenji said, trying to regain his breath and his bearings. “Need to get to her. Before that witch….”

Chet Fai nodded. “I’ll go.”

The boy turned to leave but Kenji stopped him. “Wait!”

He paused. “What?”

“They’re too strong for us. We need a plan.” Kenji rolled to his side and removed his pack. “The general is the one who leads them…if we can stop him, we might have a chance.”

“You’re lucky I was able to even pull you away from him. You were both surrounded by some strange kind of Qi.”

“Yes,” Kenji said. “And my thanks, by the way.”

 Chet Fai only nodded. “What happened? Both of you looked in pain.”

“Too long to explain now.” Kenji withdrew several sheets of glyph parchment from his pack along with his brush and the length of red thirty-year rope. He began writing with swift stokes, forming the words of the script. “I need you to imbue these.”

“What?” Chet Fai said, glaring at him. “What are you planning?”

“My father made a rope that could trap one within time itself,” Kenji said, recalling the way his father and Chief Wu had disabled the witch for a time when they had attacked Han Village. “If we can get this around the general while he’s still incapacitated outside we may have a chance. We’d then just need to get one about the witch. Olja and Master Hu Dong should be more than capable of taking care of the other two.”

Chet Fai bit his lip as Kenji cut the rope in half and then strung the two sets of glyphs sigils within then. Kenji couldn’t recall what his father had used exactly, but with his knowledge from his notes, he was certain that what he had written would work. 

“Channel into them using your 4th, 3rd, and 1st meridian,” Kenji said as he handed Chet Fai the ropes. 

The boy exhaled. “Do we really have time for this?”

“We’ll create more time for ourselves if we do. Trust me.”

Chet Fai paused for a moment more, but then sat in lotus position closing his eyes. He touched the first glyph and within but a second it flashed to completion.

“By the heavens,” Kenji said. “Your sister was right. You truly are talented.”

“Don’t mock me,” Chet Fai said as he moved on to the next one. “You’ll break my concentration.”

It wasn’t a mock, but Kenji remained silent as Chet Fai continued and within less than a minute he had both ropes done.

“Now what?” he said.

Kenji collected the ropes. “Now we pray for luck.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji stumbled out of the barn running towards where they’d left the general. His doma was still sore but he could at least move again now. As they returned to the spot by the end of the village, he saw he was gone.

“Curse the fates,” Kenji said looking about. “Where is he?”

Chet Fai pointed. “There! Back by the healing house.”

Kenji wasted no time running in the new direction. He was happy to see the fires had all been mostly extinguished now. Several of the older students from the school and some of the villagers were using water palm techniques to douse the flames. 

The battle still raged between the three sellblades against Olja and Hu Dong, though. The aged schoolmaster was now stumbling across the ground, trying to defend himself against both the witch and the burly claw-wielder. Eventually the witch used a technique that bound him to the ground with fiery chains and Hu Dong cried as he sank to the ground. The claw wielder advanced, slashing across his throat, but his blades were deflected by a quick kick from Olja, sending him reeling with a flash of sparks. The big woman placed Hu Dong behind her as she now faced off against all three of the sellblades at once.

This wasn’t good.

“We need to hurry!” Kenji cried as he spotted General Amikazu stalking towards the conflict as well.

He had his back to them and Kenji sped up to take advantage. If there was ever a clear chance of doing this, then now was the time. He handed Chet Fai one of the ropes as he prepared to channel into his doma. “Use it as soon as you see him drop.”

Chet Fai nodded, running alongside him with Qinggong.

Kenji tapped into his meridians, willing Qi into his sealed doma again. The pain struck and nearly sank him to his knees once more. He expected the general to do the same, but he continued striding ahead unhindered. Perhaps he hadn’t been close enough. Kenji staggered forward a few paces more, the pain overwhelming.

He finally fell to the ground and Chet Fai ran past him, brandishing the rope. But the general was still moving, unabated. Red Qi poured from him and radiated outwards, resonating within Kenji’s doma. 

Something wasn’t right. He should have reacted by now. 

“Chet Fai!”

The warning came too late as the general spun about, crouching low and catching the rope by its end as Chet Fai attempted to loop it around his ankle. “Too slow, boy.”

He flung Chet Fai backwards by holding onto the end of the rope and whipping his arm, sending the boy sailing with the force of the spin. He slammed hard into the ground a few feet away, but managed to roll to his feet. Amikazu locked eyes on Kenji as he held the rope aloft and then incinerated it in his hand with a flash of Qi.

“I’m wise to your rope tricks now.” Amikazu’s eyes glowed with a red pulse, in time with the same coming from the box about his neck. 

The pain in his doma increased as Amikazu stepped towards him. Kenji looked past him to Mei Ling and saw her standing with Shinoto now. The girl was back on her feet and was about to hit the general with her palm technique again. 

“Shinoto! No!”

The beam left her hand and Amikazu spun deftly to counter it again. The dark energy grew in his palm just like before and Kenji feared what he would do with it this time. Raw determination turned into a scream as he pushed his body past the crippling pain of his doma. He surged upwards in a lunge and Amikazu’s head turned towards him just in time to catch a savage punch to his jaw.

Pain radiated down his arm as his knuckles collided with what felt like steel. The general barely moved from the hit, but was knocked off balance and the energy within his palm discharged haphazardly in an explosion of Dark Qi that blew them both apart.

Kenji slid on the ground tumbling, while Amikazu skidded a few paces, before flipping over once and landing onto his back. The explosion took everyone by surprise and the sellblades halted in their attack to take note of what had happened. 

“Run, Kenji!” Olja shouted, using the distraction to jump from within the midst of them with Qinggong. She stepped through the air and landed next to Shinoto, scooping the young girl into her arms before charging in Kenji’s direction. “Run! We can’t take them all!”

Kenji tried to move, but his legs were made of stone again.

Curse the fates! 

Chet Fai was suddenly next to him dragging him to his feet. “Come on, you cripple! Move!”

With a strength that defied his small body, Chet Fai hauled him up and began running alongside him, pulling him along with his Qinggong. 

“Don’t let them flee!” Amikazu yelled as he rose to his feet. “Kill them! Kill them all!”

Kenji ran, meeting up with Olja as the three sellblades mobilized to give chase behind them. Glancing over his shoulder he saw Mei Ling run across the pyre circle to aid Master Hu Dong, who had finally freed himself from the fiery chains.

“I told you this was a bad idea!” Olja said, as she joined them. “We need to get to that boat. Which way is it?”

“This way!” Shinoto pointed ahead to the paifang marking the edge of the village. Kenji felt his strength return as he distanced himself from Amikazu and the strange box about his neck. He didn’t know what damage he’d done to himself, but his insides filled with so much blood that he had to constantly keep spitting to rid it from his mouth. 

They passed through the archway and entered the short stretch of forest beyond. The docks housing the sloop was perhaps just a short distance away. Kenji glanced over his shoulder again and his stomach sunk as he saw Amikazu and the three sellblades already passing under the paifang behind them. They didn’t seem to be moving as fast as they once were however, a testament to Olja and her skill. Fire ignited a copse of trees to his side as the witch sent flames hurtling their way. 

“Just keep moving!” Olja cried. “Get to the boat.”

“And then what?” Chet Fai said.

They all looked at the boy, but no one seemed to have an answer.

Something large and black caught the corner of Kenji’s eye. Before he could react, whatever it was struck him in his armored side with the force of a falling tree. He cried out as he went flying, tumbling hard onto the ground. 

“Kenji!” Shinoto cried.

He righted himself just in time to see a now horse-sized spider-demon skittering across the forest floor towards him. His heart leapt. It had grown immensely since he’d seen it last, its skull-like face crowned with a single horn. Kenji crossed his arms, bracing himself for the attack, but then Olja swooped in next to him.

With a Qi-filled yell, she laid into the demon with a spinning kick, sending it crashing into a tree. The monster hissed and howled as it broke straight through the trunk and then landed on its back some distance away. It continued to hiss as it bled black blood, flicking its spindly legs in the air, trying to right itself again.

More trees came crashing down as Amikazu appeared, sundering tree trunks with a simple wave of his palm. The three sellblades were right behind him, brandishing their weapons as they exuded Qi. 

Olja pushed Shinoto and Chet Fai behind her and next to Kenji. “If you want them, you’ll have to come through me! And if you have any idea who I am, you’ll want to think twice.”

Amazingly the three sellblades slowed, but Kenji could tell it was more a bluff than anything else now. Olja was breathing hard. Her body seemed to have over a thousand cuts and her skin was dripping with both blood and sweat. The spider-demon rocked back and forth, nearly on its feet again. 

They couldn’t get away from this. He looked to Shinoto and saw the fear in her eyes. He had to do something. They needed a way out. Kenji felt for the rope in his pack, wishing it were big enough to loop around Amikazu and all of his men.

 If only he’d thought to do so earlier, to have laid a trap perhaps. But something like that would have taken days to produce and a foresight he just didn’t have. 

He had mere moments to spare now.

If only I had more time.

Kenji looked to the rope again.

Time was indeed all he had.

As he stared at the rope he recalled what his father had done to him to send him back through time, pressing a glyph directly to his chest. There’d been no rope around him then, yet it worked all the same. An idea sparked. Kenji withdrew a sliver of parchment from his pack. He spat upon it with his Qi-infused blood, using it as ink just as his father had done.

Please work….

He wrote a single word: Wind.

He looped the red rope around his wrist just as the demon flipped onto its spear-like legs. Amikazu and the sellblades advanced, nearly to them now, screaming with battle cries. 

“Olja, move!” he shouted as he stood to his feet. 

Kenji endured the sharp pain from his doma as he released his Qi, willing it through the rope and into the glyph within his palm. Blood erupted from his mouth as the rope burned and crumbled about his wrist, unleashing its full power.

By the gods…!

The parchment flashed and then exploded in his hand, releasing a mighty gust. 

Kenji cried out as something broke within his doma and he sunk to his knees. 

His vision began to tunnel as the wind hit Amikazu and the sellblades. They froze in place midstride, even their screams trapped in silence as the power of the rope radiated throughout the forest, suspending bird and tree alike in a picturesque visage of halted time.

 Darkness then consumed him as Kenji lost consciousness and the entire world stood still.

 

Chapter 42 – Aftershock 

 

Kenji awoke on the black beach again.

High above him the starless sky rolled with a distant thunder. As he looked up, a creature like a great fish, with a body that seemed miles long, circled lazily through the air. Although it wasn’t a fish exactly. Its black-scaled body was more like that of a serpent, with three sets of fins along its sides. Its head, however, more resembled a fish, like a giant eel with fins. 

“What have you done?” A familiar voice drifted to him as he stood. 

He turned about to see the Bloody Duke standing atop the dark water, curved uchigatana blade in hand. Before him floated an array of glowing symbols, much like those Kenji had seen that 1st Sen use when he’d come here before. The Duke studied the symbols as he spoke to him. “Something seems to have taken a great interest in you… Kenji, was it not?”

He looked to the Duke. “What do you mean?”

“Perhaps Kenji is too unfamiliar,” the Duke mused. He then caused the glowing symbols to disappear with a swipe of his hand. “We do share the same blood, after all. Perhaps little brother is more fitting.” 

Kenji merely scowled. “Don’t expect the same in return. What did you mean just now? What’s taken interest in me?”

The Duke lifted his chin towards the giant eel in the sky. “A great Bakunawa. You must have done something to offend the heavens greatly indeed to have summoned such a thing here.”

“What?” Kenji looked to the creature. “I summoned that?”

“A primordial guardian of the sacred order of the heavens. It will seek now to restore the balance that has been shifted due to your sin. Whatever it was.”

Sin? Kenji thought back to the last image in his mind: Amikazu and the sellblades frozen in time along with the demon. Did he truly cause this? 

“How will it seek balance?”

“By testing you,” the Duke said. “With minions at first and then even itself should you so last. It will judge whether you belong in the place you are now, or whether you belong in the greater heavens or the depths of hell.”

Kenji’s heart raced. What have I done?

The Duke huffed out a laugh. “Fear not, little brother. I offended the heavens a great many times during my ascension. Enough to slay even a Bakunawa itself once.”

Kenji looked again to the great celestial being swimming through the sky. Had the Bloody Duke truly killed such a thing? No correction… had he killed such a thing…in the past?

“Whatever you have done to cause this, see to it you are strong enough to withstand the ire you will reap from the heavens. I would very much dislike it if you were to damage what is mine. I invested much in that body and I want it back.”

Again that word. Invest. 

“I sense we are very close now in the mortal realm.” The Duke gave him a leering grin. “I’ll be coming to collect it very soon.”

Kenji scowled. “You’ll take nothing from me. My life is my own to live.”

“We’ll see about that…little brother.” 

The Duke spun with his blade, but this time Kenji raised his arm to block. 

A clash of metal and sparks rung out as the sword met the thick armor covering his forearm. Kenji hadn’t even realized he had been wearing it here. 

Wherever here truly was. 

The Duke’s eyes widened with a smile. “Ah…I see you are making yourself right at home. I imagine you’ll be summoning blades next.” He then stared at where Kenji’s doma would be. “Although you still haven’t managed to progress as yet, it seems. Pity.”

Kenji then recalled what he’d just done to commit that sin. The violent pain he’d felt in his doma was different to what he’d felt before, like something breaking. By the heavens… had he shattered the stone just as Mei Ling had warned?

