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    Part One 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I will strive to heal regardless of the circumstances. 
 
    No matter how broken, I will repair. 
 
    These hands do not extinguish life, they prolong it. 
 
    I will always remember this. 
 
      
 
    –Oath taken by disciples of the Academy of Healing Arts written during the Reconstruction period of 801 to 813 by Master Murya Takane in his manual Revivaura: Healing Chi.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Five minutes from now, Arik Dacre would be fighting for his life.  
 
    He would swiftly lose that fight against the masked shinobi intruders, his future changing in ways he couldn’t possibly fathom, everyone around him slain in the most barbarous manner imaginable. There would be flames, there would be death, and over a thousand years of carefully curated healing texts and arcane Revivaura treaties would be wiped off the face of Taomoni forever.  
 
    By the end of the hour, Arik would be the last classically trained healer alive not only in his nation, but quite possibly his entire world, the only flame still burning, the only ray of hope for a war-torn nation.  
 
    Against all odds, Arik Dacre would become the War Priest.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The disciples of the Academy of Healing Arts were educated in the art of the sword, even if the rest of their lives would be dedicated to mending wounds and caring for the sick. They used wooden swords for the graduation tournament, their teachers learning long ago that the family members in attendance found it hard to stomach bloodshed, even if the disciples were technically able to heal themselves. 
 
      
 
    Arik Dacre’s only focus amidst a sea of spectators holding various clan banners, including his parents and his younger sister seated somewhere on the third row, was to defeat the opponent standing before him, a youth whom he had grown up with.  
 
    He had made it. After several grueling years of study, Arik Dacre had graduated from the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer, and all that was left was the ceremonial tournament, something he had been looking forward to for ages.  
 
    The disciple was so focused on his stance that he couldn’t possibly have noticed the sudden appearance of men in dark-gray robes behind the spectators, hoods over their heads, black masks hiding their features. It would be something he would regret to no end for the rest of his life. What if he had seen the masked intruders? What if he had been able to warn the spectators? Could he have made a difference? Or were they doomed regardless? 
 
    Treating his wooden blade as if it were a longsword, Arik sent it in a downward motion, his opponent able to sidestep his attack.  
 
    Crack! 
 
    Their wooden blades collided, yet another combat lesson coming to Arik as the two tried to overpower one another. The only way to overcome a scenario in which two swordsmen were equally matched was to let one’s body become what was known as the striking body, and their mind the striking mind, to no longer probe for preliminary hits, to go straight for a strike executed with sheer resolve. 
 
    You can do this, Arik thought as he pressed back, taking an upper stance and monitoring his opponent’s cadence. You have to win. 
 
    The crowd of spectators seemed to swell around him as he advanced on his opponent. He knew not to give his opponent a name at that moment, even though they’d briefly shared one of the Academy’s dormitories, even though they had graduated at the same time from the Faithful Branch of Common Restoration several years back.  
 
    It was better to classify him as an ‘other,’ or better, an ‘obstacle,’ if Arik was going to win this. 
 
    If he was able to best his opponent he would progress to the next leg of the tournament, a fitting way to officially signal his entry into the Academy of Healing Arts’ School of Mastery, where Arik would study the Sacred Branch of Chi Healing, one day becoming a priest himself, carrying on the tradition and helping people across the Onyx Realm in any way he could. 
 
    But he had to win first, not only for his own self-respect, but for his parents and his sister in attendance, for his favorite Revivaura teacher, Master Guri Yarna, the old man clad in white robes and sitting at the front of the spectators. 
 
    You can do this… 
 
    Rather than initiate the next attack, Arik decided to strike exactly when his opponent advanced on him, which was a maneuver known as the body-body initiative. In doing so, he would either elicit agitation, or force his opponent into a situation where he would need to recoup. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Their wooden blades met again, Arik’s dark eyes narrowing on his opponent as he spun to the right, the disciple feeling the vibrations through the wooden sword as their weapons met again. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Arik was so focused on taking his opponent off guard that he was unable to gauge the calamity taking shape all around him as some of the people at the top of the stands were swiftly pulled backwards, their throats slit.  
 
    Hoping to trick his opponent by presenting a fake opening, Arik cried out, feigning a downward strike, which forced his peer to block an attack that was destined never to land. With an intensity that had brought him trouble in his past, Arik spun in the opposite direction and brought his wooden blade against his opponent’s neck, which was considered a deathblow. 
 
    His opponent now had a name.  
 
    As Arik stepped away from a young man named Xander, he lowered his head, trying not to visually celebrate his win, his eyes clenched shut for a moment as he basked in his victory. 
 
    Arik had done it. He had advanced to the next round.  
 
    And just as he let out a deep, satisfying breath, people started screaming. 
 
    As soon as his eyes flashed open, Arik was met with an image that would cause him some confusion over the next few days as he tried to piece together what had happened. After that point, it would give him night terrors. After that point, his reason for existence. 
 
    In one moment he was victorious, Arik respectfully bowing his head to his opponent, to Xander, eyes closed, the crowd clapping and cheering. In the next, there were killers in dark-gray robes and demonic masks maiming indiscriminately, the white and cream colors used by the Academy of Healing Arts suddenly splattered with crimson.  
 
    No blades were permitted in the ceremony, which left just a handful of disciples with wooden swords to try to defend their honor. The masked men, these barbarous invaders, descended upon the graduating class and their priestly teachers, many of whom died yelling to their students to protect the innocent. Confusion and violence one in the same.  
 
    Xander was quickly cut down by one of the masked men before he could get his wooden blade up, an actual deathblow.  
 
    Seeing Xander’s bloodsoaked white robes sparked a sudden change in Arik, the act of brutality snapping him out of his momentary shock. Crying out in anger, thus giving away his next strike, Arik attempted to bring down the nearest masked man with his wooden sword.  
 
    Had it not been for Master Guri Yarna, Arik’s life may have ended right there. 
 
    There would have been no second coming of the War Priest, Arik simply dying at the ceremony with the people he had grown up with, the people who’d raised him, their bodies later turned to ash by a raging fire.  
 
    “Run, disciple!” 
 
    Master Guri Yarna’s voice reached him just as he was attempting another strike. Rather than see his attack through to its natural conclusion, Arik jumped backward and ended up colliding with another masked trespasser, the two spiraling toward the ground. 
 
    My parents. My sister…! 
 
    Arik’s own voice in his head had a way of dampening the chaos growing around him. As he scrambled to his feet, his eyes shifted to where his family had been sitting mere moments ago, his mother dead; his father gasping for air, his hands bloodied with his own entrails; Mori Ehara, his sister, nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “No!” Arik shouted, his hand naturally coming before him, as if reaching out to his family would have somehow prevented their death.  
 
    A blade shot out of nowhere, cleaving through four of his fingers and sparing his thumb, Arik gasping as he pulled his arm back. 
 
    There was always pain when it came to a wound like this, the numbing sting, the twist in the stomach, the way that the wound jolted his attention away from his family, the flow of blood. Yet he also recognized the pain instantly, having spent years now mastering the Faithful Branch of Common Restoration, followed by the Devout Branch of Regrowth, and the incredibly difficult Divine Branch of Wound Transfer—Arik had experienced worse through his studies. 
 
    Once again, Master Guri Yarna’s voice reached him. 
 
    “Arik!” the older man shouted, his long white beard streaked with blood. He was hunched before another of the head priests fervently healing him, his eyes locked on Arik. “Run, Disciple Arik, you must run!” 
 
    But Arik wasn’t ready to give up. 
 
    The masked marauder who had cut through Arik’s fingers was just about to bring his sword down again when Arik went for his feet. The two slammed into one of the rafters, a recently slain man rolling onto Arik’s aggressor, their skulls cracking together. 
 
    One more look at his severed fingers, and from there back to Master Guri Yarna, who seemed seconds away from being killed himself, quickly told Arik what he needed to do.  
 
    He would not run. The night would not end in this way. He would stop the intruders no matter what it took. 
 
    After staggering to his feet, Arik went for his aggressor’s sword, an actual weapon made of a blackened metal, rather than wood. Breathing heavily, not able to fully grip the longsword with both hands because of the loss of his fingers—which would regrow over time—Arik charged toward Master Guri Yarna.  
 
    The adrenaline, surprise, and fog of war distorted what little Arik knew about battle. Gone was his focus on stance and cadence, replaced by something almost animalistic, a violence inherent in all living things brave enough to choose fight over flight. And it was precisely this loss of his focus which would cause him to ultimately fail.  
 
    He reached Master Guri Yarna just as one of the masked killers descended upon him, Arik able to barely block the man’s first strike.  
 
    No, it wasn’t a man, it was a woman, evident in her form and the grunt she released as she brought her blade down. 
 
    Without both hands on the grip of his weapon, Arik was unable to truly defend himself against the masked woman. He did manage to block her next strike, giving Master Guri Yarna just a split second to crawl out of the way. 
 
    His teacher, the priest who had taught Arik for the last several years, surprised him with his next move. Master Guri Yarna slipped his hand around Arik’s arm. 
 
    “You must go!” he cried, spit flying from his lips, absolute dread in his eyes.  
 
    Another look around the ceremony space and Arik saw that the masked intruders were rallying around the final group of Arik’s peers, slaughtering them with ruthless glee, blood soaking the walls and the floor, the once hallowed space suddenly primitive, depraved. 
 
    “Do you hear me? Disciple!” Master Guri Yarna yanked on Arik’s arm again, dragging him closer to an enormous stained glass window that looked out over a great canyon below, a view that Arik had always found peaceful. 
 
    “Master!” Arik shouted as the masked female prepared to attack both of them. 
 
    Master Guri Yarna pulled Arik close and looked him dead in the eyes, his pupils twitching as the words left his mouth: “You must live.” 
 
    And with that he shoved him forward, Arik going straight through the stained glass, where he hit the rocky overhang below and began plummeting downward toward the bottom of the canyon.  
 
    Arik tried desperately to get his balance, and nearly succeeded in doing so as he looped his arms around a thick root jutting out of the side of the canyon wall. Tumbling pebbles led to larger stones, one of which struck him on the crown of his head, everything going black.  
 
    Arik dropped, the cool night air doing little to dampen his fall as he barreled toward the bottom of the canyon, toward his inevitable demise. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Wake up. 
 
    (Wake up.) 
 
    The voice could have belonged to anyone. It could have been Master Guri Yarna, or his parents, his younger sister, Mori Ehara. 
 
    Wake up. 
 
    (Wake up.) 
 
    Everything came to Arik Dacre in a flash of sound, the cries of agony far away from him now, oblivious insects buzzing, running water, weary animals moving away from where he had landed.  
 
    At least most of them… 
 
    Arik had punctured a lung before. He had broken nearly every bone in his body, he had purposely suffered internal and external wounds, all things that he could recover from. He had been burnt to near death, he had been poisoned, he had fallen from a great height. Healable. He had been blinded, he had been shot with a dozen barbed arrows, and he had been bludgeoned. Yet he persevered. Stabbed in the stomach, arms and legs severed, choked, starved, deprived of sleep, berated with needles tipped with flameberry—all things that he could heal from. He could even regrow limbs. 
 
    But there was one thing that he would never heal from, one thing that would play out in his mind’s eye long after the moment his destiny was forced upon him in the starkest, most violent way imaginable: Arik would never be able to forget what he had just witnessed. 
 
    His peers, his teachers, his family. Dead, every last one of them. 
 
    He wanted to scream in agony, but Arik was in so much pain from his epic tumble down the side of the canyon, from the abrasions covering his body, his four severed fingers, his knee snapped out of its socket and the high likelihood of internal bleeding, that he merely let out a gasp. 
 
    This is it, Arik thought. You won’t survive this. 
 
    He managed to shake his head, his neck straining as he did so. 
 
    Yes, you will. You must.  
 
    (You must…) 
 
    Revenge was a concept that the disciple had never really toyed with before, yet it came to him as he lay there in the jagged scree at the bottom of the canyon, Arik bleeding out, his lungs barely able to inflate, a world away from the terror above. 
 
    You must. 
 
    Arik turned to his side, ignoring the pain. 
 
    Ignore the pain. 
 
    It had been one of his earliest lessons in utilizing the aspect of chi that he had spent his life cultivating known as Revivaura.  
 
    (Ignore the pain.) 
 
    The Faithful Branch of Common Restoration was where his disciple journey had started, where they all started. Years upon years worth of lessons, from healing light scrapes to recovering from moderate blood loss; stitching wounds using concentrated Revivaura to repairing fatally damaged cells and preventing long-term scarring, to even growing new bones and limbs. 
 
    Not everything was possible, but most things were as long as he kept his head and his heart. 
 
    Arik was made for this very situation, and even though it was an appalling scenario that he would have never consciously chosen, he would survive. 
 
    You can do this. Remember your training… 
 
    Arik had dedicated his life to mastering Revivaura, his motivation early on tethered to his desire to move to the next school, the Devout Branch of Regrowth, and from there to the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer, which he had just graduated from.  
 
    (You can do this.) 
 
    (You have to do this.) 
 
    Sending his good hand forward, still not certain what the echo was in his head, Arik found a clump of weeds, the plant cool to the touch. While it wasn’t ideal, it would do the trick. 
 
    Arik grabbed a fistful of the plant, his eyes closed as he pushed some of his injuries forward. 
 
    The now-shriveled weeds didn’t absorb all the wounds he had sustained in his fall, but they absorbed enough for Arik’s lungs to fill with oxygen, for blood to start flowing to his appendages, for a few of his scrapes to sew themselves back up. 
 
    It was enough for him to move. 
 
    Wound transfer, at least when utilized in the traditional method, was supposed to go the reverse direction, from the injured to the practitioner, who would then internalize the injury and dispel it instantly or overnight depending on the severity. What Arik had just done was not only remarkable, it was something that most of his peers, and likely a handful of his priestly teachers, would have thought impossible. Only his main instructor, Master Guri Yarna, knew of the uncanny advancements he had made through the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer. 
 
    Not only was Arik able to absorb sheer pain in its chi form, he was able to distribute any pain he experienced or absorbed. 
 
    “Master Guri Yarna…”  
 
    The thought of his teacher, a man whom Arik had studied with for well over a decade, caused a flood of emotion to swell in his chest that eventually exited his lips in the form of a long, painful sigh.  
 
    His teacher, his family, his peers, the staff at the Academy of Healing Arts—who had orchestrated such a heinous attack? Who were the men and women in dark-gray robes with demonic masks on their faces? Why? Why of all people, would they attack disciples, those tasked with helping others? Why? 
 
    Arik’s muscles screamed as he dragged himself over a large rock with a smooth surface on one side. He tumbled forward and landed on his stomach, the wind knocked out of him. He began rubbing his good hand against the ground, searching for anything that was alive, a worm, a blade of grass, anything. 
 
    You can do this, find organic life. 
 
    (You must do this.) 
 
    He sent an arm out and pulled himself onto his stomach, his legs still numb, Arik deducing that it had something to do with his spine, his nervous system. 
 
    Water. 
 
    There was water in the vicinity; if he could only reach it, Arik would be able to find something that was alive, be it a plant or an animal.  
 
    Head toward the sound…  
 
    Over the next ten minutes, even as his natural healing ability began to kick into gear, Arik slowly dragged himself toward the water. He would have been able to heal faster had he not been distressed, and had he not fallen so far, but the particular form of chi he used called Revivaura was also tied to his mental health, and what he had just experienced had disrupted it.  
 
    Water. 
 
    The thought of water reminded Arik just how dry his throat was. He couldn’t remember the last time he had drunk something, Arik busy before the graduation tournament with the ritual and family.  
 
    (Water…) 
 
    Thirst became a side motivator, Arik using all the strength he could muster to pull himself closer to the stream that had carved the canyon over thousands and thousands of years. He may have drowned had it been a different season, but his epic plummet had coincided with a particularly dry summer, one in which the Academy had been forced to conserve water. 
 
    Finally… 
 
    He reached something wet, Arik recognizing it as a gathering of mossy stones, the disciple overcome with joy. Pulling himself forward, he traced his fingers through plants that grew along the river bed, and began gathering as many of them as he could in his good hand.  
 
    With a deep breath out, Arik transferred his wounds to the plants. Each time one of them wilted, he grabbed more.  
 
    A sense of elation came over him as his body repaired itself, his breaths more satisfying, his knee snapping back into place, Arik instantly aware that his four severed fingers would take the longest considering the bone had to be reworked. That was fine. He would be able to fix it in the coming day. He would survive this. 
 
    But the world around him had other plans. 
 
    Arik heard a noise that sent a chill down his spine, a sudden high-pitched bark followed by the flapping of wings. 
 
    A pack of hainu. 
 
    The yokai—which was the word used for animals and beings that weren’t easily classified with common creatures—were known to run rampant at night. In the time that Arik had been at the Academy, he had never actually seen a hainu, but he had heard them on multiple occasions, the winged, wolf-like creatures howling and snarling at random points over the night, sometimes close enough to his window that it sounded as if they were just a few feet away. 
 
    And now they were just a few feet away. 
 
    Arik didn’t know how many landed behind him, but he heard a scuffle of feet and the settling of wings as he turned to face his first attacker, his arm going up just as one of the hainu latched onto it.  
 
    This was yet another thing he had experienced before, the Academy of Healing Arts wanting their disciples to truly understand the various types of pain, to really grasp their subtleties. Arik’s experience being bitten hadn’t been with a canine, but it had been with a rabid cougar, and he would later attest that the pain paled in comparison to the bite he had just experienced, the hainu digging in deeper as the others nipped at him. 
 
    Arik’s feet came alive as if they had been lying dormant, waiting specifically for this moment. He began kicking at the yokai, an idea coming to him as the leader of the pack continued to clamp down on his arm, the other hainu beginning to snap their teeth along the periphery of his body. 
 
    (Go!) 
 
    The alpha hainu was suddenly yelping as Arik transferred his wounds to the wolf-like yokai, which caused it to leap backward. 
 
    Another hainu tried to take the leader’s place, its sharp teeth sinking into Arik’s arm as it began whipping its head left and right, snarling. It too began yelping in just a matter of seconds, bolting away from Arik. The hainu were by no means stupid, but it did take them several more attempts to realize that they weren’t going to be able to procure as easy of a meal as they had hoped. 
 
    Soon, they were all lifting into the air, howling and flapping their wings, the pack returning to their endless search for easy prey. 
 
    Arik had survived yet again. 
 
    Even if each bite hurt, and it felt like the leader of the pack had nearly broken his radial bone, Arik had transferred enough of his wounds to the hainu to feel even better than he had upon reaching the water. 
 
    You can do this. You… you have to do this, he told himself, that inner voice growing stronger. 
 
    (You must do this.) 
 
    After a few more minutes of scrounging along the banks of the small river, latching onto any underwater plants he could get hold of, Arik was able to stand. Finally. About the time he got his footing, a faint glow in the distance caught his eye. 
 
    “Help…” Arik said, realizing yet again how dry his throat had become.  
 
    He dropped to his knees before the stream and began lapping up water as if he were one of the hainu that had just recently departed. Once he finished, Arik turned back to the faint glow, completely entranced by it as he wiped the water off his mouth with the sleeve of his robe.  
 
    It was now or never. Arik advanced toward the light at his top pace, not fully healed, but finally able to move. 
 
    Tunnel visioned, his periphery shifting in and out of dark focus, Arik became one with the light, interpreting it as a beacon of hope, a potential end of this terrible dream. This had to be a dream. But why couldn’t he wake up?  
 
    Trying to keep his balance, Arik continued along the banks of the stream, oblivious to his surroundings. He paid the ultimate price as his foot got caught under a root and he fell forward, cracking his chin on a slab of stone. 
 
    The light ceased to exist, but not before something else made its presence known, a hand on Arik’s shoulder. 
 
    “Found one!” a raspy voice called out. “He’s bad off, but he’ll do…”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ask yourself: who else but you? And tell yourself that you will accomplish your task in time.” 
 
      
 
    –A quote from Hidden Warrior Torugan de Avarga of the School of Illusion, Year 1426. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    The horse that Arik Dacre was hitched to moved much faster than he could walk.  
 
    He may have been able to keep up with the steed normally, but after what he had just gone through, from the massacre at his graduation ceremony to tumbling to the bottom of a deep canyon and nearly being picked apart by wolf-like hainu, Arik had reached a new point of exhaustion, one that didn’t seem to matter to his captors. 
 
    From what Arik could tell, the people who had found him weren’t the same masked men and women who had decimated those he respected and loved back at the Academy of Healing Arts. But they had coordinated with the attackers, these men scavengers of sorts, the ones left to sweep up the pieces. 
 
    Monsters, no better than the masked intruders… he’d thought to himself several times through his plight, Arik replaying again and again what happened, and what he could have done differently, if there was perhaps another solution that he hadn’t realized at the time. 
 
    It was still night, his mind foggy, Arik also upset with himself for heading toward the light to begin with. Had he just traveled in a different direction… 
 
    You have to survive. 
 
    (You have to survive.) 
 
    Once again, the voice came to him, followed by its echo. His response was to try to stop walking, but the horse was much stronger than he would ever be.  
 
    Arik instantly fell to the ground, his arms going above him, wrists now cuffed together. He was dragged like this for a few paces, his face grating against the rocks, his robes, once white, now a kaleidoscope of earthy tones interspersed with blips of burnt ochre and fresh blood. 
 
    Eventually, the rider stopped and Arik got to his feet again, which took a considerable amount of effort. They paused just long enough for him to recognize his surroundings, Arik seeing that they were in the mountain pass set just before the winding entrance to the Academy of Healing Arts. 
 
    There were several men on horses all around him, including the man who had captured him, one who the others called Sawtooth. While he didn’t have a mask on, Sawtooth did wear a hood over his head, Arik only able to get a glimpse of the scavenger’s deranged-looking teeth through a hint of moonlight. 
 
    More horses began down the winding entrance to the Academy, each with captives hitched to them. It was dark, Arik not initially recognizing any of the captives, but certainly feeling for everyone around him as they tried to process what happened. Even worse, there weren’t any teachers or disciples, no healers aside from him as far as he could tell. 
 
    With a bloodied face, and his own wounds including four severed fingers, Arik had enough of his own problems to worry about. Yet a very significant part of him had already shifted his concern to the others, to those now being dragged by horses around him.  
 
    “On your feet!” one of the slavers cried as he struck a woman with his crop. 
 
    If only Arik had studied the Divine Branch of Remote Healing like so many of his peers, if only he had chosen this path over Wound Transfer. He could have healed the stronger-looking captives, even if it took everything he had, all of his Revivaura. 
 
    He could have given all of them a fighting chance. 
 
    How am I going to get out of this? he thought as the men regrouped on their steeds and continued on. 
 
    Master Guri Yarna had told him years ago how crucial it was to select a Divine Branch that would both fit the disciple, and help the wider community. Of his class, and of the three classes that had come before him, Arik had been the only disciple to select the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer. At the time, he had worn it with a sense of almost stubborn pride. Even if it had helped him back along the riverbank, he now regretted this decision, especially as the captured souls around him groaned and sobbed, as they dragged their feet. 
 
    Where were they going? Where were these men taking them? 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A thunderous explosion above was followed by a great flash of orange whipping across the landscape, a zigzag flash of light illuminating rocky ledges and mangled crags. 
 
    “No…” Arik whispered, the muscles in his arms tensing, his heart racing as everything came to him at once. The attackers had destroyed the Academy of Healing Arts. “No!” he shouted, some of the other captives shouting as well as another explosion produced a sickening plume of fire. “No…” 
 
    Not only had the masked intruders ruined the most prestigious healing academy in the Onyx Realm, but they had almost certainly taken its archives with it, which were stored in the library of the western wing. All that knowledge, a thousand years’ worth of understanding when it came to using Revivaura, would be ash by the morning. 
 
    Overcome with emotion, Arik fell to a knee, and was just about to give himself up to being dragged until he died when a large hand came around his arm and helped him stand. 
 
    “You can’t,” a man said, Arik so delirious at first that he didn’t immediately recognize the man’s deep voice. “Disciple Arik, you can’t.” 
 
    The gloomy world blurred into focus, Arik recognizing him as one of the Academy’s groundskeepers, a man Arik had personally healed once after he’d fallen while repairing a stone arch on one of the towers. 
 
    “J-Jinmo?” he asked, not able to contain the euphoria in his voice upon seeing a familiar face, Jinmo with short dark hair, square-jawed, not an ounce of fat on him. 
 
    “Disciple Arik, listen to me carefully,” Jinmo said as they continued on. “You can’t say anything to them; you can’t use your powers.” 
 
    Like Arik, Jinmo’s wrists were cuffed in front of his body and roped to a large brindle horse. He walked in a way that told Arik that he had injured his ankle to some degree, which would normally be something the disciple could easily mend. 
 
    “Why can’t I use my power?” Arik asked, trying to make sense of everything. 
 
    Jinmo was silent for nearly a minute as their twisted little caravan continued, his eyes fixated on the hooded men who had captured them as they spoke in low voices, the walls of the canyon they were passing through casting murky shadows over them. 
 
    “Why? Why can’t I use my power? Your ankle. I could help…” 
 
    “Those men are slave traders,” Jinmo said in a tone of voice that told Arik that he was still coming to grips with this fact as well. “They’re taking us to the Crimson Realm. They have to be.” 
 
    This statement nearly caused Arik to stop in his tracks again, but he kept on, remembering what happened the last time he had tried that maneuver. 
 
    “The Crimson Realm? They’re taking us to the Crimson Realm? Why?” 
 
    “You have more questions than I have answers, Disciple Arik,” Jinmo told him with a grunt. He threw his head back, which moved some of his dark hair off his forehead. “I know one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Arik asked. 
 
    “You may be the last one.” 
 
    “The last… one?” 
 
    “The last healer, the last disciple. I heard the masked intruders talking when they captured me, before they handed me over to the slave traders.” Jinmo looked at Arik, a hint of disgust on his face. “It was what they came to do, why they were there in the first place. They came to kill all of you, master priests and disciples alike.” 
 
    “Impossible…” Arik said, his delirium making it harder for him to follow the conversation. 
 
    “They came for all of you,” the groundskeeper repeated, his voice a few decibels lower than it had been just moments ago. “Everyone else, families and people like me, are collateral. Those of us left alive were given to slave traders. These men… they don’t know who you are, they don’t know you are a disciple. That’s why you must keep your power secret. No matter what you witness here, no matter what happens, however horrible it may be. You must not reveal who you are.” 
 
    “The people that attacked us, those were Crimson warriors?” Arik asked, an image of the dark-robed murderers and their black masks flashing across his mind’s eye.  
 
    It happened so suddenly, but thinking back now, he was sure that they had been trained in ways he had never seen before, Arik nearly certain he would have died had he not been flung out of the window by Master Guri Yarna. But don’t Crimson warriors wear red robes? Those men, and women, Arik thought, recalling the female who had nearly slain his teacher, were in gray robes with black masks… 
 
    “The people who attacked the graduation ceremony weren’t Crimson warriors,” Jinmo told him. “Crimsonians don’t fight like that. I can… I can assure you of that. Are you familiar with the School of Illusion?” 
 
    “Master Guri Yarna said the School of Illusion was disbanded years ago…” Arik told the larger man, recalling what he had heard about the school and its handful of branches in the Jade Realm, which was the name of the country that separated the Onyx Realm from the Crimson Realm.  
 
    Three realms, Onyx on top, Jade in the middle, and Crimson on bottom, made up the continent of Taomoni. Three very different realms. For years, the Jade Realm had operated as a buffer zone between the Crimson and Onyx Realms, its mysterious School of Illusion one of the things that kept the aggressive Crimson Realm from invading, and the overly defensive Onyx Realm from strengthening and expanding its borders. 
 
    But it appeared as if all that would change after the night’s proceedings. 
 
    “The School of Illusion may have been disbanded,” Jinmo said, his voice wavering in Arik’s head as they continued on, “but those men and women back there were graduates of the School of Illusion, likely shinobi. I’ve seen them before, you know. I’ve been through the Jade Realm. I had to go through the realm to escape here. No, they were shinobi, illusionists. Whatever you call them. That’s what they were.” 
 
    It was impossible to see in the darkness, but Arik knew that Jinmo had a gnarly scar across his back, stemming from the period of his life he had spent as a slave in the Crimson Realm. Jinmo had escaped to the north, where he had been at the Academy ever since. Once, years ago, Arik had asked him why he didn’t have one of the masters remove his scar for good.  
 
    Jinmo never told him why. 
 
    “But… why would the Crimson Realm attack the Academy?” he asked, not able to choke down a sense of bewilderment. All of this had happened so sudden. “Why would they use people from the School of Illusion? It… no, it can’t be possible. Master Guri Yarna said it no longer existed. The School of Illusion disbanded.” 
 
    “I recognize those robes, those masks. Whatever just happened was a true act of war. I know how the Crimson Realm operates, and if the slavers are taking us there, all of this was orchestrated from there.” 
 
    “So these shinobi were… mercenaries?” 
 
    “Anyone who has graduated from the School of Illusion is a mercenary, thief, someone who operates on the outer rim of society, an illusionist. And if they are active again…” he trailed off, never finishing the sentence.  
 
    “It can’t be…” Arik was jerked forward to some degree, nearly falling again. Sawtooth, who rode the horse that the disciple was hitched to, didn’t seem to care either way if he stayed on his feet or not.  
 
    For a moment, Arik and Jinmo separated, but soon they were side-by-side again. 
 
    “I don’t know how the other academies in our realm have fared, but I assume…” Jinmo choked on the next words that came out of his mouth. “I assume that they have met the same fate as ours. What I’m trying to say is this: you may be the last disciple in all the realms, in all of Taomoni, and this, this is why you can’t let these slavers know who you are, or what you can do. You are lucky everyone at the ceremony tonight was wearing white robes like yourself, as is tradition. Otherwise they would have spotted you right away.” 
 
    Arik blinked a few times, his mind feeling as if it were short-circuiting in some way. It had all come so quickly, and none of it made any sense. “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “Arik, listen carefully to what I’m telling you,” Jinmo said, which was the first time he’d ever heard Jinmo address him without his proper title. “Keep your identity a secret, and if you have any wounds, heal them as gradually as possible, like a normal person would. Do not heal any of the others. We will stick together, you and I. We will figure out a way to escape. Until then, do not say a word about who you are. You must survive. You may be the last of your kind.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik Dacre grew to hate the slavers over the next several days.  
 
    Some were worse than others, like the man known as Konwa, who had already forced himself upon several of the captives during times of supposed rest, one scenario in particular even eliciting concern from the slaver named Sawtooth, the man tasked with overseeing Arik. 
 
    As an argument between the two slavers raged on, Arik wished for what felt like the millionth time that he had devoted his studies to the Divine Branch of Remote Healing, that something could be done to help the suffering. 
 
    “You mustn’t,” Jinmo reminded Arik just as the disciple was getting to his feet. The big groundskeeper was seated in the shadow of a tree, an indecipherable look on his face.  
 
    Arik couldn’t read minds. He couldn’t possibly know what was going through Jinmo’s head, or the things that the former slave had witnessed in the Crimson Realm, nor did he know the full story behind the scars on his back, now even more visible after the slaver named Konwa announced his decision for all the captives to remove the tops of their robes, men, women, and children alike. 
 
    They weren’t yet nude, but by the time Konwa was finished clumsily wielding his dagger, the robes the captives had all been wearing were gone, his blade occasionally grazing skin as he sadistically cut away their clothing. 
 
    That had been two days ago, maybe three. Maybe more. 
 
    Arik had lost track. 
 
    Coupled with his capture came the traumatic dreams, Arik reliving how he had failed everyone back at the graduation ceremony, Master Guri Yarna saving him in the end. Who were these mercenaries? Could they really have been from the School of Illusion, which had disbanded years before Arik was born? Were they really shinobi? 
 
    With some of his wounds now infected, his fingers still severed, the long journey to the Crimson Realm grew in difficulty, and that wasn’t to mention the terrain, the climbs, the sharp rocks, and the change in altitude. It was the ultimate of ironies, his healing ability came so naturally that he had to actively work against it, which strained him even more. 
 
    The slavers made their way through the Jade Realm during the cold night, hiding in predetermined locations through the long summer days. With such a grueling journey, it was only a matter of time before one of the captives died. 
 
    The first death came the night after the argument between the slavers named Sawtooth and Konwa. The boy couldn’t have been older than Arik’s twelve-year-old sister, Mori Ehara, and the boy had certainly stirred up trouble over the last several days, often crying, begging for his parents, or simply letting the horses drag him. 
 
    The youth had given up on life, and now, under a moonless night with nary a star above, the boy offered his last breath to the mortal world. He simply stopped moving, the horse he was roped to dragging him for a number of miles before the rider realized he was dead. Had he died of heartbreak? Anguish? Sheer starvation considering they were only fed and watered once a day? Or had he simply given up? 
 
    Arik would have no way of knowing for certain, but like the other suffering he had witnessed, he would internalize it, not able to refrain from blaming himself for letting the boy die.  
 
    And it was in that moment, one in which Arik felt both a tinge of guilt and an unquenchable anger raging within him, that he decided he would act.  
 
    He had to do something.  
 
    Arik respected Jinmo, and the man had offered him his guidance and calm over the last several days. But this wasn’t going to be Arik’s fate. He wasn’t going to become a slave in the iniquitous Crimson Realm, the only of the three realms that still bought and sold humans, and he wasn’t going to hide who he was any longer. 
 
    You can do this, he reminded himself over their grueling night journey. 
 
    (You must do this.) 
 
    The next morning came, and after they set up camp, Arik waited for his fellow captives and the slavers to drift off. He waited. And once it appeared that everyone was asleep, he got to his feet. None noticed his movement aside from Jinmo, who had been seated next to Arik as always. 
 
    “What… what are you doing?” Jinmo asked as he blinked his eyes open, sudden panic making his pupils twitch.  
 
    “I’m not going with them,” Arik said defiantly as he glared down at Jinmo, his gaze instantly softening. It wasn’t Jinmo’s fault, and seeing him now in the blue of the morning, Arik noticed that the groundskeeper was much worse off than he had expected, his wounds increasing by the day as he became an object of torture from some of the smaller slavers due to Jinmo’s sheer size. “Let… let me heal you.” 
 
    “Please, Disciple Arik, please sit. You’re being rash. We can do this….” 
 
    “We have to fight back,” Arik said, ignoring Jinmo’s pleas. “We can’t give in.” 
 
    “It is useless. We are…” Jinmo took a look around, as if doing so would help him better understand their exact location. “Somewhere in the Jade Realm. I can tell by the mountains. They seem larger than the ones up north. But where? And if you do escape, where will you go, Disciple Arik? Ask yourself that. Where will you go? We will have much better luck if we get to the Crimson Realm and figure it out from there, or at the very least, figure it out in Omoto, on the border.” 
 
    “You are wrong,” Arik said carefully. “Our luck has already run out. I am going, and if you’d like, you can join me. If not, I will come back for you. I promise. I will not let you become a slave again.” 
 
    “Come back for me? How? Do you realize what you are saying? Sit, Arik, before you wake the slavers, you aren’t a fighter,” Jinmo hissed. “Disciple, please…” 
 
    Throughout the course of their overnight journey, Arik had thought about how he would break free of the rope tied to his handcuffs, figuring he would be able to deal with the metal cuffs later. Due to the rocky nature of the terrain, there were plenty of jagged stones around, but he didn’t know if they were sharp enough to actually cut through the rope.  
 
    This was about the time that Arik noticed something about the way the rope had been tied to his handcuffs, which seemed to be checked every time before the slavers set off. Rather than going through several of the chain links, as they had done the others, for some reason, be it fate or otherwise, Sawtooth had only looped the rope through one of the links when he had last dealt with Arik’s restraints. 
 
    Arik wasn’t quite certain if it would be possible yet, but it looked like he would be able to pull on it hard enough to loosen the knot. From there, Arik would hop on the nearest horse, which happened to be about thirty feet away.  
 