The Duke then snapped his fingers and the world began to dissolve. 

“Time to go, little brother…” the Duke said, turning his back. “I’ll be seeing you very soon.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji came to with a start, blood and something sharp in his mouth.

He spat out whatever it was and a small sliver of blue sapphire landed in a puddle of blood at his side.

Fates alive…he had cracked it further. But to what end?

“Kenji!” Shinoto said, shaking him. “Thank the heavens. I thought you had died!”

 Kenji struggled to get his bearings. He was on the ground, still in the forest. Beside him knelt Olja and Chet Fai. “How long was I gone?”

“Just a few seconds,” Chet Fai said and glanced over his shoulder at something behind him. “What in heavens did you do?”

He stood shakily, his stomach feeling as if it’d been torn out and then stuffed back inside the wrong way round. Kenji stared at his handiwork with terrified awe. Looming before him was a perfectly still image of General Amikazu, the three sellblades, and the demon in the midst of righting itself on the forest floor. It triggered memories of when his father had done the same, the world freezing as if captured in a portrait painted in the colors of true life. Trees bent in the great wind he had created and stayed fixed. A flock of birds trying to flee hung preserved in the pristine clarity of a windless blue sky.

“What power is this?” Olja said, a furrow of concern or perhaps shock on her brow. 

A forbidden one apparently, he was about to say. “I just tried something… I guess it worked.”

“How long will this last?” Shinoto said. 

Kenji didn’t know for certain, but he knew the principles from his father’s notes.  

“The varying degrees of the ropes can be thought of like a doma. Its years in length, like stored Qi. It can be expended minutely or all at once and in many forms. Likewise, a second’s worth of black rope is able to affect more material and to a greater degree than a second’s worth of off white. If time is held as the constant, as opposed to the object it affects, then the power of the effect itself becomes the variable.” –Xian Lu Han.

That time his father had used the technique, the white rope had lasted less than a minute. Here he’d used a red thirty-year rope, but he had frozen far more than just two people in time. He’d frozen far, far more than that.

“Not long, I think,” he said. “A few minutes perhaps?”

Olja fumed. “That’s more than enough time to kill them all.”

The Xjian woman rose to her feet and flew towards Amikazu with a powerful punch.

Her gauntlets slammed into something unseen before it even reached him and an outline briefly flashed, giving form to the boundary of what was frozen in time and what was not. It was like viewing something trapped in thick glass or ice.

“It’s the shape of a cone,” Shinoto said, marveling at it. “Centered from where you casted it. I wonder how far back it goes.”

“Who cares!” Olja said as she struck it again and again, lighting it up each time. The sound rang out like thunder and on her third hit, the world abruptly shifted forward a moment with the sound of cracking ice.

Kenji balked. “We need to go…”

They dashed away from the reality now frozen in time. His heart raced with both anxiety and exertion. He’d broken more than just his doma, it seemed. He’d broken the laws of heaven itself! Kenji believed every word the Bloody Duke had said now. He had only wanted to stop Amikazu, but by using the rope, he had frozen a portion of the entire world instead.

Thoughts of his sin brought a sheen of sweat to his brow. What would being tested by that monster mean? What minions would it send and how? He found himself struggling not only from his anxiety but also the pain in his stomach that increased with each step. He got only a few more paces before Olja had to carry him the rest of the way to the docks.

As they were about to board the sloop, Chet Fai suddenly stopped. “Wait a moment. You shouldn’t leave on that boat.”

Shinoto stared oddly at her brother. “What do you mean?”

“You have perhaps only moments left. It might still not be enough to fully get away. Which way are you going?”

“South to Kurogane,” Kenji said.

“Take one of the smaller boats here,” he said. “I’ll take the sloop north upriver to lead them away.”

Shinoto’s eyes widened. “What? Chet Fai, you can’t do that! You need to come with us now. Everything’s changed. It’s far too dangerous for you to stay here!”

“Nothing’s changed, sister,” he said. “You were right. We both need to choose our own path. You have chosen yours and now, I need to settle on mine.”

“But you can’t lead them away. They’ll kill you!”

Chet Fai chuckled. “Don’t take me for a martyr, sister. I’ll anchor far enough upriver for them to spot it and then steal back to Amatsu. But for it to work, you all need to be gone downriver and out of sight. Hurry now.”

Olja nodded with a quick bow. “I thank you for this, Chet Fai.” 

The boy returned the bow and then reached into his robes and produced the three Han tomes. With another deep bow he offered them to Kenji. “You’ve proven today that you’re a far greater artisan than I could ever dream to be. These should remain with you, Kenji.”

Kenji received them, unsure if he was looking at the same Chet Fai or not. 

“Thank you,” he said with a bow, before looking back to the boy. “And what will you do now, Chet Fai?”

He shrugged. “I’ve seen far too much today to decide. I’ve seen the foundations of everything I gave value torn asunder. Men I thought of as powerful and honorable, laying waste to innocents. And those I thought strong enough to stand against them, fall like prey.” He shook his head. “Perhaps the path of the mystic arts is not for me at all.”

Kenji nodded, not knowing what else to say. 

Chet Fai then smiled at Shinoto. “But at least I’m certain that my sister will be in good hands now with the two of you. May the mercy of the fates be with you.” 

Chet Fai extended his hand to Kenji and he clasped it firmly in a shake. “And with you, Chet Fai.” 

Shinoto shed tears as she embraced her brother for what could perhaps be the last time. “I’ll send word when we reach Kurogane.”

“I will remain here until I receive it then,” he said and then set to preparing the sloop for launch. “Go now, quickly…before that spell breaks.”

 

Chapter 43 – Negotiations 

 

Amikazu stumbled as if tripping, the world suddenly shifting before him. One moment the boy and the Xjian woman were fleeing ahead of him, suddenly attacked by the demon, but now they were all gone. A horrid screech came from beside him, and he looked in time to see the skull-demon skittering about in a circle, its massive body shaking the ground.  The beast looked as if confused. 

As confused as he now was.

The three sellblades came to a stop beside him. 

“What in the hells?” the Badger said, staring at the demon as it shifted in form, becoming something more akin to a bear. 

The monstrous creature seemed to lose track of what it was doing, paused and then quickly ventured back into the forest again. Amikazu’s doma pulsed with the influence of the stone about his neck and his insides filled with heat. 

“What just happened?” the Badger said. “Where did they go?”

Amikazu recalled the boy standing briefly and unleashing some kind of spell towards them. “An illusion perhaps…witch!”

The slender woman stepped forward, waving her hand with Dark Qi. “There was a great disturbance here. This is no illusion. I’ve experienced it once before. Within the last village.”

“Experienced what?” Amikazu said.

“A child prodigy, much like the ones we were just chasing, bound me with a rope and somehow trapped me in time.”

Heavens be damned…had they discovered a technique to use the Han arts in such a way? “How long did it trap you?”

“Not long,” the witch said. “Barely a minute, I think.”

They couldn’t have gone far…

Amikazu grimaced as he felt the plan slipping out of his control.  “Find them! Find them now!”

Amikazu labored along the pathway the boy was headed, wishing he could take to the air with Qinggong. But his doma was still racked by the effects of the stone and whatever the boy had done to him earlier. His body ached and felt as weak as a 1st Dan. He arrived at the dock at the edge of the river and cursed as he glanced up and down its shores. Hope then filled him as he spotted a small sloop making its way upstream, its sail pushing against the flow of the river. 

“There!” he shouted. He looked to the junks affixed to the dock. With the state of his doma, he’d have to resort to using something as base as that now. But he had no other choice. “Come, after them!”

“Just a moment,” the Badger said, blocking his path towards the boats. “We’ve cut off far more than we bargained for with this contract, Purple Leaf. It’s time we discussed a new price.”

Imbecile. “You talk of money? I am soon to become emperor! Get me to that boat out there and I’ll not only pay your greedy jowls, but I’ll bestow you with power and land as well.”

“And what will we do when we reach it?” the Dao wielder said. “That boy just froze us in time!” 

Amikazu grimaced, but that alone wasn’t going to deter him. “We have the advantage of foreknowledge now. I doubt that he would be able to accomplish something like that more than once.”

“There’s more,” the Badger said. “That Xjian woman who is with them…she’s no normal warrior. She’s the reason the price needs to go up.”

“What do you mean?”

“She wasn’t bluffing when she spoke about who she was just now,” the man said and then he grimaced. “I believe she is the Iron Queen.”

Amikazu’s skin prickled at the mention of the name. “How do you know?”

“She used the Thunder Fist technique along with Iron Body Mastery,” the Badger said.

Amikazu scoffed. “That’s not a particularly rare combination.” 

“No, but her mastery of both was. The Iron Queen’s style is said to make use of body ascension over pure Qi mastery. They say she is a much higher Dan than her Qi lets on because of it…Some say she’s even as high as 30th Dan.”

Fates be damned. The woman did indeed seem more powerful than when he had first seen her in that cage, but 30th Dan? He normally wouldn’t give such an idea much credence at all, but now knowing this, and having confirmed for himself that the woman was indeed a sellblade, the puzzle pieces began to fall into place. 

By the nine hells…Amikazu grimaced as the realization hit him. So she was the one… 

He’d bartered for the Iron Queen’s services when he’d first approached the Iron Company, the supposed top-ranked sellblade in their guild. But now it seemed she’d not only declined his offer, but had used the information to sabotage everything right from the start…

But to what end?

 “Curse the fates,” Amikazu muttered. A 30th Dan. But it mattered not. He was soon to be far more powerful than that.

Yes, Amikazu… focus on the prize. So close…

“Even if she is the Iron Queen,” Amikazu said, “the woman looked to be upon her last legs to me and the sooner we get to her to finish the job, the less chance she has to recover.”

“So we have an agreement then?” the Badger asked.

“You heard what I said, didn’t you?”  

The witch grinned with a leering smile. “Become emperor? Do you mean to assassinate him then?”

Perhaps he shouldn’t have said as much, but he was too close to care now. 

Yes, Amikazu… too close…hurry! 

“You’ll have what I promised,” he said. “Just get me to the boat and that boy, and then we’ll talk about your reward.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji struggled to breathe as he lay in the bow of the rowboat. Since departing the dock, Olja had rowed nonstop. Her massive arms made the oars fly through the water faster than any Qi-stone powered box could and combined with the flow of the river, the small boat was sailing along with great speed.  Shinoto perched herself on the stern, manning the rudder, constantly looking back for Amikazu and his men.

After nearly half an hour however, there seemed to be no sign of them and Olja, now tired, set the oars to the side. “I think we may be safe. Heavens bless your brother, Shinoto. He bought us a lot of time.”

The Xjian woman collapsed within the boat breathing heavily. She was large enough to nearly take up the full room of it herself, but thankfully with Shinoto’s small frame they made do.

“Yes, he did,” Shinoto said. “I pray he’ll be all right.”

Kenji hoped so as well. The throbbing within his doma was beginning to subside now and as he opened his mouth to speak he found there was only a hint of pain. 

“Do you think they’ll go back to the village?” he asked, looking to Olja.

 The big woman shook her head. “Now that they’ve seen you? I doubt it. They’ll soon figure out that the sloop is a decoy and head the opposite way. Which means we can’t take this head start for granted. We should assume they’re only a step behind us now.”

That filled Kenji with dread and relief both. “At least that means the village will be safe, I guess.”

Along with Chet Fai and Mei Ling.  

Shinoto turned to Olja and gave the Xjian woman a deep bow. “I thank you, warrior, for your skill and sacrifice in combat. You fought as well as your title boasts.”

Olja smiled. “So has this old sellblade finally earned your trust, little one?”

“That and more.” Shinoto returned the smile. “We truly couldn’t have gotten away without you.”

Olja laughed and then slapped Kenji painfully on the shoulder. “I’d say that honor belongs to this one. How in the hells did you do that?”

 Kenji winced from the hit, his wounds still sore. He almost didn’t want to talk about what he’d done. But he supposed it was something he needed to acknowledge openly now. “I don’t know. I just improvised using my father’s knowledge of the Han rope techniques. But I think I will pay a heavy price for doing so now.”

“What?” Shinoto said, alarmed. She then traversed the boat to kneel down next to him. “Is it your doma, Kenji? Are you all right?”

He truly wasn’t talking about his doma, but rather what the Bloody Duke had told him in that dark spirit realm instead. But now that she had mentioned it, he was perhaps more at risk of dying from what he’d done to his doma, than from whatever monster or demon that giant eel might spawn from the sky. 

Kenji reached into his robes and produced the sliver of sapphire jewel he had spat out. “I broke more of it.”

Shinoto’s throat flexed in a swallow. “Kenji…”

“What is that?” Olja said, peering at the shard of gem stone in his hand.

“It’s what’s sealing my doma,” he said. “Or part of it. It’s cracked now. Doctor Mei Ling, the woman back in Amatsu, said it’s now ripped my doma. Dense Qi is leaking into my body and I think it’s gotten worse.”

“A ripped doma?” Olja raised a brow. “I’ve never heard of such.”

“She said it will kill me eventually. In a matter of weeks or even days.”

Olja’s eyes widened. 

Kenji then gazed at the sliver of gem stone. “And judging from this, I imagine it will be closer to days now.”

“Kenji, don’t say that.” Shinoto tugged on his arm. “You’re not going to die.”  

“I’m just being realistic,” Kenji said, sitting upright. Surprisingly there was less pain now. “But…I do think it is healing my body as well as damaging it.” He flexed and the wounds on his shoulder and leg were nearly healed. “The doctor said it’s changing my body.”

Olja nodded. “I’d say so. For you to be able to do what you did was extraordinary. But then… you always were. Tell me, what do you remember of who you are. Do you remember anything at all? Do you even know that you are Li Wan Fu?”

“Li Wan Fu…?” He scoffed at the name. It still felt like a foreign language on his tongue. “I understand that as a fact, but I don’t claim it. Trust me…I’ve met Li Wan Fu and I am not him. And on that, we both agree.”

Olja blinked at him, confused. “What?”

Kenji released a long sigh. “There are perhaps some things about me that you should know first, Olja. But after I tell you, I must know completely why you have come for me as well. Can we agree to speak openly now?”

Olja nodded. “I won’t admit to knowing everything. The Holy Seer only shares so much. The same as she does with everyone. But what I do know, I will share freely.”

Kenji nodded. “Sounds like a deal.”

“Very well then,” Olja said, folding her long legs into lotus position and she began to channel her Qi and heal her wounds. “Start talking…we have much to discuss.”  

 

Chapter 44 – Emergence

 

“Curse the fates…” Amikazu seethed.

 Before they had even reached the sloop, he could see clearly that no one was aboard. The boat was anchored to the riverbed, its sleek hull swaying to and fro with the flow of the river. 

Amikazu glanced over his shoulder downstream. They could be miles away already. Anger rose in his gut like bile, mixing with the strange Qi that was already present there. He glared at the three sellblades sat in the belly of the small junk behind him.

The incompetent fools. Had they not attacked the village early it would never have come to this. He felt like cursing them aloud, but he needed them more than ever now. So close. He looked at the box about his neck and cursed it as well. If not for it, then he could have left the sellblades behind and Windwalked to find the boy much faster. But now he was so weakened he needed them just to row.

You’ll never reach them, Amikazu. Not now.

The voice was right. How could he reach them now? But he had to try. He had to find them again. Had they gone back to the village perhaps? Downriver? There was only one way to know for certain.

“Follow the demon again,” Amikazu said. “You still owe me that boy.”

“What about what you promised?” the Badger said.

“You’ll get nothing until I get him! Understood?”

They will fail you again.

Be silent! 

Perhaps they would. But what other choice did he have? At least the demon was still alive and would be able to find the boy again eventually. 

You have no time. You’ve caused too much damage now, Amikazu. You’ll be branded a traitor. Word from the village will spread. Your life is over…your plan…is over. 

Amikazu fell to his knees as the reality sunk in. He would soon lose it all. His advantage, his opportunity. All because these fools let the boy get away. Because they attacked the village too soon. Because they were the useless sellblades that they were and not the Iron Queen he had wanted. And because the Iron Queen herself had betrayed him—right from the very start.

“Curse my fate…”

There is another way, Amikazu…

“What other way?” 

The Badger looked at him oddly. “We won’t know ‘what other way’ until we find the creature again. Then we track it. It’s what we’ve done for weeks!”

But Amikazu wasn’t listening to him anymore. Instead he heeded the voice calling to him from within the box. He stared at it as it throbbed against his chest.

Yes, Amikazu. You need no demon to find my body… not when you already possess my mind. 

It was true. With the power of the mind stone he could track the boy himself, drawn by his own connection and power. 

No…I can’t risk it.

You must!

He would soon lose everything. The voice was right. He would have to risk it now. 

Amikazu removed the box from about his neck and set it on the belly of the boat. 

“What are you doing?” the witch asked.

“What I should have perhaps done before resorting to the likes of you.”

He opened the box and a violent surge of Qi resonated with his doma. The gem gleamed with fiery red tendrils, licking like flames into the air. He cried out as the voice touched his mind.

Yes….yes!!

“What is that?” the Badger bellowed. “Get him away from it.”

Do it now…! Before the fools convince you otherwise! The weak will never understand the strong!

“Yes,” Amikazu said, grasping the gem. “It must be now!”

It burned hot like a coal in his hand, but he ignored the pain and forced it into his mouth. He nearly choked, but his concentration overcame his body’s natural rejection of it and he forced the jewel down his throat.

The world spun and darkened.

Oh thank you, Amikazu…

His heart sped with fright as his limbs began to move of their own accord. “What in the hells?”

Thank you, Amikazu…for your sacrifice.

 

*     *     *

 

Chow Meugo eased away from the general as Dark Qi erupted from the center of his body, swirling outward in a radiating spiral, like a growing storm. He glanced at the witch and even she seemed fearful for once. The boat rocked and swayed with a violent pulse of Qi and then suddenly all went still.

Purple Leaf looked down upon himself as if inspecting a new robe. “What a decrepit vessel this is.” He then looked up and regarded Chow Meugo with a smile, as if somehow seeing him for this first time. “And who might you be?”

Chow Meugo summoned his Qi. This was no longer Purple Leaf. Whatever foul soul stone he had swallowed had possessed him now. “Stay back, demon!”

“Demon?” The man laughed. “I am no demon, boy…”

The man continued speaking, as if having a conversation with someone else. “…Ah, I see. I have no need for their skills, unlike you, Amikazu. I told you I can find the boy on my own. And now I shall.”

Chow Meugo didn’t like the sound of that. A quick glance with Li Wei and he could tell the Dao master was thinking the same thing. They’d just become expendable. The boat shifted in the river current as a deathly silence took hold. Chow Meugo slowly reached for his claws.

“Now, Meugo!” Li Wei shouted, drawing his blades, surging forward with a burst of Qi. 

The cry came too late as Purple Leaf jumped, leaving Li Wei stabbing air where the general had once been. Five mystic blades then emerged from the Dark Qi swirling around his body, fanning out in a pentagonal formation as he hovered in midair. With a blur of his hand, the blades flew towards Li Wei. The Dao master parried the first, but the rest punctured his chest in quick succession, pinning him to the side of the boat.

Fates alive! Chow Meugo quickly donned his claws. 

This boat would perhaps become their tomb, but he refused to die a coward. He looked to Zhe Ahn as the witch summoned her Dark Qi to form a shield. They nodded as one. He then jumped off the side of the boat with Qinggong to lash out at Purple Leaf with his claws. But before he even reached, a long, western-styled blade appeared in the man’s hands and parried his attack, knocking Chow Meugo back into the belly of the boat. 

He crashed onto his side and immediately Zhe Ahn fell to her knees. 

“Have mercy, great lord, whoever you are!” She lowered her head to the floor. “We are but lowly sellblades and seek only to serve you as our master. Our payment will be our lives.”

Chow Meugo leapt to his feet, not sure whether the woman was attempting some ruse or simply trying to save her own skin. In either case, it caused Purple Leaf to pause. The man that was once the general regarded Zhe Ahn with glowing red eyes. 

“And how will you serve me, witch?”

She looked up at him with desperation. “Any way you wish.”

The stupid wench… Ire burned in Chow Meugo’s gut, as he looked to Li Wei, now dead and bleeding against the side of the boat. His pride strained against his instinct to survive, but eventually his instinct won out. He lowered his claws and bowed his head. “I too will serve you in whatever capacity I can.” 

Or at least until I can get off this damned boat.

The former general scoffed. “You do well to call me lord. For indeed, it is your lord who speaks to you now.”

Chow Meugo raised his eyes to the man now hovering in the sky. “Who are you then?”

“You have the markings of the Tsu, my chosen tribe within your lands.” He lifted a hand towards Li Wei and a wave of dark tendrils extended outwards, enveloping him.

A sickly feeling entered Chow Meugo’s stomach as he witnessed the man’s life force being drained out of him—Purple Leaf feeding upon the man as easily as one would channel Qi. 

The dark arts…

Whatever strength Li Wei once possessed was absorbed by the black tendrils and transferred in pulses of Dark Qi. Purple Leaf inhaled deeply, a satisfactory smile upon his lips. “A shame he saw it fit to die so hastily. But his sacrifice shall not go to waste, even if it was worth but a few measly Dan.” He then lifted his open palms towards Chow Meugo and Zhe Ahn. “But you, my friends, shall have the honor of being the first to rebuild my great army. Welcome, proud Tsu warriors, to the ranks of the Bloody Duke.”

 

Chapter 45 – Darkness Comes

 

As the boat drifted downriver, Kenji told Olja everything he knew about both himself and Li Wan Fu. Mostly he recounted what he’d been told by Waru and then went on to explain the Han arts and how the ropes were used to turn the body of Li Wan Fu back into a newborn babe again.

“Being raised by my father in Han Village is all I ever knew,” Kenji said, sitting opposite Olja in the belly of the boat, while Shinoto remained perched on the stern, guiding with the rudder. “I have no memories of a previous life. Li Wan Fu is a stranger to me. Although when I see him in my visions, he does look like me. But older perhaps.”

“Visions?” Olja asked.

He explained that part next, about the black beach and the towering demons with throats made of fire. “I see him clearly there. And can speak freely to him too. But he seems to be trapped there somehow.”

“So you’ve seen the celestial realm already,” Olja said. “Fascinating…”

“If that’s what it’s truly called, then yes. It’s happened a few times now, when I tax my doma, I think.”

He rubbed just below his navel, feeling for the soreness. Part of him wished that Master Mei Ling were here to check upon him again. Although, if he were to gauge the pain for himself, he felt far better than the first time she had cracked open his doma. Perhaps cracking it further had relieved some kind of pressure. He tried channeling his Qi through his meridians and surprisingly found it much easier to control. It was as if before, the small crack was releasing his Qi too fast and erratically, like a narrow split at the base of a dam, spitting water uncontrollably. But now, it felt stronger, like a floodgate being opened, but with far more predictable control. 

A bit of hope and excitement rushed through him. If he could do this, then he could perhaps imbue now as well. Perhaps this was some kind of improvement after all.

He then thought further. If he could release Qi more steadily now, then perhaps he could store it more easily as well. He considered trying to channel his Qi towards his doma to test the theory, but decided against it for the moment. He’d just been through something highly traumatic and without knowing exactly what had happened, he didn’t want to risk making things worse.

He was no doctor, after all. 

“A vision of the celestial realm?” Shinoto said. “That sounds like what happens during ascension. Although I never saw anything as vivid as that when I ascended through the tiers. Just colors and sounds.”

“It sharpens the higher the Dan you reach,” Olja said. “Kenji, if you were able to experience all that, then you’re still linked in some way to the higher Dans of ascension that you once obtained.”

“How do you mean?”

Olja pressed her palms together as she released a long breath, steam pouring from the wounds on her body as she completed another healing cycle. She had recovered far more rapidly than he would have imagined possible. Even now he could barely see crusted scars where deep wounds had once been. “You said your doma was returned to its normal size by the Han arts, correct? It may have compacted your doma, but your celestial progression still remains. Or perhaps you’re still linked to Li Wan Fu as to why you both appeared in the celestial realm together. Although you do seem to be a completely different person now, a new soul. But you still have the body of Li Wan Fu.”

Kenji released a long sigh. “Yes… so he keeps reminding me every time I see him.”

Olja chuckled with her deep voice. “I can see now why you were kept a secret. Even from yourself. With what’s been done to you, you can perhaps double the strength of what you once were. This is incredible.”

“I’m not so sure about incredible,” Kenji said with a frown. “It might have come at a heavy price.”

Olja arched a brow.

He then told her of his last visit to the celestial realm just a few moments ago, and described the huge flying creature he’d seen in the dark sky. “The Duke said that I’d summoned it by committing some sin and that now I’d be tested or judged by it.”

Olja’s eyes snapped open. “You summoned a Bakunawa?”

“Apparently,” Kenji said with a shrug as he recalled the exact name. “I’m assuming it had to do with that spell I used to freeze time just now.”

“By the fates…” Olja said, her eyes darting back and forth in thought. “A Bakunawa already…and you haven’t even reached first Dan!”

Shinoto looked nervously between them. “What does that mean?”

Olja’s brows set with a look of determination. “It means we need to get started much sooner than I’d thought.”

“Get started with what?” Kenji asked.

“Your training.”

 

*     *     *

 

Chow Meugo clung for dear life as he struggled to remain balanced upon the raging cloud of Dark Qi. His heart thundered within his chest as his feet sank into the cloud like a rain-soaked bog. Below him the ground flew past at a speed unimaginable, the winding river twisting and turning below him. 

By the gods…it was just like the stories of old. As a child he’d read the legends of great mystic warriors, travelling thousands of miles upon the backs of clouds of condensed Qi, but never would have dreamed that he would one day be doing so himself.

And that it would be so terrifying.

The cloud roiled beneath him, flashing with lightning and thunder. The man who was once Purple Leaf, and who now claimed he was the Bloody Duke, sat within the center of the dark mass in lotus position, his palms pressed together as he steered them through the very sky, following the path of the river.  

Across from him, the witch, Zhe Ahn, cackled with glee, her eyes black and filled with dark energy of her own. But perhaps even more disturbing was what lay between them. Li Wei, or perhaps what was once him, clung to the surface of the dark cloud on all fours. His back was arched like an animal’s and his lifeless white eyes stared into nothingness ahead.