    At least that was the plan. 
 
    “You need my help, don’t you?” Jinmo asked as Arik looked down at the rope affixed to his handcuffs. 
 
    “Let me heal you. Consider it an exchange if you won’t come with me.” 
 
    “I’m…” Jinmo bowed his head. “I’m afraid to leave.” 
 
    “I am too.” 
 
    “I don’t know where we are.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Arik said, “but I’m not staying here. I will return with help.” 
 
    “Whose help?” 
 
    “I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Jinmo shook his head. “And I can’t convince you to stay?” 
 
    “We have to do this. This may be our only chance.” 
 
    “I… I can’t,” Jinmo said. “They’ll kill us.” 
 
    “Not if we get away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Disciple Arik.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be.” Once again, Arik looked down at the rope attached to a link on his cuffs. 
 
    “I… I’ll help you.” 
 
    “And I will heal you.” 
 
    There were a variety of techniques taught at the Academy of Healing Arts, and even though he was weak, Arik knew that he would be able to command enough of his own Revivaura to ease Jinmo’s suffering and certainly fix his swollen ankle without doing anything adverse to his own energy levels.  
 
    Arik crouched before the larger man and placed his good hand on Jinmo’s arm. He noticed how dirty he was, Arik’s fingers caked with dust and dried blood, his skin now the same color as the iron-oxidized rocks that seem to form a rim on the horizon, a reddish, weatherbeaten brown. 
 
    “And what of your fingers?” Jinmo whispered. 
 
    “Fixable.” 
 
    Jinmo’s eyes lit up as the watery chi known as Revivaura formed a nearly translucent cloud around Arik’s good hand. It was very subtle, and slightly vaporous, but soon, it began to wash over the groundskeeper, his minor cuts suddenly gone, his bloodshot eyes less so, his breaths deeper and more satisfying. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said once Arik removed his hand. “Thank you, Disciple Arik.” 
 
    “You should come with me. I can do more.” 
 
    “No… you’ve done enough. Let me help you, and, please, you must be careful. You may be the last one. You can’t die. I don’t want you to leave, I don’t want you to come back for me, all I want is for you to remember what I told you: you can’t die.” 
 
    Rather than respond, Arik offered Jinmo a short nod.  
 
    At first, Jinmo tried to undo the knot, but he was unable to with the way his hands were cuffed side-by-side.  
 
    “Let’s try this…”  
 
    To give himself additional leverage, Jinmo brought Arik’s rope beneath his knees which he used to hold the rope to the ground. Since his hands were cuffed in front of him, the large groundskeeper also leaned his body weight forward, hunkering down, securing more of the rope. 
 
    As quietly as possible, Arik began to pull back on the rope. His foot dislodged a few pebbles, making enough sound to wake one of the nearby slavers. 
 
    “Disciple, hurry!” Jinmo hissed. 
 
    Arik brought his arms to the side, his muscles bulging as he finally tore free of the rope. 
 
    He stumbled forward as more of the slavers awoke.  
 
    “Run!” Jinmo shouted. “Go!” 
 
    Arik spotted the gray horse that he had been latched to and charged toward it. He threw himself onto its back, the beast kicking its legs up, as Arik used the saddle to hang on for dear life. Tied to a thick root jutting out of the rock, the horse was startled enough to yank itself free before taking off toward the east, taking the clearest viable path. 
 
    This was a part of the plan Arik hadn’t thought through, but he went with it, the horse galloping away from the secluded campsite, Arik barely holding on as dust was whipped up all around him, as he attempted his daring escape.  
 
    He’d noticed earlier that the horses were tired, that the riders had overworked them during the night. Hoping that it would calm his steed to some degree, Arik placed his good hand on the side of the horse’s body, just as an arrow whizzed over his head. 
 
    Fwitt! 
 
    Another arrow nearly hit him. 
 
    Fwitt! Fwitt! 
 
    The horse began to slow after expertly leaping over a scarp with a three-foot drop. 
 
    “That’s it, that’s it,” Arik said as he used more of his Revivaura to correct the beast’s chi imbalance. “Keep running…” The horse came to a complete stop just before a thicket of trees, Arik trying to right himself in the saddle. 
 
    Fwitt!  
 
    An arrow struck the horse in the rear and it took off again before Arik could get his body around. His head bent forward, Arik did what he could, a barely visible water-like substance emanating from his hand as the horse broke into the pocket of pine trees and increased its pace. 
 
    The arrows seemed to stop once Arik reached the thick pocket of pine trees, the needles from last year dampening the sound of his advance. Behind him, men shouted out directions, their voices closer and closer. 
 
    Where am I? Arik looked up to the sky, which was still dark, hoping that he would get some sort of sign as to where he should lead the horse.  
 
    (Where am I?) 
 
    With nowhere to go but straight ahead, they rode deeper into the forest for what felt like an hour, the landscape changing into one that was peppered with rocks, the trees dying back. Arik arrived at a sinkhole not far from an enormous cluster of rocks with stone pillars that reminded him of candles. It looked like a dead end, but then Arik took another look at the sinkhole, which wasn’t a sinkhole at all but the entrance of a cave. 
 
    More shouting behind him told Arik that the slavers were closing in. It wouldn’t be long until they arrived at his location. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    The horse gave him speed, but it also made him more visible, and willing to risk whatever it was that potentially lived inside the cave he’d just spotted, Arik decided to go for it. He carefully hopped down, and took the horse by its reins, leading it away from the opening of the cave.  
 
    “I’m sorry for this.”  
 
    Making sure he was clear of the horse’s legs, Arik grazed his good hand against the horse’s chest, transferring some of the wounds he had stored up. 
 
    The horse took off, neighing and snorting, which would hopefully create a distraction. 
 
    Arik turned back to the cave. 
 
    I hope nothing is in there… he thought as he tried to use rocks for balance, the disciple making his way down the steep incline. Eventually losing his footing, Arik slipped and nearly struck his head on one of the larger stones.  
 
    He pressed himself back up and tried to tune his eyes to the darkness of the cave.  
 
    Everything seemed damp, the air growing increasingly stale the deeper he went. There were no signs of life. No yokai, no bats, scorpions, rats, snakes, nothing of the sort, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something lurking in the depths. 
 
    His skin began to crawl, his nerves standing on end as he sensed, or at least he thought he sensed, movement.  
 
    How would he survive this? How would someone like him, who had only a formal education and little to no true wilderness training, live long enough to cross the entire Jade Realm and make it back to his home? What was he thinking in leaving Jinmo? And what of the Onyx Realm? His family had been killed before his very eyes, the Academy razed to the ground. Where would he even go if he made it to the northern border?  
 
    Arik’s world seemingly closed in on him the deeper he moved into the cavern. Maybe he would just stay here, and die a pitiful death, starved, never to reemerge. 
 
    Maybe this was the end. 
 
    You can’t give into that kind of thinking. 
 
    This wasn’t who he was, and even the mere thought of giving up produced a sour taste in his mouth. If what Jinmo had said was true, and he really was the only disciple left alive, the only healer, then he owed it not only to his parents, not only to teachers like Master Guri Yarna and Combat Master Nankai, but the entire world itself, all of Taomoni, to survive. 
 
    A spark of orange light behind him had a way of deflating Arik’s desperate aspirations.  
 
    He instantly recognized it as a torch, burnt orange light stretching deeper into the cavern now, illuminating the space. The voice that followed nearly caused the blood to drain from Arik’s legs and arms. 
 
    “You are mine now,” said Konwa in a sinister, almost melodic way. Of all people to find him, it was the most torturous of the slavers, the cruel man seething with anticipation. “It doesn’t matter how deep you go, I will follow.” 
 
    Arik pressed onward, trying to keep as quiet as possible, his heart in his throat as he slipped around a bend in the rock, the cavern starting to narrow.  
 
    Forced to duck now, he continued his journey deeper into the cave, hoping that there was an exit at the other end, fear and adrenaline dueling inside his body as he tried to escape his pursuer.  
 
    The orange light grew brighter. Konwa was gaining on him. 
 
    “For every additional step I have to take,” Konwa announced, “I will take it out on your hide. You will not die here today, slave. Your fate has been written. You belong to Nobunaga, he’s the one who ordered the attack on your precious academy. And before you get to him, you’re going to be fodder for the slave tournaments in Omoto.” 
 
    Nobunaga? The name caused Arik to pause. He had heard it before, but he couldn’t quite place where. Wasn’t he a Crimsonian warlord? And what were the slave tournaments? Arik pressed on. He tried to make himself smaller, hoping for an exit, or perhaps a hole that he could crawl into and hide.  
 
    But he wasn’t so lucky. 
 
    Arik reached the end of the cavern and dropped to his knees in front of a stone slab. It was only then that he realized that his mad scramble away from the light had brought several scrapes on his arm, small nicks on his hand.  
 
    And even though he should have done something else, perhaps search for a rock to use as a weapon against his pursuer, his next decision came naturally, Arik choosing to quickly heal the small cuts instead.  
 
    As the orange light grew brighter, Revivaura formed in the air around him, water-like, his small wounds stitching up. 
 
    He turned just as Konwa stepped into the space, the monstrous slaver with his torch in his hand, the bright light accentuating his wicked grin. “I counted one hundred and twenty steps…” he said with a sneer. 
 
    The evil look on his face twisted into something that resembled fear as the crest of an enormous wave broke overhead. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Water exploded from every crevice in the cavern, but rather than drown Arik, it moved around the disciple and spiraled away, the water rushing past him until it finally slowed into a trickle, Konwa’s torch extinguished, the space dark to the point that Arik didn’t know if he’d be able to find his way out. 
 
    “Serves him right,” said a gutsy male voice, which seemed to exist all around him, echoing in his head. 
 
    Arik got to his feet, noticing that he was completely dry. “Who… who’s there?”  
 
    “The one and the only,” the voice told him in an almost boisterous way. “And it’s about damn time you showed up.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik still didn’t know what to think of the male water spirit of sorts that had come to his aid, but he was relieved to see that Konwa was spooked to the point that he had made a run for it. At least he was temporarily safe, and at least he was no longer at the depths of the cavern. 
 
    “What… what are you?” Arik said as he took in the entity that seemingly floated before him, both of them now at the entrance of the cave, the morning light peeking in.  
 
    He couldn’t quite make out his features, the aqueous being made of a liquid-like consistency that Arik was used to seeing when he utilized Revivaura. But there was something different about his consistency as well, something more tangible, the being clearly capable of incredible feats like the one Arik had just witnessed. 
 
    “Who am I? I just told you who I was. Were you not listening to anything I said on the way out of this despicable cave?” the being asked, something akin to a frown forming on the floating body of water as it spoke. “I guess I shouldn’t go so hard on you. I’ve seen humans look a little worse for wear, but you look a little wear for worse. No? Eh. The joke doesn’t work for me either. What can I say? It’s been a while since I spoke to someone. We’ll see how funny you are after you’ve been stuck in a godforsaken cave for what feels like hundred of years. To reintroduce myself, I’m Meosa, a being that you should not only be respectful of, but one that you should also be in awe of. Ever seen anything like me, disciple?” 
 
    “You’re a… yokai?” Arik finally asked, going with a word that was familiar to him.  
 
    People generally called creatures they couldn’t classify ‘yokai.’ Some were kept as pets, but most were wild, Arik recalling the winged wolves that had attacked him, the hainu. There were other yokai that were educated and treated like humans, but these ones only seem to exist in the Jade Realm, where they lived peacefully alongside humanity in an eastern city known as Avarga. 
 
    “Yokai?” Meosa leaned a bit closer to Arik, his water form shaking as if it were agitated. “What have they been teaching you in the Onyx Realm? I’m not a yokai, I am a kami. I guess to the layperson—I’ve yet to decide if this word defines you or not—kami are yokai, but yokai are not kami. If that wasn’t clear enough to you, no, I’m not yokai and how dare you insult me…” he started to huff, only to let out an exasperated sigh. “I can’t stay angry at you, not in your current state, not with how pathetic you look. We can get to semantics later, my boy.” 
 
    “Why were you in the cave?” 
 
    “Now that, disciple, is the question.” Meosa swept his watery arm aside, back in the direction from which they had just come. “It was a curse, believe it or not. I was on the wrong side of history last time around, and this time, I plan to be on the right side.” 
 
    Arik tilted his head as he took in the aqueous kami. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Surely, you are familiar with the Crimson-Onyx Shroud War. I know that as a disciple, history may not really be your main subject of study, but I hope for your sake, and mine, that you had a classical education to some extent. Please tell me this is the case.” 
 
    “The Crimson-Onyx Shroud War? That was five hundred years ago…” 
 
    “Has it been that long?” A pained expression on his watery face. “Then it has been five hundred years since I’ve been sealed here. What year is it?” 
 
    “Year 1599.” 
 
    “Terrible to hear. I’ve lost track a bit, if we’re being honest, but I can’t believe it has really been that long. I tried to do what all inmates do—you know, scratching out marks on the wall to celebrate the passing of the year—but as you can tell,” Meosa said as he showed Arik his watery hands, “unless I really put some effort into it, carving things really isn’t my specialty. It is something that’s possible, however. But not my specialty. What year did you say it was again?” Meosa asked, his voice teetering on sadness. 
 
    “1599.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Horrible! Such an unnecessary punishment, if you ask me. Five hundred years sealed in a stone box in a wretched cave that even the stupidest gaki wouldn’t even venture in. What a terrible existence!” 
 
    “I am… sorry.” 
 
    This statement caused Meosa to laugh. “Such a good young disciple you are, always on the verge of apologizing. But what did I expect? How old are you? Twenty? Twenty-two?” 
 
    “Nineteen.” 
 
    Meosa shook his head. “The age of fools and foolish lechery. It seems as if I were rescued by an infant…” 
 
    “I’m not an infant.” 
 
    “Ha! Says the disciple to the undeniably powerful being that has been trapped in a stone box for five hundred years. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Arik… Arik Dacre.” 
 
    Meosa looked up as if he were pondering the name, something resembling a chin appearing at the front of his watery form. “And you are clearly a disciple, because only someone who can utilize Revivaura could unlock the box I was trapped in.” 
 
    “Yes. I am. Or… was. How did you get stuck in the box?” Arik asked. 
 
    “As I told you, a curse of sorts. Now, to be fair, I’ve seen worse curses than that, but without any instructions, and tucked away in such a remote location, it could have taken much longer for me to finally get out of there. So I’m thankful for that. I was getting so sick of being in there.” Meosa sighed miserably. “Anyway, I guess we should get right down to it then. Why have you come looking for me?”  
 
    The kami scanned Arik yet again, a visual made stranger considering his facial features were barely discernible. 
 
    “I… I didn’t come looking for you. I was trying to hide.” 
 
    “I suppose that would explain your pursuer, but why would you hide in a cave, especially that cave? There’s no exit.” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know that?” 
 
    “I don’t know? Perhaps take a quick look around before you go spelunking,” Meosa said. “But I suppose in the end that it’s not your fault. Why would they teach someone to hide at one of the healing academies? That clearly is something one would study at the School of Illusion, one of those nefarious shinobi, useless illusionists. That said, you should have at least taken a look around. I’m certain that there were several spaces in there that you could have crawled through.” 
 
    “How was I supposed to see that?” 
 
    “It’s common sense.” 
 
    Arik raised an eyebrow at Meosa. “How is that common sense?” 
 
    “How is that not common sense? Caves are often porous, and there are generally plenty of crawlspaces burrowed by yokai and other lesser, stupider creatures over the course of time that make perfect hiding spots. Have you truly spent your entire life stabbing yourself and seeing how quickly you can stitch up a wound? And what happened to your hand?” 
 
    “That’s not what disciples do, and it’s a long story,” Arik finally said, not wanting to argue with the kami.  
 
    “I’m sure it is. In any event, you found me, so congratulations are in order, I am now forever in your debt. With that in mind, I’ll start with removing those cuffs of yours, just one of the many things I’m capable of. Hold still, disciple.” 
 
    Arik felt a watery sensation circle around his hands, followed by an intense pressure as the metal keeping his wrist together began to shake. It wasn’t long before the cuffs fell to the ground with a loud clang that echoed deep into the cavern. 
 
    “There. See? I may be mouthy, but I’m also useful.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Arik said, as he rubbed his wrist with his good hand. 
 
    Meosa’s form seemed to relax a little, a bit less rigid now as he floated before the disciple. “With that out of the way, we should probably get out of here because, as you very well know by now, I utterly despise this wretched cave, and you look like you could use a bath. You might be saying to yourself that I, a powerful aqueous kami, am something capable of bathing you, but that is not the kind of relationship we are going to have, to be clear. To be very clear, disciple, I should add. If you are dirty, it is your own fault.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Another thing that we probably should have gotten out of the way before I freed you. For all I know, you are a criminal, yet that usually isn’t the path of a disciple. Why were you being chased? And with that question in mind, why is someone who can clearly heal themselves covered in scrapes and missing a couple of fingers? Four, is it?” 
 
    “I can fix the fingers,” Arik said as he looked down to the stubs of his hand, the infection now starting to spread past his knuckles. 
 
    “I would hope so. But I wasn’t born yesterday, as I’ve informed you several times now. You know what, disciple? Yes, that does make sense, even if I want to leave this place. Perhaps you and I should just take it easy for the next day before we depart, thus giving you some time to heal and explain yourself. As much as I don’t want to hang around here, it would only be another day…” Meosa said with a hint of disdain. “And I am known to be charitable from time to time.” 
 
    “No, I have to stop the slavers. I have to do something for Jinmo…” 
 
    “Slavers you say? Is that who was chasing you, a slaver?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose that does explain what has transpired here to some degree. If these slavers are going anywhere, they’re going to the city of Omoto, which is on the border of the Jade and Crimson Realm, just in case disciples like yourself don’t study geography. Omoto isn’t so far from here, relatively speaking. There is time to rest, fix your fingers, and in the meantime you can tell me everything that has transpired over the last five hundred years to the best of your knowledge, including why you are in the Jade Realm, why it looks like you’ve been dragged over Mount Osore several times before being ripped to shreds by pack of hainu, trampled by a wooly kayno, and subsequently cursed by an itako, and why a slaver was chasing you in the first place.” 
 
    Arik considered this. If ever there had been a time in his life that he needed rest, it was now. He could tell now just how shaky he was, how low his energy levels were. 
 
    “May I suggest something?” Meosa asked as he leaned in. “Worry less and recover more, disciple. I believe that is something that Master Ugyen Lingpa said, but I could be wrong.” 
 
    “You knew Master Lingpa?” Arik asked, referring to one of the founding members of Onyx Realm’s healing academies nearly fifteen hundred years ago. 
 
    “What? No. Absolutely not. I’m not that old. How old do I look to you?” 
 
    “I really couldn’t say.” 
 
    “Yes,” Meosa said as his form wavered. “I would agree there. I have done an exceptionally good job of keeping fit over the years.” 
 
    “And we can leave for Omoto tomorrow, right? In the morning?” Arik asked, feeling drowsier by the second. 
 
    “You have my word that I will lead you there.” 
 
    “Won’t people see you?” 
 
    Meosa seemed to scoff at the simplicity of this question. “Only if I want them to. If you haven’t figured it out already, I have a few tricks up my sleeve, disciple, which I’m sure you will come to understand over the coming days. But for now, let’s find a place for you to rest and recover. I have this itching feeling that you, of all people, are going to need your strength.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no point in your training in which you will reach the end. Unless I stab you and you die. Then you will have reached the end of your training.” 
 
      
 
    –A quote attributed to Combat Master Yob Nur Murakami, told to a student whom he later killed for gross insubordination, Year 275. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Arik Dacre watched as several rocks tumbled past him, his grip tensing on a stone ledge as he finally pulled himself up. Once he was able to stand again, Arik pressed his back against the rock wall, sucking in deep breaths, trying not to look down. 
 
    “Come on, you’re almost there…” Meosa told him, the kami’s voice all around him, his physical form not currently visible. 
 
    This better be worth it, Arik thought as he slowly turned around and looked up the wall of stone, locating the next groove he would use to climb even higher.  
 
    It was amazing what a day of rest had done for the disciple, Arik fully healed, glad for the mental break as well. He’d been so exhausted that there’d been little time for him to dwell on what happened to him since the attack on the Academy of Healing Arts, his enslavement, the horrible things he had witnessed. All of it. 
 
    But waking that morning had a way of pushing the trauma to the front of his mind again, Arik also incredibly hungry, surprised to see that Meosa had used his power to gather berries from some mangled plant that dared grow out of the cracks of the rocks. With his wounds healed and his fingers reformed, Arik was ready to press on to the border city of Omoto in search of Jinmo, but he wasn’t going to be able to go in his current tattered and bloodied clothing. 
 
    Hence this insane climb. 
 
    “Like I was telling earlier, your day of rest gave me plenty of time to scout the area. And you’re lucky I didn’t just leave,” Meosa told him. “Kidding. I wouldn’t leave you; our fates are now intertwined, it seems.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Arik asked as he prepared to jump up to the next ledge. 
 
    “After what you told me yesterday, and what they did to your friends and family and teachers…” Meosa trailed off. “I would say that both you and I have had our legs kicked out from beneath us, that we should be dead. Or, that you should be dead or perhaps enslaved, and I should be trapped inside that magical stone box just wasting away. My point? This is fate, get used to it, disciple.” 
 
    Arik jumped, and in doing so he grabbed onto the next rock ledge. He used his leg and his other hand to pull himself up, and once he was stable again, Arik looked down at his new fingers and flexed them. There was no way to tell that they had been severed, no scar, and no change in the color of his skin. It was visual proof of the unique power he had spent his life studying, his true mastery over Revivaura through its various branches. He only hoped that he wasn’t the only healer left, that someone else had somehow survived. 
 
    “Do you see it now?” Meosa asked. 
 
    Arik kept his hand on the rock in front of him as he leaned back and squinted straight up, where he noticed a swath of shade above, which could have only come from the opening of the cave, the hint of a cold draft emanating from the opening.  
 
    He was almost there. 
 
    The only problem was, he didn’t think he was going to be able to jump high enough to pull himself up onto the final ledge. 
 
    “Don’t hesitate; you can make it,” Meosa told him. “If you fall, I’ll do my best to catch you.” 
 
    Can he do that? Arik thought as he made the mistake of glancing over his shoulder, and seeing that the ground was now forty feet away or down, jagged stones facing in his direction. 
 
    “I’m guessing by the fact that you haven’t tried to jump that you don’t believe me.” 
 
    “If you can catch me, why didn’t you just take me to the top?” Arik asked. 
 
    “I’m already strong.”Meosa’s humanoid form appeared next to Arik. He lifted two arms and began to flex, his watery biceps stacking on top of one another in an almost comical way. “You’ve never seen a vaporous water deity quite as strong as me, this I can assure you. What do you think I was doing in that box for the last five hundred years, licking my wounds? Okay, I was doing a little of that, but I was mostly sleeping. And sometimes exercising. Maybe once a week. And thinking. Ugh. Way too much thinking. Overthinking is one thing, then there’s solitary confinement and thinking to the point that you’re having trivial philosophical debates with yourself. The point is, you are the one that needs to get stronger, not me. I am already comfortable in my skin, and you have yet to grow into yours.” 
 
    This wasn’t the first time Meosa had told him this.  
 
    In presenting Arik the berries, he said something similar, about him needing to gain his strength, that the disciple would need it for the days to come. What did he know that Arik didn’t know? What did he think would happen once they reached Omoto? 
 
    While Arik had been courteous enough with the water spirit, and he was grateful for the fact that he had saved him from the evil slaver known as Konwa and provided food, Arik still didn’t quite trust him. After all, why had Meosa been imprisoned in the stone box anyway? What had he done? And more importantly, why wouldn’t he tell him? 
 
    “Just try,” Meosa assured Arik. “You can’t go into town in your current state. Not only is it bad fashion—you know, coming to town covered in blood-soaked robes—you’re trying to blend in. Even better if we could get one of those ridiculous square hats they wear down in the desert, but this will do.” 
 
    Arik glanced up to the ledge above him.  
 
    He started to squat, realizing that he had nothing to lose. If he did fall down the side of the rock, he would be able to heal himself as long as he didn’t die immediately. He had already survived an epic fall. What was one more? 
 
    That’s one way to think of it, Arik thought as he jumped as high as he could, barely managing to grab onto the ledge above. He scrambled to pull himself up and started to lose his grip, a bolt of fear racing through him, the thought of falling making his feet tingle inside his boots. 
 
    You can do this, Arik thought as he hung there for a moment, his legs flailing in the wind.  
 
    Ignoring the tingling sensation in his feet, Arik focused all the strength into his hands and fingertips, finally able to pull himself up onto the ledge.  
 
    “What did I tell you?” Meosa asked as Arik turned around and rested on his back, sucking in deep breaths for a moment. 
 
    By the time he opened his eyes again, he noticed that there were markings on the rock overhead, petroglyphs that he knew were common in the Jade Realm. Of the three realms, the Jade Realm was the only one that used a nonstandard script for their original language, also a feature of their green flag, Arik recognizing it from some of the texts he had pored through back at the Academy. Years ago, well before his time, there’d been Jadean exchange students at the Academy, and they had written notes in some of the margins. Arik had always been fascinated by the markings. 
 
    Meosa’s watery form took shape over the disciple. “I didn’t lead you all the way up here to take a nap.” 
 
    “Right.” Arik sat up and nearly threw himself backwards, which would have sent him straight over the ledge had he not caught himself in time.  
 
    “You should have warned me!” he scolded Meosa, Arik’s nerves firing all at once. 
 
    Seated before him, seemingly in a death meditation, was the skeleton of a dead hermit, his mouth stretched open, a few of his blackened teeth missing. 
 
    “This old guy? Don’t worry, you’re not going to have to strip the robes from his cold dead bones or anything,” Meosa said, not at all bothered by the seated corpse. From what Arik could tell, the hermit had died long ago, but considering the aridness of the region, it could have been much sooner than that.  
 
    Either way, he didn’t want to stick around very long. 
 
    “There are a few other hermitages not far from here, I found them while you were sleeping, but I figured this one was easiest to get to. You can thank me later, and thank me again once we reach Omoto and you’re not parading around the city in bloody robes. Let’s see…” Meosa floated forward, and once Arik didn’t join him, he turned and motioned for the disciple to follow. “Are you coming, or are you hanging with the hermit corpse over here?” 
 
    “I’m coming.” 
 
    Stepping past the dead body had an effect that Arik should have seen coming, the weight of his foot on the ground causing the hermit to tilt forward, his bones collapsing in a way that echoed through the cavern.  
 
    “Not at all creepy,” Meosa said with a shiver, “not at all creepy.” 
 
    “The sooner we get out of here, the better.” 
 
    “Agreed. Luckily…” Meosa turned into a space that acted as a room off the main entrance, motioning toward an open crate on the ground with clothing inside. “Ah, here we are. It may be a little musty, but it should do the trick. Change, and then let’s get the hell out of here. I never much liked hermits anyway.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Arik asked as he found the clothing that Meosa had scouted earlier. It was covered in dust—everything had a layer of white dust on it in the cavern and otherwise—but after he beat it out near the entrance of the cave, he found that it was clean enough, the fabric pretty much intact. 
 
    As Arik changed out of his bloodied robes, Meosa started up a diatribe detailing his dislike for hermits, which centered around the fact that they thought they could just disappear from the world, which wasn’t true; everyone and everything had a role to play. 
 
    “Including things like you?” 
 
    “Things like me?” Water started to boil at the top of Meosa’s forehead. “I’m a kami, not a thing, and certainly not a yokai, and thankfully not a human.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Arik said as he adjusted the musty robes, glad that the hermit was thin. 
 
    They weren’t exactly the right size for him, but they would do, and at least the robes were dark. The olive green color would hopefully help Arik blend in once he reached the border town, and hopefully the smell would dissipate by then as well. He ran his hand through his long black hair, realizing he could really use a bath, his hair matted and tangled. A solution presented itself as he slipped his hand in the pocket of the robes and found a leather strip that would work as a hair tie. 
 
    “And in regards to your question, yes, kami, especially gifted and talented ones like me, have a role to play. Of course we do. Why would we not? Why am I even answering that question, disciple? Although, I will say this: I don’t believe there are many of me left. Yokai? Sure. Too many, same with humans. But kami? Potentially not…” Meosa, who had been just tangible, began to sink into himself and disappear. 
 
    “Are you still there?” Arik asked as he pulled his hair into a topknot. 
 
    “I am always here, my boy, just feeling melancholic to some degree.” 
 
    Arik approached the entrance of the cave. “Do you have a better way to get down?” he asked as he peered over the ledge.  
 
    “You don’t feel like jumping? I’m kidding, you would die. Or, you would have landed and been forced to spend another day healing yourself. Did you hear what I said just a moment ago?” 
 
    “That you were sad?” Arik asked, looking back at him. “Melancholic, I believe it was.” 
 
    “Normally, when someone says something like that, the person they’re saying it to offers some sort of sympathetic reply! You acted as if I had reported back to you that it was a sunny day.” 
 
    “I didn’t know what to say to that.” 
 
    “Typical of a disciple, able to mend wounds but with little regard to invisible injuries, psychological wounds. Alas, it is useless for me to try to explain how to have empathy if you don’t already have it by now.” Meosa cleared his throat, his form becoming visible again. “As to getting down from here, do you trust me?” 
 
    Arik turned to the water spirit. “I think?” 
 
    “There’s a lot less water in the air here, but there should be enough in the air and on the ground below, especially if I can borrow a little Revivaura…” Meosa seemed to bite his lip. “Before we try anything, do you trust me?” 
 
    “You already asked me that.” 
 
    “And I’m asking again.” 
 
    “You want me to say yes, don’t you?” 
 
    “You’re catching on, disciple. So, do you?” 
 
    Arik looked from the dead hermit to the floating water spirit.  
 
    As he did so, Arik came to a realization that he would continue to arrive at over the next week, as even stranger scenarios were presented to him, situations he could never have ever imagined before he met the Jadean master illusionist who would change his life in ways he couldn’t fathom, before he risked it all for what he knew was the right thing to do even if it cost him in the end. 
 
    One thing was certain, be it in the uncertain future or in that very moment as he looked down to the rocks below—Arik truly had nothing left to lose.  
 
    “Yes, I trust you,” he told Meosa. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The feeling of floating was unlike anything Arik Dacre had experienced before, his feet tingling inside his boots, Arik naturally with his arms out wide as if that would help balance him to some degree.  
 
    He had utilized chi in its Revivaura form enough times to not be surprised by what a layperson would deem magic, but floating from the cliffside cave to the rock-hard ground below had Arik feeling as if it were the first time he had witnessed this kind of miracle, one that only magic could explain. 
 
    “You’re not as heavy as you look,” Meosa said as Arik touched down, his feet on solid ground. It was only then that he realized he’d been holding his breath the entire way down. “Not bad, huh?” 
 
    “That was… amazing!” Arik said, a fluttering sensation moving through him as he found his footing once again. He looked back up at the cave, not able to see it from his current vantage point. Amazing…  
 
    “And I can do more than that,” Meosa told him as his form took shape, the kami admiring his handiwork. “There is hardly any water around here so… Actually, yes, I’m glad I didn’t drop you. Not going to lie there, but it didn’t happen, I didn’t need a boost, and I don’t have to wait for you to heal yourself from paralysis. Lucky me.”  
 
    Arik gave him a funny look, but by this point, Meosa had already turned south.  
 
    “I know a shortcut or three; we should be in Omoto by late afternoon if you keep up. Try to keep up, will you?” 
 
    “Right,” Arik said, his feeling of elation instantly settling.  
 
    While he had just taken part in something extraordinary, mention of the border city reminded Arik that he was going there with a mission to rescue Jinmo, and as many of the other slaves as he could, even if he didn’t quite have a plan. Not only that, he would get to the bottom of why the mysterious shinobi men and women had attacked the Academy of Healing Arts, why the warlord known as Nobunaga had ordered the massacre. 
 
    And you’re going to need to find a weapon, he reminded himself. 
 
    Arik had begun his study of the healing art of Revivaura at the age of five, yet he had also studied sword combat under a visiting lecturer who, ironically, had hailed from the Crimson Realm.  
 
    Combat Master Nankai, the Crimsonian lecturer, had only been at the Academy for about two years, but he had kept himself quite accessible during that time, with wide-open office hours and morning training sessions that all could attend. Inspired by graduation ceremonies in which the disciples traditionally held a tournament with wooden weapons, Arik had attended every session he could unless he was called away to different parts of the Onyx Realm. In the end, Master Nankai was so celebrated at the Academy that they had a ceremony for him before he departed. 
 
    The thought of the guest combat instructor produced another question at the back of Arik’s mind: What does Combat Master Nankai think about the Crimson Realm’s attack? Could he have had part in planning it? 
 
    Arik refused to believe this. Master Nankai would have never agreed to anything like that, especially as his tenure at the school had been through an academic exchange program, one meant to foster understanding between the two normally incongruous realms. Maybe this was another angle he could look into once he reached the border city, finding his old instructor if possible.  
 
    Either way, Arik was going to eventually need a real weapon, not one made of hardened cryptomeria wood as he had trained with back at the Academy. 
 
    Meosa’s form all but disappeared as they continued their journey, the aqueous kami verbally instructing Arik to follow certain trails, some of which seemed treacherous at first, like the narrow ledge he was forced to skirt along over a fifteen-foot drop, or a pathway that seemed at first glance to circle back around the direction that they had come. But Meosa turned out to be right in the end. And while Arik didn’t fully trust him—it was really in his best interest not to trust anyone—he continued to relax his guard around the water spirit. 
 
    “You’ve been quiet the last couple of hours…” Meosa said at one point as they came to a stream, Arik immediately dropping to drink from it, the water cool and tasting of stone. 
 
    Rather than reply, Arik bent forward and washed his face. “I’ve been thinking,” he said as he finished up. 
 
    “About what you plan to do once you arrive in Omoto?” 
 
    Arik nodded. 
 
    “You have no money, you have no connections, you have no weapons, and you have no idea where you are. Does that sound about right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Meosa moved forward toward the stream, and as he did water began gushing around his body, his form becoming increasingly tangible. Bubbles popped all around him and muscles appeared, Meosa’s waist slimming, his legs still a spiral as if he were a genie still attached to his lamp. 
 
    “Is that your real form?” Arik asked him. 
 
    A few of the watery muscles began to deflate. “Not exactly, but it looks good, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Arik didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “Let’s just move on,” the water spirit told him, his form starting to droop, droplets of water drumming against the surface of the stream. “We aren’t far now.” 
 
    Arik walked along the banks of the stream, careful not to step on any of the mossy rocks. 
 
    “If you couldn’t figure it out based on our arid surroundings, let me be the first to tell you, disciple: water is a scarce resource in this part of the world, and much of the lower half of the Jade Realm and most of the Crimson Realm. If you find water, you will likely find pockets of civilization, yokai or human, but mostly human. Never forget that.” 
 
    Movement near the surface of the water caught his eye, small fish, Arik realizing then how hungry he was. He licked his lips, and they moved on. Hopefully, he’d be able to find something to eat in the city. 
 
    Because of the slope of the land, and how some of the mountain seemed to press right up to the stream, it was hard to gauge how far they were from Omoto, nor could Arik spot any of the telltale signs of civilization that would normally exist around a tributary as it slowly became a river. There were no fishermen, nor were there any waterside huts, nothing to indicate that humanity was nearby, as Meosa had suggested.  
 
    This changed once they reached the waterfall, Arik gasping as he spotted civilization in the distance, the pocket of humanity like an oozing wound on a landscape painted in stone and peppered with plants, civilization slowly festering outward before dying off again, a desert beyond. 
 
    “See?” Meosa said as he took shape next to the healer, the roar of the waterfall forcing him to speak louder. “I told you we weren’t far. We just needed to take a couple of shortcuts.” 
 