A cold chill ran down Chow Meugo’s spine as he struggled to stay both on the cloud and as far away from the dead man as possible. Dark sorcery. No amount of silver was worth this price. But he had to follow through with it now. Bloody Duke or demon, this new Purple Leaf was a far more brutal taskmaster now.

He glanced again at Li Wei and shuddered.

He would not become that.    

Whatever he needed to do, he’d do so…and prayed he would not become that when he died.

 

*     *     *

 

“So you came to train me to become this Templar?” Kenji asked.

“That is my main duty, yes.” Olja nodded as she inspected the wounds on her arms and legs. “I’ve travelled over a thousand miles, from deep within Xjian territory to find you. Now that I have, I need to prepare you and to take you back.”  

“Prepare me for what?” Kenji asked. “And take me back where exactly?”

“Perhaps I need to start from the beginning,” Olja said, flexing her arms in a new cycle of healing. “The world is much bigger than you perhaps think, or know. There are realms within realms and realms above and realms below.”

Kenji chuckled. “You remind me of my friend Waru…always the poet.”

“Not trying to be poetic here,” Olja said with a smirk. “These are simply the facts. This realm is what is known as a realm of ascension, a primordial realm where all Qi and life essence originates. From there, those within the realm either progress or decline.”

“You mean either ascend to heaven or descend to hell?” Kenji asked, recalling the Duke’s words.

“Yes, something like that.”

“And so we’re the 8th realm?” Shinoto asked.

“Yes,” Olja said. “The 8th Realm of Celestial Ascension. The Holy Seer often refers to it as Bangōr. Although I’m not certain if that’s its true name or not.”

He’d never heard that name before. 

“Who is this seer?” Kenji asked. “And why is she interested in me becoming this Templar?”

“Well she isn’t necessarily interested in you, really. No offense, Kenji. She doesn’t even know you exist, I don’t think. It’s Li Wan Fu she’s interested in, but since you possess his body now, I guess you’re going to have to fulfill his duty as well.”

Kenji didn’t know whether to feel offended by the statement or not. “So I have to become this Templar now, because of him?”

“Right.”

He didn’t like the sounds of that either. “What exactly is it?”

“The primordial realms of ascension are coveted because of the Qi they produce. All Qi in the divine universe spawns from them. Powerful beings from other realms are always seeking to invade, trying to claim the realms as their own.”

“Invade?” 

“Like those giant demons you saw in your visions… the Ozoku, as they are known. They are a powerful and ancient race that spawn from one of the dark realms. The places we call the nine hells.”

“So are there nine realms of ascension as well?” Shinoto asked.

Olja grinned. “You’re a quick one, Shinoto. Yes, the celestial realms are balanced with the realms of darkness. And the darkness constantly vie for control over the light. Or so the ancient texts say.”

“I’d very much like to read some of these ancient texts for myself,” Kenji said. “We have no legends or stories like that here.”

“Being a part of the empire, I wouldn’t be surprised,” Olja said. “Things such as this are the reason the Tsu and even the Xjian kingdom have fought the empire over the years. For the empire to exist, the emperor must remain all-powerful and supreme. Things such as what I’m telling you now must remain only as superstition and legend. They call us barbarians as a result, but to us, it’s the Holy Truth. And you can read as many of the holy texts as you want once we reach my homeland. But we need to get there first.”

Kenji pondered that a moment. What she said was true. The empire controlled everything. From what the mystic schools taught to what the gray robes were allowed to take or not. “To think, there’s a whole other world and philosophy living just beyond the wall. And we know very little about it.”

“And it’s also a thousand miles away, right?” Shinoto said with a deadpan face.

Olja shrugged. “Give or take a mile or two.”

Kenji let that thought sink in as the boat continued along the river. He’d only planned as far as escaping from Amatsu Village and reaching Kurogane, but now his final destination might be much further away than that. It was a lot to consider. As he looked back the way they’d come, he saw the sky to the north had darkened considerably with the threat of rain and the clouds looked to soon block the afternoon sun.

The sight reminded him of something. 

“What was that city I saw?” Kenji asked. “In the celestial realm. It was filled with lights, and flying creatures. I saw our friend Waru escape to there, across a dark body of water, fleeing from those giant demons.”

“Xanadu perhaps. The city of restful souls. That place too is constantly under attack by great ones seeking to plunder its power.”

“And that place is above this one, right?” Shinoto asked. “In the celestial heavens?” 

“Yes.”

“And there nine more heavens as well?”

“Yes,” Olja said. “And nine lower planes of darkness also, where the truly abominable reside. Great beings, powerful like that Bakunawa, dwell in such places. But there are other realms outside of all of this—many more countless mundane realms that are neither ascension nor darkness. Even those need defending from the dark forces, but they are not so drawn to them, unless some great artifact or relic is found. The primordial realms of ascension, like this one, however, is what they truly seek. For the dark ones to invade a primordial realm of ascension is like a snake finding a clutch of eggs. They would gorge to no end and if left unchecked would spread to other realms as well. That’s why a Holy Templar must exist to defend each one.”

“And that’s what I’m supposed to become?” Kenji said. “Some 100th-Dan mystic warrior that fights giant demons and Bakunawa?”

“Yes,” Olja said with a laugh. “Although reaching 100th Dan would be just the beginning.”

Shinoto blinked. “What?”

“Upon reaching 100th Dan, you’d need to ascend further to become a 1st Sen.”

“A 1st Sen…” Kenji recalled the brief conversation he’d had with the Bloody Duke when he mentioned that tier. “I remember seeing someone like that now. She was amazing. Like a celestial angel. She killed one of those giant demons single-handedly with just a few strokes of her blade.”

“A low-tier celestial defender perhaps,” Olja said. “Templars are normally 10th Sen or higher. I believe the Templar of the fourth realm is a 23rd Sen.”

Kenji’s heart leapt. “23rd? That would be 2300 Dans, correct?”

“More or less,” Olja said with a shrug. 

His mind spun. “How do you even reach such levels of advancement?”

“Things grow more powerful the closer you are to the primal realms. I believe the Templar of the 1st Realm is a 2nd Ulm or something…the equivalent of a 200th-level Sen.”

Kenji’s chest heaved as if with fright. The sheer magnitude of such thoughts was overwhelming. He looked to Shinoto and could see the same perplexed wonder on her face. But then a devastating reality hit him.

If this was the path laid out for him…then where would that leave her? 

“Why me?” he asked, suddenly feeling trapped. “Why me and not someone else? What if I don’t want that kind of future for me?”

Olja frowned. “Perhaps that’s a question only the Holy Seer can answer for you. All I know is that you are gifted, or perhaps…Li Wan Fu was. And now that you are him…” She simply shrugged again.

Kenji’s stomach soured at the thought. “So I’ve been chosen for this path because he was chosen?”

“No, Kenji,” Olja said. “Li Wan Fu was not just chosen; he already accepted and was on this path, but he stumbled. The Holy Seer sent me to find you, because she foresaw another chance for him…or you rather…to climb the path of ascension once again.”

Saying it like that made his stomach tense with unease. “Do I even have a choice?”

Olja frowned. “I don’t know. I suppose. But it might be a bit harder to reject the path of ascension now. You’ve already summoned a Bakunawa and Li Wan Fu himself seeks you for his body as well. You will need to progress as a means of survival more than anything else, Kenji. Li Wan Fu is more driven than anyone you can imagine. He will not stop until he achieves his aim.”

“What happened to him?” Shinoto asked. “How did he stumble?”

A faint clap of thunder rumbled in the distance.

“It all happened before my time,” Olja said. “But he became too obsessed with his gaining of power, I think. I never knew him, but the Seer told me of his stories. He grew impatient and wanted to ascend far too quickly. So he turned to the dark arts, drawing power from the dark realms and those he killed. In the end, he lost his way. He then became consumed with the affairs of mortal men—worldly power and carnal pleasures. I don’t know for certain, but at some point, I believe his goal changed from ascending to the next plane to defend the realm, to simply remaining here as a 100th Dan and ruling over it.”

Kenji swallowed the lump in his throat. “That doesn’t sound like someone you can reason with. How did the emperor even defeat him? How did they sunder his soul and create me?”

Olja shook her head. “That I do not know. All I know was that some 40 years ago, Li Wan Fu left for the Zhou kingdom to the south and was somehow defeated there 20 years later. I had no idea of the sundering or rebirthing until I found you.”  

“How did you even find out about any of this then?” Kenji asked. “About me?”

“From what the Holy Seer told me,” she said. “Soon after we learned of Li Wan Fu’s defeat, I was sent south on a mission to prepare for his return. But I had no idea that it would be in the form of you.”

Kenji’s skin chilled at the thought. “Who is this Holy Seer exactly? She sees the future, I assume. Is she an ascended cultivator as well?”

“To some extent,” Olja said. “She is now a celestial being who oversees this realm and selects its guardian Templar. I don’t know much more about her other than that. But I do believe she was mortal once.”

“How do you have contact with her?” Shinoto asked.

“It’s something that runs in my family, we’re oathbound to serve her as the mortal retainers of her duty to protect the 8th realm.” She then paused. “…Also it has something to do with my family being from one of these other realms as well.”

Shinoto gasped. “So you’re a celestial being too, then?”

Olja laughed. “Hardly. More the opposite, in fact. There are ways to cross between the realms. Our people settled here, on Bangōr many years ago, coming from one of the mundane realms. Or so our history is told.”

“So is that why you’re so different than us?” Kenji asked. “The Xjian people?”

Olja shrugged. “I suppose, but not all Xjian are like me. It’s only my immediate family who serve the Seer and who know about her existence and all of this crap.” She then frowned. “It’s a real pain in the ass sometimes.”

Shinoto chuckled. “You certainly have a strange way with words.”

“So,” Kenji said, smiling at Olja. “This sounds as much about your destiny as it is mine.”

“I suppose so,” Olja said with a mirthless laugh. “It’s my duty to keep you on the path of righteousness this time around. But I don’t think even the Holy Seer realizes just how powerful you might become now. The balance of power is a serious thing. Attracting beings like that Bakunawa might only be the beginning. If you ascend and remain upon this realm as the equivalent of a 100-plus Dan, I don’t know what that would mean.”

Kenji swallowed. Running from that spider-demon was bad enough, but now he might have a future filled with defeating giant demons and monsters his entire life?  

“How am I to become this Templar then?” he said, but then quickly added, “if I choose to, that is.”

 “Well, you must progress through the cultivation tiers as normal of course,” Olja said. “But then you’ll also need to face certain trials along the way.”

“What kinds of trials?”

Olja shook her head. “I don’t know. Only the Seer would be able to tell you that. That’s why we need to go north. Celestial beings as powerful as her are only permitted to cross the barriers between realms at certain points in time and space. We can only commune with her within our holy temple.”

Kenji looked to Shinoto. “What do you make of all this?”

The little girl shrugged. “I always wanted to see the world, but this seems to be taking it a bit far.”

“Look,” Olja said with a sigh. “I know this might seem overwhelming and a bit forced upon you, Kenji… but the truth is you’re needed. Li Wan Fu was picked by the Holy Seer centuries ago because he was some kind of great prodigy. But he failed and now we are defenseless. But by him being reborn as you, this entire realm has been given a second chance.”

Instantly Kenji recalled both the second chance his father had given him and also what old Waru had said to him before. He chuckled. “My friend Waru claimed that I was the karmic balancing of Li Wan Fu’s sins, the penance for his crimes against the heavens.”

“Perhaps so,” Olja said with a smile. “But before you decide anything, know that there will be some things you’ll have no choice but to face, Kenji. Starting with that Bakunawa and eventually Li Wan Fu. But eventually, beings like the Ozoku will threaten us all and the few 1st Sens that stand now in their path defending us will one day become overwhelmed.”

Kenji recalled that scene from the black beach, where that sole 1st-Sen warrior ventured into that darkness after slaying that demon, performing her duty to defend against that attacking horde alone.

“With strength comes responsibility, Kenji. And you, as a reborn Li Wan Fu, have a chance to rewrite the mistakes of his past. You have the ability to ascend quickly enough to take your place within the breach, before something powerful enough manifests itself from the dark realms and lays waste to this one. And when that happens, not only will this world be destroyed, but the balance of power will forever shift and place the remaining eight primordial realms in jeopardy as well.”

His head swam as his stomach fluttered.

The task sounded monumental when put like that. He had no idea what he expected to learn from Olja, but he had no idea it would come to something as fundamentally critical as this. 

“But more importantly,” she said. “Or perhaps more urgently. Li Wan Fu will not give up. And your failure will mean his victory. The potential you have to become twice as powerful exists for him also, should he reclaim that body of yours. If that happens, we won’t need to wait to be invaded by a greater god from the nine hells. We’d already have one right here on Bangōr.”

That thought made his heart jump a little.

The thunder came again and Kenji looked to the north and the quickly darkening sky.    

“Well, whatever the case,” Kenji said. “I won’t be able to ascend or face any kind of threat until I fix my doma. That’s the first order of business for me.”

“That goes double for me,” Shinoto said. “None of this will matter if he dies from Qi sickness tomorrow, right?”

Kenji grinned at her. “Tomorrow? Are you trying to rush me to an early grave?”

Shinoto laughed and brought much-needed relief to the heaviness of the conversation.

Olja finally smiled and nodded. “Fine. Kurogane first, wherever the hells that is. And then it’s home to Xjian Province right away. Deal?”

Olja extended her large hand and they both shook it as one. 

Kenji smiled. “Deal.” 

The air chilled with a swift wind and a drizzle of rain came with it. The boat began to rock to and fro as the water suddenly stirred with a light chop. The waves grew stronger, sending Shinoto falling into the middle of the boat. 

“What’s going on?” she said, as she corrected her footing with Qinggong. 

A thunderhead surged across the sky, lightning flashing. Trees bent and snapped as a typhoon-like wind whipped the river waters into white froth. A sickness entered Kenji’s stomach as hard rain began to pelt down from the turbulent sky. A powerful sense of Dark Qi consumed him, mixed with something else. Something familiar.

This was no normal storm…

Olja rose to her feet, deftly balancing her long legs against both sides of the boat with Qinggong. She squinted, peering at the approaching thunderhead and then her eyes grew wide with alarm. “Arm yourselves! Now!”

There atop the cloud were four figures, barely visible against the wind-whipped rain. Kenji could vaguely make out the forms of the three sellblades and the general, but there was something different about him now. Five glowing jian blades surrounded his head like a celestial crown and his eyes glowed red like a demon. 

Kenji’s heartbeat sped as the resonance within his doma increased.

This was no longer the general…

“You don’t have time to fix your doma, Kenji!” Olja brandished her gauntlets, surging with lightning-charged Qi. “You’ll need to use it to fight for your life right now!”

 

Chapter 46 - Survival

 

Lightning flashed with a tremendous boom, hitting the surface of the river just a few feet from the boat. The water exploded and the world turned upside down as the small boat was thrown end over end towards the shore. Kenji reached for Shinoto as they tumbled through the air, grabbing the small girl by her arm. The boat flipped over, not even touching the water, before slamming hard into the riverbank and dashing them onto the packed, wet sand. 

Kenji rolled, disorientated for a moment and then looked to Shinoto who had managed to land on her feet with Qinggong. 

“Are you all right?” she asked. 

Kenji nodded and stood. “We need to prepare!”

But how…?

As Kenji turned to face the river, Olja clambered to her feet and did the same. The giant woman pushed herself in front of them as the thundercloud descended to the ground. As the wind abated, Amikazu drifted out of the sky. His robes billowed, the five swords hovering just off his back, joined by a long uchigatana blade that slowly materialized in his hand. 

“Ah, there you are…” he said, his eyes fixing immediately on Kenji. “So good to see you in the mortal realm, little brother.”

Kenji tensed. He knew it was no longer General Amikazu within that body, but he didn’t expect for him to speak with the exact voice of the Bloody Duke as well. The sound of it was haunting and reinforced the threat they now faced.

This was Li Wan Fu, the legendary 80th-Dan mystic warrior known as the Bloody Duke…his former self. Kenji tried to summon the Qi within his doma, to see if he could cripple him as he had before, but he no longer felt that same resonance now. A stabbing pain was the result instead and he immediately ceased, fearing more damage to his already-ravished doma. 

On either side of the Duke, two sellblades landed lightly with Qinggong: the barrel-chested man with the claws followed by the witch with her fiery Dark Qi. The third, however, fell to the ground like a stone, hitting the sand unmoving after landing hard on his neck.

Kenji winced at the sight. Was he dead? Then to his horror, the form moved and righted itself with a life that didn’t seem its own. The sounds of popping joints and breaking bones made his skin prickle as the thing stood to face them with milky-white eyes.

Heavens have mercy…Dark Qi exuded from it, filling Kenji’s stomach with sickness. 

“What is that thing?” Shinoto said with fear in her voice. “Is he… is he already dead?”

“Your time has come to an end, Li Wan Fu!” Olja said boldly as she brandished her gauntlets. “You have failed in your duty. You’ve been judged by the heavens and relegated to whatever you are now. Kenji will succeed you in becoming the Holy Templar of this realm.”

The Duke cocked his head at her quizzically. “Ah, I recognize that face…but you are not Sonja, are you?” 

“No, I’m not,” she said with a scowl. “Not that that should make any difference to you. Your journey of ascension ends today.”

 The Duke’s eyes then grew wide with recognition. “Ah! You’re little Olja, aren’t you?  By the heavens, how you’ve grown. You were but a child when I saw you last.”

“Yeah, I’ve put on a few years since then.” Olja rocked her shoulders as she raised her fists. “Look, the Holy Seer has made her selection and it’s no longer you, Li Wan Fu. Respect it and leave now.”

“She chooses an imposter?” The Duke pointed at Kenji with a frown before turning back to Olja. “I’ve come for my body, young one. To reclaim what is only rightfully mine. For the sake of your mother and her memory I’ll offer you a chance to live…if you leave now.”

Olja’s jaw tightened as she gritted her teeth. “I’ve made my vows, Li Wan Fu. Just like my mother and sister before me. This boy is under my protection now.”

A silence fell between them, neither backing down.

“Very well then,” the Duke said, Dark Qi swirling around his body as he brandished his uchigatana blade. “Even with this measly, low-Dan shell of a body, I have more than enough skill to best whatever you have become. Prepare to face me now, Second Princess Olja of the Divine Holy Seer.”

Kenji stared up at the giant woman, shocked. “You’re a princess?”

The word and her image couldn’t be more dissimilar in his mind. 

“I’ll tell you about it later, kid,” she said, lowering into a fighting stance. “I hope you have another rope trick up your sleeve. I’ll engage him for as long as I can. Figure something out quick.”

“Come then, little Olja.” The Duke flexed his fingers at her with a beckoning gesture. “Let’s see how well your mother trained you before she died.”

A scowl creased Olja’s face as what he said filled her with rage, her Qi palpable. She let out a savage war cry and leapt into the air, bolts of lightning flashing across her body. Her fist slammed into the ground a few paces from the Duke and the entire riverbank exploded with thunder.

Bolt of lightning flashed outwards, crashing into all four of them. The Duke’s swirling Qi absorbed the bolts, while the witch managed to deflect the same with a shield of Dark Qi. The undead Dao master and the claw wielder, however, were both struck and blown backwards into the muddy waters of the river.

“Go now, Kenji!” Olja screamed over her shoulder at him. “Run!”  

Kenji grabbed Shinoto’s hand and dashed into the forest behind them. Twigs and branches scratched at his face as he ran, but he dared not stop.  Olja was risking her life facing them all at once. He needed a plan and quick. And for that he needed time and space to think.

 “Get the boy,” the Duke called out from behind him. “Kill him if need be. But cleanly. The body is what I want. Do not burn him.”

Kenji glanced over his shoulder just in time to see the witch form a scythe made of dark Qi in her hand. With a wave of his arm, the Duke then commanded the dead sellblade and the undead body lurched from out of the river with a howl, surrounded by Dark Qi. The claw-wielding man jumped out of the river next with tremendous force, kicking up sand as he gave chase across the riverbank. 

They had a head start, but it wouldn’t last for long. They ran through the forest of densely packed bamboo, ferns and thick cedar trees. Entering a clearing, Shinoto jumped onto a fallen log ahead of him. 

“I’ll hold them off!” Shinoto said, turning about to face them. 

“No, they’re too strong!”

“What choice do we have?” she said. She summoned her Qi and activated the glyphs upon the yellow rope about her waist, making them glow. “Use the time to make another rope! I’ll cast a shield.”

Kenji dove into his pack as he jumped over the log, Shinoto remaining atop it.

Retrieving glyph parchment and brush, Kenji looked for what else he had left to draw from within his dwindling supplies: a single length of black rope, as well as the mysterious gold. 

He dared not touch the thousand-year rope. The 100-year rope would have to do. His mind raced with adrenalin and he braided the black rope with blank glyphs, still trying to think of what to write upon them. Trees cracked through the forest ahead of them as the sellblades drew near.

“Hurry, Kenji!” Shinoto yelled.

The undead warrior appeared first through the trees, running on all fours. Shinoto screamed in shock at the abhorrent sight, but managed to aim her Force of the Palm technique at him. With a flash of blue Qi, the creature was hit by the beam of pure energy and was pushed back into the forest with a snapping of tree branches. He cried out with hollers and snarls—an inhuman sound that caused Kenji’s flesh to crawl. 

Suddenly the sky burst with a tremendous boom. A swath of trees and bamboo fell some distance away from them as Olja came flying through the air, her huge body slamming through trunk after trunk.

Kenji’s heart leapt. Olja…! 

Closing in right behind her, the Duke pursued the Xjian woman with Qinggong, flying more than jumping. He sailed forward with his five blades spinning behind him in a ghostly trail of glowing runes. With a lightning-fast slash he charged at Olja before she could even stand to her feet. She took the strike to her midsection while hefting herself off the ground and the giant woman doubled over with a grunt of pain.

Amazingly the blade left only a light wound across her stomach, but the power of the technique carried through with a shockwave on either side of her, felling a dozen trees on both sides.

Kenji’s mind froze as he took in the impossible sight.

The Duke let out a harrumph. “Your Iron Body Mastery is impressive, young one. Too bad this fossil of a body doesn’t have the power to unleash the full potential of my skill. It’s making this last far too long.”

“Just shut up and fight!” Olja said and launched into him with a flying kick. 

The Duke blocked the kick with a ring of steel from his uchigatana and retaliated with a swath of strikes from his five flying swords. Olja deftly deflected each one, moving in a blur as she parried with her gauntlets. Summoning her Qi with a surge of lightning, Olja went on the offensive, forcing the blades to block as she unleashed with a thunderous volley of lightning-charged punches and kicks.

From the amused look on the Duke’s face, however, he seemed to be finding more sport in the assault than challenge. But Olja was doing her job all the same. She was buying them precious time. Compared to the Duke, she was perhaps as skill-less as he was versus these sellblades they now faced. The battle raged between them, Olja sending the Duke flying through another set of trees with a savage kick. They disappeared deeper into the forest then, seen only by the flashing of lightning and the falling of distant trees.

By the gods…she won’t last long in a fight like that.

He needed to do something fast. 

While Olja might have far less skill than the Duke, she at least had some and far more than Kenji. He on the other hand would need an edge to survive. He couldn’t risk offending the heavens again with another freezing of time, but perhaps he could affect just himself. At least that was what he hoped. Kenji wrote two symbols for time and the word for equivalence and flow. He had no idea if it would work or not, but his intuition firmly took hold. Like forming a character he’d never written before, he broke the spell into its components and arranged them in a sequence he hoped made sense. 

“Enhance the flow of time within the bounds of the rope.” He muttered it like a mantra as he summoned his Qi, feeling the energy flow smoothly though his meridians as he took hold of the glyphs. “Three seconds spent to move just as quickly within the time of one.”

He held his breath, expecting for it to fail, but the glyph flashed to completion near instantly. Mercy of heavens, yes! He set to imbuing the remaining glyphs, infusing them with his Qi, enduring the slightest sting to his doma each time.

“Kenji!” Shinoto cried.

He looked up just in time to see Shinoto let loose with another blast of Qi, aimed at the other two sellblades as they emerged from the tree line. They both deftly evaded Shinoto’s blast, leaving the surging beam of blue energy to shatter the trunks of several small trees between them. 

Curse the fates, there was no time left now!

Kenji tied the black rope around his waist and jumped up over the log just as the claw wielder lunged towards Shinoto in a spinning dive with his claws.

No! 

Kenji engaged his Qi through the rope and the world slowed.

The sellblade went from flying through the air to floating, inching forward in miniscule increments of time. Although he had not truly slowed time, but rather it was Kenji who was now moving faster through it. The black rope burned and hissed about his waist. Three seconds for one was clearly not a simple three-to-one exchange when it came to subverting the flow of time itself. By the way the rope was dissolving, each second was perhaps costing a year or more of the rope’s time.

That meant he couldn’t use this trick for long.

Enduring the painful bite in his doma, Kenji summoned his Qi into a wild punch, channeling energy into his arms and knuckles. He released a yell as his fist slammed into the sellblade’s side, moments before his blades reached Shinoto. The girl screamed as the world sped back up again and the barrel-chested man went flying to the side, crashing into the trees with the force of his hit. 

Blood seeped into Kenji’s mouth as he looked to the witch next.

The woman had a look of shock on her face and he used it to his advantage, engaging the rope once more. He crossed the distance to her before her mouth could even open in a scream. Kenji channeled his Qi again and landed a powerful hit to her jaw, hoping to either finish her or at least knock her unconscious. She flew end over end with a startled cry and disappeared into the trees, toppling several of them in the process.

Sharp pain exploded from his leg as the Dao wielder suddenly emerged behind him in a cloud of Dark Qi. Kenji looked down with horror to see the blade had sliced through the better part of his thigh. He cried out and collapsed, falling under his own weight. The half-dead thing wheeled on him as he fell, snarling and lashing its blades. Kenji barely got his hands around the corpse’s throat to keep it from latching onto him further. Its milky-white eyes invoked a terror inside of him and he fought with just as much survival instinct as fear. The Dao wielder wasn’t just dead but possessed—a demon or something else controlling him from within. 