    Arik looked down at the water below, a sheer hundred-foot drop, feeling as if he were standing near the parapet of one of the towers back at the Academy of Healing Arts, a tingling in his stomach. 
 
    “You can float me down, right?” he asked Meosa. 
 
    “I can, but I won’t. You need to climb down.” 
 
    Arik gave him an incredulous look. “Climb down?” 
 
    “Just because I’m here doesn’t mean that I’m here to help you,” Meosa told him. “Actually, I should rephrase that because I am here to help you to some degree, but sometimes the help that you need is encouraging you to get stronger.” 
 
    “In that case…” Arik shrugged. “I guess I’ll see you down there.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, my boy!” 
 
    Showing a hint of cunning that would soon play a very important part of Arik’s journey, the disciple decided not to scale down the rock next to the falls. He took the long way around the waterfall instead, through the thicket that had formed on the slopes of either side of the water. 
 
    Pressing through the foliage, Arik continued toward the sound of the rushing water, ignoring some of the thornier bushes and careful of the slicker stones. He was nearing the exit of the thicket when his boot grazed the top of a shiny wet rock.  
 
    Arik fell, and as he hit the ground, something shot out at him. 
 
    He winced in pain as he looked down to see a foot-long snake covered in green and yellow stripes sinking its teeth into the arm he’d used to stop his fall. 
 
    The effects of the poison were instant, Arik’s breaths shortening, the venom making him instantly drowsy. He managed to reach his other hand around and grab the snake’s body, just below its head, Arik gritting his teeth as he began transferring his wound. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the snake let up, the serpent falling to the side, limp. 
 
    Arik placed the hand that he had used to wrap around the snake’s body on his wound. Even though his legs still felt wobbly, he pulled himself up and kicked the snake away, Arik healing his arm as he continued through the brush, now hunched over.  
 
    It was another few minutes before he finally tore out of the bramble, breathing heavily, the effects of the venom still racing through him. 
 
    He dropped to the ground and crawled toward the base of the waterfall, where he sat along the shoreline, legs crossed under him as he looked up at the sky, eyes clenched shut, the pain dissipating as Revivaura moved through him. The puncture wound had healed, but the venom was still in the system, enough of it that he couldn’t shake a sense of drowsiness that was interspersed with nausea. 
 
    Meosa, who floated before Arik, seemed to shrink forward to some degree, as if he were starting to second-guess the challenge he had given the healer.  
 
    “I’ll… I’ll be fine,” Arik told Meosa before he could ask. “It may take me a few minutes, maybe longer…” He looked up at the water spirit, Arik’s eyebrows narrowing to some degree as he recalled some of the trials he had gone through back at the Academy. “I’ve dealt with stronger poisons than this.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Signs of the bustling border city of Omoto became instantly apparent. Arik passed scores of men fishing along the riverbank and merchants in conical hats traveling along the road that led to the city, the path marked by small, circular rocks. The air seemed a bit different here, a hint of smoke to it interspersed with dust whipped up by beasts of burden known as wooly kayno, which was a yokai that resembled a wildebeest but stouter, and with yellow and brindle coats shaved thin.  
 
    While there was ample forest around them, it existed in a terrain bordering on a high plateau desert, the source of water the only thing keeping the foliage alive, much of the larger plants thinning out less than two miles away from the riverbanks, and especially as they reached the canyons on the opposite side of the border. It was unlike the north and its constant foliage, colder temperatures, and its sheer abundance of water. There was a harsh dryness to everything here, one that seemed to accentuate the heat in its own way, and one that Arik could already tell the people were weary of. 
 
    Arik spotted a familiar-looking face, one that caused him to stop dead in his tracks, his breath catching in his throat.  
 
    He immediately turned toward the river in an attempt to hide his face. 
 
    It… it can’t be, he thought, his reflection suddenly blurred on the surface of the water, something agitated about it. 
 
    “What is it?” Meosa asked, the water spirit now in his vapor form, not visible to the fishermen on the other side of the riverbank. 
 
    “It’s… him.” Arik glanced again to confirm. “It’s Konwa.” 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Him, the slaver.” 
 
    “You mean the fellow I chased out of the cave?” 
 
    Arik clenched his fists at his side. “He knows where they are. He knows where Jinmo is. Which way is he going?” he asked, knowing Meosa would be able to look without drawing attention to himself. 
 
    “He just slipped into the trees, heading away from the road,” Meosa said quickly. “There are small cabins and campgrounds deeper in, at least there were five hundred years ago. They are likely still there. I’ll tell you when to turn so you can follow him. If you need my help, do not be afraid to ask, disciple.” 
 
    Arik nodded, barely able to bottle the feeling of darkness blooming within him. He had seen what Konwa had done to some of the other captives; the man was a monster in every sense of the word.  
 
    Once he was in the clear, Arik turned back to the road, and stepped into the woods, this time keeping an eye out for green and yellow snakes. I have to figure out where he’s going…  
 
    Meosa was able to travel forward to some degree and still communicate with Arik, allowing him to stalk their target from a distance. Even if he knew that he wouldn’t be seen, Arik kept a low profile, cautious of his surroundings as he pressed onward, ignoring the way his heartbeat had ticked up. 
 
    You must stop him. 
 
    (You must.) 
 
    The voice echoed deep within, Arik wishing he had an actual weapon. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they came to a deeply shaded campsite, the forest floor a mixture of sand and mottled leaves not yet blown away by the wind. Arik crouched along the perimeter, watching as Konwa plopped on the ground before an extinguished fire, the long-haired slaver gazing up at the canopy above, completely relaxed.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Meosa whispered. 
 
    Arik tensed. 
 
    Something came over him at that moment as he watched Konwa relax even further and sigh, Arik recalling how the hare-lipped man had treated some of the other slaves, especially the mother of the boy who had died, his lack of pity and penchant for sadistic violence. For Konwa to be sitting there so casually just basking in the beauty of the small forest was an insult to what Arik had been through, his fallen peers and teachers, his worldview. 
 
    “Disciple?” Meosa asked, but rather than reply, Arik tore out of the foliage. 
 
    “Konwa,” he said in a low voice, startling the slaver. 
 
    “What are you doing!?” Meosa hissed so only Arik could hear. 
 
    “You… yes, I recognize you.” Konwa tilted his head slightly as he took Arik in, daring the disciple to take another step. “You really are stupid, aren’t you? You had the chance to escape, yet you have followed me here.” Konwa got to his feet and produced a dagger from his boot. 
 
    “I can help…” Meosa said suddenly. 
 
    “No,” Arik told him, his voice firm. “I will do this.” 
 
    Konwa continued sizing Arik up. “Look at you, half-starved, talking to yourself, so far away from your pathetic home. You won’t survive here, not on your own, not this close to the Crimson Realm. Your only chance for survival will be as a slave here. So…” Once again, Konwa grinned, his teeth crooked and yellow, gums black. “How about you make this easy for both of us? I don’t kill you, and you get to survive as a slave. Perhaps I’ll even take you as my personal slave considering the contract has been completed. I could always use a hand around here, and—” 
 
    “—What happened to the others?” 
 
    “The others?” Konwa asked, the look on his face telling Arik that he was a bit surprised by this question. “Some are now in the Crimson Realm, a few of the larger ones are at the stadium, the Omoto slave tournament. If you are wondering where you would have gone, it would have been straight to the Crimson Realm, perhaps Tenrikyo. You aren’t strong enough for the tournament. That one fellow whom you seemed to know, the large one, that’s where he is. Those broad shoulders from years of hard labor? Can he fight?” Konwa sneered. “That’s another question entirely. I wonder how long he’ll survive—” 
 
    Arik careened forward, tackling Konwa, and as predicted, as he had foreseen in his mind’s eye, the slaver brought his dagger down onto Arik’s back. 
 
    The sudden flash of pain caused every muscle in Arik’s body to ignite, Konwa bringing the dagger down once again, Arik’s oxygen cut short as his lung was punctured from behind. 
 
    “You really are a fool,” Konwa whispered as he twisted the dagger in, its tip just beneath Arik’s shoulder blade, Arik feeling his chest swell as his punctured lung tried to heal itself.  
 
    “I can help, disciple!” 
 
    “No…” Arik told Meosa. He swallowed the pain, practically fueled by it now as he gripped his hand around the side of Konwa’s face and neck, his thumb digging into the slaver’s throat. Konwa tried to push him away, and as he did, Arik summoned his wound transfer power. 
 
    The slaver gasped, his body going limp. “What… what are you doing?” Konwa asked, suddenly short of breath. 
 
    He attempted to dig the dagger in even further, but it was already at the hilt, Arik tensing up as he transferred more of the pain forward.  
 
    Soon, Konwa lost grip of his dagger, his hand falling to the side, the man passing out from the pain. 
 
    Arik gingerly reached one hand up and managed to grab the hilt of the dagger.  
 
    Must… 
 
    Breathe…  
 
    Arik gritted his teeth and yanked the dagger out of his back, air coming to him a few moments later as if he’d just come up from a pool of water.  
 
    He tossed it off to the side. No time to catch his breath, Arik placed both hands around Konwa’s neck, everything on the periphery of violent blur. 
 
    Konwa barely put up a fight as Arik both choked him and transferred more of the wound. The pain associated with blood vessels being burst, muscle tearing, nerves ripped to shreds, and organs punctured all streamed out of Arik’s hands and into Konwa’s throat, a watery substance appearing in the air around him, Revivaura.  
 
    As Arik strangled the man, the two wounds on his back stitched up, leaving bloodied marks on the robes he had procured from the cave. 
 
    The disciple finally let up and relaxed his grip, Konwa now on his last breath, Meosa saying something to him but Arik ignoring him for the time being. He felt savage.  
 
    He wasn’t done yet. 
 
    Recalling what he had been put through, and what he had been trained to do, Arik instinctively conjured the Revivaura around him, healing Konwa from the brink of death, enough for the man to open his eyes and take Arik in. 
 
    “You’re… you’re one of them…” Konwa said on the tail end of a whisper, tears at the corners of his eyes now, his pupils dilated. “You’re…” 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    And with that, Arik squeezed his hands even tighter around Konwa’s neck, transferring what was left of not only his wound, but what he had pulled from temporarily reviving the slaver, a form of torture if ever there was one. 
 
    Konwa expired a few seconds later, his body twitching and finally ceasing to move.  
 
    Dead.  
 
    This had a way of snapping Arik out of what he had just done, the healer scrambling away from Konwa’s lifeless body awash in shame. 
 
    “…Disciple?” Meosa asked, the world spinning. “Disciple Arik…” 
 
    “I’m…” He bowed his head deeply. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry that you had to see that. I’m so sorry…” He felt a wave of nausea move through him which he sucked down with a deep breath. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’re him…” Meosa said, his voice thin now, barely audible. “You’re him. There’s no need to be sorry, you’re…. You’re him.” 
 
    “Who?” Arik finally looked up at the aqueous kami, who floated next to him, drooping, an indecipherable look on his watery face.  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m actually saying this aloud but… you’re the War Priest. Do you know what that means? You know who the War Priest is, disciple?” 
 
    “The War Priest?” Arik asked.  
 
    “It means that I…” Meosa never finished this sentence. “You’re him, I know it. It all makes sense to me now. You’re the War Priest.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Most things in life end poorly, which is why we should probably get married.” 
 
      
 
    –Prince Tenzin of the Jade Realm upon meeting his third wife, Dawan, following the War of Gods in Year 789. Their marriage lasted for the rest of her life.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Arik Dacre kept his head down as he passed the Jade Realm flags, the seafoam-green banners with dark-green boxes in their center lining the road that led to the border city of Omoto. 
 
    He wasn’t convinced with Meosa’s claim that he was some kind of reincarnation of the War Priest, Arik not able to shake the shame he felt for what had happened to Konwa the slaver back in the forest. His actions went against his basic code of ethics, the oath he had taken, which was something Arik would have to come to grips with going forward. 
 
    But this still didn’t make him the War Priest. 
 
    The Crimson-Onyx Shroud War had desiccated the continent of Taomoni five hundred years ago, leading to a decade of reconstruction. Beginning in 1080, the war lasted five long years, Arik’s home country, the Onyx Realm, on the attack, the Crimson Realm defending itself from invasion, both using the sandwiched Jade Realm for most of the battles. 
 
    Coro Pache, the War Priest, was a Crimsonian man.  
 
    Coro didn’t start off as a healer; he began as a blade who had graduated from the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts in Mogra after transferring from an academy in the southernmost city of Jur. And like many of his peers at the time, Coro was called upon to join the cause once the Onyx Realm reached the northern border.  
 
    After a battle near the oceanside city of Katano, Coro had been captured, and subsequently imprisoned for several years in Arik’s home realm. He somehow escaped imprisonment, and secretly enrolled in one of the healing academies that had since disbanded. 
 
    Coro’s background in weaponry and Thunderaura had a way of augmenting his newfound knowledge of Revivaura, and once he returned to the battlefront in the year 1083, he took charge immediately and began a counteroffensive, the Crimson Realm pushing back, the legend of the War Priest born.  
 
    Coro Pache was instrumental in ending the war two years later, only to disappear afterwards, never to be seen again. Naturally, he became an instant celebrity in both the Jade and Crimson Realms. Only recently had the people in the Onyx Realm come to grips with Coro Pache’s legacy, the older generations considering much of it myth. Combat Master Nankai, the guest lecturer who had taught Arik how to use a sword, had spoken highly of Coro Pache, even though the lecturers at the Academy of Healing Arts frowned upon this practice. 
 
    The memory of these lectures came to Arik just about as soon as Meosa referred to him as the War Priest, an exceedingly rare title given to a person who was both the combatant and healer. But Arik wasn’t a combatant, at least not a classically trained one. And he certainly wasn’t like Coro Pache, nor did he have any plans to lead his realm in the war that was to come.  
 
    As it stood, Arik had one goal in mind, to help those who had been enslaved alongside him, most notably Jinmo, who would know what to do next. 
 
    Arik only hoped that he could find him, that he hadn’t already been taken to the Crimson Realm. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The border town of Omoto had once been demarcated from the landscape by a solid wall of sandstone. Jadean civilization had spread past the barrier, many shops using the wall’s parapet as stakes for canvas awnings that protected their wares from the relentless sun. If there were city guards, Arik didn’t see any as he approached the entrance of the city, the sheer glimpse of humanity overwhelming to some degree. 
 
    All of these people, Arik thought as dozens upon dozens of Jadeans and a handful of Crimsonians moved all around him going about their lives, oblivious to the man from the north, the disciple in disguise, the one who would come so far. 
 
    “And this, my boy, is where we part ways,” Meosa said suddenly, his watery form not visible but his presence felt, his voice seeming to exist somewhere in the back of Arik’s skull. 
 
    “Part ways?” 
 
    Arik stepped aside to allow a woman with a child to pass, both the woman and her child with scarves wrapped around their heads to reduce the power of the sun.  
 
    Arik had noticed the swell of heat as they approached the city. It felt like they were much closer to the sun in the Jade Realm than in the Onyx Realm, the air drier, the temperature blistering outside of the shade, which was why many of the men wore conical hats made of straw, the women generally covering their heads with cloth, and a few people of both sexes in odd, square-shaped hats that Arik had never seen before. 
 
    “We both have our own agendas,” Meosa said. “I need to check on something while we are here in Omoto, a private matter that I’d rather not get into at the moment. And you have your own motives as well. How about this? In three days, we will meet in the town square. It’s not very far from here, just straight ahead, you can’t miss it nor its sandstone sculptures. This will give you time to see if you can’t figure out where your people were taken, and maybe you can learn a little more about this part of the world during that time. What do you say, disciple? Care to explore on your own?” 
 
    “What will I do for food? Shelter?” 
 
    “Do what you would have done without me,” Meosa told him. “If you truly are who I think you will become, then I am fairly certain you can figure it out.” 
 
    “I’m not the War Priest,” Arik said, loudly enough that he caught the attention of a man passing by, one of the man’s eyes yellow and cloudy, the other immediately darting in Arik’s direction.  
 
    “That remains to be determined, disciple. But if you want advice, if you want to know what I would do, it would probably be best to deal with your clothing first.” 
 
    “My clothing?”  
 
    “You are wearing boots, and as you can probably see, no one wears boots around here. Also, you’re in gray robes that hermits wear, but you don’t look like a hermit, no long beard, not quite the right kind of crazy look in your eyes, too young for that matter. You understand, don’t you? And if you didn’t know, the colors you’re wearing are the colors of those who have studied at the School of Illusion, shinobi.” 
 
    “The School of Illusion no longer exists,” Arik said stubbornly. 
 
    “Yet shinobi somehow attacked and destroyed the Academy of Healing Arts. Hmmm… that seems a bit curious to me. Who told you that the School of Illusion has closed its door?” Meosa asked.  
 
    “Everyone knows…”  
 
    “You told me yourself that masked men in gray robes attacked your Academy during a ceremony, yet you say the school no longer exists. Who do you think these masked men were? Do I really have to connect the dots for you? I’m afraid they don’t make disciples like they used to.” 
 
    “The school was disbanded…” Arik said under his breath, doing his best to suppress the urge to argue with Meosa, especially with so many people around. 
 
    “Again, who told you that? Have you ever even been to the Jade Realm before a few days ago? I’ll answer that one for you. No, you haven’t. And with that in mind, what do you even know about the School of Illusion?” 
 
    Arik gritted his teeth as more feet shuffled by. “Nothing.” 
 
    “You have a lot to learn, disciple, and if someone were to tell me that the School of Illusion had disbanded, I would tell that person they were of the same intelligence as a desert gaki. It is called the School of Illusion for a reason, you know.” 
 
    “I’m aware. I understand why it would’ve existed and the chi they used.” 
 
    There was symmetry to the way that Taomoni’s interpretations of chi had worked out, the three realms—Crimson, Jade, and Onyx—each with unique systems for understanding and utilizing chi, which was the energy source that consisted of everything in their world, from plant life to even something as abstract as mental power.  
 
    It was common knowledge that the academies of healing, like the one Arik had graduated from, utilized a fluid form of this chi known as Revivaura; the combat schools utilized a fiery and static form of this chi known as Thunderaura; and the enigmatic School of Illusion, true to its name, had successfully hidden the nature of the chi it used, most people only knowing its name— Chimaura.  
 
    Revivaura, Thunderaura, and Chimaura. The three codified usages of chi. 
 
    “I will take your silence as proof that you agree with me, the school hasn’t disbanded.” 
 
    “You know…” Arik stopped himself from continuing. While he didn’t quite believe this to be the case—considering it had been his favorite healing instructor, Master Guri Yarna, who had personally told him that the school had disbanded—it made sense. After all, he had seen the men and at least one woman with their demonic masks, and he had witnessed firsthand what they had done.  
 
    “Yes? You still want to argue with me?” 
 
    “Never mind. The square, three days from now. If that’s where you want to meet me, that’s where I will be.” 
 
    “I was about to say the same to you,” Meosa told him with a huff. “Before you get into whatever it is you’re going to get into, may I make a suggestion?” 
 
    Arik nodded as a richer man traveling in a covered rickshaw came into view, a window open so he could look out at the crowd. 
 
    “Start with your boots,” Meosa told him. “Those will be worth some money around here, considering they are relatively new, from the north, and made from deerskin leather. Sell them and get some sandals, and try to not spend all the money on sandals. The traders here can be treacherous fools if you don’t know how to play them right. They will make an offer, and your first instinct should be to walk away. Then they will begin negotiating with you. Only when they turn away, do you take the price. Same goes for buying. Show some interest in something, then pretend that you don’t need it, watch the price drop until the seller loses interest. Good luck, and try not to die between now and then.” 
 
    “I will see you in three days,” Arik said as he started to turn away. 
 
    “One more thing, and this goes without saying: do not reveal your power to anyone. Whatever you do, do not show people what you are capable of, disciple, at least not in a public setting. Now, approach that man there so I can latch onto him for the time being. It’s easier traveling this way in the absence of humidity.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Once he was on his own, Arik located the square that Meosa had described, the space notable with sandstone statues of beasts of burden known as wooly kayno. Everything in Omoto seemed to be made of stone, practically no wood used in construction from what he could tell, even with the forest outside the city that had grown up along the river banks of the main water source.  
 
    The results of the city’s dedication to stonework was everywhere, from tiny rock charms being sold on tattered hand-woven mats to the physical build of many of the Jadean men with their chiseled forearms seemingly held together by thick, rope-like veins, their skin darkened by the sun, all results of their toil and the harsh conditions this close to the desert. 
 
    Arik was able to sell his boots in the square, and while he didn’t know what the exchange rate was between the Jadean sen and the Onyxian rupee, Arik did exactly as Meosa had instructed in terms of bargaining and received what he hoped was a better price. 
 
    That was, until he went to the next dealer to purchase a pair of sandals and spent nearly half of the sen he acquired for his boots on the pair. In the end, the sandals were at the very least comfortable, Arik naturally joining a crowd that was moving away from the market.  
 
    The food in Omoto seemed cheaper than he expected, Arik able to grab a skewer with meat as he walked, which he quickly ate as he continued to move in the general direction of the crowd, wondering where it would take him. 
 
    It became apparent that they were heading toward a stadium, and as he approached, Arik spotted a man on an overturned crate, followed by many more behind him, the dark-skinned Jadean taking bets, exchanging money quickly as he called out to the crowd. “Place your bets here! Today’s slave tournament will begin shortly! The odds…” 
 
    “Move!” A man shouldered past Arik and placed a bet, more people surging forward, the disciple swooped up into the frenzy of the crowd. He managed to free himself from the initial surge of people, only to encounter a man close to his age, the man’s eyes darting from person to person. 
 
    “You are in the way,” he told Arik as he continued to observe the crowd. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What does it look like I’m doing? There are fools waving money about, and I’m going to get some of it.” 
 
    “Is this really a slave tournament? I thought that only the Crimson Realm had slaves…” 
 
    The man looked to Arik if he were stupid. “You are in Omoto, a border city that is half Crimsonian, and half Jadean. What did you expect?” he asked as he moved just a bit closer to Arik, practically in his face. “Now, out of my way.” 
 
    A slave tournament? Arik thought as the realization hit him. Maybe Jinmo… 
 
    Arik quickly stepped aside and continued on, toward a stone hallway that opened up into an ancient arena.  
 
    More people pushed past him, Arik immediately remembering that he had sen on him, that there could be thieves and that it would be best to protect the money he had recently acquired by putting it in an inner pocket. He slipped his hand in the front pocket of his robes, cursing himself when he came up empty-handed. 
 
    He had already been robbed. 
 
    Arik turned, hoping to find the thief he had spoken to earlier, assuming he had been the one who had taken his money. But there were more bodies coming at him now, Arik not able to get around them.  
 
    He could smell alcohol, sweat and body odor, as humanity crescendoed to the point that it was overwhelming. Feeling more and more suffocated, Arik eventually gave into the crowd and twisted forward with them, hoping that he would eventually be led to a place where he could get his bearings.  
 
    This turned out to be, oddly enough, at the very front, where he was pressed up against the railing, a new battle just about to start in the arena below. 
 
    A large man wielding a jagged sword stood with his legs wide and his toes pointed somewhat inward, a stance Arik didn’t recognize, the man waiting for his opponent to join him. He was breathing heavily, and there was blood smeared across his face, the fighter’s furrowed brow shielding his eyes. 
 
    The crowd began to buzz with excitement as a door beneath them opened and a slave with his head shaved stumbled out. Bewildered, he quickly took a look around, to the weapons strewn about the battleground amidst dead and dying bodies, Arik recognizing them as past combatants who had lost their fights. Prying free a dagger and then a short sword from one of the fallen men, the newest combatant turned to his opponent, who still held his jagged sword.  
 
    The people around Arik began to cheer, more money exchanging hands as the fight began.  
 
    It was sickening to watch, especially knowing that the men were slaves. Yet again, Arik wished he had focused his studies on the Divine Branch of Remote Healing, especially once he saw some movement on the outer rim of the fight, in the scatter of fallen bodies. 
 
    Some of them are still alive… 
 
    He recalled what Meosa had told him, but the part of him that had spent his entire life mastering Revivaura was hard to muzzle, Arik truly wishing he could do something. 
 
    He pressed forward into the railing, concern tracing across his face as the bigger combatant, the one with the blood streaked over mouth and nose, brought his jagged sword down and cut straight into his opponent’s neck. His sword was too shoddily crafted to make it all the way through, which forced the brute to use his foot to pull it out of the man’s neck and finally send it down again, decapitating him. 
 
    The crowd roared with approval, clapping and screaming. 
 
    The man’s death had happened just about as quickly as he could blink, Arik realizing something in that moment that Combat Master Nankai had repeatedly told him, something Arik had yet to face considering all of his tournaments had been with wooden weapons—in a tournament-styled fight, one with sharp actual objects, death was not always a certainty, but it was generally quick. 
 
    While one could theoretically toy with their opponents, these were real people fighting for their very real lives, and that’s all they cared about, their lives. They also knew that they could be on the receiving end of a blow just as easily as they could be the one delivering it, mercy shown through death strikes when possible. 
 
    But what about the people on the sideline? Arik thought. Why weren’t they killed? Was Master Nankai mistaken? 
 
    A gate kicked open and two men in conical hats and cloth-covered faces quickly entered into the arena, the two steering clear of the winner as they grabbed the dead man’s body. They dragged him to the side, where they deposited his body with the others. One went back for the head and did the same, dropping it as if he were discarding a ball. 
 
    Even though all of it was chaos and cruelty, there was a sense of order to the proceedings, the lone combatant taking the position he had been in earlier, his jagged sword at the ready, a dark look on his blood-smeared face as he awaited his next opponent. 
 
    More bets exchanged hands, the crowd boiling over with anticipation over the next few minutes that followed. For a very brief moment, it seemed as if there weren’t going to be any more fights for the time being, Arik wondering if there would be a way for him to get to where they kept the slaves who were scheduled to fight, to see if he recognized anyone, to see if… 
 
    No! 
 
    The door beneath the crowd opened and a new opponent came out, an enormous scar on his back, his long hair pulled into a tight ponytail. 
 
    Arik recognized Jinmo immediately. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The crowd was too loud for Jinmo to hear Arik shouting his name as the former groundskeeper selected a discarded sword lying near the pile of bodies. He approached his opponent, his body language spelling hesitation. 
 
    Clank! 
 
    Their blades met, the sound of steel on steel ricocheting forward. Arik could tell by Jinmo’s stance that he had no formal training, that he was defending himself solely on a primitive will to live.  
 
    I have to do something… 
 
    Arik glanced around, hoping that there was a way for him to intervene in some way. The thought had already presented itself to him—jump in there and intervene—but there had to be another way to get involved. There had to. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, and feeling the crowd surge behind him as the fight below intensified, their cries growing louder, Arik continued to look for a better option. 
 
    But then Jinmo finally took a blow that he couldn’t block or parry, the strike causing him to drop his sword, an arc of blood spraying into the air, illuminated by the sun.  
 
    “No…” Arik whispered. “No…” 
 
    His brute of an opponent ran his blade straight through the former groundskeeper, and held it there for a moment, eye to eye with Jinmo as he slowly withdrew his jagged sword, bloody sweat dripping from his chin as he did so. 
 
    Jinmo fell to the ground; Arik knew it was now or never. 
 
    Gripping the railing, Arik flung himself into the arena below, where he dropped down six or seven feet. His landing wasn’t great, but he was so focused on getting to Jinmo that he hardly noticed it as he charged forward, Arik swooped in just-in-time, the disciple using his body to cover Jinmo. He expected a sudden impact; he expected the jagged blade to come down onto his back and snap his spine in two. 
 
    Instead, Jinmo’s brute of an opponent lowered his blade.  
 
    “Get to your feet,” the man said in a low, garbled voice that reached Arik’s ears even as the crowd nearly burst at the seam with hysteria. 
 
    Arik looked up to the towering combatant as he ignored the jeers, the food that people had started to throw into the arena amidst their boos and shouts. 
 
    “Get to your feet and face me. I will not tell you again.” 
 
    It must be some kind of honor thing, Arik thought, Jinmo suddenly coming alive. 
 
    “Disciple… Arik?” 
 
    “Jinmo…!” 
 
    “… I’m… Dying…” Jinmo said, his pupils wavering.  
 
    Crouched now, Arik felt the Revivaura floating all around him. He merely needed to focus on Jinmo’s injuries and begin healing him; that, or absorb his wounds outright. But doing so would reveal his power to all of the spectators as well as the man with the jagged sword, his shadow looming over him.  
 
    “Jinmo…” 
 
    “Don’t…” Jinmo said, a pained expression on his face. “Don’t do it. Why? Why did… you come here?” 
 
    Arik looked back up at the fighter standing just a few feet away from him. 
 
    This is it, he thought as he slowly pulled himself to his feet. 
 
    “Let me move him first,” Arik told the man, his voice wavering, barely audible as he gestured toward Jinmo. The towering brute offered Arik a short nod. 
 
    “Arik… no…” 
 
    “I will not abandon you,” Arik said as he tried to help Jinmo stand. But the groundskeeper wasn’t moving, completely dead weight by this point from the shock of it all. It took a moment, but Arik was eventually able to drag Jinmo over to the side, where he crouched before him once again. “Do not die on me, Jinmo. I’ll fix this. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Run… Disciple Arik… You shouldn’t be here,” Jinmo said, his eyes closed, his lips quivering. “Run. Do not try to save me… do not… reveal yourself to these… animals.” 
 
    “I can’t leave you.” 
 
    Jinmo came alive and grabbed Arik by the front of his robes. “You must live, disciple,” he said, and with that, he relaxed his grip, his head sinking forward. 
 
    Arik took a hurried look around to find that escape was seemingly impossible. In the process of dragging Jinmo to the outer edge, he had already seen that the gate leading out was closed, and that there were two men on the other side watching, anticipating what was to come. 
 
    Arik needed to make it through that gate to escape, and once he was on the other side… 
 
    It’s the only way, he thought.  
 
    After another glance he found a cloak wrapped around one of the dead bodies. Scavenging, just as he had seen others do, Arik removed the cloak and walked it closer to the gate, where he deposited it. The crowd was louder now, blood lust in their eyes, many of them cursing him, daring him to fight.  
 
    He ignored them once again as he turned back to his opponent, the man an absolute giant, easily two or three heads taller than him. Arik had never been in an actual sword fight, even if he had spent countless hours training with wooden and dull metal weapons. But nothing this real, nothing like this. This was why he didn’t immediately go for the sword that Jinmo had used earlier, which rested on the dirt in front of his opponent. Instead, he returned to the fallen bodies and found a large dagger, one with a jagged edge.  
 
    The jeers behind him began to morph into surprise as Arik rolled up one of his sleeves, the heat of the sun instantly touching his flesh. He transferred the blade to his other hand and used it to draw a deep cut down the side of his arm, avoiding any of the major veins as the crowd whipped up into a fervor at what he was doing. 
 
    It stung, but once the blade was in, Arik quickly adjusted to the feeling, a numbness moving over him as blood began to drip to his hand. 
 
    He looked down at his arm, not sure if it was enough. Even though he knew it would hurt more the second time, he drew another cut, parallel to the first one, Arik breathing heavily as he finally returned his withered gaze to his opponent. The brute seemed unfazed by his savage show, amused even, the hint of a smile shining through the blood smeared across his face.  
 
    Arik turned his blade around and brought the weapon up to the ready, ignoring the pain in his arm, the tingling in his stomach, the adrenaline, the crowd, the fact that he was in an unknown land, the fact that everyone around him was either dead or dying.  
 
    Like Jinmo, the man standing before him hadn’t trained professionally with the sword, evident in the way that he wielded his weapon and his posture. No, he had survived solely by relying on his predatory nature, his will to survive. 
 
    Arik would have to do the same. 
 
    Combat Master Nankai had spoken of this several times, how unpredictable the common fighter could be. “If the enemy thinks mountain, present the sea,” Master Nankai would say. “If the enemy thinks sea, present the mountain.” 
 
    Arik never quite grasped the meaning behind the statement, but now that he was presented with a mountain of a man, a truly unpredictable opponent, he too would need to be as unpredictable as an angry ocean wave. 
 
    Tired of waiting around for the fight to start, his opponent moved forward just about the moment that Arik brought his dagger up.  
 
    He swung his big blade with both hands, Arik jumping back and letting the man’s momentum carry him forward like an avalanche. Much faster than he appeared, his opponent swiveled around in a way that took him off balance, going with a strike that would have cleaved Arik’s head off had he been just a foot or so closer. 
 
    The man’s mistake came as he cried loudly upon bringing his sword down, signaling the direction of his strike. He missed his target, Arik hopping to the left at the very last second. 
 
    He looked up at the disciple and grunted; once he had his footing again, his brute of an opponent charged forward like a bull, snorting, kicking up dirt.  
 
    Arik sidestepped him again, and in doing so managed to drive his dagger to the side, lodging the dagger into the back of the man’s enormous bicep, where it was momentarily stuck. 
 
    His opponent threw his head back and roared, the crowd responding.  
 
    He stabbed his sword to the ground and used his free hand to withdraw the dagger, which he tossed over his shoulder.  
 
    Scooting backwards, closer to the entrance of the arena, Arik swooped down and lifted the sword that Jinmo had wielded, enough blood on his own hand now that he was forced to wipe some of it on his robes. 
 
    He took a few more steps backward, his mind jumping into overdrive as he decided on an upper stance, a common point of Combat Master Nankai’s technical curriculum. But then he remembered that he needed to be unpredictable, that his goal in this fight was to survive and subsequently escape. Not only that, his arm, where he had drawn the two cuts, was starting to hurt even more, Arik having to mentally fight his own natural healing power and hold the weapon at the same time. 
 
    Be unpredictable, Arik told himself. Be unpredictable…  
 
    His opponent reached him, and rather than bring his blade up to block the man’s strike, Arik tossed it forward, toward his opponent’s legs, which caused him to jump backward. The brute had been in the process of bringing his blade down when Arik did this, and his instinctive response to jump back to avoid the flying sword had a way of yanking his legs out from beneath him, the man flopping onto his back. 
 
    He hit the dirt with a loud thud. Arik quickly glanced back at the gate leading out, the two men on the other side transfixed on what was happening. The only way to get them to open the gate, the only way for him to get through it, was going to be through the death of his opponent. 
 
    Or at least the appearance of death… 
 
    Arik rushed over to his opponent, who was just pressing himself up. 
 
    He dropped his knee onto his chest, his hands going around his opponent’s shoulders. As soon as he did this he began transferring the wound he had given himself, amplifying where he had stabbed his opponent, the spectators and the men at the gate none the wiser with all the blood that was now smeared down Arik’s arm. To them, it looked like he was attempting to choke his opponent, the big man twitching and crying out as Arik transferred the wound. 
 
    Wound transfer wasn’t a tit-for-tat game; it didn’t mean that slash marks would suddenly appear on the man’s arm, the power originally meant for Arik to internalize the wounds of others. Pressing the pain out had a similar effect, no visual effect as it entered his opponent in a way that he must have found truly baffling, the man grinding his teeth, crying out in pain, and eventually passing out, appearing to have died. 
 
    The crowd went wild, more debris tossed into the arena. 
 
    Arik slowly got to his feet, the disciple huffing in a deep breath of air, strands of his long black hair in his face and matted with blood, sweat, and dirt. 
 
    He looked to the gate as it creaked open, and stepped aside once the two men in conical hats rushed out to drag the fallen man to the side. Springing into action, Arik grabbed the cloak he’d set out for himself and took off toward the only exit he could see at the moment. 
 
    He charged right through it, into a cavernous space below the stadium where other slaves hovered around, a few guards as well. His movement was so sudden, so unpredictable, that he had already passed several guards by the time they could react.  
 
    The cloak went over his shoulders as he moved, Arik trying to hide his features. He kept running, deeper into the underground chamber, where he took his first right and came to a dead end. Panic filled his heart as one of the guards reached him. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Arik lurched past the man and came to another chamber, where he found a pair of doors. Making a split-second decision, Arik kicked into the door on the right, only to find it looped back around to the main space, where the slaves were all being held, many of them whooping as they saw the cloaked healer appear once again. 
 