A brilliant burst of blue energy came from behind and landed squarely on the man’s head. The powerful beam pushed its head back, its neck straining under the force until it ripped clean off. The sight was horrifying, and the body fell limp and heavy atop of Kenji as thick congealed blood leaked from its severed neck. Kenji struggled to roll it off of him, hissing with pain both from his doma and his wounded leg. He dumped the corpse and steadied himself on one leg. He then turned toward Shinoto, just in time to meet the claw-wielding man face-to-face. 

“Got you,” he said and stabbed his claws into Kenji with a shallow angle from below, plunging just beneath his armor. Blood erupted from his mouth as his vision blurred, white-hot pain lancing through his soul. Dear gods…

The man leered at him. “No more tricks for you, boy.”

A yell then came from behind as several trees burst into flames. “You’ll pay for striking me, you little wretch!”

The witch re-emerged, her robes cut and torn. 

“Kenji!” Shinoto cried to him from atop the log. Her face was covered in sweat and she looked weak and unsteady on her feet, drained from the two palm techniques used in quick succession.

The witch glared at him as she rocked her jaw from side to side, a bright-crimson bruise on her face. She then scowled at him with bloodstained teeth. “I have no idea how you’re able to do what did. But it’s going to cost you your pathetic little life!”

Dark flames erupted in her hands.

“Stop!” the clawed man said. “We can’t burn him!”

“No,” she said. “But he can watch me burn her.”

Kenji’s heart leapt as the witch turned to Shinoto and thrust a volley of flames towards her.

“Shinoto!”

Summoning his Qi, Kenji engaged the rope and the flames flickered to a crawl. Pain rifled through him as he rose to his feet, his insides feeling torn apart. He had no time to reach the witch, and the flames were already on their way. He jumped for Shinoto instead, shielding the girl just as the time on the rope wore off.

Scalding heat burst upon his back as the flames seared him.

Kenji screamed.

He went flying forward with the force of the Qi-infused strike and landed a fair distance away with Shinoto still in his arms. The acrid stench of burned hair and flesh assaulted him as the very armor about his torso began to burn him a second time. He cried out in more agony as he struggled to get it off.

“Kenji!” Shinoto stirred and tried to help as well, but yelped when her hands touched the searing-hot metal.

The claw-wielding man and the witch came from behind them with Qinggong, following the fiery path of destruction that had just blasted Kenji through the forest nearly a hundred feet, setting several trees alight.

“Still alive, eh?” the witch said with a blood-stained leer. “Good. You’re a tough one. Now step aside so I can finish what I intended.”

The witch raised her hands again, her bangles sparking with rune stones as she summoned her Dark Qi for another blast. 

Pain wracked his body. He needed to move. To get Shinoto away.  

Summoning his Qi again, he engaged the rope, but nothing happened.

What the hells…?

Looking down Kenji saw the black century rope lying in two pieces at his side. Half of it burned straight through from where the flames had seared him on his back.

“Curse the fates!” he said. “The rope…”

Shinoto looked down at it and then back to the two advancing sellblades. “Kenji, I’ll need to stop them now.”

He struggled to sit upright. “No, they’re too strong. Run, Shinoto. Run to Olja.”

“No…” She looked down at the ten-year rope about her waist. “Remove it, Kenji.”

“What?”

“The glyph that limits the time on the rope. Remember what Master Yushiro said? The Force of the Palm technique has no limit. Remove it and let me attack with its full power.”

Heavens no. He shook his head remembering that calculation he’d first made back in Hu Dong’s office—the huge number that was nearly impossible to compute. “No, Shinoto. It’ll be the strength of hundreds of Dan. Your doma won’t be able to take it. It’ll kill you...”

Shinoto closed her eyes. “Then so be it…”

His heart lurched. “What?”

“We have no choice now, Kenji. You heard what Olja said about you. It’s more important for you to survive than me. If they get your body, not just you but all of us will eventually die. Please, remove the seal. I don’t know which one it is.”

Tears dampened his eyes. She was ready to sacrifice herself for him…for everyone. His soul felt as if sundered a second time. He knew what she said made sense, but he could hardly bring himself to do it. He looked to the sellblades again, nearly to them now. 

A hole opened up in the pit of his stomach as he pointed to the glyph on her rope.

Heavens forgive me…

“I believe in you, Kenji.” She tore it off and then raised her palm. “I’ll love you forever. I’ll see you again, when you reach the celestial stars.”

“Shinoto…!” 

Tears streamed down her face as Shinoto turned to their attackers.

“You face judgment now, witch!” she cried, a scowl creasing her brow as the glyphs on the rope engaged. “You burned my parents…and now you shall burn as well.”  

The witch formed a dark shield as she gave Shinoto a condescending leer. “Come on then, little girl. Do your wors—”

The heavens exploded in a brilliant flash of blue light. 

Shinoto screamed with a high-pitched wail as a glow brighter than a thousand suns streamed from her palm in an arc that spanned half the forest. The yellow rope about her waist twisted and burned, constricting as Shinoto grew from a child to woman right before his eyes—ten years of cultivated essence released in fifteen seconds of raw energy and power, her body growing with each pulse.

 The sellblades’ screams lasted for but a second, cut short as they were vaporized to ash by the crackling stream of Qi. The rope finally burned out and the technique faded, leaving a wide path of destruction in its wake. It cut cleanly through the forest, leveling nearly every tree in sight, leaving a clear, unobstructed view of the river far beyond.

Shinoto wobbled on her feet, a full-grown woman again, her body now dwarfing the tiny robe and leather armor she’d been in. Her eyes glazed over as a trickle of blood spilled from her mouth. 

“Shinoto!” Kenji cried as he rushed to catch her. 

She collapsed into his arms, her body hot as if burning with fever. 

She lay still, unmoving. Her eyes, glassy and fixed.

Heavens no… “Shinoto! Shinoto!!”

He shook her again and again, but she didn’t stir. Tears fell upon her face as his stomach lurched. Her jade eyes stared vacantly into the heavens, her mouth slightly ajar and dripping with bright-red blood. In that moment every hope and dream faded within him as the light dimmed from Shinoto’s eyes.

His soul emptied.

The only thing he ever wanted in the world…was now gone.

Shinoto…

Kenji cried out with grief. He buried her head within his chest and wept, feeling her warmth slipping away. This couldn’t be. He rocked as he held her, cursing both the heavens and the fates. The cruelty of his life was nothing compared to this. Why did you need to take her? Why?

He held her for what must have been an eternity and then suddenly she moved.

Kenji’s heart leapt as he looked down at Shinoto. Her mouth opened wide, drawing in a huge gulp of air with a gasp.

“Shinoto!” 

Her bright-green eyes focused on him as they filled with life again and his heart exploded with joy. “Shinoto!”

“Kenji?” The girl looked up at him, perplexed, a furrow on her brow. “Why are you crying?”

Kenji stared back at her with stunned silence for a moment and then laughed through his tears. 

“Nothing,” he said, holding her again. “No reason at all.”

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji crushed Shinoto in his arms for perhaps the third or fourth time and her body went into spasms, reeling with a coughing fit.

“Not…so tight,” she gasped.

“I’m sorry.” He eased away from her, allowing her to breathe, but was still unable to remove the smile from his face. “I honestly thought I’d lost you.”

“I think you nearly did,” Shinoto said with a wheeze. “I believe I saw the celestial realm for a moment.” She then strained to sit upright. “What happened? I don’t recall anything after engaging the palm technique.”

“You did it, Shinoto. You saved us. Look.”

As she glanced over the top of the log, her mouth fell open. 

“By the heavens…” Her eyes widened as she stared at the huge gash of destruction running through the forest. “I did that?”

Kenji could only nod.

She then looked down upon herself and gasped as if seeing herself for the first time. “I’m…!”

“Seventeen again?” Kenji said with a smile.

Shinoto then blushed and attempted to cover her now mostly bare legs with the hem of her tiny robe. 

“Here,” Kenji said, and painfully removed what was left of his armor. He took off his robe beneath and covered Shinoto with it. 

“Are you all right now?” he asked.

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to move for a while. And my doma feels like a puddle that’s been stepped in too often, but yes… I think I’m okay.”

A sundering boom echoed in the distance, followed by the snapping of tree trunks.

They both looked to one another in unison. “Olja.”

“Go now, Kenji…” Shinoto said. “Go help her.”

“I’ll carry you,” he said and winced as he tried to stand on his wounded leg.

“No, you’re already injured. I’d only slow you down. I’ll be fine here.”

Kenji nodded.  

He was about to leave when Shinoto tugged on his arm again. “Wait.”

She then pulled him by his wrist, bringing his face close to hers. 

“Just in case I don’t get the chance to later,” she said and then kissed him full on the lips.  

His heart thundered within his chest as he kissed her back, warmth filling his soul.

He wasn’t certain for how long they kissed, but it felt as if it lasted forever. 

When Shinoto finally pulled away, a brilliant smile was on her face, causing her jade eyes to sparkle. “I’ve been waiting years to do that.”

Kenji chuckled. “Me too. I suppose we should thank the heavens that we didn’t have to wait ten more.”

She laughed then, crushing him in an embrace. “I love you, Kenji.”

“And I, you.”

“Go now,” she said. “For real this time. Save Olja. Defeat Li Wan Fu.”

He nodded to her, feeling her love fill him with hope and resolve.

“I’ll come back for you.”

“Do more than just come back,” she said. “Become who you were meant to be, Kenji. Become the warrior that will save us all.” 

 

Chapter 47 – Last Chance

 

Kenji focused on Shinoto’s parting words like a mantra as he staggered through the half-demolished forest. He channeled his Qi through his wounds, hoping to heal them faster than his body alone could. His doma ached and throbbed as more and more blood filled his mouth.

He spat it distastefully on the ground as he dragged one foot behind him. 

The pain was near debilitating now, especially the burns on the back of his head and neck. He couldn’t see them, but he could feel the sharp sting of exposed flesh as sweat dripped from his head and onto his neck.

Heavens see me through this.

He focused his mind on what he needed to do to distract himself from the pain: first to find Olja and the Duke, and then to find a way to defeat him. If there was still even time. He followed the trail of destruction as it painted a picture of the combat between the two mystic warriors. Trees lay cut sharply by the Duke’s blades or sundered apart by Olja’s fists. The ground was upturned in several areas, where Olja’d perhaps landed after being struck by a particularly forceful blow.

For her to survive all this she had to be powerful indeed, but that didn’t mean she could survive forever. As he ventured further, the sharp clash of metal rang out along with another sonorous boom of thunder. That was enough to get him moving faster, pushing against the ache of his wounds. As he did so, blood streamed from his stomach and he feared he might faint from blood loss, but amazingly his body kept going, pushing with a life of its own.

It was his Qi, he realized.

As much as his torn doma was poisoning him slowly, it was now giving him the gift of added strength as well. He praised the fates for guiding him this far—for all that had happened, both good and bad. If not for everything that had transpired until now, he would not have even had the ability to survive.

But now he would have to do more than merely survive.

He would need to win.

He exited the forest onto a rocky outcropping and found the two mystic warriors still locked in combat, battling one another on the edge of a gorge. Olja was slumped on one knee, desperately fending off the Duke as he utilized some technique that had him moving faster than Kenji’s eye could see. He appeared as if by magic, multiple images of him striking Olja seemingly at once.

The Xjian woman cried out with every hit, her Iron Body ability seeming to finally have failed as the massive uchigatana blade cut deep into her flesh each time. Kenji’s stomach lurched as he saw two of the Duke’s flying swords already embedded in her torso, the others still trailing behind the Duke in a mayhem of flashing steel.

Olja… 

Blood streamed from her mouth; she looked even worse than when the demon had attacked her. He had to get to her. She needed his help right now. Hissing from his own wounds, Kenji knelt and opened his pack again. He had only two ropes left. The gold and what was left of the black. He could barely see the Duke, much less hit him. But when he did, he would have to make it count.

And there was only one way to be sure of that.

Kenji took the gold rope and prepared it the same way he had the yellow rope for Shinoto. He’d been regressed by a thousand-year rope, and the same would need to be used to reverse the effect. 1000 years for 1000 years—or however old he truly was. Kenji scribed the glyphs quickly, but as he tried to determine the correct sum of months to convert to seconds for his 80th-Dan doma, his mind reeled. The power he could possibly unleash was immeasurable and with an already-compromised doma, he had no idea if he would even survive or not.

But he had to try. 

He settled on a week of compressed time, unleashed in a single second.

He knew no palm techniques like Shinoto, or any martial maneuver, for that matter.

Only how to throw a punch—and a sloppy one at that, according to Olja.

But a single punch with this much power behind it, would be more than enough.

Or so he hoped.  

Kenji imbued the glyphs as the Duke’s onslaught continued—Olja barely managing to block two of the three strikes at a time. But the third would always find its way through, cutting her life away stroke by stroke.

Hang in there, Olja…I’m coming.

He needed to hurry. Kenji tied the rope about his waist. His attack was ready, but now came perhaps the harder part—actually managing to hit the Duke. Even within the general’s relatively low-Dan body, he was using techniques that Kenji had never seen before and by Olja’s present condition, the effects were devastating.

In order to hit him, he would have to tempt the heavens one last time. 

He removed what was left of the black rope, still tied together in a knot in the middle but singed on either end by fire. He took a blank glyph and quickly re-braided the burnt ends together around it, making the rope whole again.

A massive yell came from Olja, and Kenji looked up from the glyph just in time to see her raising her fist to the sky. With a surge of Qi, she punched the ground and sent a wave of lightning radiating outwards. The multiple images of the duke vanished, leaving only one that now blocked the lightning with his blade, the huge sword absorbing the attack with Dark Qi.

He was pushed back by the attack but it didn’t seem to harm him much more than that. 

“You look tired, little one,” he said as Olja fell to both knees before him. The woman looked completely spent, her gauntlets falling to her sides as her chest heaved. “It’s time to end this now.”

“Your ambition will fail you, Li Wan Fu,” Olja wheezed through short, sharp breaths. “You may kill me, but the Holy Seer has already replaced you. You’ll go no further than this.”

The Duke grimaced at her for a moment, before choking up on the handle of his uchigatana. “I’ll make your death painless,” he said, drawing the blade behind his head. “We have no blood feud between us, after all. Farewell, Olja, Second Princess of the divine Holy Seer.”

Kenji’s heart stopped. Olja wasn’t even trying to defend herself anymore, her arms like dead weights at her sides. Dear gods…he was too late! He looked down at the still-blank glyph. He quickly began to write the symbol for three seconds again, but stopped. He was still a fair distance away from the Duke and he looked poised to strike Olja at any moment.

He wrote 100 instead.

One hundred seconds to take place within the span of one.

“You fought well.” The Bloody Duke’s body exuded dark Qi. “Give my regards to your mother.” 

 Kenji tied the rope around his waist the same time the Duke launched forward with a strike.

No time!

He channeled his Qi into the black rope and the world stopped with a sharp crack of thunder.

All was silent.

All went still.

The Duke was frozen in place just paces from Olja, his blade poised to strike her exposed neck.

More thunder rumbled as the sky abruptly turned blood red. 

Kenji glanced up. What was this…?

Huge fissures crisscrossed the sky, like cracks in a decaying wall. A piercing wail filled the air as ghost-like figures began to break through the cracks. Huge creatures like that Bakunawa or those towering demons that roamed across that black shore. He couldn’t see them exactly, their ghostly forms barely visible against the crimson sky, but his heart filled with an incomprehensible terror as he stared up at them—powerful gods or demons that were from some other dark realm.

<Whatever you do, do quickly.> A woman’s voice suddenly entered his mind. <Hurry, before they break through and invade this world. You are not yet ready to defend it.>

The haunting voice pulled him out of his terror and he rose to his feet. He charged with all his might towards Olja and Li Wan Fu, pain rifling through him with each step. He felt as if running through water, the air itself now seeming to give him just as much resistance. He was pouring both sweat and blood by the time he reached the Duke. The black rope burned and hissed, dwindling as the world remained at a standstill, save for the demonic beings still attempting to break through the crimson sky.

Kenji drew back his arm and invoked his Qi, channeling it into the second rope upon his waist. The glyphs glowed and he felt a soul-crushing pain inside his doma. 

Dear gods…

His vision tunneled as his knees grew weak.

Stay up…!

He cried out in agony as he forced his mind to focus, straining against the power surging within him, threatening to tear his body apart. The power of an 80th Dan in a single punch—he had to release it quickly.

He let his fist fly, channeling the unfathomable pressure within his doma through his arm and into the knuckles of his fist. His hand seemed to move more slowly through time as the rope began to dissolve and break apart.  

No, not yet!

The Duke’s eyes suddenly shifted to him and a grin drew across his face. With a flash of Qi, his hand moved with a speed unimaginable and caught Kenji’s fist mid-strike.

What…?

The Duke was moving as fast as he was now, faster even, their speeds matched within the rapid flow of time. Kenji screamed as something broke inside his doma, riddling his soul with lightning-sharp pain.

“Nice try.” The Duke leered at him. “You almost caught me that ti…” 

But then the Duke’s eyes widened as Kenji’s fist continued to drive straight through his open palm.

“What?” the Duke said, staring at his hand incomprehensibly. “I-Impossible!”

Bone and skin collapsed inward with the force of the hit and then exploded outward in a mist of red blood. The Duke’s eyes rolled back into his head as Kenji’s fist pushed through his palm and into his chest, the events unfolding in slow motion.

The Duke’s eyes then refocused again, but it wasn’t the Duke anymore.

Terror filled Amikazu’s gaze as he returned to himself, a split-second of morbid realization before his final end. The general balked, but seeing him filled Kenji only with hate. The vile fiend. Here was the man truly responsible for it all—the death of his father and friends, the destruction of his entire village and so much more.

“To the nine hells with you, Amikazu!” Kenji gritted his teeth as he pushed harder, willing every ounce of Qi into his punch. “May the heavens judge you gravely for your sins!” 

“W-Wait…!” he cried. “It wasn’t me…it wasn’t me!!!”

 The world returned to full speed with a massive pulse of Qi.

 Lightning flashed between himself and Amikazu as his punch drove home. A thunderous explosion blasted Kenji’s hair back as the general went flying over the edge of the cliff with the force of a cannon. He sped through the air, hurtling towards the opposite cliff face some distance away.

 His body struck the wall of granite with a resounding boom, embedding itself with a spiderweb-like crack that spiraled outwards ten feet or more. A split-second later the full force of Kenji’s strike came following afterwards in a wave of compressed Qi, indenting the stone with an area twice the size of the cracks. 

The rock compressed at least a foot or more before slowly bulging outwards again and falling into the gulch far below. General Amikazu’s body fell with it, tumbling more than a hundred feet before being buried in the tons of rocky debris.

Kenji’s knees grew weak as the world darkened, his doma feeling as if gushing forth with hot blood. 

It was over.

Vaguely he heard Olja calling to him, but he barely had the strength to even look for her now. He saw the sky briefly before his back hit the ground, blue and stable once more. Pain coursed through his body, but slowly it was being replaced by numbness and cold.

Was this it? Had he finally gone too far?

He remembered seeing Olja hovering over him, shouting at him with no sound coming from her mouth. He thought of Shinoto again, the little girl made a beautiful woman once more…his Shinoto…to see her one last time….

The thought was the last thing to pass through his mind as the world froze and collapsed into darkness once more.

 

Chapter 48 – Off White

 

Kenji stirred slowly, the sands of the black beach crunching beneath him as he shifted onto his knees.

A moment of fear overtook him as he struggled to determine whether he’d simply returned due to his doma, or if he’d finally ventured to the dark shores for his own final trip into the unknown. He sprung to his feet, none of the ailments that had just moments ago plagued him, affecting him anymore.

He scanned the black beach but could see no one else with him.

He looked to the dark water next and faced the celestial city far beyond. 

Xanadu...

Steeling himself, Kenji ventured towards the water and dipped his toe, expecting to feel the sharp sting of acid. But to his relief, he stepped upon the water itself instead, as he had done previous times before.

Thank the fates…he wasn’t truly dead, after all.

A slow clap of applause filled the air and he turned to see the Bloody Duke grinning next to him, standing on the pitch-black liquid, the same as he was. 

“Well done, little brother…” He nodded at him like a proud master. “You surprised me with that last attack. You managed to break the defenses of a 23rd-Dan body while not even being a first Dan yourself. Truly impressive.” He then grinned. “But then, perhaps I shouldn’t be so surprised…you are me after all.”

The Duke laughed but Kenji merely scowled. “If you’ve come for a second helping, I can give you another taste.”

“You know at first, I didn’t know what you were,” the Duke said. “But the more I come to know you, the more I realize that you truly are me.”

Kenji grimaced. He didn’t like the sound of that at all. “That’s nothing to aspire to in my mind.”

The Duke laughed again. “You prove my point by the minute, but I would not rest upon your victories just yet, little brother. I have no idea what technique you used, but it would seem it has come at a very heavy price.” He then pointed upwards and when Kenji dared to take his eyes off of the Duke to look, his heart froze as he saw not one, but three Bakunawa now circling in the dark sky. 

Curse the fates…

“Not all of them are for you, it seems. That young girl with you, is apparently guilty now as well.”

His heart sped. Shinoto…

“You really need to stop using those ropes. You’ll be attracting the attention of the high celestial council next, if they haven’t already branded you a practitioner of the forbidden arts.”

His stomach lurched. Celestial council? Forbidden arts? He looked to the Bakunawa again as the gravity of what he’d done began to set in. Had he just become an enemy of the heavens?

 “Although I am quite looking forward to seeing just how you’ll deal with all this now,” the Duke continued. “I’m nearly tempted to develop that technique further myself.” He then shrugged. “Perhaps I will…when I get my body back.”

Kenji grimaced while the Duke enjoyed another laugh to himself.  “So are you here only to gloat and goad?” He glanced down at the golden rope still tied about his waist. Enemy of the heavens or not, he didn’t have to put up with this. “Or shall we fight right here in the celestial realm to see who truly deserves this body?”

The Duke’s eyes gravitated towards the gold rope as well. He chuckled. “Despite everything I just told you and you’re still willing to tempt the heavens…So much like me, little brother.” 

“I’m nothing like you…”

The Duke smirked. “That remains to be seen. But no, I’m not here to fight you. I’m here to congratulate you…and to guide you now, I suppose.”

“Guide me?”

“I still want my body back, but fighting here will accomplish nothing. And since you seem to have earned the right to use my body for a bit longer, I might as well tell you what to do to progress it.” 

“What do you mean?”

“When most ascend they don’t even realize they have a choice in how they advance their bodies. The ancient masters used meditation as a guide. Focus on strength during an ascension to become strong. Or speed to become quick. Many times it was simply the body’s reaction to a deficiency that caused certain ascension or the result of specific training or focus. But when you reach sufficient Dan, you’ll discover you have far more control and flexibility in the ways in which your body and spirit can grow. Normally such refinement in cultivation is only accessible upon reaching 1st Sen. But I was gifted to acquire it much sooner. And since you are here speaking with me, I’ll assume you still possess the ability, same as I do.”

 He waved his hand in front of him and that same spectrum of glowing symbols appeared—the same he’d seen before. 

“What is that?” Kenji asked.

“A tool of the gods,” the Duke said. “Only accessible here in the celestial realm when ascending between Dans. It will allow you to focus your cultivation on specific areas and enhance your progression of them in the mortal realm.”

“Enhance how?”

“By aiming your progressions towards a specific result,” he said. “You’ll then find your progression in it will be much faster. Invest in Body Mastery until twentieth Dan, focus on rejuvenation, vitality, and some strength. You’ll need it to survive what you’ve brought upon yourself now. Then focus on Qi cultivation and your meridians. Doma capacity. Leave the mind for last. You won’t gain much from that until you have access to much higher-level techniques.” He then grinned. “This is all, of course, assuming that I don’t happen to reacquire my body ahead of time.”

Kenji glowered with irritation as the Duke swiped his hand again and the symbols disappeared.

“Good luck, little brother,” he said as he turned about and walked across the black water. “When we meet again, I expect you to be far better than you are now.”

The Duke then vanished and left him standing on the beach alone.

What in the hells was all that about?

But curiosity gripped him and Kenji cautiously waved his hand in front of him, willing the symbols to appear. Like magic they did, the same glowing array that had appeared before the Duke, but somehow he was able to not just see them as symbols, but words and figures now. It was like being able to understand a language he didn’t previously know. It still looked foreign to him, but somehow he understood.

 

Current Dan – 81

 

Body Cultivation Mastery - Rank: 0 

Soul Cultivation Mastery - Rank: 0 

Mind Cultivation Mastery - Rank: 0

 

Cultivation Focus Ranks Unassigned: 1

 

Unassigned? 81st Dan? What was all this? 

Kenji’s mind shifted as he recalled what Olja had said before, about still being considered a higher Dan in a celestial sense, even though the rebirthing technique had essentially returned his body to that of a newborn. And by what the Duke had just told him and the symbols in front of him now, that indeed seemed the case. 

Was this how the Duke became so powerful? 

If he were able to select with precision how his body transformed with each Dan, then he would certainly have an advantage. From what he knew, most mystic artists viewed ascension as a strictly linear system, with certain abilities possible only at certain Dans. But if one could Windwalk at first Dan, or learn Iron Body at second…? 

The idea seemed impossible, but then…he’d just performed the impossible with those ropes. But at a heavy price as well. He almost wished the Duke had stayed so he could ask him more questions, but he supposed Olja would possibly know too.

Perhaps this was a lost art of sorts. The Duke did say that the ancient practitioners used to meditate to achieve specific measures of ascension. Maybe this was no different. Or perhaps, as he said, this was something available only to those who had mastered their bodies so completely, that they were now able to direct their cultivation at will.

 Like a 1st Sen.

Anxiety and excitement filled him at the thought that he could possibly have such power now. He focused on Body Cultivation Mastery and a new set of symbols appeared. 

 

Body Cultivation Mastery

	-Vitality

	-Rejuvenation

	-Strength

	-Celerity

	-Endurance

	-Toughness

 

Body Cultivation Rank: 0 

 

These weren’t the types of things he was expecting. There was no mention of specific techniques like Windwalking, Iron Body, or Qinggong. He supposed those still had to be learned, but this would mean he could make his physical body stronger in very specific ways. He thought of Olja and wondered if she too had access to such means of focusing her ascension. It would certainly make sense given how long she had survived against the Duke.

He studied the Soul Cultivation next.