    Arik was just doubling back, where he planned to head through another door, when a small hand shot out and wrapped around his arm. He turned to see a woman, also with a cloak over her head, her eyes wide as she seemed to confirm that Arik had healed the cuts he had given himself. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said, the woman quickly leading him through the crowd of slaves, many of whom took it upon themselves to shield Arik from the guards. 
 
    “Where… where are you taking me?” Arik asked, barely able to get the words out. 
 
    “To the infirmary. You can hide there, disciple, and you can help Master Kojiro and me in the meantime.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A labyrinth of chambers followed, Arik not sure how far underground they were when they came to a final room that stunk of both incense and the dead. Arik was surprised to find that such a hidden space was drafty, vents aerating the place yet doing little to remove the stench, and certainly doing nothing to dampen the groans, the sounds of men on their last breaths. 
 
    “Call me Indra,” the nursemaid said as she pushed her hood back. Arik made out her features from the light coming from the hanging paper lamps, Indra with dark auburn hair and thick eyebrows, dimples that were made less so with the frown she must have constantly worn. She was clearly overworked. 
 
    “How did you know?” he asked her. 
 
    “That you are a disciple? I’m from the Onyx Realm just like you, from Ezochi. Although I can hardly remember the place now,” she said, showing him the scar on her wrist. “I haven’t been back in fifteen years.” 
 
    “People aren’t supposed to know…” 
 
    “It was the wound on your arm. Once I touched it, and found it healed up almost completely, I knew. I was watching from the gate when you cut yourself out there; no one can heal that quickly without the assistance of Revivaura.” 
 
    “You can’t tell anyone,” Arik said, alarm in his voice. “You can’t…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare. I’ve heard what the Crimson Realm has done in the north. Merit Ashmore will lose our realm if he doesn’t act soon,” Indra said, referring to the northern leader. “Hopefully, his son will do something, but…” She swallowed hard, her throat quivering. “They are near. Quick, onto one of the beds.” 
 
    Arik tossed his cloak aside and got onto the nearest cot, the sheets of which were still bloody from the last man who had been there.  
 
    “I’m sorry I have to do this, disciple.” Indra quickly went for a scalpel on a side table. “They can’t know it’s you.” 
 
    “Right. Do it.” 
 
    Indra quickly drew a slit across his forehead. She produced another wound on his cheek, the disciple tilting his head ever-so-slightly so the warm blood would run onto his face. It was a deep cut, and soon it had also pooled into his eye socket. 
 
    “Do not say a word,” she said hurriedly as she put the medical tool away. “No matter what happens. Remain still and quiet.” 
 
    As he had done so many times, Arik ignored the pain and how it made his face throb, the blood now trickling into his mouth as it began changing directions, gravity bringing it toward the straw-stuffed pillow beneath his head. 
 
    He kept his eyes shut as the guards that had been pursuing him earlier entered the underground infirmary. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Indra asked, clearly offended at their arrival. “These are injured men in here!” 
 
    “Quiet.”  
 
    Whap! 
 
    One of the guards slapped her aside. “Speak again, nurse, and the next time, I won’t go so easy on you.” 
 
    The guards, all in conical hats and holding blades, began rummaging through the infirmary, a few of them laughing and cursing at some of the injured men, one of them going as far as to poke a cadaver’s nearly purple foot with his sword. They came to Arik, several men gathering around him. 
 
    “Have you ever seen a face so bloodied?” one of the guards asked. “If he survives this, he’s going to wish he had died. You, nurse. Did you see anyone?” 
 
    “What… what do you mean?” Indra asked, shame in her voice. 
 
    “Did anyone come through here?” 
 
    “Just the injured and those… those you have tossed to the wolves!” she said. 
 
    “You useless—” 
 
    “—That will be enough of that,” came a crankier voice, one Arik didn’t recognize. “There is no one in this infirmary except for injured. Now go, and if I ever see or hear about any of you laying your hands on my assistant, the captain of the guard will hear from me and you will be punished accordingly. Have some respect, gentlemen, and do your jobs better. You should be able to capture an escaping slave, especially in a labyrinth like this, one you should very well know like the back of your hand. Get the hell out of my infirmary.” 
 
    “Yes, yes Master Kojiro,” one of the guards said, followed by the shuffle of their feet as they left the infirmary.  
 
    Arik waited until he heard a wooden door shut to open his eyes, a lock going into place as well. He sat up, and instantly began to summon the Revivaura around him, his power over this particular aspect of chi stitching up the two wounds on his face, the scars disappearing as well. The only thing left in the end was blood, which he wiped away once Indra came to him with a clean cloth that was slightly wet. 
 
    “Let me see you,” Arik told her, not at all concerned with the older, crankier voice he had heard. He instinctively reached his hand out to where the guard had slapped Indra and absorbed the bruise already forming across her cheek. It was a light wound, Arik barely feeling it as he healed the woman. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, the smile on her face of someone who had experienced this kind of power before, a grin tied to memory. Without a shadow of a doubt, it proved to Arik that she was indeed from the Onyx Realm. 
 
    “So you are the real deal then, is it? A disciple?” 
 
    Arik turned to the voice, surprised at what he was seeing. 
 
    It was a yokai, one known as a tanuki, which was the name given to the furry bipedal yokai that had the face of a raccoon dog. Arik had seen a few before at the Academy, friends of a few of the lecturers, but he never actually greeted one in person, nor been as close as he was now. 
 
    The tanuki, whom the guards had referred to as Master Kojiro, stood about three feet high, Arik now realizing why the bed was so low to the ground. He was in a beige robe spritzed with blood, the tanuki with a face defined by the white hairs that accompanied his whiskers, the only dark part of his fur being the two circles around his eyes which sat beneath a pair of hefty gray eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes,” Arik finally said, answering his initial question after he’d gotten over the small amount of shock from seeing the yokai. “I’m a disciple from the Academy of Healing Arts. I just graduated from the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer. My name is Arik Dacre and…” He took a deep breath. 
 
    Arik’s story wasn’t long, but it was terrible, from the slaying of his family to his teachers and peers. He left some parts out, including encountering Meosa and how he had killed Konwa, both Indra and Master Kojiro with sad, almost bitter looks on their faces by the time he finished his terrible tale. 
 
    “I’ve heard the rumors,” the tanuki said, “but I didn’t believe it to be true. It is too early to tell, and we aren’t closer to the north, so we can’t know the full truth of the matter. That said, you may be the last person on this continent with knowledge of the healing arts, of using Revivaura, especially if Nobunaga is involved, the damn warlord.” 
 
    “You aren’t using Revivaura here?” Arik asked, which he realized was a dumb question considering all the suffering around them, the moans and deep sighs. 
 
    “I’m not able to use it, and neither is she, but I shouldn’t have to tell you that. No, we rely on traditional medicines to mend bones and wounds, and while some of it can help,” Master Kojiro said, “that medicine pales in comparison to what you can do. You say that you came to Omoto following the slavers, to help as many of the slaves as you can, as well as your friend. What was his name?” 
 
    “Jinmo,” Arik said. “He’s up there; he’s why I jumped into the fight. I was hoping to…” He clenched his fists. “I was hoping to somehow save him.” 
 
    “And he is dead?” Master Kojiro asked carefully. 
 
    “No, at least not yet. He was dragged off to the side. I didn’t get a good look at his wound, but I’m sure I could heal it if I could get to him. I’m sure.” 
 
    “He will be brought here at some point. They always have us check the bodies before they send them to the academies for test cutting.” 
 
    “Test cutting?” 
 
    Master Kojiro exchanged glances with the nursemaid. “I suppose you wouldn’t be familiar with test cutting, considering you are from the Onyx Realm, quite a lofty place, I should add. The bodies that we aren’t able to mend go to the various academies across the Crimson Realm, where they are used for what is known as test cutting. If you haven’t figured out what I’m trying to say here, imagine knowing what it is like to hack and stab an actual body, rather than a soaked cryptomeria trunk or a dummy. The academies use the cadavers to train their students, their blades, as they are known. It is a gruesome practice.” 
 
    Arik shook his head. “If being enslaved and forced to fight isn’t bad enough…” 
 
    Master Kojiro shrugged as if he had heard every injustice there was and had become desensitized to it. “It is the way of this world, and I have given up hope that I will have any lasting effect on it. But that is a discussion for another day. While we have you, it would benefit both Indra and myself to see what you can do. Hopefully they will bring your friend down soon, but I’m afraid that this may happen later tonight when they sweep through the bodies, and there is little I can do in retrieving them until then.” 
 
    “But you said you know the captain of the guard…” 
 
    “That was a lie, and those men bought it.” Master Kojiro grinned at Arik, his whiskers lifting. “You will soon find that surviving in this world, especially a world so close to the Crimson Realm, often makes it necessary to stretch the truth to some degree. Or at least I have.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “One more thing before we begin: you will need to wear a mask, something over your face so the patients don’t see you when you heal them. We will, of course, hide you if more guards come, but until then, let’s keep the conversation to a minimum, shall we? Once we have our supper, we can figure out what happens next for you. That is, unless you are planning to work in this accursed infirmary for the rest of your life. No?” he asked as Arik shook his head. “I didn’t think so. Let’s try to do some good until you decide to depart.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik put his healing skills to use over the next several hours, and discovered during that time that the infirmary actually had an outward-facing office, accessible through two rooms, which allowed them to take in patients from the outside world as well, not just the enslaved combatants.  
 
    Arik had never worked so hard to heal, the disciple pushing his understanding of Revivaura to its very limit. He kept reminding himself what would happen if these men died, that their bodies would be used for test cutting, an already-dreadful existence disgraced even further as their cadavers were hacked to pieces. 
 
    His desire to be of service became his motivating factor, his mantra to continue, to push himself to the limit. 
 
    You have to help, he continually reminded himself even as he felt weaker, Arik relying on both wound transfer and his normal healing capabilities to press on.  
 
    But not every injured combatant could be healed to their fullest extent, Arik having to make difficult choices. Many were missing limbs, and since the limbs weren’t collected, they were forced to cauterize these particular wounds. Indra helped with this, Arik reducing the pain as she dealt with the torch, the smell of charred human flesh overpowering yet something he grew accustomed to, the vents above aerating the room as quickly as they could. 
 
    Internal wounds were easier to handle, most of his knowledge stemming from the Devout Branch of Regrowth and his instructors’ focus on the basics of anatomy. Repairing nerve endings and internally stitching up organs was all possible through Revivaura, but deeper, more serious wounds, or multiple organ punctures required Arik to bring the wound into himself. He tried to remain as stoic as possible when doing so, showing no signs of weakness to Indra or Master Kojiro, the disciple feeling a sense of pride in what he was able to do and the nursemaid’s constant awe at his power. 
 
    It felt good to be useful, to be appreciated. 
 
    As the tanuki had suggested, very few words were exchanged during the hours that passed, Arik now with gauze wrapped around his head to disguise his identity when his patients awoke. The healed patients weren’t immediately discharged, Indra and Master Kojiro following up all of Arik’s work with medication that sent the patient into a deep slumber. 
 
    The healing continued late into the day, Arik praying that Jinmo had survived his wounds, that he could just hold on until his body was brought to the infirmary. It angered him that a single door, and the labyrinth that followed, were the only things stopping him from immediately tending to Jinmo’s wounds. 
 
    Fate was cruel like that, Jinmo quite possibly the only person from Arik’s past that was still alive. Because of his schooling, Arik had never spent much time in the village where his family had lived, nor had he spent as much time as he would have liked with his father, mother, and sister. His entire world consisted of his teachers and his peers, as well as those who worked at the Academy of Healing Arts. With everyone dead, Arik only knew of a handful of relatives he could call upon in the north, and he hadn’t seen them since he was a child. 
 
    Focus on the task at hand, Arik reminded himself, the phrase that had constantly been an integral part of Master Guri Yarna’s lessons. Cycling Revivaura required the utmost concentration, and doing so depleted one’s own inner chi. The more concentration applied, the better the disciple would become at extending their power for longer periods of time without burning out. 
 
    One thing Arik had noticed in the infirmary was that the enslaved combatants united the continent of Taomoni in their own, tragic way. Strips of cloth had been affixed to each of their beds, their color signifying where they hailed from. Red was for the Crimson Realm, green for the Jade Realm, and black for Onyx Realm, Arik’s home. There was also yellow, used for a combatant seemingly without a home.  
 
    Red, Green, Black, and Yellow—that was all it truly boiled down to.  
 
    The final man Arik was tasked with healing had a yellow cloth tied to his bed, multiple slash marks across his chest, a puncture wound in his shoulder, broken fingers and a broken nose. Arik first scanned him for any internal injuries. To do so, he closed his eyes, a faint color appearing over the man’s body, one which grew as Arik focused on it. Arik started from the patient’s feet and worked his way up, sometimes with his hand out, other times his hands behind his back as he simply observed the man’s chi aura. 
 
    When he found chinks in the aura, he would focus his power into them, repairing it, and also noting which organ it was and its level of injury. Over the last several hours he had grown accustomed to simply announcing his discoveries out loud, Indra scribbling down any pertinent information. 
 
    Once the countryless man’s body was scanned, Arik then focused on his surface wounds, his patient breathing more deeply as the slash marks mended back together leaving traces of blood behind, the skin around the pink and purple puncture wound swirling until it settled, the crack across the bridge of his nose and fingers snapping back into place. 
 
    A frown formed on his face once he finished. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Indra asked after giving the countryless patient medicine to help him rest. 
 
    “What happens to these men when they are able to recover?” 
 
    Indra lowered her gaze to the stone floor. “Sadly, many of them are forced to return to the tournaments, and a few go to auction.” 
 
    Arik balled his fists at his side as he realized what he had just done. “By saving these men, I’ve merely prolonged their suffering.” 
 
    “I try not to think about it like that myself,” Indra said. “I try to think of it as easing their suffering, and hopefully giving them yet another chance to escape, whenever that may be. They may have children who are able to escape, or do great things in some distant future. I try to focus on that aspect of it, which is the only positive side I can come up with. I’m not so different from them.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Arik asked. 
 
    “I was once a slave just like them, but I managed to obtain my freedom, mostly due to Master Kojiro, who intervened on my behalf.” 
 
    “Is he a slave?”  
 
    They turned toward the doorway, which opened up into a narrow space that had a stove.  
 
    “No, yokai generally aren’t, but that’s mostly because they limit their interactions with humans, unless you are in Avarga.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard of Avarga,” Arik said. On the eastern coast of the Jade Realm, Avarga was a place where humans and yokai existed in harmony.  
 
    “That is where Master Kojiro is from.” 
 
    “Why does he stay here?”  
 
    A look of uncertainty appeared on Indra’s face. “I’ve asked him that many times, and he has never given me a clear answer. Some people are where they are because it is where they want to be.” 
 
    They came into the next room to find the tanuki standing in front of a stove, one that Arik noticed was much lower to the ground than he’d seen in other kitchens. A stew was boiling, the smell reaching him. He had been so focused on his task in the other room that he hadn’t realized just how hungry he was, and while the stew seemed potent now that he was closer to it, the odor of cauterized wounds had prevented its scent from reaching the other room. 
 
    “Sit, sit,” Master Kojiro said as he motioned to the ground, where there were cushions already placed on a wool carpet, bowls as well. 
 
    Soon, Arik was eating, and it was only once the stew hit his stomach that he realized just how hungry he was. As they ate, Master Kojiro offered Arik an appreciative nod. 
 
    “Many of those men would have suffered had you not been here today,” he said. 
 
    While Arik had the notion to bring up the fact that they would continue to suffer long after he’d left considering they were still slaves, he refrained from doing so. Mentioning something like this would be impolite. 
 
    “We have a few other patients, in the front room, citizens of Omoto, that could also use your help…” 
 
    “Gladly,” Arik said as he continued to shovel spoonfuls of stew into his mouth. The gauze that he used to disguise his face was now dangling from his neck as if it were a scarf. As he looked around for something to wipe his mouth, Indra suggested that he used the gauze. 
 
    “We have plenty.” 
 
    Once he did so, the tanuki and the nurse started to laugh. “I didn’t expect you to actually do that,” Master Kojiro said, baring his sharp little teeth as he smiled at Arik. “Get him something more appropriate, please, Indra.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Arik dropped the gauze and returned to his bowl of stew. “I’m… hungrier than I thought I would be.” 
 
    “I would be too after all the healing you’ve done, and that’s not to mention whatever else you got into today, before you joined the tournament.” 
 
    Arik stopped eating, recalling that he had murdered a man that morning. 
 
    Master Kojiro’s bushy eyebrows lifted off his face. “Did I say something wrong?”  
 
    “No,” Arik said quickly. “It’s just been a long day.” 
 
    “Yes, it has, made longer by the cursed sun.” Master Kojiro looked out a window that wasn’t there. “I’m more of a winter yokai, myself, which is why I stay in the infirmary as much as I can during the warm months. It is mostly underground, so it stays cool. But I digress…” The tanuki’s whiskers settled. “How long will you be joining us, disciple? I ask because we do have a place for you to stay, the summer is long and hot, and your help is greatly appreciated.” 
 
    “I am supposed to meet someone in a few days.” 
 
    “Oh? And what would be your plans from there?” 
 
    “I don’t yet know.” Arik wiped his mouth with the cloth that Indra had provided him.  
 
    “Have you thought about heading further south?” 
 
    “To the Crimson Realm? Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts?” 
 
    The dots connected in that instant, Arik recalling that this was where Combat Master Nankai, the man who taught him how to use a sword, had originated from. He hadn’t even considered going there up until this point. 
 
    Maybe I do know someone after all… 
 
    “There is a teacher there, Combat Master Altai Masamune, who hails from your country.” 
 
    “He’s a healer?” Arik asked the tanuki. 
 
    “No, nothing like you, but he is from your realm, and he may be sympathetic to your cause. Do you have a cause?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” Arik admitted.  
 
    “You’ve come all the way here to save a friend of yours who may be dead. I don’t sugarcoat anything around here, as Indra will tell you,” said the tanuki, his assistant offering a curt nod. “So you’d better have a cause, or a reason for continuing your travels. Otherwise, you might as well just stay here and help with the wounded. That is, after all, what you have dedicated your life to, and dealing with some of the wounds that we routinely handle would only augment your power. I know Omoto may seem rough on the surface, but there is beauty to be discovered here and…” Master Kojiro cleared his throat. “Lives to be saved.” 
 
    The sound of voices came to them from the infirmary, Indra quickly getting to her feet.  
 
    “You must hide,” Master Kojiro said as he motioned Arik toward the adjoining room, where the local patients stayed. “The next round of bodies has arrived. As soon as the guards are gone, you can check for your friend.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As Arik hid in a medicine cabinet, seated, his arm wrapped around his knees, he thought about what Master Kojiro had said. 
 
    Up until this point, he hadn’t really come up with the reason for continuing forward other than to save Jinmo, who very well may be alive in the other room. The situation he had found himself in a few days back had been so sudden, so dire, that he hadn’t really thought much about what lay ahead, or what he would do if he was able to save Jinmo. 
 
    Even though he had heard it several times now, Arik didn’t yet believe that he was the only healer left on the continent. It seemed impossible, especially with the priests that were part of northern leader Merit Ashmore’s personal detail. Even if the Crimsonian warlord Nobunaga wanted to conquer the Onyx Realm, he would still benefit from the usage of priests and disciples. Why kill them? Why not keep them alive to capture and heal his forces? 
 
    Arik heard voices die down in the other room, signaling that the soldiers who had delivered the bodies had departed. 
 
    “You can come out now,” Indra said after a light tap on the medicine cabinet. Arik pushed the door open, but rather than find the woman there, she had already moved on, the nurse clearly overwhelmed with the wave of newly injured. 
 
    After hiding his features with the gauze strung around his neck, Arik entered the infirmary, where he found Master Kojiro standing on a stool and applying pressure to a man’s leg, which had been severed at the knee. 
 
    “Please,” Master Kojiro said, “I can deal with the wound, but he’s lost a lot of blood…” 
 
    Arik nodded, and rather than look for Jinmo, he quickly came to the tanuki’s side. He dropped his hand and placed it on the man’s shoulder, the wounded slave wide-eyed as he looked up at Arik, who must have appeared devious in some way with his face wrapped in gauze. 
 
    “Do not be alarmed,” Arik said as he began to cycle Revivaura into the man, his fingertips feeling as if they were pressing through the surface of a body of water. This would at least calm the patient long enough for Master Kojiro and Indra to deal with his severed leg, which looked mutilated to the point that cauterizing the wound was the only option. 
 
    There was little time to count the bodies that the soldiers had dropped off, Arik noticing that there weren't enough beds for the injured slaves, the ones that were clearly dead placed near the door. 
 
    It was then, in his glance around the room, that he saw Jinmo.  
 
    No… Arik thought, immediately going to his side. He didn’t need to check Jinmo’s pulse, nor would he be able to do anything at this point, now that Jinmo had officially died. 
 
    Arik hung his head, which had a strange way of forcing him down to his knees, his eyes clenched shut as he realized that not only had he failed in saving Jinmo, but that the former groundskeeper at the Academy had been the last person alive from his previous life.  
 
    He didn’t sob, nor did he say anything as he kept his head bowed before the man’s body, a strand of his black hair falling into his face as he dipped his head even further. 
 
    Eventually, Arik felt a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    He looked up to find Indra, a distant look on her face as if the walls no longer existed, as if she were staring out over a great expanse. She didn’t tell him to get up, nor did she ask him if he needed anything. She simply introduced her presence, and this had a way of snapping Arik out of what he was feeling, his sense of total loss and futility alleviating to some degree. 
 
    He had found his reason, his cause, and while there was a side of him that was wary of the course of action he planned to take, it seemed to be the only way forward. Arik would move on soon, toward the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts, where he would seek out Combat Master Nankai, and if he wasn’t there, the Onyxian combat master named Altai Masamune, who the tanuki said would be sympathetic to his plight. 
 
    You have to do this, Arik reminded himself as he got back to his feet and went to the next available patient, one that he recognized immediately. He recalled the mountain of an opponent back in the stadium, and how he had used his wound transfer power to bring him down. 
 
    He started up the healing process, only stepping back upon recognizing the brute’s bloodsoaked face, Arik’s hands naturally coming to his own cheek to make sure that his disguise was secure. He was surprised to hear the big man speak, especially as he still hadn’t made direct eye contact with Arik. 
 
    “Why… why did you have to do that?” 
 
    Arik swallowed hard. “Do what?” 
 
    “Heal…” 
 
    “I’m sorry—”  
 
    “Who are you?” The man finally shifted his head toward Arik and blinked his eyes open. He took in a slow, steady breath as he looked the disciple over. 
 
    “Let’s sedate you so you can heal,” Indra said, suddenly appearing at the bedside. She brought a liquid to the man’s lips; he kept his eyes on Arik as he drank it. Soon, his pupils began to twitch, his eyelids lowering as he fell into a medicated slumber. 
 
    The nursemaid moved away to the next bed, where she joined Master Kojiro. The tanuki was without his stool this time, this bed lower to the ground, the man on it spasming as Master Kojiro applied an anointment to abrasions on his legs and arms.  
 
    As soon as he approached Master Kojiro’s patient he began cycling his own power, Arik realizing that he had healed more random people over the course of that afternoon than he had in any given moment in his entire life, and that pushing his power to its limit came with a strange side effect, his head aching to some degree, Arik feeling more and more lethargic as the healing session pressed on. 
 
    By the time they’d healed the latest batch, Arik could barely stand. He wasn’t the only one, Indra slouched now, the auburn-haired woman with her hand on the wall as she took deep breaths. Master Kojiro looked haggard as well, his furry face a mask, even more blood on the sleeves of his white robes. 
 
    “Another day passes, and soon another day will begin. Let’s get some rest,” he said. “Expect a fresh wave tomorrow.” 
 
    While studying the Divine Branch of Regrowth, Arik had done stints at the hospital in Dornod, and spent a summer in one of the Onyx Realm’s largest hospitals in the capital city of Ezochi. Nothing he had done then compared to this, Arik coming to understand something about his craft and power that was new to him—not only was it much harder than he thought it would be even with his academic training, but there were limits he could push Revivaura to that he had never considered before. And sadly, especially with his last discovery, it still wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    After all, he couldn’t heal everyone. 
 
    Things blurred on the periphery as Arik was led up a flight of stairs, and from there to a space no larger than a broom closet with a bed wedged between two thick stone walls. 
 
    “I’ll be right back with a fresh change of robes,” Indra told him. “Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    Arik slowly looked up at her, a revelation coming to him: while Indra was unable to heal the same way that he could, the nursemaid had seen and done more in her life than he could have possibly imagined when it came to attending to the wounded.  
 
    “Well, disciple?” she asked, making a face that indicated she’d asked another question and he’d somehow missed it in his delirium. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Is there anything else you need, Disciple Arik?” 
 
    “No, and thank you. Thanks for all you do. It’s just been…” 
 
    “An exhausting day. I understand.” 
 
    By the time Indra returned with fresh robes, Arik was asleep.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Five. 
 
      
 
      
 
    First, a disciple will begin with the Faithful Branch of Common Restoration at the age of five. After a five-year program, they will graduate and enroll in the Devout Branch of Regrowth. After another five years, they will make the choice for their final secondary school of study choosing from either the Divine Branch of Arcane Healing, the Divine Branch of Soul Healing, the Divine Branch of Remote Healing, or the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer, which they will study for three to four years. 
 
      
 
    Once they have completed three branches, the disciple will enroll in the mastery school, after which they will be ordained a priest. In the mastery school they will either choose another Divine Branch, or study the Sacred Branch of Chi Healing, the Sacred Branch of Holy Voice, or the Sacred Branch of Disease Detection and Empathetic Healing. They may also take a hybrid course of study, combining a Divine and a Sacred Branch.  
 
      
 
    Upon completion of the mastery school, a newly ordained priest may enroll in the final branch of study, the Plenary Branch of Omni Healing. Only then will they be allowed to instruct others. 
 
      
 
    –The updated paths of a Revivaura disciple, written during the Reconstruction period of 801 to 813 by Master Murya Takane in his manual Revivaura: Healing Chi. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    The two days that followed were a blur to Arik Dacre, one particular scenario sticking out in the end. It had been on the last night, Arik planning to leave the following morning to head south after meeting Meosa, when he heard Indra’s light tap on his door. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, Disciple Arik,” she said as he came to the door. “A new patient was just dropped off, and he has stab wounds that shouldn’t be too troublesome for you to mend.” 
 
    “I thought the tournament was over for the day…” 
 
    “It is; he was dropped off at our front office.” 
 
    Arik nodded. “I will be right there.” 
 
    Not only had he been seeing enslaved combatants in the infirmary, but he had also started seeing local patients in the front office, Arik working even harder than he had over the first grueling day. Even with some of the more extreme trials he had gone through in his studies of the Faithful Branch of Common Restoration and the Devout Branch of Regrowth, Arik had never pushed himself so close to his limits. 
 
    And even more surprising, he felt stronger because of it, more capable, surer of his command over Revivaura than he had been just three days ago. 
 
    Once his disguise was in place, Arik headed down the steps to the main ward, where he found Indra doing her best to deal with the injured man’s stab wounds. Paying no attention to the man’s face, Arik went right to work, the lessons he had gained from his final years of schooling coming into play as he absorbed his patient’s wounds and internalized them, where Arik would be able to heal them overnight. 
 
    As usual, this came with a sense of ennui, but it was nothing that he couldn’t handle, it was just about the time that he was finishing up that the man spoke, Arik suddenly realizing who he was with one glance at his crooked teeth. 
 
    “Do I know you…?” the slaver named Sawtooth asked. 
 
    It can’t be, Arik thought as he took a step backward, his heart stopping for a moment. Sawtooth was the slaver who had first captured Arik, and while he hadn’t been as cruel as Konwa, he was a slaver nonetheless, and he had forced Arik to walk many grueling hours, treating him as cattle during the long trek south. 
 
    Arik lowered his hands, his fingers tingling. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Indra asked, who stood nearby, wringing out bloody rags. 
 
    “Wh-what?” Sawtooth asked, squinting at Arik now. 
 
    “Here, here…” Indra went for some of the tonic that Master Kojiro made to put the patient to sleep. She brought it to Sawtooth’s lips, a confused look on his scarred face as he peered at Arik. 
 
    “Do I…?” 
 
    Soon, Sawtooth was out cold. 
 
    Arik found himself faced with the decision. He had absorbed the slaver’s wounds, and plenty of other wounds over the course of the day, enough that he would be able to kill Sawtooth in his sleep in an instant without Indra noticing. He was certain of this; and he was leaving in the morning anyway, perhaps never to see Indra or Master Kojiro again. 
 
    But Arik still felt guilt for what happened with Konwa, and he had taken an oath back when he had first been selected to join the Academy of Healing Arts. As a disciple, he had repeated the same oath every year since, and had the ceremony back at the Academy come to its natural conclusion, he would have repeated the oath yet again to signal his graduation from the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer. 
 
    Arik had said it so much that he knew the oath by heart: 
 
      
 
    I will strive to heal, regardless of the circumstances. 
 
    No matter how broken, I will repair. 
 
    These hands do not extinguish life, they prolong it. 
 
    I will remember this always. 
 
      
 
    “Is there a problem?” Indra asked him. “Are his wounds too deep to repair?” 
 
    “No,” Arik finally said as he continued the healing process, his hands once again over Sawtooth’s body, his fingers feeling as if they were pressing through the surface of a body of water. “It has just been a long day.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik decided to leave early the next morning, hoping that he wouldn’t see Sawtooth on the way out, uncertain if he had done the right thing or not. He had stuck to the oath he had taken to become a disciple, but in doing so Arik had preserved the life of a slaver, someone who would simply go back to the trade. Oddly enough, his feelings were similar to the way he’d felt in healing the slave combatants, knowing that they would simply be sent to the slaughter again. What good had he actually done for the world? Could there have been a better solution? 
 
    “Not so fast,” Arik heard Master Kojiro call to him just as he was nearing the exit. He hadn’t seen the tanuki in the corner of the main ward, the short yokai in a clean set of beige robes that would be bloodsoaked by the end of the day.  
 
    “Master Kojiro,” Arik said, bowing his head slightly. “I’m sorry to leave in this way, but it is best that I go…” 
 
    “Ah, yes. With your friend dead, I assumed that there wasn’t much left for you here in Omoto. As I’ve said several times now, you are, of course, welcome to stay. But no, something about you tells me that you are destined for bigger things, Disciple Arik,” he said, a fondness taking shape on his face. “You have really helped around here.” 
 
    Arik bit his lip, not sure if he could live up to anyone’s expectations at that moment. 
 
    “Where will it be, then? Will you head to Mogra as discussed?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arik told him. 
 
    “Right. I don’t really have much money, but what’s on the table there should be enough for you to get to the city. Ask for the Whitenor Arches. They are a local landmark, and they are located on the grounds of the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts.” 
 
    Arik looked to a small circular table to find a leather shoulder bag, a bit of Jadean sen sticking out of a pocket on the side. It had been two days ago that Arik had his first look at the currency, which was made of green paper, the denominations matching the Onyxian rupee, which was woodblock printed on a gray material. Next to the bag was a sheathed blade. He glanced between the sword and the tanuki, wondering if it were even possible for the yokai to wield a weapon that large. 
 
    “It’s not mine,” Master Kojiro said in a jovial tone. “One of the slaves I healed gave it to me as thanks. I told him I wouldn’t be able to use it, that I would never be able to wield something like that, but he insisted I have it. It is sharp, and it should do the trick for now.” 
 
    “I can’t possibly…” 
 
    “Nonsense. You helped us here, and this is the least that we can do. You should know that you always have a place here.” The tanuki’s beady eyes narrowed on Arik. “Whether you’re just passing through Omoto, or you decide you would like to stay for a bit longer, you always have a place here. Heh. Listen to me telling a disciple he has a place in an infirmary… of course you do, of course. But you know what I mean; I mean Indra and I will help you in any way we can.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have tried to leave this way,” Arik said, once again feeling shame for his failed attempt to sneak out. 
 
    “I had a feeling you would do as such, which is why I had Indra make you some extra food last night as well. It is packed in with a few spare robes and some other odds and ends you may need in the bag there. Good luck, and I hope to hear from you in a positive way sometime in the future.” 
 
    Master Kojiro motioned his paw toward the door, and lowered his head slightly, a true sign of respect. Arik bowed as well. “Thank you, Master Kojiro.” 
 
    Soon, Arik was outside the infirmary, feeling almost as if he had been freed from a dungeon due to its partially underground nature. He realized as he walked toward the town square that he hadn’t been out since the start of his time belowground, that he had been so preoccupied with healing people and subsequently recovering that he had paid little attention to his own wellness. 
 
    The air crisp and dry, the sky cobalt blue, just a few lonely clouds stretched into thin lines—it was a lot to take in, Arik having to blink a few times just to adjust to the light. He turned to take one more look at the infirmary, no indication whatsoever that the front offices served as a hospital. The sandstone of the stadium had a soft color to it, the neutral tones at odds with the blood continually spilled inside, slaves forced to kill or be killed. 
 
    A true pity. 
 
    Arik reached the fountain where he was supposed to meet Meosa, the public work absent of water for the time being. He saw that it was possible for water to be pumped in from the river outside the city, Arik tracing his eyes along grooves in the ground running through ancient cobblestone, impressed by the ingenuity.  
 
    Remembering that he had already been robbed once, Arik turned his bag around and shuffled its contents. The money went to an inner pocket, one semi-protected by the two sets of robes that Indra had packed for him. Sure enough, there was food stored in an old wooden box. He found a small bag of desert almonds as well, along with some dried root vegetables. 
 
    Arik ate the contents of the box, which consisted of a thin slab of flatbread and meat rolled up into cubes. It was decent, filling. 
 
    After his quick meal, the disciple took refuge in the shade beneath one of the statues, many of them so weathered that he could no longer make out their features. The day grew warmer as he waited for Meosa to arrive, not sure of how the aqueous kami would reach him. He assumed that Meosa would use the fountain to some degree, but since the water wasn’t running at the moment, this was no longer possible. 
 
    He waited and waited, and as he did so, Arik thought of all the training he had gone through to end up at an infirmary for slave combatants on the border between the Onyx and Crimson Realms. Like all disciples, he had begun by studying the Faithful Branch of Common Restoration. Once he graduated from this branch, at about the age of ten, he moved to the Devout Branch of Regrowth, which everyone had to take as well. It was then at the age of fifteen that Arik had been able to select what he studied next. 
 
    There had been four options available to him. The Divine Branch of Arcane Healing studied a unique aspect of Revivaura in which disciples used their powers for things like youth inducement, which Arik found vain. The Divine Branch of Soul Healing was one that he had almost sprung for, its focus on healing a person’s individual chi in a more holistic way including tapping into a person’s emotions. Then there was the branch he had wished he had studied multiple times now, the Divine Branch of Remote Healing, which would have aided him greatly up to this point. Yet Arik had chosen the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer, the only one in his class to do so. 
 
    He thought about this as he waited for Meosa, remembering how adamant Master Guri Yarna had been that Arik continue his studies. The priest had shepherded him through the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer, and he would have been his advisor once he moved to one of the sacred branches, a guiding light since extinguished.  
 
    Arik was starting to get worried that Meosa wouldn’t show when a crazed man burst onto the scene, erupting the tranquility as he ran through the square slapping the side of his own head. “The demons are speaking to me! The demons are speaking to me!” 
 
    Naturally, Arik turned to the man, his initial reaction being to perhaps offer him a little clandestine healing. As soon as he passed by Arik, Meosa announced himself. 
 
    “Whew,” the kami said, his voice just as Arik had remembered it, seeming to come from all around him before settling in his ears. “I didn’t think I was going to make it, my boy, and I’m not the sort of kami to stand someone up!” 
 
    The crazed man stopped running. He took a quick look around, grew embarrassed from his outburst, and quickly shuffled away. 
 
    “Ugh. I hate traveling like that,” Meosa said, “but sometimes, a kami has to do what a kami has to do.” 
 
    Arik put the pieces together relatively quickly. Meosa had spoken to the man the same way he spoke to Arik now, an invisible, vaporous cloud that had apparently driven the man mad, Meosa likely promising to leave if the man steered him toward the city square. 
 
    “I don’t know about the last few days for you, but the last few days for me have not been so great…” Meosa said. 
 
    “Why is that?” Arik asked him. 
 
    “Well, for one…” Meosa stopped speaking. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Actually, yes… yes. Let’s just talk about it later. What about your little sojourn? How did it go? I am assuming since your slave friend isn’t here that it went about as well as my little sojourn did.” 
 
    Arik sighed. “Not great. I sold my boots, got robbed when I followed the crowd to the stadium where they were hosting slave fights.” 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    “I saw Jinmo competing in one of the slave tournaments and tried to save him. I failed, and ended up hiding in the underground infirmary for the last three days, which has an outward-facing medical office at the front of the stadium.” 
 
    “A disciple in an infirmary. Seems like the perfect place for a person like you.” 
 
    “The people running it were nice.” 
 
    “And I suppose that’s how you got the bag and the sword?” 
 
    Arik nodded. 
 
    “Makes sense. Is there more to the story or should we get on with it?” 
 
    “There’s a little more…”  
 
    Trying not to look as if he were speaking to himself, Arik quickly caught Meosa up on what he had learned from the tanuki who ran the infirmary, that the man he had trained with known as Combat Master Nankai was at a school in Mogra, and that there was another instructor there, Master Altai Masamune, who also would be sympathetic to what happened Arik considering he hailed from his home country, the Onyx Realm. 
 
    “I like tanukis,” Meosa said after he had finished. “Trustworthy, generally pretty good yokai. Not all of them, a few have reputations as shrewd landowners on islands in the east, but most are good people. So, I take from what you told me that you want to head to Mogra, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    A hint of hesitation appeared in Meosa’s voice. “You do know what that entails, don’t you?” 
 
    “Master Kojiro gave me money to go with one of the groups on the overland trails.” 
 
    “They have overland trails now? They didn't have those five hundred years ago…” Meosa paused for a moment. “If you ask me, I think that money would be better spent on supplies and lodging once you arrive in Mogra. Why waste it on an overland trail when I know a shortcut?” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Through the Whitenor Desert?” 
 
    Meosa snorted, and as he did a gush of water struck the dusty pavement near Arik’s sandaled feet, eliciting a few stares as people wondered if Arik had either relieved himself or vomited. “Sorry, there was something in my nose, which seems to happen almost every time a human doubts the breadth of my knowledge. So anyway, yes, a shortcut. Through the desert. We’ll get there in no time, and along the way you can, I don’t know, tell me what your plan is. You do have a plan, right? We aren’t going to travel all the way to Mogra without a plan, are we?” 
 
    “I have one in the works, yes,” Arik said, remembering the revelation he had come to the other night after finding out that Jinmo had died, leaving Arik alone in an unknown world. It was time to act, to stop the Crimson Realm’s advance in any way he could, which meant he would need to improve his combat skills. 
 
    “Good, we can hash that out along the way. Mogra, Mogra, it’s been ages since I’ve even thought of the place. It will be interesting to see what has become of it. I’m hoping it looks better than Omoto,” Meosa said. “Believe me, disciple, this place has seen better days. It always looked as if someone had left it out in the sun too long, but there’s something worse about it now, a grime that it didn’t have years ago. Crossing the border into the Crimson Realm shouldn’t be much trouble, but, as I routinely find myself warning you, try not to reveal your powers. You know the drill by now.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Good, then let’s use that money to get a nice big waterskin. We should probably get something to cover your head and your face as well. The Whitenor Desert is known for its nasty sandstorms and even nastier yokai.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A crowd gathered just past the border on the Crimson Realm side of Omoto, many of them in either conical hats, or the square-shaped straw hats Arik had started to see more of. He still had some Jadean sen left after buying the rather nice waterskin and was just turning to the group planning to travel together when he felt a sensation as if his ears were filling with liquid, Meosa’s voice appearing once again. 
 
    “Doubting me yet again, are we? I told you I can get us through this cursed desert faster than the caravan, and you will save money. You know nothing about Mogra, and believe me when I tell you that once you arrive, you will want shelter. Most disciples have the decency to take the advice of their elders.” 
 
    Arik grumbled, as he reluctantly stepped away from the caravan crowd. He was starting off toward the south when a soldier in red armor that matched a braid around his conical hat called out to him, the hairs on Arik’s arms standing to attention. 
 
    “You aren’t going with the caravan?” he asked as Arik turned to him, the man with a glaive, the sharp end made of a blackened metal. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you not have the funds? If you don’t have the funds, there are things that we could use help with in running the caravan,” the soldier offered. Even though he had a chiseled face there was a kindness behind his eyes, and considering he was the first Crimsonian Arik had met, not counting the combatants in the infirmary, it was nice to see that they weren’t all monsters, not all of them bent on enslaving people and murdering academics. 
 
    “I’ll… I’ll be fine,” Arik said as he continued on. He walked at a brisk pace until he could no longer see the caravan, the barren desert stretched before him. 
 
    “Good, now that the crowd is behind us, perhaps we should pick up our pace,” Meosa suggested. 
 
    Arik paused. “You mean like run?” 
 
    “You’re a disciple. Can’t you run?” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Long enough for us to cover a good distance. Don’t worry about the heat, in fact…” The cap of the waterskin loosened and fell, still attached to the bag by a leather cord. A mist of water lifted into the air, surrounding Arik. The mist was nice and cool, an instant retreat from the sun aside from its rays, which were kept off Arik’s face through the cloak he had also purchased. 
 
    “Well? What are you waiting for? Run until you can’t any longer. You’ll soon see that there is madness to my method; you must grow stronger, and you only have a few days to do so. After all, you are the War Priest.” 
 
    Hearing the title almost took him off guard, Arik so used to his most recent role as simply a disciple, someone there to heal others. 
 
    “I’m… I’m not the War Priest.” 
 
    “Coro Pache? No, you are not that War Priest. You don’t live as long as me and still believe in reincarnation. Every individual soul is different, yokai, kami, humans such as yourself, perhaps even the more vile creatures that lurk in the dark corners of the continent. Not to mention Coro Pache was from the Crimson Realm, while you are from the Onyx Realm, and he only learned about healing later on, whereas you very well may be the last healer alive. So no, you’re not that War Priest. But you are a potential candidate for the next one, and you are heading to the combat school where he trained…” 
 
    Arik started walking briskly. He waited for a prophecy, and when one didn’t come, he finally decided to say something. “It was one time.” 
 
    “You mean the man you murdered? Yes, it was one time, the first of many, I believe, not that you’re a murderer or anything. Nothing like that. You are going to do what you have to do to survive. As I told you, my boy, I’ve been thinking a lot about you while you were slaving away—pardon my pun—in that wretched infirmary healing poor souls only to send them out again so they could once again sustain injury. You do realize that’s what you were doing, right?” 
 
    “I realize it.” 
 
    “And why aren’t you running? I told you to run! Come on, faster!” 
 
    Arik picked up his pace, and soon he was jogging, the air around him surprisingly cool. Even stranger, it hadn’t become muggy as he had expected it would. Each step forward was simply refreshing. 
 
    “As I said,” Meosa told him, “I’ve been thinking more about you, this lone lost healer trapped in a faraway land forced out of his little bubble and now, surprising even me, asking to go to one of the Crimson Realm’s most famous combat academies. The Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts is, or at least it was back in my day, the most prestigious academy in the land. They are trained to use two swords there, Coro Pache’s specialty.”  
 
    “Aware.” 
 
    “You should have asked that soldier back there about the blades that graduate from that school…” 
 
    “My combat teacher was from there, like I told you,” Arik huffed.  
 
    One of the things he had practiced through his studies of the Divine Branch of Regrowth was healing himself to increase his stamina and endurance. Up until this moment, up until Meosa had challenged him to run, Arik had forgotten about this. It came so naturally to him that the only time in recent memory where it hadn’t helped him was after his fall to the bottom of the canyon, Arik’s shock affecting his chi. It had certainly sustained him to some degree through his healing marathon in the infirmary, even if he ended each day exhausted. 
 
    It was uncanny moving through the desert at this pace, running in sandals across the hardtop soil yet not feeling the exhausting effects of the sun. Now Arik wondered how far he could actually run by simply focusing on some point in the horizon, and by doing so, cycling his own Revivaura, constantly replenishing his strained muscles and organs, fueled by the food he had eaten earlier. 
 
    That’s what will eventually stop me, Arik thought, hunger. 
 
    And sure enough, remembering this sparked a memory of Master Guri Yarna explaining some of the trials of prolonged stamina, the young disciples forced to travel long distances without rest or sleep, but that had been the extent of it. 
 
    While he hadn’t had much practice as he’d like, Arik kept his teacher in mind as he increased his pace slightly. 
 
    I’ll avenge you, Master Guri Yarna, he thought. Whatever I have to do… 
 
    “There, that’s the disciple I know! Faster! Now, where was I? Ah, yes, a different kind of War Priest, that’s what I’ve been thinking about. From what I’ve learned over the last several days, and from what you’ve told me, all of Taomoni is on the brink of war. The Onyx Realm in the north has been invaded by the Crimson Realm in the South, and somehow, the Crimson Realm was granted safe passage through the Jade Realm, which tells me that either the Jadean government allowed this, or the Crimsonians were simply aggressors, not unlike your realm used to be years ago. Not to mention these terribly twisted and conniving shinobi. Who knows what roles these dastardly illusionists play!” 
 
    Arik recalled Meosa telling him that the reason he had been banished to the cave was as punishment, but the aqueous kami had never gone into deeper detail as to how that had happened. Perhaps he would open up about it soon. 
 
    “So what I’m saying here is… are you listening, are you listening?” 
 
    “I’m running,” Arik told him, just slightly out of breath but still feeling good, strong. He’d been running now for twenty minutes or so, dipping in and out of Meosa’s monologue. 
 
    “Yes, you are running, and you should be listening as well. I can’t imagine what it would be like to meet some entity like me, and not be instantly curious about him or her. But that’s just me. I’m sentimental for the past, considering it is technically where I’m from. But I digress, as I often will over the next several hours. Disciple, listen! We have a destiny to fulfill, and you are uniquely set up to see it to its completion. Do I know what that destiny is? No, not really, but I believe I will be part of it. Should I be putting my faith in a human who likely has some psychological issues after all his friends and family were killed before his very eyes? Certainly, that is of concern. Should I be even more worried that he turns out to also be able to kill people relatively easily without much remorse? Yes…” 
 
    “I have remorse for that,” Arik told him. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “He… not only did Konwa try to kill me, but I witnessed some of the things he did to the other slaves.” 
 
    “And you believe he deserved to die?” 
 
    Arik found himself nodding. He was aware that this wasn’t how justice was supposed to work, not in a semi-civilized realm, but it was how it often played out. 
 
    “Judge, jury, and executioner? See, disciple? You are most definitely the new War Priest. And the sooner you learn to embrace it, the better chance you have of living long enough to do what it is you plan to do. And because we are heading south, rather than north, or deeper into the Jade Realm, I am going to assume that you have decided that the path of revenge is what best describes what you plan to do next. Am I wrong?” 
 
    Arik hated to admit it, but he wasn’t one to lie. “No.” 
 
    “Then don’t be ashamed of this, embrace it. Not to sound evil or anything. That’s definitely not my intention here; Nobunaga and the shinobi that attacked your Academy have it coming. Keep running until it feels like your legs will fall off at the knees! With what you plan to do, you’re going to need to be not only the best healer in Taomoni, but you’ll also need to be a remarkable fighter.” 
 
    “I can handle myself in a fight,” Arik grunted, especially if I use my wound transfer ability, he thought to himself. 
 
    Meosa laughed long and hard, his voice loud in Arik’s ears. “Says almost anyone who has won a few battles and spent most of their life fighting with wooden weapons. Does that describe you?” 
 
    Arik wanted to curse at the kami, but he didn’t. 
 
    “I know how disciples are trained, my boy, do not forget that. But, at least you have some weapon skills, at least you were trained by a professional, and perhaps you will learn more at the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts. That remains to be seen. It is going to be rather odd, don’t you think?” 
 
    “What will be odd?” Arik asked as he started up an incline, rocks falling around them once he reached the top. He paused for a moment, hands on his hips as he took a deep breath in. 
 
    “You’re just going to show up at the Academy and expect them to enroll you? If anything, you would have to be part of their mastery school considering your age.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know what I expect yet; I just need to get there,” Arik said, trying not to be intimidated by the expansiveness of the desert, and how it was cast before him as far as the eye could see, the remnants of volcanic rock twisting up into spires at some points, the only shade provided by side canyons in the distance and clusters of prickly yellow cacti taller than the disciple. 
 
    It made him thirsty just looking at it, but, as Meosa had promised, he felt no thirst. Silencing the fear of the unknown, Arik took a deep breath in and started running again. 
 
    He couldn’t give up now. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was hours later, when the sun had officially set and the desert started to cool, that Arik grew concerned. 
 
    “We didn’t get supplies for a fire,” he said as he began to slow down. He hadn’t run the entire time, but he had done several thirty to forty-minute stints, and while he wasn’t completely exhausted, he was definitely ready to call it a night. 
 
    “You can’t really blame me, can you? Fire and I aren’t exactly friends.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to stay warm tonight?” Arik asked. 
 
    “Maybe that’s something you should have thought of before deciding to cross the desert by yourself.” 
 
    “It was your idea,” Arik said, growing annoyed with Meosa. 
 
    “You’re right, and I’m certain the caravan would have plenty of fire and good food for everyone. In fact, I’m sure of this. We may have made a mistake going about this on our own…” Meosa began to laugh. “Relax, my boy, we will survive this together. You have extra robes, do you not?” 
 
    “I do…” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. You’re lucky it’s not winter; it gets much colder here during the winter.” 
 
    Rather than say something about Meosa pointing out the obvious, Arik began to scan the side of a canyon wall, using what light was left to find shelter. He located a hollow of sorts, protected by the rocky overhang, the hollow deep enough for him to crawl into. Once he reached it, Arik used his sword to make a little bit of noise, just to be sure that there wasn’t something living in the space. 
 
    “I could have checked for you,” Meosa said. 
 
    “Nothing here but…” Arik swept away dry clumps of dung, not quite certain of what animal it had come from. It tumbled down the side of the canyon, all of five feet before hitting the ground. 
 
    “Ah, good. Now that you’ve cleared the crap out, I suppose this is as good a place as any to rest for the night. As you know, I don’t really sleep, so I will keep an eye out to make sure nothing bothers us. Just be sure to leave the cap off the waterskin.” 
 
    “Will do.”  
 
    Arik took a few items out of his bag, including the spare robes and some of the desert almonds that Indra had given him. He ate the nuts, and as he did so he thought about the best way for him to keep warm. He settled on sandwiching himself between the two sets of robes, one of them higher up so he could rest his head on it, his hood keeping his ears warm. 
 
    He got comfortable, not quite certain of where Meosa was at the moment but figuring that the aqueous kami was hovering near the waterskin. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Arik asked aloud after he’d settled. “Back in Omoto. I’ve been wondering about that.” 
 
    “Where did I go? I… I hopped around from shoulder to shoulder in search of…” Meosa grew quiet. “You know, it really doesn’t matter now that we’re here in the desert resting under the stars. I don’t know if anyone from my time is still alive, and if they are, they’re probably just about as surly as I can be at times. So maybe I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want to know if…” Meosa sighed. “You should get some rest, disciple. Just about two more days left of this desert and we will be in Mogra, where the real challenge begins.” 
 
    “There’s always a challenge.” 
 
    Arik had meant this to be a throwaway statement, but after it left his lips it seemed to linger, the words becoming a mantra of sorts in his head as he drifted off to sleep.  
 
    There’s always a challenge… 
 
    (Embrace it.) 
 
    He had nightmares that night, everyone around him being slaughtered by the masked warriors, the shinobi, Arik falling into the canyon below, captured by swirling entities that looked like demonically morphed versions of Sawtooth and the other slavers. 
 
    It was cold, but the temperature had a way of pushing him into a deeper sleep once the nightmares faded away. He awoke the next morning feeling surprisingly well-rested until Meosa’s hurried words reached him. 
 
    “Get your sword, disciple,” he said in a low voice, “we have gaki.” 
 
    “Gaki?” Arik sat up and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. 
 
    “Gakido?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “So if you don’t know them by that name, you aren’t going to know them by their shortened name. Gaki are a type of tormented yokai that look vaguely human, if humans were all the size of five-year-olds with distended bellies and skinny little arms. Claws too. They are below us now, and they know we are here. They shouldn’t be difficult to kill, but they do have a habit of ganging up on their target. Do not show them mercy or think of them as human.” 
 
    Arik got to his feet, and as he did he reached for the sword that the tanuki had given him. 
 
    “What are you doing? Pack up your things, first. Unless you want to come back up here to get them after. They aren’t going to come up here; they’re incredibly stupid creatures,” Meosa told him as the morning light continued to illuminate the inside of the hollow. “The gaki’s buffoonery is legendary. You have time to watch them, to track them and understand their movements. Eat something as well.” 
 
    “You made it seem like I needed to rush.” 
 
    “Did I? In that case, I guess this is all my fault. Is it my fault, then? Is that what you’re trying to tell me rather than getting ready to deal with these wretched little monsters and doing as I suggest?” 
 
    Arik knew better than to start up an argument with Meosa, at least this early in the day. He was sure by the end of it they would be bickering to some degree, yet he was also starting to see that this was simply a side of Meosa’s personality, that he didn’t mean anything by it. 
 
    Still keeping low just in case Meosa was wrong about the gaki, Arik crept over to the edge and looked down to count seven of the little monsters. They were all looking up at him, snarling and snapping their teeth. The gaki had gray skin covered in scabs and leathery patches, Arik assuming the darker ones were older, the lighter yokai the younger of the group. They were blocking the way down from the rocky hollow he’d spent the night in, clearly looking for their next meal. 
 
    “And if we just wait for them to leave?” Arik asked Meosa as he continued to observe them. 
 
    “Won’t work. Once they lock onto your scent, those things will follow you to hell and back. Like I said, they are stupid, and there isn’t much to eat out here that is easy to catch.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m easy to catch?” 
 
    “Ha! Compared to a lizard or snake, yes. Pack your things, and be sure to keep the waterskin over your shoulder, the cap off. I’ll assist you when I can.” 
 
    “I can do it,” Arik said, a hint of his true personality making itself known.  
 
    He’d been known back at the Academy for his competitive nature, which oftentimes took on a sense of stubbornness to win, to succeed. It was why he had chosen the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer, Arik wanting to set himself apart from the others, even though he had to work twice as hard as his peers in the end considering it was often a subject people saved for the mastery school. 
 
    He didn’t eat, as Meosa had suggested, and instead packed up his robes and his bag, Arik looking down once again at the crazy-eyed gaki as they continued to gather at the base of the canyon wall. 
 
    “How are we going to get down without them overwhelming me?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, disciple, I have a plan for that…” 
 
    “Another thing I’ve been wondering: what happens if you get stuck out here?” Arik asked the aqueous kami. “If I die, and you are stuck out here in the waterskin, what happens?” 
 
    “Hopefully, someone comes along, or…” Meosa hesitated. “It’s not really good for either of us; I don’t think I’d be able to control one of the yokai in the same way I can humans by simply pretending to be a voice in their head. Maybe I could exist on the gaki until I’m able to transfer to another creature in the vicinity, but it is pretty quiet out here, and the odds of me having to exist with these despicable creatures until some idiot tries to cross the desert alone is high.” 
 
    “Idiot? You’re the one that told me to do this.” 
 
    “Agreed, so who’s the idiot then? Don’t answer that question. We’re in this together!” 
 
    “If you say so,” Arik told him as he continued to watch the gaki. 
 
    “Enough talk. Point the nozzle of your waterskin at them. I’ll take care of the rest, giving you a chance to hop down without putting yourself in harm’s way. It’s good for you to practice with a real sword, so I won’t help you out in that regard, unless you are in trouble. How does that sound?” 
 
    Arik offered him a short nod. “Works for me.” 
 
    The disciple pointed the tip of the waterskin toward the gaki, and as he did, the water burst out, hitting the creatures and sending them flying backwards. Interestingly, the waterskin never depleted, Meosa cycling the water back and forth in a similar way to how Arik utilized Revivaura. 
 
    “Ha! Watch the little bastards crumble under the force of my power. Go, disciple, go!” 
 
    He swiftly moved down to the first ledge, and from there to the next as he kept the waterskin pointed at the gaki. Arik reached the ground below, where he quickly withdrew his sword, the yokai growling and hissing at Meosa’s watery blasts.  
 
    Arik brought the sword down just as one of the gaki broke through the stream of water and dove for him, the disciple hacking at the creature just above its collarbone. He followed up with a horizontal cut that killed the yokai, the deranged creature letting out a final, bloodcurdling yelp. 
 
    “Yeearraaaghhhh!” 
 
    Another gaki screamed as it tried to come at him from the side, Arik initiating a strike before his opponent could reach him. His sword easily pressed through the yokai’s body, Arik using his sandaled foot to pry his blade free from the gaki just as another leaped for him, a dash of airborne blood following the tip of the sword as he swiveled to address his new opponent.  
 
    The next gaki would have reached Arik too had it not been for Meosa, who blasted the leaping yokai with a face full of water. “Take that, you hideous little desert gimp!” Meosa shouted. 
 
    Arik’s next strike managed to kill two of them, the disciple using his full body weight to sweep his sword in front of him. He had learned briefly about fighting multiple enemies, and knew that the best strategy in dealing with them was to herd them into one place so he could take them one at a time. But that was impossible in such a wide open area, Arik forced to take risky swings, secretly hoping that it would invoke fear to some degree. 
 
    But it never did; the three gaki surged toward him with hate in their demented eyes, one of them finally reaching Arik’s arm and sinking its claws in deep enough to shred blood vessels and scrape bone. The sting was sudden, as was Arik’s anger as he tossed the gaki off and advanced on the creature, quickly driving his blade through its chest. 
 
    Once again, Meosa saved Arik from being overwhelmed by the final two, especially as they both jumped at Arik at the same time. The two gaki were shot backward, straight into the burnt orange canyon wall. 
 
    “Finish them, disciple!” 
 
    Ignoring the swelling sensation in his arm, Arik drove his blade into the chest of the first gaki and quickly did the same to the second. He stepped away from them, listening as they garbled on their last breaths.  
 
    “Heal yourself,” Meosa said, a hint of panic in his voice, “and rip off any part of your sleeve that has blood on it. They will be able to smell it.” 
 
    Ignoring his throbbing arm, Arik looked down at his sword, just as a swirl of water flashed around it, the blade suddenly clean. 
 
    “Hurry, my boy,” Meosa told him. “And never forget this: where there are a few gaki, there are usually others. Sort of like thieves, and definitely like humans.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik tried not to doubt where Meosa was leading him as he continued with the kami’s often bewildering directions. It seemed as if they were pressing further into the middle of nowhere, the sun high in the sky above, the landscape barren desolate, cast in hues of cream and brushed by ochre dust. The rust-colored slot canyons and mesas were ripe with iron, but impossible to mine considering just how far out they were, the wind chiseling at many of the formations as if it were a sculptor’s apprentice. This created natural arches, magnificent windows in stone which provided concentrated spotlights of sun, a fragile, unimaginable landscape. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time that Arik thought that he could die out here, that no one would discover his body for hundreds if not thousands of years. With absolutely no signs of civilization, and no sense in which way he would turn to reach the nearest town or village without Meosa’s guidance, Arik began to begrudgingly appreciate what the Crimsonians had gone through to colonize and bring order to their country. How these pockets of civilization had popped up and propagated was beyond him, Arik’s study of history limited due to the overwhelming nature of his chosen profession. 
 
    Becoming a disciple hadn’t been something he had chosen for himself, but he had been young enough to not let this bother him. As everyone in the Onyx Realm did at the age of five, Arik had been tested by a group of disciples led by an older priest whom he could barely remember now. Everyone in the Onyx Realm that wasn’t a healer had the mark, a scar on either their wrist or ankle, which was what Indra had shown him when the nurse first met Arik, proof of where she was from. 
 
    Upon receiving the test wound, five-year-old Arik had placed his hand over it, and when he brought his hand away, the wound was partially healed up. He passed the test without even knowing it, but he suspected now that his parents had known earlier, as many did. After all, someone with a natural healing ability exhibited signs before the age of five, through the various falls that toddlers took and the illnesses that could affect them.  
 
    Yet now, as Arik looked out at the vast expanse of increasingly white rock interspersed with pale red stone, he wished he had spent a bit more time not only studying history, but also geology. A mirage of sorts took shape, Arik squinting for a moment, wondering if it was real, if there truly was an oasis just about a mile off. He turned to it, Meosa’s voice coming to him just as he changed his trajectory. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “There, water…” 
 
    “There is no water here, my boy, unless you’re talking about the water we are carrying with us.” 
 
    “Shade,” Arik said. “Trees…” 
 
    “Nothing like that exists out here. It is an illusion, disciple. Continue straight, and try to focus. Do not let the desert trick you.” 
 
    “No,” Arik said, now certain that there were palm trees, and a pool of sparkling blue water the same color as the sky. “I see it.” 
 
    “You are uniquely stubborn and growing increasingly delusional from the day’s travel. Continue straight, toward that rock that looks like a giant’s finger. We will find shade under the rock. You should eat as well.” 
 
    “But…” Arik saw a large fish jump out of the water, its scaled body glinting in the sun, creating a rainbow-like effect. Rather than admit that it was indeed an illusion, he corrected his direction and moved on. 
 
    From a distance, the rock that Meosa had pointed out didn’t look so large. It was an oddity, sure, especially considering the flat, hardtop soil that surrounded it. But as they grew closer Arik realized just how tall the stone was, the rock formation looming over the landscape like a cathedral. Arik couldn’t tell how high it was, but it was certainly taller than any building he had ever seen, and the empty space around it made it seem that much larger. 
 
    Arik reached the rock, and once he did, he took a seat in the shade that it provided, the temperature dropping to some degree. He removed his bag and rummaged around it for some of the food that Indra had given him. His supplies were dwindling, but if they were indeed closer to Mogra, it wouldn’t be that much longer until he could have real food again.  
 
    “Drink,” Meosa instructed him. “You will never run out of water with me around.” 
 
    Arik had come to understand that Meosa’s presence amplified the water source, the aqueous kami both thriving off it and able to control it to an insane degree. The waterskin had yet to deplete, even though Arik had continued to drink from it over the day.  
 
    What time is it? he thought as he looked up at the sky, but he didn’t know much about the position of the sun, nor how long the days lasted this far south.  
 
    After a short rest in the shade, Arik took off jogging again, reluctant at first, but eventually finding a steady pace. This was his choice, after all. 
 
    “I know this may seem strange now,” Meosa said once Arik had been running for a while, “but back in my time, it was common for people to cross this way with the help of a kami such as myself. Of course, we are a higher being than a mere human, so we generally offered our aid in exchange for something. Like what, you ask?” 
 
    Arik didn’t respond. 
 
    “Money was no use to us then and wouldn’t be now, but there are other favors we were able to obtain having a human in our proverbial pockets. Well, not many things, but some things. And humans are social creatures which benefit us to some degree. Sure, I could just do what I did back in Omoto and convince someone that I am a voice in their head, and I’m not saying that I haven’t done something of that sort before, but long-term schemes require—” 
 
    “—What’s that?” Arik asked as he noticed something in the distance. He blinked a few times, not certain of what he was witnessing.  
 
    From his perspective, it seemed as if two figures were fighting, their moves exaggerated and fast, much quicker than any battle Arik had ever been part of or witnessed. 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t get involved…” Meosa said. 
 
    “So it’s real? What I’m seeing is real?” 
 
    “Unless I am now suffering from desert hallucinations, yes, it’s real. If you head toward the left now, we may be able to use the coverage of that rock there to prevent them from seeing us. One will eventually win, and who knows if they will come after us next.” 
 
    Arik considered his options, and naturally found himself turning toward the fight. 
 
    “Why did I know that you were going to do this?” Meosa moaned as they started off again. Once they got a little closer, he spoke again. “This isn’t a normal fight. Listen to me, disciple, you need to turn back now… You need to…” 
 
    One of the figures was struck hard enough that they were sent backward at least thirty feet, where they hit the ground and rolled. 
 
    “I… I have to do something.”  
 
    A slight wind had started up, adding a bit of white dust to the air and obscuring the two figures in the distance. Once again, Arik squinted, this time placing his hand over his brow, hoping it would help to some degree. 
 
    It was time to act. 
 
    Ignoring Meosa, Arik bolted toward the battle, where he skidded to a halt just as the combatant still standing turned to him. The dust settled, Arik now face to face with a humanoid creature with dark-purple skin, spiked hair and sharp teeth, fierce glowing eyes, his chest covered by an ornate armor over yellow, red, and white robes. 
 
    “This is bad,” Meosa said, his voice cutting through to Arik’s psyche. “That’s no human, and it’s no yokai either. It’s called a yasha, a type of demonic kami. I told you we should not have come here!” 
 
    A demonic kami? Arik placed his hand on his sword, his throat constricting. A wheel of fire took shape behind the demonic kami’s back, his spiked hair now with a golden glow to it, the being unlike anything Arik had ever seen before. 
 
    Arik withdrew his sword, and prepared his stance, even though his arms were a bit shaky. “You’re going to help me with this one, right?” 
 
    “You should have listened to me, you really should have listened to me,” Meosa scolded him. “Yes, fine, I will help you. Of course I will. What else do I have to do, right? Ugh. Just fight him as normal, and do not be alarmed in what I do next, my boy. Trust yourself, and trust me. And make sure you don’t let him puncture my waterskin!” 
 
    “Got it.” Arik dropped his bag to the ground and turned so the waterskin was facing away from the demonic kami.  
 
    The entity known as a yasha approached, his stance loose, a wicked grin on his face. Arik tried to match his posture as best he could, recalling the lesson that Combat Master Nankai had drilled into him, and how important it was to seem bigger than one’s opponent, more confident. 
 
    With this in mind Arik relaxed his expression and lowered his shoulders, both hands on the grip of his blade, steady breaths doing little to calm his nerves. He dipped his head to some degree, allowing the shadow of his hood to obscure his face as he noticed something come over him. 
 
    The sound of rushing water meeting his ears.  
 
    Arik looked down at his arms to see that they were encased in an aqueous armor, his movements feeling as if he were wading through a body of water.  
 
    Suddenly the aggressor, Arik kicked up his pace and rushed toward the demonic kami, his first swipe amplified by a wave of water which struck his opponent in the chest, causing the circle of flame on his back to sizzle. A sneer on his mangled face, the demonic kami slashed his blade forward as well, an arc of fire following its tip, which Arik somehow managed to block, more sizzling all around him. 
 
    “Don’t resist, disciple!” Meosa said. “Just let me take complete control.” 
 
    Arik loosened up even further, and found in doing so that he was now moving faster than he had ever moved in his life. His next strike landed, the demonic kami spinning, wincing as Arik landed his blow. 
 
    He tried to respond with fire, but Arik was much faster, his water-fueled blade cutting his opponent’s weapon away, his blade going right through the yasha’s arm, black blood spritzing to the hard white soil. 
 
    The fighting style Meosa exhibited was completely unorthodox, unlike anything Arik had experienced before. There was no rhyme or reason to it, no agreed-upon method. It was simply a fighting style meant to win, and it was then that he understood one of Combat Master Nankai’s final lessons called Contesting Height. Contesting Height was all about infiltrating an enemy space without shrinking one’s body in the slightest, completely overpowering the enemy even if it meant putting one’s own skin at risk. 
 
    This was the difference between the way Meosa fought when taking over Arik’s body, and the way he had been taught. Whereas Arik focused on stances and keeping grounded, Meosa sought to truly overwhelm his opponent, creating a synergy between them as their powers worked together. 
 
    The fighting was a blur in the end, but the demonic kami known as a yasha was now dead, his head and arm severed, his sword now extinguished, the sand around his fallen body melted to some degree.  
 
    One moment they were facing off, and the next the yasha had been decapitated by Meosa using Arik’s body as his vessel. 
 
    “I must say,” Meosa told him as he began to relinquish control over his body, “that felt bloody marvelous. It has been—well, you know—a long time since I’ve been able to fight in that way, in control of an actual body. I was amazing!” 
 
    “That was…” Arik exhaled audibly. He looked down at his arm, at the sleeve he had cut earlier to remove the scent of blood. He was back in control, and as soon as he realized this, he turned to the other combatant, the one that the demonic kami had been fighting before Arik and Meosa arrived on the scene. 
 
    He took a step toward the person as the dust picked up, Arik suddenly feeling weak, his knees shaking. 
 
    “You’re going to need to take it easy,” Meosa told him. “To do what I just did I had to severely deplete your natural reserves of Revivaura. It was the only way to truly control your movements. I could go into more detail if you’d like, but just be lucky that you are training the way that you are trained; I can’t do that as fluidly with someone from one of the other schools, someone who has solely studied Chimaura or Thunderaura.” 
 
    “Right, the other schools…” Arik said as he felt a headache coming on, still shocked at what had just happened. He closed his eyes and rubbed his hand on his temple. Yet he couldn’t deny the feeling inside him, Arik’s duty to see to the person that had been attacked by the yasha.  
 
    Perhaps they were still alive. 
 
    Arik approached the figure, only then realizing as the dust settled that it was a woman.  
 
    “Be careful,” Meosa warned him. “Only someone crazy would try to cross the desert alone, without the safety of a caravan.” 
 
    “That is exactly what you told me to do…” 
 
    “Yes, and you have me to guide you. Who is guiding her? Why would she be out here all alone? Are you sure about this, disciple?” 
 
    Arik reached his hand out toward the woman to turn her toward him. “As sure as I’m going to be.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The woman’s mask startled Arik, the disciple not at all anticipating that her face would be covered with the visage of a kitsune, fox-like features and a longer snout, the mask white with red accents along the eyes, and only covering the top portion of her face. 
 
    “Ummm…” Arik observed her body for a moment, noticing that the demonic kami hadn’t actually drawn blood. Still, the woman had been tossed at least twenty feet during the fight, which meant that there was potential for an internal injury. 
 
    Even though he was feeling taxed himself after Meosa had used some of his power to combat the yasha, Arik still had enough power left to do some good. He closed his eyes and lowered his hand toward the woman, where he began sensing for wounds. As he did so, he noticed her chi had taken shape on the inside of his eyelids, Arik scanning her aura for kinks. He didn’t find any large enough to indicate an internal injury, which told him that she had simply been knocked out. 
 
    With this in mind, he cycled a bit of her chi into him, absorbing what little injuries she sustained. 
 
    She came awake in a flurry, and as she did, the woman quickly withdrew a dagger affixed to her boot and shoved Arik on his back, the blade suddenly pressed against his throat, the female wild-eyed beneath her kitsune mask. 
 
    Arik didn’t have a chance to reply. The woman was shot off of his body and landed on her back with an umph, the wind clearly knocked out of her. 
 
    “Withdraw your sword,” Meosa told Arik quietly, “do not alert her to my presence; she’ll hopefully think you kicked her. We haven’t really been over this, but you seem to have picked up on it. Regardless, do not alert others to my presence unless I tell you otherwise. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arik said as he went for his weapon. 
 
    “Talking to yourself is a way to draw attention. Answer me in more subtle ways when we are in a situation like this,” Meosa told him quickly. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Better. Prepare yourself.” 
 