 

Soul Cultivation Mastery

	-Cultivation Rate

	-Doma Capacity

	-Meridian Speed

	

Soul Cultivation Rank: 0 

 

Not as many options, but he could certainly understand how focusing on such advancements early on could help speed one’s ascension overall. Finally he looked at the last Cultivation option.

 

Mind Cultivation Mastery

	-Perception

	-Discernment

	-Vision

	-Memory

	-Mental Celerity

 

Mind Cultivation Rank: 0 

 

These options were a bit vaguer. What was the difference between perception and vision, after all? But he could see why the Duke had advised not to invest in Mind Mastery from the start. There were legends of art styles that required entire books of knowledge to perform a single technique, and being able to enhance one’s memory would no doubt aid in that. But he was nowhere near that level. 

He glanced at the giant Bakunawa circling high above him and considered what he should invest in to start. Invest…now he truly understood what that word meant. With his body in the state it was, perhaps toughness would be a good option. He was already quite strong. Kenji frowned. Going with Body Mastery was what the Duke had suggested. 

But should he really listen to the likes of him?

The Duke merely saw him as some kind of caretaker at the moment. And perhaps his advice would only serve to more easily allow him to obtain what he wanted in the end. Kenji looked over all the options again and focused on the last one.

 

Mental Celerity

 

In truth, that was what had saved him. Certainly his physical makeup had helped him to survive and endure, but it was his quick thinking that had allowed him to come up with the ideas for the ropes. Speed of mind. And the mind controlled the body, after all. 

Kenji nodded as he made his decision. To the hells with what the Bloody Duke had said. He was forging his own path now. 

 

You have chosen the path of Mental Celerity for your next focus. 

Your Cultivation Rate of Mental Celerity Mastery is greatly increased.

Mind Cultivation Rank: 1 

You have 0 Cultivation Focus Ranks Unassigned

 

A strange sensation overtook him as the symbols disappeared.

He looked down at his hands as they became translucent and then the entire world faded…into Off White.

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji awoke with a sudden cough, something flying out of his mouth. Whatever it was hit the wooden bottom of the boat and bounced out of sight. Before he could even take further stock of his surroundings, Shinoto appeared above him and crushed him in an embrace.

“You’re awake!” she said excitedly, as she pulled him upright. “Thank the heavens!”

He stiffened with shock at first, forgetting for a moment that tiny Shinoto had transformed into the beautiful young woman who now held him in her arms. Her jade eyes shone like emeralds as she pulled away and her brilliant smile filled his heart with warmth. After what he’d just experienced, it all seemed like part of a dream. 

“Shinoto…?” He glanced about. It seemed they were back on the river again, the boat floating lazily along with the current. He looked to the blue sky above, fearing that he’d see some giant Bakunawa descending upon them at any moment. “How long has it been?”

“A few hours,” Shinoto said, and then she placed a quick kiss on his cheek. “You were ascending the whole time. Did you see a color?”

Kenji blinked. “Off white…”

“Congratulations,” Olja’s deep voice came from behind him. “Looks like you’ve broken through to a new Dan.”

He glanced over his shoulder to see the Xjian woman seated once again in lotus position at the stern of the boat, healing her many wounds.  

“Olja!” His heart filled with joy to see her again. “Thank the heavens!”

“No…thank you,” she said. “You did well, Kenji. I don’t think we’ll be seeing Li Wan Fu again for a very long time.”

He huffed out a laugh. “Not according to him.”

Kenji still couldn’t believe it was all over and perhaps it truly wasn’t. It could never be until he faced the Duke and defeated him somehow. But it at least seemed over for now. “He’s still alive. I just spoke with him. And I’ll need to be a lot stronger when I face him next.”

“You will be,” Olja said. “Your training starts tomorrow.” 

Thoughts of his encounter with the Duke jumped to the forefront of his mind. The glowing symbols he had seen and used. But also the three Bakunawa he’d seen in the sky. An uneasiness entered Kenji’s stomach as he considered what that all meant. An enemy of the heavens. He remembered what had caused it all. What he’d experienced when racing through time to reach the Duke and save Olja: that cracked red sky and the horrid monstrosities that were clawing their way to get inside. 

And that voice he had heard as well.

“We need to talk,” he said, turning to Olja. “I’ve seen things that perhaps only you can help me understand.” 

He then began telling her about what he’d experienced and described in detail what he’d seen—the red sky, the giant spirit creatures, the voice. Then about the Duke and the strange symbols that allowed him to refine his ascension.

“Hey, hey…” Olja said with a wave of her hand. “We have all the time in the world to talk about that. And I have a lot of questions for you too. Like what we’re going to do about those damned ropes. You definitely can’t be using them so haphazardly anymore. You need to gain some true skill and ability now, use your own strength, not those artifacts. But before all that, the main question for you is…how are you feeling?”

“Me?”

“Your doma?” Shinoto said. “Olja told me what you did. You did the same as me but with a golden rope!”

Kenji hadn’t considered it like that, the risk he’d taken.

He then noticed there was no pain in his body at all. He felt for the back of his head and even his hair and skin had completely regrown. “Wait, did my leaking Qi cause me to heal this quickly?”

“You ascended, remember?” Olja said with a laugh. “You’ve got a brand-new body, kid. Wish I were close to jade right now. Healing like this is going to take me forever.”

Kenji paused to let that sink in for a moment. He’d actually done it. What he had striven his entire life to do—he’d reached first Dan.  

 “Check your doma, Kenji!” Shinoto insisted excitedly. “You ascended so perhaps your doma isn’t sealed anymore. Perhaps you can cultivate now!”

The thought filled him with a new sense of excitement as Kenji felt for the area right below his naval. He detected a new sense of pressure there, stronger, but with a dull pain as well. He closed his eyes, envisioning a great river. He channeled Qi through his meridians and into his doma, flooding the river behind a dam. It filled; he could actually feel it! But it came with a dull pressure and pain.

 Not as sharp as before, but it was there.

“I’m not sure,” he said. “I was able to cultivate just now, I think, but it’s like my doma is still partially contained.”

“At least you still have one,” Olja said. “And the fact that you increased in Dan, means you can train. Probably wouldn’t risk trying to ascend another Dan though.” 

 “True.” His hopes sank a bit as he reached into the bottom of the boat and found the sliver of sapphire that he’d just coughed up. “Looks like it’s still mostly sealed. Which means it’s probably still leaking as well.”

Killing me slowly…

Shinoto frowned. “I’m sorry…I was hoping maybe you’d gotten rid of it on your own.”

“No such luck, it seems,” he said with a shrug. He then looked to Shinoto and a new worry crossed his mind. “But what about you? Your doma?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I can’t feel much of anything at the moment.”

Kenji swallowed a lump in his throat. Curse the fates…had he crippled her now too?

“Don’t look at me like that.” Shinoto nudged him with a smile. “I was always a dullard, remember. It’ll probably just take a bit longer for it to come back.”

Perhaps it was true. She had just decompressed her entire doma, unleashing ten years’ worth of condensed Qi into a single technique. Considering that, he supposed he was indeed lucky to have been able to merely break off a further splinter of the sapphire seal, rather than shattering it completely—along with his doma.

The fates are merciful indeed…

“I suppose that means we’re still heading to this Kurogane place,” Olja said with an exaggerated sigh. “How far away is it anyway?”

Kenji laughed. “You know, I’m not exactly sure.”

“A few days, I think,” Shinoto said.

Days. That was just fine with him. He had much to discuss and learn. But more importantly, he now had a future ahead of him. One that would be forged by his own hand. He looked to Shinoto and kissed her gently, finally taking her hand within his as together they sailed into the unknown. 

 

Chapter 49 – Epilogue

 

General Amikazu awoke in darkness. 

A piercing wail split the air and his heart leapt with terror. Confusion took hold as he stood on a beach made of black sand. The darkened sky above him was roiling with lightning and chaos, giant creatures swimming through it like sharks circling prey.

“Don’t worry,” a voice said. “They’re not here for you.”

Amikazu turned to see the Bloody Duke, standing behind him, perched on a body of black water that extended as far as he could see. For a brief second, he saw the boy, Kenji, in him. The last moments of Amikazu’s life flashed through his mind—the boy striking him with a blow that had torn his body apart.

A new terror took him. “Where am I?”

“Not Xanadu, that’s for sure.” The Duke laughed. “But fear not. I’ve arranged to delay passage to your final destination, Amikazu. I may have need of your knowledge yet, before you travel to whichever hell your sins have earned you.”

“What are you talking about?”

 The Duke then nodded to something behind him and Amikazu turned to see it was a cage. Karma of fates…it was near identical to the one the Xjian woman was imprisoned in, or perhaps it only seemed that way to him. 

“I’d enter quickly if I were you. They’re coming.”

As the Duke said it, another wail shattered the air. Rapid footfalls shook the ground. Amikazu’s heart raced as he ran into the cage and closed the door shut behind him. People then emerged from the darkness, screaming and running in panic. A few spotted him in the cage and ran towards him.

“Let us in! Please!”

Amikazu backed away from the bars as they tried to reach through to him. Dark ghostly figures emerged behind them, black demons with bodies of smoke and throats made of fire. One by one the people were snatched away, dragged into the darkness. Their cries of horror echoed in the blackness, causing Amikazu’s blood to chill before all became silent once more. 

The Bloody Duke appeared next to him inside the cage. “Appears you are safe for now.”

Amikazu stared at him, perplexed. “W-why have you done this?”

“Well I can’t make use of a complete corpse, now can I?” The Duke chuckled. “But a half-filled vessel will do just fine. Fare thee well, Amikazu.”

The Duke then disappeared and somewhere upon the surface of the mortal realm, beneath hundreds of feet of broken granite shale, the mangled body of General Amikazu breathed life once more.

 

*     *     *

 

Kenji sat cross-legged, lightly channeling his Qi while he studied his father’s notes. It was nearing twilight now and Olja had fallen asleep, leaving him and Shinoto to guide the small boat downriver. Shinoto lay with her head upon his shoulder and he enjoyed her closeness and warmth as he read over the secrets of the Han arts.

Quietly he considered the road that lay ahead of them. Three powerful Bakunawa and whatever spawn they would bring would now be hunting them—as well as that spider-demon, the imperial army perhaps and of course Li Wan Fu himself. If he wanted to survive and protect Shinoto, and indeed the entire realm as a Celestial Templar, he needed to advance. The opportunity was almost there, so long as he worked hard to become strong. 

And fully unsealed his doma.

Although in truth he had experienced massive amounts of power already. Kenji thought about what he’d accomplished using the Han techniques. As dangerous as they were, they were invaluable, able to even the scales against massive odds. Perhaps there was a way to make use of them without drawing the ire of the heavens. Kenji produced a brush and opened to a blank page in his father’s notebook and began writing.

“What are you doing?” Shinoto asked.

“Writing down what lessons I’ve learned,” he said. “About making use of the Han rope techniques as a mystic art.”

“A mystic art?” Shinoto looked at him with a frown. “Didn’t Olja just say that you shouldn’t use them like that anymore?”

“Perhaps not, but that doesn’t mean the knowledge should be lost. Maybe I can make use of it when I become strong enough. Or maybe I can find some way to use them more safely.”

As he finished writing he considered that perhaps he should give what he had discovered a name. “What should I call it?”

“The technique?”

“Yeah.”

Shinoto shrugged. “Strictly Forbidden Han arts? How to summon a Bakunawa in three easy steps?”

Kenji laughed. 

“How about we name it after you?” she said.

He squinted at Shinoto in question.

She then grinned and took the brush from him. With elegant script she wrote something at the top of the page.

 

The Way of the Sundered Soul

 

Kenji smiled as he read it. “It’s perfect, Shinoto.”

“Just like you,” she said and kissed him on the cheek before resting her head against his shoulder again. “Just don’t summon any more monsters.”

He laughed again.

As he continued to stare at Shinoto’s script, an idea stirred. She was right in a way. If using those rope techniques had now caused him to face gods and demons, then why not learn how to use them properly to fight against the same? A new goal coalesced in his mind. 

He would defend his life against Li Wan Fu. He would defend this realm against injustice and the forces of darkness as its Templar. But he would do so on his own terms.

He would do so…as a Master of the Sundered Soul.

 

 

Author’s Note

 

Thank you for reading Sundered Soul! I had a great time writing this. Exploring the world of wuxia and xianxia with a Japanese/gamelit twist was so much fun and I hope you enjoyed it too. Please stay tuned for more adventures with Kenji, Shinoto and Olja as they defy the heavens and protect the realm! 

 

If you enjoyed the book, please remember to leave me a review! As an indie author, those reviews go a long way toward achieving success, so please leave one if you can!

 

For news and updates on when the next book is coming out, or news from my other series in progress please join my newsletter by clicking the link below.

 

Join now!

 

And be sure to check out my other series.

 

Crystal Shards Online 

 

Book 1- Dodge Tank
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Book 2 - Shard Warrior
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Book 3 - Shard Wraith
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Book 4 - Gun Blade
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Or start the series for a super low price with the Omnibus

 

Crystal Shards Online Omnibus - Books 1 - 3

[image:  ]

 

 

And if you can’t wait for the next book, join my Patreon where you can read chapter by chapter the next book in production as I write it!

 

Thanks again for reading and see you next book!!


-Rick Scott

rickscottauthor@gmail.com

http://www.facebook.com/rickscottauthor/

https://www.patreon.com/rickscottauthor
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