    Arik kept his sword at the ready as he took a step closer to the woman. She too had a sword, but it had been knocked out of her hand earlier, the woman miraculously hanging onto her dagger through Meosa’s sudden attack. 
 
    She slipped to her feet, her movements unlike anything Arik had seen in an opponent before, a feline aspect to it. She crouched, her dagger upside down and gripped tightly in her left hand, the woman ignoring strands of her dark-brown hair whipping against her mask as a wind picked up and settled. 
 
    “You were fighting with a demonic kami known as a…” 
 
    “Yasha,” Meosa whispered to Arik. 
 
    “…Known as a yasha. I was walking nearby and came to your aid. Look.” Not taking his eyes off his potential opponent, Arik tilted his chin toward the dead kami, whose head was several feet away, a halo of black blood surrounding its body. 
 
    Arik couldn’t quite make out the woman’s facial expression because of the mask, but he could tell that she was now second-guessing attacking him based on what she assumed had been his successful kill. 
 
    “Why are you out here?” he asked once she didn’t respond. “Did you come from Mogra?” 
 
    “She seems feral,” Meosa commented. “It may be best if we continue on our way. If she tries to sneak up on you or anything, I will make sure to drown her.” 
 
    “You can do that?” he asked under his breath. 
 
    “There is a lot that I can do that you have yet to consider, my boy. Drowning someone even though there isn’t an ample amount of water nearby is one of my specialties. I suppose I could have tried it on the yasha back there, but I was feeling like stretching my limbs for once, or your limbs, I should say. It has been so long since I was in a proper fight. We have to do that again sometime.” 
 
    “I’m going to put my sword away,” Arik said cautiously. 
 
    “She’s definitely thinking that you’re talking to yourself by now. Most definitely.” 
 
    “I’m going to put my sword away,” Arik told the woman in a steady voice. “I don’t want to fight you.” 
 
    She remained crouched as Arik sheathed his blade, much to Meosa’s chagrin. 
 
    “Well, I guess if she does try anything, I will just handle her myself. But you really shouldn’t be putting your weapon away around someone like that!” 
 
    Arik showed the woman his hands. “I mean no harm. Can you… talk?” 
 
    The woman stood, quickly enough that it raised the hairs on the back of Arik’s neck as he assumed she would spring at him. Instead, she relaxed her dagger, although she continued to keep it at her side. 
 
    “Are you thirsty?” Arik asked. As far as he could tell, the kitsune-masked woman didn’t have a bag or anything to help her get across the desert. 
 
    Rather than reply she turned in the direction of the dead yasha.  
 
    Once she reached the fallen body, she began cutting strips of his clothing, which she bundled up and slipped into a hidden opening at the back of the light robes she was wearing. 
 
    “You know…” Meosa started to say. “No, forget it. We shouldn’t assume.” 
 
    “Assume what?” Arik asked. 
 
    “Let’s just see what she does.” 
 
    The woman dropped before the body again and sent her dagger back into its sheath on her boot. She then went about removing the armor that had covered the yasha’s torso. It was unlike any armor Arik had ever seen before, light enough that it would actually fit under robes, a subtle glimmer to it. 
 
    The woman approached Arik, and it took everything he had not to tense up. She dropped the armor at his feet and took a step back, pointing at him. 
 
    Meosa’s voice again. “Yes, maybe that is something you could use.” 
 
    “The armor?” 
 
    “She’s clearly offering it to you. Take it, disciple. Let’s be done with her. It’s close to sunset. I don’t know what she is or why she’s here, but I have my suspicions, and perhaps it is best if we move on.” 
 
    Arik retrieved the armor and tucked it under his free arm. He looked back up at the mysterious female and shrugged. 
 
    “I am heading to Mogra. So… I guess that is…” 
 
    “Turn to your left,” Meosa said. 
 
    “This way,” Arik said as he followed the aqueous kami’s directions. 
 
    The woman grunted, and as he looked back to her she motioned for Arik to follow her. 
 
    “Why must we find ourselves in these situations?” Meosa lamented. “If we had just minded our own business… not to mention the fact that the blood we’ve shed back there will attract gaki.” 
 
    “Where do you want to take me?” Arik asked carefully. 
 
    The masked woman pointed toward a cliff about a mile away. It wasn’t exactly in the direction that they would be heading, but it wasn’t far off. 
 
    “Shelter?” he asked, trying to interpret her offer. 
 
    The woman looked up at the sky and nodded. 
 
    “And it’s just you?” 
 
    Once again, she nodded. 
 
    “All right,” Arik said after a brief pause in which Meosa groaned. “Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik followed the kitsune-masked woman up a winding passageway, stopping whenever she stopped. She seemed easily agitated by sudden movements, be it a scorpion, or the wind whipping up powdery pink sand into the air. The bits of sparkling sand hailed from a series of sand dunes in the distance, the ripples twisting down their slopes. 
 
    It was an incredible sight, but the disciple didn’t have long to look at it as the masked woman, who now had a black sword with a hint of silver in its blade sheathed at her waist, pressed on. She also now carried the blade that the yasha wielded. 
 
    As they pressed on, he noticed something else about the way she walked, the woman moving in a strange way, sweeping her legs out with each step, almost as if she were injured. But she wasn’t. And he realized looking down at the sand that the tracks she’d left didn’t look human, that disguising the way she walked came so naturally to her that she no longer thought about it. 
 
    “I still don’t like this,” Meosa said. “There is no telling what this strange woman will do to us, and who knows if she is actually telling the truth, that she is alone. But it will be her death if she tries anything. I know you are running low on energy, but I have enough to get us to Mogra and further still. To be alive again, my boy, has brought a spark to my day. That is, if you survive whatever this potentially devious woman plans to do to you. I suppose if she fillets you in some way, I can just hang a ride with her…” 
 
    “You don’t mean that,” Arik said. 
 
    The woman paused and looked over her shoulder at him, Arik getting a side view of her kitsune mask and its small, vulpine nose. Who was she? And why was she out here all alone? 
 
    She could have done something to me by now had she wanted to, Arik reminded himself. 
 
    They soon reached the cave, Arik expecting it to be lived in. What he found instead was that the woman had a couple of bags with her, and that she had made a fire last night, or at least someone had. Was she tracking the yasha? Arik thought as he took a quick look at her bags in the most inconspicuous way possible.  
 
    “Well, no one has jumped out of the dark yet and tried to kill us,” Meosa said, the sudden appearance of his voice startling Arik, as it often did. “But I’m not relaxing my guard any time soon, and neither should you. Try to keep some distance between you and the masked one, enough room for her to draw her weapon and for you to draw yours.” 
 
    Arik didn’t respond. Instead, he offered the woman a tight smile. “Do you live here?” he asked. 
 
    The woman shook her head and then motioned for him to set his items down, including the yasha armor. She produced something from one of her bags, which looked like a block of wood wrapped in some sort of fabric. She placed it in the makeshift fire pit, added some kindling she’d already collected which consisted of shriveled bits of cactus, and got a fire started. It burned slowly, the flames a color of blue that reminded Arik of the mirage he’d seen earlier that day, the oasis and its glistening water. 
 
    The masked woman motioned for Arik to sit, which he did, realizing as soon as his rear touched the ground just how exhausted he was. He brought his bag over to the side and leaned his arm against it. 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to get comfortable,” Meosa reminded him, but Arik ignored his remarks. 
 
    The woman produced strips of meat that had already been salted. She withdrew one of the rocks buried beneath the flaming brick and placed the meat on the rock, the strips sizzling instantly.  
 
    Arik didn’t know what kind of meat it was, but as soon as the smell reached his nostrils he was hungrier than he had been in days. He licked his lips, took a drink from the waterskin—which elicited a comment from Meosa—and watched the meat cook.  
 
    Once it was finished, the woman nodded her head to it and went back for another, indicating that Arik should take the strip of meat off the hot rock. He did just that and ate it, the pockets of fat and salt satiating him. 
 
    He wanted the next strip, but he maintained his poise as she cooked this one and ate it for herself. Arik’s spirits lifted when she procured another strip of meat, one that was thicker than the other two and required a different rock to cook. Once it was done, she nodded toward Arik. 
 
    And so it went, the two of them eating four strips of meat each, Arik offering what little food he still had to the woman, only for her to decline with a headshake. 
 
    He watched the sun set, the landscape illuminated in shades of ruby and dark amethyst that Arik would never be able to describe. As he relaxed even further, the woman went about repacking one of her bags, her kitsune mask remaining over her face.  
 
    Arik saw the crests of mountains past the sand dunes, a few with pockets of snow on them, at odds with the desert around him. The smell of cooked meat didn’t linger in the air for long, replaced by something that had a hint of charcoal to it, Arik turning to see that the woman had placed small black rocks around the fabric-wrapped wooden block she had procured earlier. 
 
    “How far are we?” Arik asked her after a long spell of silence. “To Mogra, I mean.” 
 
    The woman pointed toward the sand dunes before Meosa could comment. 
 
    “There is another way,” Meosa said once she returned to her task, “but that might be the fastest. I suppose. The sand dunes are famous, you know. There are no others like them in this particular area. People shouldn’t be too far beyond the dunes. Families go there for outings and children use their father’s old shields to slide down them. At least they used to. Things could have changed since last I visited this absolutely horrid part of our world.” 
 
    Arik yawned. 
 
    “Am I boring you, disciple?” 
 
    The woman never struck up a conversation with him as the night wore on, no words exchanged as she sat on the opposite side of the fire and prepared a place to rest. Copying her, Arik did the same, going with the same setup he had the previous night. It was much warmer now next to the fire, but he knew as the night advanced and coal burned out that the temperature would drop. 
 
    Arik lay down, and he turned to his side, looking at the woman over the fire, the orange of the flames flickering off her mask as she rested on her back. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, but thanks for the meat.” 
 
    The woman continued to gaze at the stars above, only offering Arik a short nod without turning to him. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on her,” Meosa assured Arik as he started to drift off. “You get some rest, disciple. Tomorrow, we are climbing sand dunes.” 
 
    Soon, Arik was asleep, too exhausted to have nightmares about what had happened back in the Academy of Healing Arts. He only woke once that night, to the cry of some terrible creature in the distance.  
 
    He wasn’t even certain that this had actually happened by the time the morning came around, the fire completely extinguished, Arik shivering beneath the robes he was using as a blanket. 
 
    He turned to where the masked woman had been resting to find that she was gone. 
 
    “Where…? Meosa?” he asked, his voice a bit groggy. 
 
    “I’m here…” 
 
    “Where did she go?” 
 
    “She slipped away in the middle of the night, and took the yasha’s armor with her. The thief. Well, I don’t suppose she’s a thief, but she did offer it to you. Or maybe she just wanted you to carry it for her. To be honest with you, I almost didn’t catch her leave. It’s probably better that way,” Meosa said, a hint of hesitation in his voice. “It is definitely better that we have naturally rid ourselves of her.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “You really don’t know, do you, disciple?” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “That woman was a shinobi, one of those wretched illusionists, I’m sure of it.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Arik asked, growing alarmed. 
 
    “I didn’t want to scare you, and she didn’t try to kill you, well, at least after your initial meeting, which led me to believe that she wasn’t one of the ones that attacked your academy. And I’m only guessing that she was shinobi based on the way she moved and acted. I could be wrong, but likely not. Alas, there is nothing we can do about it now except head to Mogra. Get excited, my boy. We have managed to live another day!”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A small man must think big, and a big man must think small. Preconceived notions of size are a colossal death trap.” 
 
      
 
    –A quote from Combat Master Jurstrom Yinzo during the War of Gods after he single-handedly slayed a skeletal yokai giant known as a gashadokuro, Year 789.
  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    It was impossible to run. 
 
    With the sand nearly up to his ankles, Arik Dacre pressed on, the desert sun bearing down on him as he tried to escape a mother wooly kayno. The desert yokai, easily larger than an oxen and able to retain enough water to keep it alive for months at a time, wasn’t normally aggressive. But Arik had, by chance, stumbled upon its offspring grazing on a cactus flower, triggering the mother’s ire. 
 
    This thing really shouldn’t be as fast as it is! Arik thought as he stumbled forward, Meosa rambling about how people used to ride these things, that they used to be tamed. 
 
    “What has come of this world in the last five hundred years?”  
 
    “Why don’t you help me!?” Arik asked as he continued to wade through the sand.  
 
    The wind blowing in front of him whipped curls of pink sand into the air, which folded like satin as it settled back onto the dunes, a peaceful visual had it not been for the snorting, cloven-hoofed beast charging after him, a stubby yet sharp horn in the center of its forehead. 
 
    “What would you like me to do? Spray it down with water?” 
 
    “Do something!” Arik said, his heart beating fast enough for him to feel it in his throat. 
 
    “Just keep running, disciple, and the bovine will eventually give up. If I try to do something, like… You know, that may actually work. I’ve got it! See if you can get some distance between you and the beast, and then turn back to it. Trust me!” 
 
    Huffing in deep breaths of hot air, Arik reached a good stopping point and brazenly turned back to the charging wooly kayno. Even with its size and the heat, the creature seemed to exert little effort in navigating the sand dunes. 
 
    “Point the nozzle of the waterskin toward its hooves!” 
 
    Arik did as instructed just as a bolt of water tore out of the waterskin, nearly causing him to lose his balance. 
 
    Rather than flee, the wooly kayno held strong.  
 
    It began licking its lips as it took a staggering step forward, almost as if it were enjoying the blast of water.  
 
    “This isn’t going to work…” Arik said. 
 
    “It would work if you held still. Brace yourself, disciple!” 
 
    Arik did as he was told, looking from the tip of the waterskin to the wooly kayno, which was slowly moving closer to him. The beast shook her head out, and threw her neck back as she made a noise that sounded like a honk. 
 
    “What’s it doing?” Arik asked. 
 
    “See? My plan is working. The child bovine is returning.” 
 
    Arik saw the smaller wooly kayno approach, its short tail wagging behind its back, and figured that the mother had been calling its child. It too hopped in the water that Arik continued to circulate over toward the yokai, wetting its body and drinking from it.  
 
    But it wasn’t the only wooly kayno that arrived.  
 
    Soon, Arik saw several more yokai coming over one of the dunes, a few of them even larger than the mother, their horns twice as big, which signaled to him that these were likely males. 
 
    “Um…. Meosa?” 
 
    “Not quite what I expected but… run, Disciple, run!” 
 
    The water stopped and Arik took off in the opposite direction of the wooly kayno, Meosa adding his power to Arik’s to allow him to run even faster. He finally broke free of the sand and moved to a pathway that cut through two of the larger sand dunes, demarcated by a rock structure that looked as if it had once formed an arch, talus slabs littering its base. 
 
    Arik had nearly made it over the smaller rocks when his foot got caught on an angled stone.  
 
    He flew forward, but instead of faceplanting on a rock, he was miraculously pressed back to his feet by Meosa. He picked up his pace just as a gust of wind spiraled by, pink sand lifting into the air and striking Arik in the face, hard enough at points it felt like he was being struck by tiny strips of leather. 
 
    “Keep running,” Meosa told him. “Use the sandstorm to get away from them!” 
 
    “Which way?” Arik asked, swallowing his confusion. 
 
    “Continue straight, we shouldn’t be very far from Mogra now!” 
 
    Arik continued on, no longer able to see exactly where he was going. The hood over his head did little to stop the sand from whipping into his eyes, Arik rubbing them at times, trying his best to see where he was going.  
 
    Eventually, he tore out of the hectic swirl of pink dust, Arik’s hopes all but diminishing when he found himself face-to-face with an entire herd of wooly kayno. 
 
    “This has to be some sort of cruel joke…” he said as he glanced left and right, trying to find an exit point. 
 
    But then something else caught his attention.  
 
    Seated on top of one of the larger kayno was a youth who couldn’t have been older than fourteen years of age. He wore a cloak made of some kind of expertly woven linen with white lines crossing it, and on his head was one of the odd, square-shaped hats Arik had seen on the Crimsonian side of the border town of Omoto. The hat was made of straw, and there was a slit covered by a thin fabric for his eyes to see out. 
 
    Movement behind Arik caught his attention as the mother, child, and several other wooly kayno appeared on the scene, the ones he had been running from. 
 
    The mounted youth made a sound that resembled a honk, and the kayno that had been chasing Arik quickly came to a stop. They obediently circled around Arik and joined the rest of the herd, the dust settling all around them. “I’ve been looking all over for these ones,” the youth said once they had calmed. 
 
    “They’re… yours?” Arik asked, still catching his breath to some degree. 
 
    “Not mine, ours.” The youth tilted his head as he observed Arik, a gesture made even odder by the square-shaped hat covering his face. “What are you doing all the way out here?” 
 
    “Trying to get to Mogra.” 
 
    “In that case, I will lead you there. I was planning on heading home anyway. How about…” The boy made a sound with his throat to the wooly kayno next to him, one with strips of hair braided to frame its face. “She’s gentle. You can ride her. You’ll need to cover your face with something too. We’ll probably encounter another sandstorm along the way.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was a few hours later when they reached the edge of a cliff surrounding a deep canyon, Arik finally understanding why he hadn’t seen the city of Mogra from a distance. Set in the canyon, the desert town was naturally well-hidden, and protected from some of the stronger desert winds. He spotted smaller settlements along the rim, connected to the city below by zigzag stairwells cut in the rock walls. 
 
    Arik’s first instinct upon coming to a stop was to remove the swath of fabric covering his face, the disciple tired of smelling his stale breath mixed with the heady scent of the wooly kayno. The young herder he had been traveling with, whose name was Domen, turned to Arik just as he had finished removing the scarf around his face. 
 
    “You should still wear it,” Domen told him. “The people of Mogra wear these square hats in public settings, and if they don’t have a hat, they wear a scarf. It is our custom. I have one that you can wear at home, but until then…” 
 
    “A curious custom,” Meosa added. “Five hundred years ago it was merely an option to wear one of the square hats in Mogra.” He sighed. “I suppose that is how it goes. The longer humanity exists, the stranger and more deviant it becomes.” 
 
    “Not all of us,” Arik mumbled as he finished re-wrapping his face. 
 
    “Not all of you? Look at yourself, disciple. What was it? A week ago? Less? A week ago, you were a graduating healer set to enroll in the mastery school, on your way to becoming a pious little priest. Now, you are on the outskirts of Mogra with a grudge to settle. Tell me I’m wrong.” 
 
    Rather than respond to Meosa, Arik simply focused on the settlement ahead, at the square homes made of mud that were beginning to appear. As he took in the expanse, what some people would call a barren wasteland, Arik began seeing more and more signs of life. How had humanity made it out this far and survived? Who would see this place and think, ‘Ah, yes, let’s settle here,’ and then make good on such a foolhardy thought? 
 
    “You didn’t happen to see a woman with a fox mask back in the desert, did you?” Arik asked Domen, a question he had been meaning to run by him. 
 
    Domen turned to Arik, his eyes visible through the slit in his square hat. “A fox mask? You mean a kitsune?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He’s not going to know about her, disciple,” Meosa commented. “It would be best to forget the shinobi woman entirely…” 
 
    Domen shook his head. “You are the first person I’ve seen out there in the last day or two. Women wouldn’t travel alone into the desert, at least not a woman from Mogra.” 
 
    It was faint, but Arik could make out something in the distance, a tiny black form moving along the slopes of one of the mountains. “Is that a person?” 
 
    Domen followed his gaze to the mountain in question, which had pockets of snow along the top of its high slopes. 
 
    “A porter. Mogra has very little water. Porters bring snow from the mountains during the summer. They’re a very respected class.” 
 
    “Are they slaves?” 
 
    “No. Mogra doesn’t have slaves.” 
 
    “Yet another change between now and five hundred years ago…” Meosa told Arik. 
 
    “I thought there would be slaves here,” Arik said. 
 
    “Where are you from?” Domen asked. 
 
    This question caused Arik to pause. He was not prepared for something like this, even though it would have made sense to have a throwaway answer. 
 
    Once again, Meosa came to his aid. “Tell him you are from the Jadean side of Omoto, that you are here to visit the Academy.” 
 
    Arik relayed what Meosa had told him to say to the young herder. 
 
    “That makes more sense. There are slaves in Omoto and in Tenrikyo, Katano as well. But not here. My people, the ones who live on the outer rim, were slaves hundreds of years ago, long before my great great grandparents. But this is no longer the case.” 
 
    Domen didn’t elaborate as they came to a fenced-in animal pen crafted from a mixture of bones and sandstone. The young herder hopped off his kayno, not at all frightened by the enormous yokai around him.  
 
    One by one, Domen herded them into the pen, the boy moving quickly and swiping them on their rears with a switch made of leather. The beasts, even the biggest males with their gnarled horns, responded immediately, some quite afraid of Domen as he made his rounds. 
 
    Arik dismounted, and as soon as he stepped away from his wooly kayno it got in line behind one of the others, where it was eventually guided inside the pen. 
 
    “What a life,” Meosa said as he too watched Domen work. “This boy already has more real worldly skills than you and he’s half your age.” 
 
    “He’s not half my age; if anything, he’s four or five years younger than me,” Arik said quietly. 
 
    Meosa laughed. “I’m kidding about the age part. The skill part remains to be seen.” 
 
    “Can he heal?” 
 
    “No, but he can survive. And that means something this far south in the Crimson Realm. It would be good to learn from someone like him. I’m certain if he were stuck in the desert, he could survive for weeks at a time, perhaps even longer with little fuss.” 
 
    Domen turned to Arik, the scrawny youth now with his switch tucked into the belt of his robes as if it were a sword. He motioned for Arik to follow, the two traveling down a slope and circling around a garden of cacti with prickly fruit growing amidst their thorns. 
 
    “About the wooly kayno, do they belong to your family?” Arik asked after a pair of children passed, both of them in square hats, one lined with fringe, which Arik took to indicate that the wearer was female. 
 
    “No, they belong to all of us,” Domen said. “The community.” 
 
    They came to a home with a thick swath of cloth in place of the door. The two entered, and as soon as they did the young herder removed his square hat and placed it on a table made of bone and hide, where there were others stacked next to it. 
 
    Domen had short brown hair, and while he had yet to grow into his own skin, there was something about his eyes that aged him, the young herder seemingly with a sense of wisdom beyond his years. “You can take yours off now too.” 
 
    “Right.” Arik removed the scarf that he had wrapped around his face and stepped out of his sandals, his feet now on a patch of soft hide covering the floor. A woman came around the corner, Arik noticing a fragrance in the air, something akin to onion. 
 
    “We have a guest?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Mother, this is Arik. He was traveling from the Jade side of Omoto when he spotted the kayno I’ve been searching for.” 
 
    The woman, who also wasn’t wearing a square hat considering they were inside, returned her focus to Arik as a smile took shape on her face. She had strands of gray hair cropped close to her forehead, Domen’s mother in beige robes similar to the ones Domen wore with an apron over the front that featured a multicolored cross-stitched design. 
 
    “In that case, please, relax,” she said kindly. “We will have a meal in an hour or so. Will you be staying the night?” 
 
    Arik shook his head. “I was planning to move on to the city…” 
 
    “Nonsense, you should stay the night. We have a spare room downstairs. Show our guest to the spare room, son, and get him one of your father’s old square hats,” she said, the woman clearly sensing that Arik didn’t have the right attire for Mogra. 
 
    “Yes, Mother.”  
 
    Domen grabbed a spare lantern and motioned for Arik to follow him down the stairwell leading underground. In the north, the Onyx Realm, something like this would have been a cellar. But in Mogra it was where much of the house was located, Arik surprised to find a long hallway beneath the ground complete with several rooms, the temperature nice and cool. 
 
    “This is the room,” Domen said as he swept aside the curtain that served as a door. 
 
    Arik entered the space to find that it had been chiseled out of the rock, the ceiling just a bit higher than the hallway, and plenty of space to stretch out. There was bedding that had been folded and placed in one of the corners and a sitting area by way of a small, circular cushion against the stone wall. 
 
    “Let me check everything,” Domen said as he set the lantern down on the ground and quickly swept through the room. “No scorpions. Good.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Arik said, not sure of what to tell the young herder.  
 
    Domen motioned toward the circular cushion. “Please, sit. I’ll bring you my father’s square hat so you can try it on.” 
 
    “Doesn’t your father need it?” 
 
    “He died several years ago,” Domen said as he slipped out of the room. “I still have his sword.” 
 
    “That was a grim answer,” Meosa commented once Arik had his bag off, the leather waterskin close by as he sat down on the cushion. He was removing his blade from his belt just about the time Domen reentered with two square hats. 
 
    “See which one fits better.” 
 
    Arik took the first hat from the thin youth, noticing that, as he had surmised, it was made of some type of wicker material. What he hadn’t seen was the frame inside the square hat meant to keep the sides of the hat off a person’s face. He placed the first one on, and found that the frame was a bit tight. 
 
    “Try this one instead,” Domen said as he handed Arik the other hat. 
 
    The second square had seemed to fit just right. Arik looked up at the young herder through the odd slit in the front of the square hat and nodded. “It’s perfect.” 
 
    “Then it is yours. You must wear this in public settings. It is only in private homes that you can remove it.” 
 
    “I see,” Arik said. 
 
    “Please, rest. Do you need water?”  
 
    “No, I have plenty of that. Perhaps too much…” 
 
    “Hey…” Meosa started to say. 
 
    Domen offered Arik a tight smile. “In that case, I will help Mother prepare our dinner.” 
 
    “Do you need any help?” Arik asked. “I don’t mind helping.” 
 
    “You are our guest, so no. Please, relax. Dinner will be ready shortly.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The meal they had was unlike anything Arik had tasted before, the spice Domen’s mother used to season whatever meat they were eating hot to the point it was nauseating. For a moment, he thought he would have to use his healing power just to stop his own suffering, but the sensation soon passed, and it was further cooled down by the fruit they ate following the entree, which came from one of the cacti gardens. 
 
    It was certainly a crash course in southern Crimsonian cuisine, Arik realizing by the end that the food they consumed was meant to be spicy to the point that it was nearly inedible, this followed by something soothing and sweet. It was tolerable, but he wasn’t looking forward to eating it for the foreseeable future. 
 
    Much of the discussion over their meal happened between Domen and his mother, the two brushing over some of the things he had encountered while out herding.  
 
    For the most part, Arik simply listened. 
 
    He always thought of the Crimson Realm and those who lived here as the enemy, a common sentiment held by most Onyxians. But he liked the few he had met so far, which included Domen, his mother, and a neighbor girl who stopped by to eat with them. Keeping tradition, she wore the square hat with fringe on it, removing it at the door, just as Domen had done. And like Domen, she too had been hardened by life outside the city of Mogra, thin as a stick, a determined quietness about her, the only thing really distinguishing her from Domen being the elaborate cosmetics used around her eyes.  
 
    As a guest, Arik wasn’t allowed to help clean up, although he insisted. Instead he was sent back to his bedroom to rest, and just about as soon as he arrived Meosa let out a big, disgruntled sigh. 
 
    “Worst dinner ever,” the aqueous kami moaned. 
 
    “What? Why is that?” 
 
    “I didn’t spend centuries trapped inside a stone box to listen to peasants discuss the way the wind was blowing. Yes, I’m being a bit harsh,” he said as Arik once again took a seat on the circular cushion on the ground. “But you know nothing of my life before, disciple, and…” Meosa never finished this thought, instead returning to something he’d said just moments ago. “Yes, perhaps I’m being harsh.” 
 
    “They seemed nice.” 
 
    “They are nice because they are simple, which is the best kind of nice. Because you are a disciple, because you’ve spent the good majority of your life holed up at the Academy, you know little of the ways of the common folk.” 
 
    “They seemed fine to me.” 
 
    “They were fine,” Meosa said. “There is nothing wrong with them and their simple life. But you have to understand, I come from a time in which I spent the majority of my existence in the grace of princes and high officials, at least toward the end. With you, things have been a bit more simplified. But that’s not to say that this is a bad thing. Certainly not. Which is why I apologized for what I said earlier. I fear that…” 
 
    Arik waited for Meosa to respond, and when he didn’t, he probed a little deeper. “You fear what?” 
 
    “I am starting to fear that like you, I’m the last of my kind.” 
 
    “There was the yasha back in the desert…” 
 
    “Yes, a demonic kami, just the kind I want to be friends with,” Meosa said, not able to hide the sarcasm in his voice. “What I’m talking about is kami such as myself, a more enlightened one.” 
 
    “Is that how you would describe yourself?” Arik asked. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you describe me in that way? I’m well aware that you know little of my past, but you should be able to tell by my voice and the way I hold myself…” Meosa’s water form took shape. He puffed his chest up, most of his body coming from the tip of the opened waterskin. He quickly deflated. “Who am I kidding? I’ve become ornery in my old age.” 
 
    As much as Arik wanted to poke at him a little further, he got the sense that Meosa was being serious. So he didn’t say anything, but he also didn’t correct the kami. Meosa was ornery. 
 
    As the night pressed on, their conversation thinned to a minimum, both kami and disciple seemingly lost in thought. The family hosting them never disturbed Arik, and eventually he retired to the bed he’d made out of the linen that had been folded in the corner, strategically placing it on top of a thin futon filled with what he was pretty certain was sand. 
 
    There were just a few thoughts that danced across his mind’s eye as he drifted off, mostly involving the woman with the kitsune mask. From there it shifted to what had led him so far south, Arik trembling at one point as he relived the attack back at the Academy. He saw Master Guri Yarna saving him, his family dead, his peers, the other instructors, Arik’s sudden fall… 
 
    To calm himself, he sat up and started going through an old practice called chi cycling, which he had learned during his studies of the Faithful Branch of Common Restoration. The only way to move from the Faithful Branch of Common Restoration to the next school, the Devout Branch of Regrowth, was to pass a series of trials proving one could cycle chi, or Revivaura, with ease. 
 
    Chi cycling was second nature to him, to the point that Arik did it naturally, just like his teachers, and just like anyone who had cleared through a Divine Branch. His body instinctively scanned itself, gathering up and storing the energy that it could, and while he had been taught to visualize that he was storing it at his core, the truth was that it was stored all around him, even in the objects he interacted with.  
 
    There had been a few moments of clarity during the more strenuous trials in which Arik truly saw just how connected he was with everything through chi, his in breaths causing the plants to slightly tilt toward him, out breaths forcing them to shift away. But it had been years since he had arrived at that level of clarity, which wasn’t necessary once a person learned to cycle chi intuitively. 
 
    Sitting on his bedding, Arik breathed in deeply and observed his own Revivaura, a sense of peace washing over him. It had just the effect that he wanted, and soon he was able to lie down and fall asleep, forgoing any traumatic memories as he did so. 
 
    Arik woke the next morning refreshed, ready to continue on to the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts, where he hoped to meet Combat Master Nankai, the visiting lecturer who had taught him how to fight.  
 
    If anyone would be sympathetic to Arik’s cause, especially with how crazy it was, he hoped it would be him. There was also his backup plan as well, suggested to him by the tanuki back at the infirmary, Master Kojiro claiming that another teacher at the combat academy named Altai Masamune may be of assistance as well, especially with the fact that he was from the Onyx Realm. 
 
    Let’s hope this is the case, Arik thought as he got dressed and began packing his bags. Meosa didn’t say much aside from a morning greeting as Arik slipped the waterskin over his shoulder, his sheathed sword now tucked in his belt. 
 
    Once he was ready to face the day, Arik made his way up to the main living space of the home, where he found Domen and his mother enjoying cups of hot water garnished with some type of root. 
 
    “I can show you the way,” Domen said, immediately getting to his feet. 
 
    “No, it’s fine…” 
 
    “Please, I need to go to town anyway to take care of a few things.”  
 
    The teenage herder said goodbye to his mother and met Arik at the door, where he placed his square hat over his head, secured by its inner frame. Arik did the same. He had yet to arrive at the combat academy, but he assumed that they didn’t actually fight while wearing the strange hats. 
 
    It would be suicide. 
 
    The desert world viewed through a rectangular slit was certainly strange, allowing a much wider angle than he anticipated. Straining his eyes all the way the left and right showed him that he had pretty much the same viewing frame as he would have had without the hat on, at least horizontally. Vertically was something else. 
 
    A pair of dogs with barely any flesh on their bones ran up to Domen as they moved through the settlement outside of Mogra, the youth shushing the two away. As they started off, Arik turned to look once again at his surroundings, trying to solidify in his mind where Domen’s home was just in case he ever needed to stop by again. 
 
    Near the biggest cactus patch, he thought to himself as he followed the young herder down a winding lane that passed between two mud homes, their humble nature disguising just how much of the space was underground.  
 
    The smell of sizzling meat met Arik’s nostrils, and he wished now that he had stayed behind to eat something. As if Domen had interpreted this, he peeked his head through one of the cloths covering the nearest door and spoke to the woman inside. Soon, he was brought a couple of slices of meat that had been folded and pinned on a thin pair of rib bones. 
 
    As they walked, Domen demonstrated how Arik should eat in public, the youth using the two bones almost as skewers as he stuck them up under the bottom opening of his square hat and quickly finished the meat. Arik mirrored his movement, only poking himself once in the nose with the end of one of the bones. 
 
    “I could just as easily have gotten to the Academy,” Meosa said as they came to a set of stairs that had been cut into the stone, the steps trailing all the way down to the bottom of the canyon, a good seventy or eighty-foot drop. There was a rope made of kayno hair on the opposite side to prevent someone from falling, Arik looking down at the bottom of the stairs to see a middle-aged woman using the rope to head up to the top of the bluff, a huge waterskin on her back. 
 
    “One of the porters,” Domen said. “They sell the water in the city and keep what they have left.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like she sold all that much,” Arik said. 
 
    “They purposely make the waterskins look full so it appears as if they have an abundance of water. It’s probably empty.” 
 
    The woman reached them, said hello to Domen, nodded at Arik, and continued on her way, Arik noticing that she was thumbing through a small prayer of beads, muttering some mantra under her breath. 
 
    It was a half-mile walk from the base of the stairs to the start of the city of Mogra, much of the space in between used for caravans, merchants to set up circular tents, and others who weren’t able to find, or afford, shelter. None of the buildings, many of which were joined together with some kind of hardened clay, seemed all that large. And most weren’t very tall, all of them blending in with a cream-colored landscape occasionally accented by pockets of dusty pink. 
 
    There were no fountains, and the only statue that Arik could make out were a pair of cubes carved into limestone and set before one of the larger buildings near the city center. 
 
    “The library,” Domen said as he gestured toward it. “It has some books and scrolls, but is mostly a gathering place now, and half of the space is actually a bathhouse. That’s one of the things I will do once I lead you to the Academy.” 
 
    Meosa scoffed at this remark. “Leave it to the square-hatted people of Mogra to turn their precious library, which could contain texts that would benefit all of Taomoni, into a bathhouse. Won’t all that steam do something to the paper?” 
 
    Arik didn’t comment as they passed through a square, one erected around a natural stone arch white as teeth. More arches began to appear, some of the homes joined by them with passages built over the top to connect their roofs. 
 
    “The Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts is next to the Whitenor Arch, which is the most famous landmark in the city. If you ever need to meet someone, you should meet them there,” Domen explained. 
 
    The start of the Academy became apparent once they came to a large wall, Arik seeing the top of several arches inside the space. The gate was open, and as soon as they passed through it, Arik started to make out the sounds of grunts somewhere behind a different wall, indicating to him that this was where some training was taking place. The grounds themselves were made of stone, swept free of all its dust by square-hatted men and women. 
 
    They reached a set of stone steps, and as he had done earlier at the library, Domen gestured toward it with his palm facing up. “I will leave you to your studies then,” the youth said. “Thanks again for helping me with the herd. I thought I was going to be out there all night trying to find those kayno.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Arik said, offering Domen a bow. 
 
    “Please visit again if you’re ever around the outer rim.” The young herder turned away and headed back toward the entrance of the academy. 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for?” Meosa asked Arik as his eyes scanned the grand wooden door that signaled the true entrance to the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts, the wood clearly imported from another part of the Crimson Realm or beyond. “It was your idea to come all the way down here. Let’s find this old master of yours.” 
 
    Arik placed his hand on a door handle made of iron and soon, he was in a chamber that felt at least ten degrees cooler than it was outside, just a bit of light filtering in from the top creating parallelogram-shaped patterns in the ground, Arik noticing that the further he walked down the corridor, the more the light twisted into patterns that looked like diamonds. 
 
    It felt a little stuffy inside, but it was clean, and the only other thing in the space aside from the lighting were dozens of blood-red Crimsonian banners set on poles and arranged one after another, all angled in a way that naturally pushed someone forward, and a placard noting that this was where the War Priest, Coro Pache, had studied.  
 
    Arik came to a woman peacefully seated on a circular pillow at the end of the hallway. She stood and cleared her throat before greeting him, her features disguised by her square hat. “May I help you?”  
 
    “Yes,” Arik said, his mind going blank. He could see her eyes through the slit in the front of her square hat, her mascara curling in both directions, enough of it on her face that it reminded him of the eyes of a tanuki. There was something utterly mysterious about it. 
 
    “Off to a wonderful start…” Meosa said.  
 
    “Ahem, I am here to see Combat Master Nankai.” 
 
    The woman hesitated. “Combat Master Nankai?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Very well. Please wait here.” 
 
    The woman hurried into a door covered by a swath of fabric on the left, her sandaled feet clacking against the smooth pavement. 
 
    “Why do I have the feeling that you just complicated things?” Meosa asked once she was gone. 
 
    “How would I have complicated things? I simply asked to see my former teacher. I didn’t say who I was.” 
 
    “And her behavior doesn’t strike you as odd? It doesn’t strike you as odd that she didn’t ask who you were? Perhaps you are right. But I am a little paranoid. Maybe she’s just bad at her job.” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    Arik waited, expecting the woman to step out with Combat Master Nankai, Arik remembering his instructor’s hardened features, the scar across the side of his face, his shaved head. He had never told Arik about the square hats they wore in Mogra, and he wondered now if that was why his Master Nankai always shaved his head, that it came out of habit, making it easier to wear the hat. Arik could see with his long hair how it could get tangled in the frame that kept it on a person’s head. He had also noticed that Domen’s hair had been cut short. 
 
    Arik sensed movement behind him, the sound of fabric being swept aside. He turned just as two men quickly entered the space, neither of them with the square hats on, both in crimson red robes with a pair of blades sheathed at their waists. 
 
    They drew their weapons in a fluid manner, and before Arik could react, a voice behind him spoke: “Remove your waterskin, your bag, and place your sword and its sheath on the ground.” 
 
    Arik swiveled back to the front to see the receptionist again along with an older man, his dark hair cut short, an eyepatch over his left eye. “Do so now, and we will spare your life.” 
 
    Arik boldly lowered his hand onto the grip of his sword. “I’ve come too far to stop now.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik threw his shoulder forward, toward the eye-patched man who had told him to lay his weapon down. His target flashed aside, Arik stumbling past and losing his square hat and the bag that had been strung over one shoulder. 
 
    “This is going to end so poorly,” Meosa groaned. “Don’t you know blades when you see them, my boy? These are trained double swordsmen. Are you suicidal? Bah… I’m going to have to find a new body to use as a host!” 
 
    Arik ignored Meosa as he withdrew his blade, hoping that now he had a little distance between himself and his aggressors, that he could put them into a funnel of sorts, allowing him to take them one at a time. 
 
    The crackle of lightning—or at least he thought he saw lightning—took the disciple off guard, one of the double-bladed men vanishing, as if he had stepped out of thin air. Another spark; Arik was once again unable to interpret what had happened as the other man did the same, gone in a flash. This left just one opponent, who happened to be the eye-patched warrior Arik had just tried to take down. 
 
    “You have made a grave mistake,” the man told him, who now stood in front of the square-hatted receptionist, still calm, his blades not yet drawn. 
 
    Arik sensed movement behind him. 
 
    He spun, his sword meeting not one, but two other blades, both wielded by one of the armed warriors who had disappeared just moments ago. As soon as Arik repelled the first attack, the second warrior burst forward, moving quickly enough to strike Arik’s blade out of his hand and also bringing a great streak of blood across the opposite side of Arik’s wrist, cutting to the bone. 
 
    “I’m going to have to intervene…” Meosa said, true fear in his voice. 
 
    “I’ve… got… this!” Arik leaped forward and grabbed one of the swordsman’s legs.  
 
    He would have received two blades through his back had it not been for how quickly he called upon his wound transfer ability, Arik gripping his hands around his opponent’s exposed ankle as he tried to pull him to the ground. It was his last resort, the type of move he would have never tried had it not been for how desperate he was in that moment.  
 
    Arik ignored the gaping wound on his arm, one that had already started to heal as he gritted his teeth, his opponent completely shocked by the pain that had suddenly appeared within him. 
 
    “You really have forced my hand here, haven’t you?” Meosa said as Arik felt the water spirit start to grow in size, seconds away from revealing himself. 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    The voice cut through everything, Arik looking back to the eye-patched man. Realizing that he wasn’t going to win this way, Arik let go of his opponent’s leg, the double-bladed swordsman shifting to the side he got to his feet. 
 
    “I warned you,” the leader of the three said, the man with a scar that trailed from the right side of his forehead, under his eye patch, down over his nose, all the way to the other side of his cheek. “You appear to have chosen death.” 
 
    “I simply asked to see Combat Master Nankai,” Arik said. “I’ve traveled… I have traveled a very long way to see him. He was my old…” He stopped before he could finish the sentence, not wanting to give up too much information. But something about the man standing before him told Arik that he was reasonable, that he would hear him out. “He was my teacher.” 
 
    “Combat Master Nankai? You fight with one sword, and poorly at that. Why should I believe that Nankai was your teacher?” 
 
    “He taught me everything I know…” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe. What you have just demonstrated proves without a shadow of a doubt that you have no formal combat education.” 
 
    “Master Nankai told me to be unpredictable,” Arik said, recalling one of his teacher’s more memorable lines. “If the enemy thinks mountain, present a sea.” 
 
    What Arik would classify as a smirk traced across the man’s scarred face, encouraging him to continue.  
 
    “And of the three initiatives, I chose to initiate before my opponent did, which in this case is the three of you. That is the Attacking Initiative. The other two are the Waiting Initiative, and the Body-Body Initiative. Waiting Initiative describes attacking after your opponent does, and the Body-Body Initiative calls for you to attack your opponent as they attack you, which I have attempted to do here…” Arik lowered his head to some degree, feeling as if he had somehow sucked all the oxygen out of the room through his explanation, a feeling made worse by Meosa’s quiet snickering. 
 
    “So you know the basics,” the man finally told him. “Very basics, I should say. Put your weapons away.” 
 
    The pair of swordsmen standing around Arik sheathed their blades, no indication in the looks on their faces as to if they approved or disapproved of the man’s instruction. The only difference between the two of them was the warrior that Arik had transferred some of his wound to, the blade, as Meosa had called him, hunched over to some degree. 
 
    “What is your name?” the eyepatched leader of the three asked. 
 
    “I am Arik Dacre. And as I stated, I’m here to see Combat Master Nankai or…” Arik really hoped that mentioning another teacher wouldn’t get him into more trouble somehow, but thus far, being able to actually converse with the leader of the men seemed to be helping, so he went for it. “Or Combat Master Altai Masamune. I would like to meet with either of them, if possible.” 
 
    The grin that already took shape on the scarred man’s face grew in size to some degree. “Combat Master Altai Masamune, huh?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “You are looking at him, and I can say with certainty that we have never met before.” 
 
    “Old one-eye is him? This just keeps getting wilder and wilder,” Meosa commented quickly. “Glad I didn’t reveal myself back there. And hey, next time three men pull up on you each with a pair of swords, how about trying to reason with them first before attempting to strong-arm your way into a deadly confrontation? Attacking Initiative is something you’re clearly not capable of pulling off sufficiently. Need I remind you that as much time as you’ve spent studying Revivaura, they’ve spent studying Thunderaura? You saw their movement, you felt the lightning, right? Don’t respond. Remember not to give me away!” 
 
    Arik was too focused on the combat master in front of him to show any sign that he had heard Meosa. He noticed in that instant that the man’s crimson robes were slightly different than the other two, crisper, and while the situation presented to him was incredibly tense, he seemed entirely relaxed, completely in control. He held himself differently. 
 
    “You’re really Master Altai Masamune?” Arik finally asked. 
 
    The man nodded. “Please, call me Master Altai. Master Masamune doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue, does it? Before we go any further, I believe you and I need to have a private discussion. Gather your things, and follow me.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    No words were exchanged as Arik followed Master Altai and the two men who had accompanied him. He was back in a square hat with his bag on one shoulder, waterskin over the other, and his sword tucked into his belt, Arik hardly able to recall a time where he felt as out of place as he felt at that moment. 
 
    In his brief review of their combat grounds, Arik saw that space was mostly dedicated to an area where people could participate in tournaments, an eerie silence to the place, all the stands currently empty, a great awning protecting the potential spectators from the desert sun. There seemed to be more training grounds beyond the outer walls of the Academy, Arik spotting entrances that spiraled into the ground to what he assumed were basement dwellings and other spaces used when it was especially hot. 
 
    They entered another door, the hallway similar to the entrance in the fact that it was lined in the red banners of the Crimson Realm. The only difference here was the ceiling beams, which appeared to be made of petrified wood. Passing under an arch, they came to a space with four offices in it, all facing one another, with doors as well as fabric coverings. 
 
    “You may go,” Master Altai told his two attendants as he produced a key from his robes. He swept the red fabric covering to the side and opened the door.  
 
    Running along the walls of the combat master’s office were painted canvases outlining sword postures and battle strategies, bookshelves filled with everything from war memoirs to leather-bound scrolls, Arik’s eyes falling onto a tattered Onyxian flag, the dark grays calling to him, reminding him of what Master Kojiro had said, that Master Altai was from the Onyx Realm like Arik.  
 
    There was no desk, but there were plenty of red cushions on the ground, Master Altai taking the largest one at the head of the room. He motioned for Arik to sit before him. “You can place your things there, against the wall. Take off your square hat as well. You don’t need to wear it while you are on school grounds unless you are a member of the support staff.” 
 
    Arik did as instructed, but kept his waterskin close by. “In case I get thirsty,” he said as he sat down on the cushion, his sandaled feet crossing beneath him. “I’m not used to this climate.” 
 
    “What you did out there was incredibly foolish,” Master Altai said, his tone growing stern as he examined Arik’s arm, where the wound was half healed. Arik had been so distracted by the battle, and then the walk to Master Altai’s office that he had forgotten about the wound, which was still bloody. “Heal it.” 
 
    “D-do what?” Arik asked. 
 
    “You are halfway there, disciple, finish the job. I don’t need you dripping blood all over my office.” 
 
    “He has you now, my boy,” Meosa said. “I’m standing by, if need be.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “You could have given yourself away, you know that, right?” Master Altai scolded him. “If word gets out that there is a healer here…” He lowered his chin, his eyes fraught with worry. “We don’t need something like that, not now.” 
 
    “So…. you know?” 
 
    And it was the next statement that Master Altai said which would play over and over again in Arik’s memory for a considerable amount of time, something he would one day write down. “I know more than I am letting on, and more than you could possibly imagine. Now, heal yourself, disciple.” 
 
    Arik looked down at the wound on his arm. A watery substance circulated around his body, the skin stitching itself up. In the end, the only indication that he had been injured was a smattering of dried blood. 
 
    “Where is Combat Master Nankai?” he asked, feeling even more uncertain as he returned his gaze to the combat master seated before him.  
 
    “We’ll get to that in a moment. Now, what happened? Tell me why you are here. And before you do that, what is the extent of your training?” 
 
    “I just graduated from the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer. That was what the graduation ceremony was for.” 
 
    “The graduation ceremony?” 
 
    Arik detailed the attack on his school by the masked men that he now came to understand were shinobi, and how he’d heard from the slavers that the shinobi had been sent by Nobunaga, the warlord that led the Crimson Realm. Once again, he skipped the part about encountering Meosa and killing Konwa, but he did explain how he had reached Omoto and what he had done there at the infirmary. “It was Master Kojiro who told me about you. He said you were from the Onyx Realm.” 
 
    “The tanuki?” 
 
    “Is there another Master Kojiro?” Meosa asked in a snide way, his voice barely audible.  
 
    Sometimes, Arik wished he could elbow the water spirit. 
 
    “Yes, the tanuki.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen Kojiro in ages,” Master Altai said fondly. “And yes, he is correct. I am from the Onyx Realm. My father was Crimsonian and my mother was Onyxian, and I was born there. I came here as a child to train to be a blade, as is tradition for the firstborn of certain classes. So it would be better to say that I am both, Onyxian and Crimsonian. Have you heard anything about Merit Koshi Ashmore and the Righteous?” 
 
    “Merit Koshi?” Arik asked. The ruler of the Onyx Realm was a man named Merit Ashmore, and Merit Koshi was his oldest son. But he rarely thought of them, and he certainly hadn’t heard anything about their actions aside from a brief mention from Indra. Arik shook his head, having absolutely no idea what Merit Koshi had to do with any of this, nor what the Righteous were in the first place. 
 
    “Never mind that I asked. I suppose since you’ve given me such a succinct explanation, I owe you something similar. Combat Master Nankai…” He dipped his head, unable to hide the shame on his eyepatched face. “There are things I’m going to say that do not leave this room. Do you understand, disciple?” 
 
    “I do. But before we get started, I have another question for you, one that no one has been able to adequately answer.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The School of Illusion was disbanded, yet it was shinobi who attacked the academy,” Arik said. “Does the School of Illusion still exist?” 
 
    Master Altai sighed deeply. “For many years now, I’ve had this hope that I would never live long enough to see that the shinobi had come out of hiding.” 
 
    “So there really are shinobi?” Arik asked, remembering the kitsune-masked woman he encountered in the desert.  
 
    “You are the one that saw them, not I. Based on what you have described, yes, I would say that they are, at the very least, amateur illusionists. You asked about the School of Illusion’s existence, and like most people, I’ve heard rumors that it had completely disbanded, but I also know enough about the School of Illusion to know that they are the type of people who would promote this message.” 
 
    Arik nodded. That part completely made sense—perhaps they just led people to believe they had been disbanded. 
 
    “The School of Illusion has its own ranking system, and I believe the term shinobi applies to one of these ranks. The common term for anyone that has studied that particular interpretation of chi is ‘illusionist,’ but most people use the term ‘shinobi’ regardless. I do not know much about the ranking system, nor what distinguishes a shinobi versus a low-level illusionist. I should also say that I don’t know much about the aspect of chi they use, either. Most people don’t.” 
 
    “Chimaura.” 
 
    “Yes, Chimaura. Of the three traditions that use chi, your school uses Revivaura, the School of Illusion uses Chimaura, and we use Thunderaura. That said,” Master Altai swept his hand toward his two bookshelves, “barely any written information exists about the School of Illusion considering it is an oral tradition. All of the texts here detail fighting techniques that have been mastered and passed on over the years, battles won and lost, and other combat strategies, including ways to combat these illusionists. Very little is known about the School of Illusion itself or the history of its existence, which is by design. I’m sure your Academy has similar volumes detailing chi and other historical occurrences, and I’m nearly certain there are no texts regarding the School of Illusion there either.” 
 
    “The library no longer exists,” Arik said, feeling his knuckles whitening, “it was burned down.” 
 
    “A shame,” Master Altai said in a way that told Arik that he meant it. “An utter shame, every library destroyed is a crime against humanity, against the children of the future.” 
 
    “So they exist, the School of Illusion still has shinobi, or illusionists out there?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, but it sounds like this may be the case.”  
 
    “Have they no honor?” Arik asked. “Why would they join with Nobunaga? The School of Illusion is from the Jade Realm, between our two countries. Don’t they understand that for your country to go to war with my country, Nobunaga would have to cross the Jade Realm? It would disrupt their buffer zone.” 
 
    “You are asking the wrong person. I don’t know what Nobunaga is planning, nor do I know the deals he has made with certain players in our world. But I do know something, and this brings us back to your question about Combat Master Nankai. Upon hearing what Nobunaga was planning, Master Nankai flew into a fit of rage, the likes of which I had never seen from him before. He left the next day for Tenrikyo, the seat of our government in the east. Officials arrived not long after to let us know that Master Nankai was killed. We have been forbidden from mentioning his name, and that anyone asking about him would be taken into custody.” 
 
    “You threatened to kill me back there, not take me into custody,” Arik said. 
 
    “I did, which I was doing simply to follow protocol before I could question you privately. You did well out there to not mention that you are from the north, but you shouldn’t have challenged us.” 
 
    “Told you,” Meosa said. 
 
    “My attendants will hopefully assume that you were one of Master Nankai’s lesser skilled students from another school, that perhaps you hadn’t heard the news. But usage of your ability nearly gave you away, and I’m sure that may create questions later on down the line. That remains to be seen.” 
 
    Arik ignored the ‘lesser skilled’ part as he went with his next question. “Do you think he is actually dead?” 
 
    Master Altai’s lips parted slightly. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Let me ask you, Arik. If Master Nankai was here, and you had shown up and were able to meet with him, what would your request be? Why have you journeyed so far rather than go into hiding? Rather than seek the aid of your own government? What would you want from Master Nankai?” 
 
    “I would want information and… training,” Arik said, his voice with a razor’s edge to it now. 
 
    “Information and training. What kind of information and training?” 
 
    A darkness fell over Arik. “I would want to know how to kill Nobunaga for what he has done, to stop him from invading my country. I would need training to do just that.” 
 
    Arik didn’t know what to expect with a statement like this, and truth be told it had mostly come from within him, certainly not something he had planned to say in the open. He expected Meosa to comment, but the aqueous kami never said anything and there was no discernible change on Master Altai’s face, just a hardness as he looked Arik over.  
 
    Finally, he turned to one of his bookshelves and squinted his good eye toward a shelf on the top. “Let me ask you, disciple, especially since you have come to the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts, his alma mater. Are you familiar with the War Priest?”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “All things are prone to collapse.” 
 
      
 
    –Jadean architect Osmuu Matahachi de Omoto upon completion of the Omoto Stadium in Year 989. The stadium is still standing and is used for slave tournaments.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    The room given to Arik Dacre at the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts was much larger than he was accustomed to. It was clearly a space designated for a guest lecturer with its beautiful bed set on a stone frame draped in red cloth, two seating areas featuring both cushions on the ground and sofa chairs, which he was accustomed to having in the Onyx Realm, as well as an entirely separate and private bath. 
 
    After a meal had been brought to him, one that consisted of a bit milder food—which told Arik that Master Altai had relayed a message to the cook staff—attendants in square-shaped hats filed in carrying barrels of piping-hot water. They filled a bathtub made of coral-pink limestone that seemed to glow after the hot water was placed inside.  
 
    It was one of the more relaxing experiences Arik could recall from recent memory, Meosa giving the disciple some privacy as he simply enjoyed the hot water, the slightly fragrant, citrus smell of cactus flowers floating on its surface, filling his nostrils with each breath in. Before getting into the tub, he had been instructed to use one of the smaller buckets of hot water to give himself a preliminary bath, Arik not at all surprised to see just how dirty he was.  
 
    Sand and grit, dried blood and sweat, not to mention the weight of his journey, seemed to roll off his shoulders. And while there was perhaps a metaphor to be uncovered in the wastewater as it spiraled down the drain, something about letting the past go, it wasn’t one that Arik planned to contemplate.  
 
    Master Altai had even given him one book to read, a relatively thick book wrapped in leather called Coro Pache: Legends of the War Priest. 
 
    But that could wait. Arik simply wanted to enjoy the bath. 
 
    As he settled deeper into the tub, the disciple now with his face half submerged, he thought about how abruptly Master Altai had ended their conversation. Just about the moment he had mentioned the War Priest, Master Altai had guided their discussion toward what would happen later, which mostly revolved around Arik keeping to the guest quarters while he contemplated what would happen next, the instructor explaining that Arik would be fed and that he should read up on the War Priest while he rested. 
 
    For an entire day? Arik had thought at the time, yet here he was, relaxing in the bathtub for what had been at least an hour now, maybe longer. He really didn’t know. Perhaps he had fallen asleep for a moment, simply enjoying the luxury, which was something he frequently got back at the Academy of Healing Arts considering their elaborate dormitory bathrooms, with their private baths.  
 
    It was something he had truly missed, the life he had before nothing like the life he had gotten a glimpse of since. But this was where he was now, and he hoped that whatever Master Altai came up with next would be a clear path forward for him. 
 
    Eventually, Arik got out of the bathtub and slipped into a house robe made of a very soft material, which he assumed came from young wooly kayno fur. Upon stepping into the main room, he found Meosa in his water form with his back against the wall, almost as if he were sitting, the lower half of his body still attached to the nozzle of the waterskin. 
 
    “I thought I was going to have to come rescue you there for a moment…” Meosa said. 
 
    “It has been a while.” 
 
    “Clearly, my boy. But necessary. Recall that I’m the one that has been forced to travel with you and your, ahem, various human odors. Not at all related but worth saying: I do find it somewhat insulting that we are supposed to stay in this room for the rest of the day, even if it is comfortable. At least for someone like you.” 
 
    “You can go hang out in the bathtub if you’d like.” 
 
    Meosa scoffed at the suggestion. “Not with your used bathwater I won’t. After all I’ve done for you, perhaps you can do something for me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “There is an attendant outside the door. Tell them that you would like to fill the bathtub up again. Then, and only then, will I relax there.” 
 
    “That seems like a waste of water,” Arik said, recalling the young herder Domen explaining just how important water was to the citizens of Mogra. 
 
    “Are you really worried about the porters that carry water down from the mountains? It is their job, you know, and since this combat school is mostly funded by the government, that is precisely the best way for the money to reach their hands. Not to mention the fact that Nobunaga may pay for it some way or another, or at least the citizens that support him. No? You don’t like that explanation? What if I told you that they use the dirty water for the cactus gardens and the animals. It all gets recycled; they do not waste water here in Mogra.”  
 
    Arik hesitated. 
 
    “Must I ask you again, disciple?” 
 
    Arik did as Meosa requested, the attendant outside of his room promising to return soon with fresh water, no expression discernible on the man’s face due to his square hat.  
 
    It was only after they refilled the tub, and Meosa had floated away that Arik finally sat down before the book that Master Altai had given him. He ran his finger over the embossed cover title, Coro Pache: Legends of the War Priest.  
 
    The brittleness of the paper was a clear giveaway as to how old the book was, as were several missing pages. There was also the smell, Arik transported back to the library at his Academy, the hours upon hours he had spent in his favorite leather chair at the back looking over the text on wound transfer. He had spent so much time there that some of his robes had started to take on the scent of the library, a few of the other disciples teasing him until they saw what he was studying. 
 
    There weren’t really any dark arts associated with studying Revivaura, but if any of the individual branches came with some superstition, it was the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer. Why would someone want to take on the sickness of others? How masochistic would a disciple need to be to want to physically feel the pain of their patients? There was no doubt a disciple would dedicate their life to healing, but with the other branches, the only way this affected the disciple was by extinguishing their power and making them drowsy.  
 
    Wound transfer was something else entirely, one in which the disciple was forced to suffer alongside their patient. This was why Arik was so easily able to brush off attacks, like the blade that had nearly cut off his hand not so long ago. Of all the disciples, he was one of the types that were most accustomed to pain. 
 
    A relaxing sigh from the bathroom forced a rare smirk on Arik’s face. Meosa sure seems to be enjoying himself, Arik thought as he examined the title page of the War Priest book.  
 
    There was no author, simply the stamp of a publisher from the Jade Realm known as Yoshimura Books, listing the publication city as Avarga, which Arik recalled was the city in which humans and yokai coexisted. 
 
    He scanned through the table of contents, which was where he normally would start when presented with books like this, ones that had multiple entries. There didn’t appear to be any foreword or any indication of who had written the book, or how the stories were compiled, which meant he would be able to jump around. Many of the stories had interesting titles, but one in particular caught his attention. 
 
    “Mask of the Fallen,” Arik read aloud as he found the page number and flipped to the middle of the book. There were summaries written in paragraphs, but the prose itself was written in a way that forced Arik to slow down to some degree as he read it. While the summaries were digestible, Arik stumbled over the primary text and its meaning, its casual absence of certain verbs and its cryptic yet slightly poetic styling making it even harder to understand. 
 
      
 
    <Coro Pache War Priest two sword healer Mount Osore flat plane.> 
 
    <One night campsite flames blue starscape voice two.> 
 
    <Living dead swords living gravestones living light death night.> 
 
    <Sea of them see of them be of them Mount Osore calling.> 
 
    <Mask of the Fallen.> 
 
      
 
    There was a sketching of the mask, which was stylized the opposite way of the shinobi female Arik had encountered in the Whitenor Desert. While her kitsune mask covered her entire face, this mask was black and it only covered the bottom half of one’s face and their nose, the teeth of the mask white and spread wide into a fierce, almost sinister smile. 
 
    The text continued, morphing from its nearly nonsensical stanza to a more readable text as yet another summary took shape. A quick look through the book while he kept his finger on the Mask of the Fallen chapter told Arik that many of the stories were written in this pattern. 
 
    Strange… he thought as he continued the text: 
 
    Acquiring the Mask of the Fallen, Coro Pache instantly benefited from its unique power in battle. It heightened his ability to extinguish life, but this came at a price. A poisonous one. The Mask of the Fallen belonged to an unknown warrior active during the Jade Expansion of 731-750. The warrior was said to coat the mask in his opponents’ blood after defeating them, which imbued in it the darker aspect of Thunderaura. The mask became poisonous to Coro Pache, who was able to heal, but not to the extent of a trained disciple, someone who had spent their entire life learning how to utilize Revivaura. Coro Pache returned the Mask of the Fallen, and continued his quest without it. 
 
    “Meosa?” Arik called to the other room. 
 
    “I didn’t bother you while you were relaxing, if I recall. But perhaps I’m losing my memory in my old age. It does happen, you know. Soon, you’ll be able to send me to a distinguished home for the elderly, if such a thing existed for kami. Bah. What would you like?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Mask of the Fallen?” 
 
    “I have heard of many things, my boy.” 
 
    Arik pinched the bridge of his nose. “I understand that, but specifically, have you ever heard of the Mask of the Fallen?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because I just read something about it, and it may be useful.” 
 
    “Useful? What would you want with a dreadful object like that?” 
 
    “So you have heard of it,” Arik said. 
 
    “I didn’t say that, I asked what you wanted with a dreadful object like the Mask of the Fallen?” 
 
    “You are the one that first said I was the War Priest,” Arik reminded him. “The War Priest had the Mask of the Fallen.” 
 
    “And? Coro also had a bad attitude. Would you like to take his bad attitude as well?” 
 
    “Do you know about the mask or not? This book says that he was unable to deal with some aspect of it because he was not a fully trained disciple. I am a fully trained disciple.” 
 
    “Are you, now? Last I recalled, you only passed three branches. Would you consider someone who has passed only three branches fully trained?” 
 
    “For a disciple, yes. For a priest, no. It was just a question.” 
 
    “And what I gave you is just an answer,” Meosa replied. “Yes, I am aware of the Mask of the Fallen, and no, I don’t know where it is. And even if I did, I probably wouldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s near Mount Osore. I think that’s where he got it from.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s buried somewhere in the Whitenor Desert, or cast into the Sea of Katano. It is a dangerous object, my boy. Perhaps you should be wary of it.” 
 
    A knock at the door drew Arik’s attention. Figuring it was the attendant outside, he went to the door in his bathrobe, the disciple feeling a bit of shame when he opened it to find Master Altai standing with both hands behind his back, the eye-patched man slightly dipping his head when he saw him. 
 
    “May I come in?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Arik said as he stepped aside. 
 
    “Did I hear… voices coming from inside the room?” Master Altai asked carefully as he peered toward the bathroom. “It sounded like you were having a conversation with someone.”  
 
    “No,” Arik said in a rushed way. “Just reading out loud. Please, come in.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik Dacre stood the same way he would if Master Guri Yarna had visited him in his quarters, which had only happened once. His hands behind his back, Arik maintained a respectful pose until Combat Master Altai motioned him toward one of the sitting areas in the corner. 
 
    “Please,” he said as he swept the ends of his blood-red robe to the side and sat, his legs crossed beneath his body, the tips of his sheathed blades lightly touching the floor. Once Arik had seated before him, Master Altai began speaking: “As you know, I told you I would need some time to think about what you should do next, that it may take me a day. That is no longer the case. It is clear to me that you aren’t at the skill level that you would need to be able to enroll in the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts’ Mastery School. If that was your intention, to enroll and increase your skill in that way, I don’t believe it is possible, at least at this stage. And you are too old to join a secondary program.” 
 
    Arik nodded. It wasn’t quite his intention to join the combat academy, his curiosity piqued by Master Altai mentioning that this was one of his considerations. 
 
    “I don’t know how much you know about Nobunaga, but he has a firm belief that the best warriors aren’t ones who have spent years of their life dedicated to the art of combat; no, in his opinion, peasants and merchants, common folk, make better warriors than those trained classically. And to some extent, he has been right. The common warrior versus a classically trained warrior has an advantage, and that is the advantage of surprise. But I wouldn’t bet much oban on a battle between someone like our mutual acquaintance, Combat Master Nankai, and a porter. Not on the porter, anyway.” 
 
    “Do you think this is why he attacked my Academy? Because he doesn’t believe in chi-based academics?” 
 
    “No, he attacked your Academy and others like it in the Onyx Realm, to cut off a very important part of your country’s strategic dominance, at least from what I’ve surmised. And I should clarify, while Nobunaga has some skepticism for classically trained warriors, anyone who joins his army is subsequently sent to one of the combat academies to learn. Ironic, isn’t it?” 
 
    Arik nodded. It was already starting to seem like Nobunaga was a man of conflicting opinions. 
 
    “You are familiar with Thunderaura, and experienced it firsthand just a few hours ago. There is nothing like it in terms of battle and how one can use chi as a speed advantage. So no, I don’t believe that is Nobunaga’s reason for orchestrating the attack. The reason I mentioned his preferential treatment of common folk is because of a tournament to be held here in Mogra four weeks from now, the first of its kind in this region, and one that Nobunaga plans to personally attend.” 
 
    “He’s coming… here?” 
 
    “He is, mainly due to the fact that the tournament is his idea, a way to pay homage to the War Priest as well. It is a tournament for locals, with the winner being given not only a place in our mastery school, but also a chance upon graduation to join Nobunaga’s inner circle. He has already successfully done this in Minowa, and this, if there ever was one, would be your chance to get close enough to him to do something. That is your intention, correct?” 
 
    Arik nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Nobunaga will be heavily guarded, which means that your only chance to do what it is you intend to do would be in winning the tournament. As it stands, you would most certainly lose, especially once you reached the final leg of the tournament. No offense.” 
 
    “I can fight,” Arik said, not able to hide the stubborn determination in his voice. “And if I can’t fight, I can…” 
 
    “Yes, your power. Unfortunately, you would draw attention to yourself if you used it too blatantly. But it is a clever way to fight, using wound transfer. And I commend you for utilizing the power this way, something that I don’t believe anyone has ever done before on a large scale. But you need to understand something else: if you were to lose this tournament, you would most certainly be killed. Nobunaga hates displays of weakness. Anyone who doesn’t die in the tournament will be tossed into the Great Deep, a gorge not far from here that is said to be bottomless. There is no exception to this rule. If you lose, disciple, you will die, you likely won’t survive a fall like that. There can only be one winner.” 
 
    “Why would he kill potentially good foot soldiers?” Arik asked. “If someone came in second, for example, why not mend their wounds?” 
 
    “An interesting question with multiple answers. One, Nobunaga wants to inspire both awe and fear in fellow Crimsonians. He also wants to only have the best warriors possible in his inner circle. With his paranoia, there are certain dangers associated with being around him; you can imagine his inner circle shrinks more than it grows. So only the best. The threat of execution also inspires those who are brave enough to enter the tournament to fight for their lives, not just because they may lose a limb, but because if they survive and don’t win, they will face a horrible death.” 
 
    “Nobunaga’s paranoid?” 
 
    “He has a clever way of ruling Crimsonians, preaching and believing that the enemy is both weak and strong, the enemy being your country, the Onyx Realm. On one hand, Onyxians are mocked and thought of as practically useless; on the other, they are a fierce enemy that wants nothing more than to take away our Crimsonian way of life, which you and I both know isn’t exactly the case. Perhaps five hundred years ago, yes, this was the case considering it was your country that was the aggressor in the Crimson-Onyx Shroud War. But that has certainly changed since the restructuring, and the strengthening of the natural buffer that the Jade Realm provides between our two countries. This bipolar attitude toward the enemy is extended to his inner circle, those close to him vying for power and sometimes betraying others with little or no cause. We are lucky to some degree.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Anyone who lost the tournament in Minowa was beheaded. Are you familiar with what is known as a head inspection?” 
 
    “Does it have something to do with test cutting?” Arik asked, recalling the phrase Master Kojiro used to explain what would happen to the bodies of the dead slaves. 
 
    “Test cutting is something that would come after a head inspection. The inspection was practiced by Crimsonians a very long time ago. After a battle, the leading warlord or lord-commander would inspect the decapitated heads of every single combatant that lost their life, friend and foe alike. One of the reasons for doing this should be obvious—to celebrate a victory in battle—but it was also practiced as a reminder to refrain from becoming lost in triumph, and to remember that the decapitated heads of an enemy and a fellow soldier were one and the same.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “It was also said to enhance the dignity of the warlord or lord-commander in the eyes of the warriors. It hasn’t been practiced since the Jade-Crimson War of Shadows that ended in Year 752, but Nobunaga has since brought it back. So that is why I say we are lucky. From my sources, there was a line of Nobunaga’s men holding decapitated heads from the Minowa tournament that stretched nearly half a mile. I wouldn’t want the people of Mogra to experience something like that, even if being tossed into the Great Deep is an equally terrible fate.” 
 
    “So you suggest that I compete in this tournament…” 
 
    “Reluctantly, yes. But you aren’t going to be able to compete in your current state, and I’m not going to be able to train you without drawing attention to myself.” 
 
    “So what then?” Arik asked. 
 
    Master Altai’s voice thinned. “I’m going to just come out and say it: you have a month to get stronger. I suppose rather than going into any more detail, I should tell you that part right off the bat. If you plan to compete in this tournament, which I believe would be the best way to get close to Nobunaga, you need to improve your sword skills. Are you familiar with the term warrior pilgrimage, or perhaps the ancient term, musha-shugyo?” 
 
    Arik shook his head. 
 
    “A warrior pilgrimage is a trip made by a fighter to various localities where they post a sign challenging others to duels, usually in predetermined courtyards. There are various kinds, and not all necessarily end in death. This could be one way to grow stronger. I wish I had a fellow instructor I could send you to, but, if you haven’t figured it out already, what I’m doing here by simply speaking to you is treason, and I wouldn’t want to rope anyone else into this. So perhaps you can go around the Crimson or even the Jade Realm looking for these kinds of challenges. They are quite common in the Jadean city of Iga, you know, which may be a good starting place, much better climate as well.” 
 
    “And then I would return here in four weeks and compete in the tournament?” 
 
    “Correct. And hopefully you will have improved your skill enough to win by that point. Then, and only then, would I be able to start officially training you. What I’m suggesting here, Disciple Arik, is the long game. There is no quick road to the top; it will be winding. You may be able to land a death blow in your first meeting with Nobunaga, but it still may be impossible, and in that case, you would have to wait. If you won, however, I would be the one responsible for training you, and trust me, I would teach you how to land that blow the moment you got the chance.” 
 
    “And the shinobi?” 
 
    “We have no way to deal with them just yet. Perhaps it would be best to cut off the head of the snake rather than deal with its minions, especially with these illusionists, who are prone to scattering like sand in the wind.” 
 
    “What about…” Arik thought about the passage in the book that had been given to him. “The Mask of the Fallen. Have you heard of it?” 
 
    There was a long pause before Master Altai responded. “I see you’ve already discovered one of the more interesting legends in the War Priest book. You know those are legends, right? Some may be true, others hyperbole, stories passed down by locals or even ones that took place before Coro Pache’s time and repurposed for this volume. I gave it to you as a reference, yet I do find it interesting that this is your first discovery in the book. If the Mask of the Fallen did exist, it would certainly help you. But you wouldn’t find it in the Crimson Realm; you would have to venture to the Jadean city of Avarga, where yokai and humans coexist, and from there to Mount Osore.” 
 
    “What is Mount Osore exactly?” 
 
    “I’ve never been there personally, but from what I’ve read, it is the location in which the living are supposedly able to meet the dead. But again, I can’t verify this. I’m assuming there would be plenty of challenges between here and there, which could perhaps strengthen you to the point that you would be able to win the tournament. Do you think you really would do something like that? Try to find the Mask of the Fallen?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arik said, feeling as if the voice that slipped free from his lips wasn’t his, that it came from beyond in a way. “If it exists, it would help me. And I wouldn’t suffer from it the same way that Coro Pache did.” 
 
    “You mean the mask’s poisoning aspect, correct?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Arik said with a bit more confidence. “It is very difficult to poison me.” 
 
    “I suppose that settles it then, you can leave tonight for Omoto, and take the eastern trail from there to Avarga. That is, unless you would like to stay here for another day.” 
 
    It was a comfortable room, and Arik wouldn’t mind being able to actually rest for a night, but he also had a time limit to accomplish what he hoped to do. 
 
    “I’ll leave tonight.” 
 
    “In that case, I will make arrangements and handle everything so all you need to do is meet with the caravan. Do you have money?” 
 
    “I have some sen that I’ve saved.”  
 
    “Sen will help you once you reach the Jade Realm, but you need oban here. Do not worry about that part of it; I will give you what I can.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Arik started to say. 
 
    “There is little hope left in this country, and after what they did to Combat Master Nankai, it now feels as if the sun is hours away from setting, leaving us in perpetual darkness. I don’t know how much longer I’ll last with my views, even if I keep them to myself.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “You have to be careful, Arik. You are a wanted man, disciple, even though no one currently knows that you exist. Never forget that. You must be very vigilant in using Revivaura. To paraphrase what you said earlier: you’ve come too far to stop now. And with that same incident in mind, never tell someone that again before you attempt a strike. Never give yourself away prematurely. If I can depart any wisdom to you, it is this: never warn your opponent.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After a quiet evening meal with Combat Master Altai, Arik packed what little things he had, including his War Priest book and a spare set of robes. As he had promised, Master Altai had arranged everything, the two meeting at the entrance of the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts. 
 
    “Remember what I told you,” Master Altai said, also in his square hat now that they were outside of the Academy’s grounds. “I will see you a month from now, and I pray for your sake that you will be able to win the tournament. Do not forget to look for warrior pilgrimages in your search for the Mask of the Fallen. And when you do return here, please refrain from visiting the Academy. Sign up for the tournament and go from there. It is best that there aren't ways to tie us together, for now. I wish there was more I could do for you,” he said, hesitating. 
 
    “You have done enough,” Arik told the eye-patched instructor. “Thank you again for everything.” 
 
    “In that case, I will let you get to the caravan. Sonjin here will lead you to the post.” He motioned toward one of the Academy’s blades, Arik not certain if he was one of the ones that he had fought earlier. The man was in the same crimson robes as Combat Master Altai, a red rim around the eye-opening of the square hat. 
 
    Without a word, the blade started off, Arik on his heels in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Thank you,” Arik told him, but Sonjin didn’t respond.  
 
    “You really are adamant about finding the Mask of the Fallen, aren’t you?” Meosa asked Arik, the aqueous kami’s voice at a level that only he could hear.  
 
    Arik grunted a response. 
 
    “You have one month, and rather than find someone that can teach you how to properly fight one of the hearty peasants that decides to enter Nobunaga’s tournament, you decide to go on a treasure hunt for an item that may or may not even exist.” 
 
    “You knew the War Priest, right? Coro Pache?” Arik whispered. 
 
    “That’s not what we are discussing, my boy.” 
 
    “Did he have the mask or not?” 
 
    “Even if he did, you might not be able to obtain it. You do realize that, at least in terms of the legend’s timeline, Coro was much older than you, and much more powerful I should say, when he sought out this rare item.” 
 
    “Times are different.” 
 
    “That, they are,” Meosa said with a lamenting sigh. “That, they are.” 
 
    The caravan’s post was the western side of Mogra, set in front of a man-made ramp that led to the top of the canyon, one weathered over time. The outer settlement where Arik had stayed with Domen the previous night would be bypassed completely on their way out, Arik wishing he could’ve stopped by to thank the herder and his mother once again. 
 
    Sonjin stopped in front of a wooly kayno-drawn carriage made of a metal frame, with walls crafted of thick leather due to the lack of wood in the area. The carriage driver, a stooped-over man in a gray tunic with a square hat on his head, hopped down from his seat and opened the door for Arik.  
 
    “My lord,” he said. 
 
    “Lord?” Meosa asked. “Ha! Don’t get used to this kind of treatment, disciple.” 
 
    Feeling a strange hint of shame, Arik quickly got into the carriage, where he took a seat on a cushioned bench with storage beneath. As he got settled, the carriage driver undid some bone buttons along the right outer wall of the carriage, creating an opening that doubled as a window. 
 
    “It will be a nice night, my lord. Best to enjoy the cool weather,” the driver told him. 
 
    Arik thanked him, and as he did, he peered around to see that the blade named Sonjin had already departed. 
 
    “This is going to be so much better than walking to the desert,” Meosa said, Arik now with the waterskin now tucked under his arm, his provisions beneath his seat. “It’s not quite the luxury I’m used to considering I’m from the Jade Realm, but I suppose it will do for now.” 
 
    The caravan was just about to leave when Arik heard some commotion behind his carriage. He looked out the opening to see a square-hatted woman arguing with one of the caravan guards, a child in a fabric sling clutched to her chest. 
 
    Arik tuned into the argument, Meosa’s voice coming to him as he did so: “May I suggest that you don’t get involved?” 
 
    “She can ride with me,” Arik announced, ignoring the kami. 
 
    The caravan guard, a young, muscular man with a spear, approached his carriage. 
 
    “My lord, this woman is from the outer settlements and the carriages for outer settlements are already full,” he said, motioning toward the back of the caravan. “She will have to wait.” 
 
    “No, she can ride with me. I can pay for passage.” 
 
    “But, my lord…” 
 
    “Why do you constantly disregard my advice?” Meosa hissed at Arik. “And aside from the fact that you’re sticking your neck where it doesn’t belong, she has a child that will likely be crying. Do you want to spend the next couple of days cooped up in a carriage alongside a sobbing child? I sure as hell don’t.” 
 
    “I have the oban to pay for her passage, but I believe my carriage has already been covered by Combat Master Altai at the Academy,” Arik told the guard. 
 
    “Please, my lord,” the woman said as she approached. “My child, I need to get her to Omoto, to Master Kojiro. She’s fallen ill.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Meosa told Arik. “You cannot use your healing powers, remember? If you’re going to go against my incredibly sage advice, at least tell me you won’t secretly heal this child. What would be the point in having this woman join the caravan anyway? Why don’t you just open up a tent near one of that depraved bathhouse and heal anyone who steps up? If she gets in his caravan, she must make it to Master Kojiro. Wait. That’s the tanuki, isn’t it? This world has too many masters and not enough humble kami such as myself!” 
 
    “She rides with me,” Arik told the guard with a hint of finality in his voice. “Either let me cover the costs, or speak with Combat Master Altai, who will confirm her passage.” 
 
    “I suppose if you are willing to grant her space in your carriage, who am I to deny that?” The caravan guard opened the door for the woman, assisting her as she climbed inside. 
 
    The two woolly kayno grunted in response to the sudden change in weight, but the carriage driver didn’t say anything, and soon, they were off, heading from Mogra toward the border city of Omoto.  
 
    The woman, who now sat across from the disciple, baby to her chest, remained completely quiet for the first hour, never thanking him, almost as if she were somehow scared of Arik. 
 
    He thought about sleeping, but the disciple couldn’t quell his curiosity in regards to what was affecting her child. Maybe if I can at least diagnose what the illness is, Master Kojiro will be able to cure her more readily. Or… 
 
    Another idea came to Arik. What if he simply waited until they got to Omoto, and then quickly healed the child before departing for the next caravan, the one that would lead to the eastern Jadean city of Avarga?  
 
    No, you’ve already brought attention to yourself, Arik thought. Still, you can at least diagnose it… 
 
    “You know, I was once healed by Master Kojiro,” Arik said, striking up a conversation.  
 
    The woman looked up at him, the bottom of her square hat lined with tattered red fringe. “You… You know Master Kojiro?” 
 
    “I do,” Arik said with a short nod. It was dark all around them now, aside from the faint glow of the lanterns that the caravan guards had attached to their spears. The temperature had dropped as well, the woman across from him with a wool blanket over her body to protect from the elements. “I spent some time with him years ago in Avarga.” 
 
    “You are the worst liar,” Meosa told him with a chuckle. “Why would someone of your status, one who can afford to travel this way, be spending time with a tanuki whose main job is to heal slaves? What are you going to do next? Tell her that you are friends with Domen? How would you explain that? But, continue on; you’ve stopped listening to me as of late anyway.” 
 
    Arik took off his square hat, the woman now able to see his face. He didn’t know what the protocol was, but as soon as he removed his, she removed hers as well, the woman much younger than he expected. “May I ask what is wrong with your child?” 
 
    “It’s…” The woman very carefully removed her child from the sling attached to her chest. “It’s a rash from not getting the proper nutrients,” she said she showed him the child, Arik barely able to make out the baby’s face in the dark. “It can be hard down here.” 
 
    “I’m sure Master Kojiro will be able to help with that,” Arik said as he reached into his robes. “But you could probably start with a proper meal.” 
 
    He had placed his Jadean sen in the left inner pocket, and the Crimsonian oban in the right, so he wouldn’t get them confused. He returned with some of the Crimsonian oban, which he assumed she could use for food at the border. 
 
    “And now you’re being charitable,” Meosa lamented. “Alas, I suppose it makes sense. It is in your nature, is it not? So selfless. And here I thought that you were the War Priest. You know, Coro Pache wasn’t as charitable as you seem to be, but that is to be expected considering he was Crimsonian and you are Onyxian. Fine, give her your money,” the aqueous kami said as Arik handed her the bills marked in red ink to the woman. “We can always get more. I think. Well, I hope.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know what to say,” the woman told him. She sniffled, and then tilted her head up, trying not to get emotional. “It has been a trying journey as of late.” 
 
    “I’m sure it has,” Arik said, the tone of her voice making him feel the emotion in his chest as well.  
 
    They had both experienced hardships that the other likely couldn’t fathom, yet here they were, in a cramped carriage moving to the border, their shared suffering having a way of calming both of them, the two united by the idea that life was challenging no matter who you were or where you came from. 
 
    “Thank you again, my lord,” the woman said. “I wish you luck in all of your endeavors, and will pray for your success.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sound judgement can be corrupted with prolonged contemplation. Eight breaths should be more than enough time to make a proper decision.” 
 
      
 
    –Madame Noll Arimask in her Scroll on Better Order, later published in the Jadean Book of Proverbs, Year 1475. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    It was as if the border city of Omoto was cast in a different light after Arik Dacre’s brief time in Mogra. He suddenly saw the differences in the dress, from the square hats to the robes the people on the Crimsonian side of Omoto wore, which seemed heavier, less ratty than those of the desert-beaten denizens of Mogra. There was also a difference in the construction of many of the buildings, everything more spread out along the border, not confined to a valley surrounded by a close-knit settlement. 
 
    The slave trade was much more visceral here, clear in the people being auctioned off, and those waiting on wealthy men and women who wore flowing red robes, many with conical hats that had additional stitching on them, some of the women also wearing veils tucked into the front of their clothing, golden threads laced along the stitch lines. 
 
    The journey had taken a day and two nights, Arik using his healing power to occasionally reduce any pain he felt in his legs from lack of circulation. The caravan only stopped a few times, keeping up an absolutely grueling pace. The woman Arik shared his carriage with rarely spoke, and her baby remained quiet for most of the ride, something Meosa came to appreciate by the time they had reached the city. 
 
    Meosa had talked to Arik a lot during the trip, but he still had yet to reveal his reasoning for parting ways with Arik the first time they had come to Omoto. What was he hiding? Why was he so secretive about it? Everything else seemed to be on the table, but Arik couldn’t help but feel that there was something Meosa was leaving out. 
 
    Perhaps it would all be revealed soon. 
 
    Arik expected trouble at the border itself, the disciple figuring he may have to procure some document or something of the sort to prove where he had come from. But appearances seemed to be everything around here, and the upgraded robes he wore, gifted to him by Master Altai, granted him swift passage, the guards barely blinking an eye. 
 
    There was a stark difference between the Jadean and Crimson parts of the city, things slightly more lax on the Jadean side, the abundance of red banners and bright-umber robes replaced by seafoam-green flags with squares in the center. It was by no means a subtle visual, the green adding a touch of life to a place so marred by its sandstone walls and barren surroundings.  
 
    After bidding farewell to the woman and her child, who were planning to eat something before visiting Master Kojiro, Arik headed toward the stadium where he had tried to save Jinmo. It seemed like a lifetime ago, but in truth it had only been a handful of days. 
 
    “Let’s try not to stay here for the night,” Meosa reminded him, the aqueous kami adamant that they should begin their journey to Avarga now considering their deadline. 
 
    “You haven’t met Master Kojiro and Indra.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, disciple.” 
 
    “You can trust them.” 
 
    “You can’t trust anyone, not in the world as it was in my time, and not in the world as it is now.” 
 
    Rather than disagree with the often cantankerous kami, Arik entered the infirmary to find Indra attending to one of the patients. He was clearly a local, the man with a bloated lump on the side of his neck. Arik kept his square hat on as he approached the man, Indra not sure of who he was at first. But then she recognized the way he held himself, the nursemaid slowly relaxing her posture. 
 
    “You are actually going to start working around here, aren’t you?” Meosa moaned. “We have a caravan to catch, disciple.” 
 
    “Is Master Kojiro in?” Arik asked as he hovered his hand over the injured man. He’d seen similar wounds before, likely a tumor, and as long as he didn’t need to extensively use his power for the rest of the day, healing something like this wouldn’t take much out of him. He could always correct the man’s ailment through Wound Transfer, but then he would have to carry the pain to some degree, which wasn’t something he was interested in doing with the trip that lay ahead.  
 
    “Certainly,” said Indra. The Onyxian brunette was just as Arik had remembered her, the dimples on her face softening her smile, at odds with the look of sheer exhaustion in her eyes. “I’ll get him.” 
 
    Soon, the nursemaid returned with Master Kojiro, the tanuki in his off-white robes, sleeves rolled up, less blood stains on them than normal. By this point, Arik had already started to heal the man, the man with his eyes clenched shut as the lump on his neck, easily the size of a potato, began to tremble and melt back into his skin. What he couldn’t see was the chi all around him, Arik fully in control of the Revivaura in the space, liquid-like as it began to strengthen around the older man. 
 
    Soon he was finished, and as Arik lowered his hands, Indra came to his side to give the patient a sedative. 
 
    “It appears you have returned,” Master Kojiro said, a slight grin on his face as he looked up at Arik, his whiskers switching. “Fancy yourself a man from Mogra now, do you?” 
 
    “The disguise works to some degree,” Arik told him as he joined Master Kojiro on the other side of the room. He took a seat, the tanuki remaining on his feet. Indra joined them after she’d seen to the tumor-ridden man, the nursemaid sitting on one of the cots generally reserved for patients. 
 
    “Combat Master Nankai wasn’t at the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts,” Arik began, “but the man you suggested, Master Altai, was there.” 
 
    “I see, and where was Master Nankai?” 
 
    A pained expression came across Arik’s face, one that neither the tanuki nor the nursemaid could see due to his square hat. “He appears to have upset Nobunaga and was summoned to Tenrikyo. No one has heard from him since; he is likely dead.” 
 
    A hint of sadness traced across the tanuki’s black eyes. The white hairs sticking out of his snout seemed to dip in a way as well, his raccoon ears lowering as he bit his bottom lip. “Pity. What will you do now, disciple? We could always use the help around here…” 
 
    “There are a number of things I plan to do,” Arik began. 
 
    “Be careful what you tell tanuki,” Meosa hissed in Arik’s ear. “Most are trustworthy, but others…” 
 
    He ignored Meosa as he explained what happened over the last several days, Arik leaving out his plan to assassinate Nobunaga. He did, however, mention his desire to find an artifact known as the Mask of the Fallen, which caused Master Kojiro’s bushy eyebrows to raise. “Mask of the Fallen? I can’t say that I’ve heard of it. Where will you go to search for it?” 
 
    “To Avarga. I have a book about Coro Pache, and it was where the book was published.” Arik motioned toward his pack, which was now resting against the wall. 
 
    “Avarga can be a very interesting and beautiful place, where yokai and humans coexist, but you must be careful there, Disciple Arik,” Master Kojiro said. “There are many ways to lose yourself in Avarga.” 
 
    “I will do my best,” he told the tanuki. 
 
    “You will draw attention to yourself in your Crimsonian clothing. Indra, fetch the disciple some spare robes. You can leave your square hat and anything that ties you to the Crimson Realm here, for safekeeping. There are many people in the Jade Realm, especially as you move to the east, they do not like the Crimsonians. I assume you want to blend in, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Arik said. 
 
    “Yes, good, blend in like an illusionist, as they say. It is best that you don’t look like you just came in on a wooly kayno from the outer rim of Mogra. Filthy creatures, those kayno.” 
 
    “Now there is something that I can agree with,” Meosa commented so only Arik could hear. 
 
    “I suppose you will want to leave on the next caravan then,” said the tanuki.  
 
    “Yes, if you could point me in the right direction.” 
 
    “Certainly, and you have funds? I do have a modest amount that I’m able to part with…”  
 
    “No, I should have enough.” 
 
    “You will need more in Avarga. It is the most expensive city in the Jade Realm. I’ll give you what I can.” 
 
    “Please, Master Kojiro, it’s fine,” Arik said as Indra returned with a spare set of robes. She also had two pairs of boots lined with deer skin. 
 
    “It gets cold to the east at times,” Indra said as she placed the clothing on an empty side table. “I don’t know which boots would fit you.” 
 
    “Indra, I’m sorry to ask you again, but please fetch my satchel as well…” 
 
    “Really,” Arik said, “you don’t need to give me any money.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll pay me back one day. But you’re going to need at least some sen to get started once you arrive. I would suggest staying clear of the tourist districts. You’ll know which ones they are. There is a part of Avarga that…” Master Kojiro looked up at the ceiling for a moment as if he were considering something. “You don’t have this book on you, do you?” 
 
    Arik retrieved the Coro Pache book from his bag and opened it to the front page, showing the tanuki the stamp. 
 
    “Yes,” Master Kojiro said as he squinted at the publisher's marking. “Yoshimura Books. This will be in the old Bookseller’s District. That would be a better place for you to stay, much quieter. I suppose I shouldn’t keep you any longer than I have; there is a caravan leaving within the hour.” 
 
    “Is there anything you’d like me to deliver in Avarga?” Arik asked. 
 
    “No,” Master Kojiro said. “I wish I could say that I have family there or friends that would want to hear from me, but alas, that isn’t the case. Avarga changes people, and I moved here to get away from that region.” 
 
    Indra returned with the tanuki’s satchel, and soon, Arik had changed into a set of gray robes with purple lining, as well as the boots that Indra had provided him, the disciple no longer wearing his square hat, now with a crease line on his forehead from where the inner frame had set. Aside from the money, he was also given food to take with him on his journey, dried bread and fruit, Arik promising to visit once he returned to Omoto in less than four weeks’ time. 
 
    “I suppose you are wanting me to say something like, they aren’t as bad as I thought they would be, is that it?” Meosa asked as they left the infirmary, Arik cutting through an alley protected from the sun by a hastily erected covering.  
 
    There were spools of wool and other assorted goods in the alley, a man marking the supplies on a scroll while several others carried in a crate. Arik stepped around them and soon, he found himself in yet another square, just as Master Kojiro said he would. From there he turned toward a bakery with an abandoned well beside it, Arik eventually coming to the caravan. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “I was ignoring you,” Arik told the water spirit. 
 
    “Ignoring me? What good would that do? I am your companion, your elder, a being that should be respected! Do you know what happened to the last person that ignored me?” 
 
    A smirk took shape on Arik’s face. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I haven’t the faintest clue.” 
 
    “You would be good to show me some respect from time to time,” Meosa huffed. “Especially because there will come a day when you need my help more than you already do.” 
 
    “I seem to be getting around just fine…” 
 
    “Because of my help. Have you asked yourself yet where you would be without me?”  
 
    Arik stopped walking, allowing a man leading a thin donkey to move in front of him. “Have you?” 
 
    “Yes…” Meosa finally said in a disgruntled way. “You may have me there, disciple. I will admit that. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in five hundred years…”  
 
    “What could you have possibly learned in that cave?” Arik said, for once feeling like engaging Meosa. 
 
    “I… I have learned to mind my manners and to respect those who have come before me! Basic decency. But you know what? You were right, and I was wrong.” 
 
    “About what exactly?”  
 
    “I shouldn’t tease the local fauna.” 
 
    Arik shook his head at this statement. “Is that what you call Master Kojiro and Indra?”  
 
    “Well, they seem to have put down roots here, so yes, I would call them that. And that tanuki was right about another thing.” Meosa cleared his throat. “You need to be exceedingly careful in Avarga. It is a place of sin, not unlike Minowa in the south. You’ve heard of Iwara Pleasure City?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I have…” 
 
    “If our travels ever take us to Minowa, you will. Now pay the caravan man over there and claim a carriage before that strange fellow does.” 
 
    Arik spotted an older man in a conical hat with a triangular slit cut open over his face. He had a gray beard and was exceedingly thin, his shoulders pressed back, some muscle visible under his slightly threadbare olive robes, a haori cape draped over his shoulders, and a blade sheathed at his waist. The opening over the front of the man’s conical hat cast a triangular pane of light across his face, yet it still obscured his features to some degree, even as he turned slightly in Arik’s direction. 
 
    “Whatever you do, try not to get in a carriage with him,” Meosa said. “Pick up your pace, my boy. It seems as if he’s hesitating.” 
 
    Arik did as instructed, and after paying the fee, he was led to one of the four horse-drawn carriages at the back of the group. Once the disciple was settled in the carriage, he removed his bag, his waterskin still tucked under his arm as always. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be much longer now,” Meosa said. “Now all we need to do is sit back and enjoy the bumpy ride. Might I suggest using your healing power to settle your stomach. The rocky road that lies ahead isn’t for the faint of heart. I’m sure you will be fine, disciple.” 
 
    The shutters were closed to prevent the sun from baking the inside of the carriage, Arik not able to see what was happening outside of the caravan. It sounded like they were getting ready to go, and once the driver mounted up, he knew it would be any moment now. 
 
    “Great,” Meosa said as the carriage door popped open and the man who had been wearing the disheveled conical hat quickly got inside. “Just the guy we didn’t want to be stuck in a carriage with. Try not to make any small talk, disciple.” 
 
    “Hi,” Arik told the man, mostly to annoy Meosa.  
 
    “Afternoon,” the man said as he removed his hat. His hair was a mixture of gray and black that had been bundled up beneath the inner cone of his hat. It quickly fell down to his neck as he settled deeper into his seat. 
 
    There was something misty about his eyes, Arik not able to quite make out the color due to the darkness provided by the shutters. He would later notice that there was a hint of gray to them, sometimes green, sometimes blue, depending on his environment, but at the time, all he could tell was there was a unique and mysterious nature to them. As he had seen earlier, the man had a beard, but it wasn’t thick along the sides of his cheeks, which were gaunt, a hint of darkness to them. 
 
    Meosa’s voice appeared in Arik’s ear: “I know you don’t always listen to me, disciple, but there is something off about this fellow—” 
 
    “You look like you have moved from one long journey to another,” said the mysterious stranger. 
 
    “Yes, I would say that is the case. I’m Arik Dacre,” he told the man, not sure of why he was immediately introducing himself. He was nodding as well, as if he were agreeing with something the man had said. 
 
    What’s going on here? Arik thought, a hint of confusion setting in. 
 
    “Arik Dacre, a northern name…” the man said after some contemplation. “Well, it is nice to meet you, Arik.” He relaxed into his seat a little further, even though Arik knew that it was just as uncomfortable as his. The man seemed totally fine with the wooden bench, treating it almost as if it were a thick, cushioned seat. An almost lethargic smile traced across his bearded face as he spoke again: “You may call me Hojo.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hojo said little through the entirety of their journey to Avarga.  
 
    Hours would pass, the mysterious man looking almost as if he had placed himself in a deep meditation, Hojo occasionally blinking his eyes open to squint out the slotted windows of the carriage and then return to his rest. 
 
    The large horse leading their carriage continued onward as the land shifted, the terrain bumpy and raw. Arik caught glimpses through the slatted window of an environment that was much different than the one he had just come from, much colder and wooded, the caravan winding its way along a trail close enough to the trees that their branches occasionally grazed against the outer wall of the carriage. 
 
    Meosa spoke to the disciple as they traveled, the aqueous kami making comments about Hojo and letting Arik know his opinions on how little things had changed in the last five hundred years. 
 
    “And here I thought that coming out of my forced slumber would push me into a new era, one of enlightenment,” he lamented at some point, Arik never able to ask him who had put him into this ‘forced slumber,’ as he called it, in the first place.  
 
    While it was still light, Arik flipped through the book given to him by Master Altai, reading a short story about Coro Pache and one of his trips to the north to better understand Revivaura.  
 
    Arik was a bit incensed, as pedantic as it was, that the legendary figure had been christened a ‘priest’ in the first place. Even Arik himself wasn’t a priest; only someone who had mastered four divine branches, like the man who had saved him, Master Guri Yarna, or the other instructors at the Academy, were granted such a title. 
 
    If Hojo thought anything about the book Arik was holding, he never let him know, the odd man quiet to the point that Arik felt as if he were in the cabin alone. 
 
    Once night officially arrived, the inside of the carriage grew darker, the space lit by vertical orange lines from a hanging lantern near the carriage driver outside. Arik watched these lines race across the inner cabin, sometimes disappearing entirely when the carriage turned, only to right themselves, the sounds of the wheels, horse hooves, and the occasional command from the driver making it hard to doze off. 
 
    Eventually, things around him grew dimmer, Arik slowly starting to shut his eyes when some commotion reached his ears.  
 
    Yelling, followed by a troubled bray from a horse at the start of the caravan had Arik wide-awake in an instant. His first thought was that the caravan may have encountered something like the winged wolf yokai known as hainu, but then he heard more commotion, and the clash of weapons, Arik instinctively going for his sword. 
 
    “We stay here,” Hojo said, his eyes still shut, the man looking as if he were in a deep slumber. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” Arik whispered. 
 
    “Get ready for anything,” Meosa hissed in his ear. “I fear that…” 
 
    “It may be bandits,” said Hojo in a calm voice. “The caravan guards will either handle it, or they won’t. It is best if we stay here. For now.” 
 
    Arik had seen the caravan guards, a group of men with spears, a few on horses and the others riding on perches attached to every other carriage. He had counted eight in all, and with four carriages, this left a pair of guards for each carriage. 
 
    The sound grew louder, a woman’s scream making the hairs on Arik’s neck stand to attention.  
 
    “I’m ready,” Meosa told him. “As soon as they look in here, I don’t care what this strange fellow sitting across from us thinks, someone is getting a fist to the face, and a really watery one at that. Just hold onto my waterskin, and I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    Arik nodded. At his current angle, he could see just a bit of the carriage in front of him, the disciple focused on it as the sound grew closer. Soon, he noticed a man in dark-gray robes approach, a mask hiding his features. 
 
    And that was all it took. 
 
    Arik reached for his sword and began to withdraw the blade from its scabbard. 
 
    “You will act?” Hojo asked, his gray eyes suddenly open. 
 
    “Those…” Arik cut another glimpse of one of the bandits, recognizing them as the same ones who had destroyed the Academy of Healing Arts. At least they were dressed in the same way. “Those are shinobi.” 
 
    Rather than fear, something that resembled annoyance traced across Hojo’s face. 
 
    “That’s them?” Meosa asked, but by this point Arik had already started to move.  
 
    He slipped out of the door of the carriage, and as he did he popped his sword out of its scabbard and withdrew his blade fully, an utter rage swelling within him. 
 
    As soon as Arik’s feet touched the ground, he readied his blade. Looking ahead, he saw that there was some commotion between the guards and the shinobi who had attacked them, that the shinobi were winning.  
 
    He also noticed that several of the horses were already missing. 
 
    “I hope you are ready for this,” Meosa said as Arik moved forward and brought his blade up.  
 
    He charged at one of the masked men who happened to be trying to pull someone out of the carriage directly in front of him, cutting into his back. The nearest horse, the one attached to Arik’s carriage, reared up at his sudden movement, the driver already down and attempting to fend off one of the shinobi. 
 
    The sound of metal cutting through flesh and a spray of blood signaled the driver’s death by the hands of his assailant.  
 
    Fwitt! Fwitt! 
 
    Arik was struck by a series of throwing daggers that seem to have come out of nowhere. They cut deep into his shoulders, and came coupled with an instant feeling of drowsiness. 
 
    Meosa bloomed to life, Arik still with the waterskin over his shoulder, a wave of force tearing forward and striking not only the shinobi but also the horse, powerful enough to topple the front carriage and send the horse charging off once it was able to get to its feet.  
 
    Amidst the calamity, Arik used his free hand to pull the first throwing knife out and dropped it to the ground, sensing that there had been a poison on its tip.  
 
    He did the same with the other dagger, his command over Revivaura coming to him almost immediately as he dealt with the poison.  
 
    To give himself a moment to heal, Arik slipped into the woods to wait for the wounds to quickly stitch up. He would be able to smooth them over later. By the time he was finished, the cuts in his robes the only indication that he had been attacked. 
 
    For now, he needed to act; he needed to help the caravan guards that were left, and do his best to save any of the passengers who were still alive. 
 
    Unfortunately, as he charged back out of the woods, a great plume of fire sparked off to his left, indicating that the carriage he had just been in was set ablaze. He paused, his immediate reaction being to look around for Hojo. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Meosa asked as the flames grew stronger, illuminating the thick canopy all around them. 
 
    “Put the fire out,” Arik said hurriedly.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Hojo, my book—the carriage can’t burn!” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Meosa said as he surged into action, steam breaching the air as he put out the flame caused by the lantern. It hadn’t completely covered the carriage, just the front end, where the driver had been sitting, but this still didn’t reveal to Arik where Hojo was, and a quick look around at the increasingly dark woods made him think the mysterious man had likely run off. 
 
    It’s all on you, he thought, psyching himself up. You can do this. 
 
    It only took a single memory of shinobi slaughtering everyone he knew, from his parents to his sister to Master Guri Yarna, to reignite Arik’s fury, his anger matching the fire that had attempted to turn his carriage to ash just moments ago. 
 
    He careened toward the front of the caravan just as the final guard was cut to the ground. 
 
    There’d be no healing the wounds that the man had sustained, not to Arik’s knowledge, the enemy shinobi’s blade piercing through the bottom of his chin, and out the crown of his head, a wound that not even one of the higher-level priests could mend. 
 
    Arik bristled as he swung his sword forward, the crack of his blade meeting his opponent’s steel, a surge of adrenaline sparking within him.  
 
    Water spritzed into the air and struck the man in the face, wrapping around his mask as he tried to move away and pouring into his mouth and his eyes, the stream connected to the waterskin still slung over Arik’s shoulder. 
 
    Another shinobi burst out the shadows, the demonic features of his mask illuminated by lanterns hanging from the nearest carriage, all the horses now gone. Arik turned to meet him, doing his best to follow his opponent’s cadence, the man with a unique fighting style revolving around reverse horizontal cross cuts. 
 
    Klank! Klank! 
 
    Arik was once again aided by Meosa, the water kami forming a gigantic fist that swooped upward and delivered an insane uppercut that sent the shinobi easily ten feet into the air. 
 
    The impact alone had the man out, Arik not wasting any time in sending his blade straight down into his opponent’s chest, both hands on the grip as he pulled out. 
 
    Arik turned to his left just as another shinobi hopped down from the top of the nearest carriage. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Their assailant was sent straight into the side of the carriage by Meosa, Arik twisting forward and delivering yet another deathblow. He spun away, a spritz of blood following the tip of his blade, Arik in a rare, primal headspace as he brought his blade back to the ready and looked for his next opponent. 
 
    (You have to do this.) 
 
    For Mori, for your parents, for Master Guri Yarna, for Jinmo, for Combat Master Nankai.  
 
    (You have to do this.) 
 
    The voice echoed in his head, a mantra of self-preservation. 
 
    Arik caught movement ahead and rushed toward it, blade on blade with yet another opponent, the masked assailant much faster than Arik had anticipated. 
 
    The shinobi was short with a low center of gravity, the man cutting with upward slices, Arik having to send his blade down to block the incoming attacks. He tried to move himself in a position with the lanterns behind him, a trick that Master Nankai had taught Arik, but in doing so, he tripped over his own feet, Arik stumbling to the side. 
 
    “Pay attention to what you are doing, disciple!” 
 
    Meosa managed to come to his aid once again, his opponent brought down by a rapid fire blast of water.  
 
    Arik used this to his advantage to kill the man, the disciple just about to turn toward the front of the caravan, where he thought there would be more shinobi, when a rush of pain blossomed within him.  
 
    He tensed up as the tip of a sword pressed out of the front of his body, the edge jagged.  
 
    Arik had been stabbed from behind. 
 
    The disciple hit the ground once the blade was withdrawn, and with a sudden gasp, he turned to his side and immediately placed his hand on the wound, visualizing which internal organs that the blade punctured.  
 
    It was seconds later that something else fell, Arik now staring back at the decapitated head of a shinobi warrior who had just stabbed him, the hideous mask still covering his face. 
 
    “We have company, disciple,” Meosa said, Arik sensing someone shift into view.  
 
    The man stood in a very relaxed way, most of his weight on one foot, his sword down at his side as if it were heavy. Covering his face was a conical hat with a slit cut into it, his features obscured by shadow. 
 
    “Hojo?” Arik asked, bewildered. 
 
    The mysterious man nodded. “It appears that we both have secrets, disciple.”  
 
    Hojo flicked some of the blood off his blade and turned, just a bit of light tracing across the bottom of his chin as he looked back toward the caravan. 
 
    “So you know?” Arik asked as he gingerly pressed himself up, the internal wound already starting to heal. 
 
    “That you are a disciple? Yes. But that’s not the secret I’m talking about. Make yourself known, kami,” Hojo announced. “Your presence has been noted.” 
 
    Arik felt his body tremble as Meosa decided what he should do next. 
 
    “I mean neither of you any harm,” Hojo said. “Reveal yourself.” 
 
    “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” Meosa asked aloud, light cutting through his watery form as he took shape, Arik continuing to heal his wound in the meantime. “A shinobi.” 
 
    “A shinobi?” Hojo tilted his head back toward the caravan. “No, not anymore. Let’s take what we can, anything we can carry and more importantly, anything we can eat. These imposters will be back in force sooner or later, and if not them, actual bandits may come in their place. Are you able to walk, Disciple Arik?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Arik said as he got to his feet, Meosa’s form still floating next to him. 
 
    “Good. It will take us at least two days to reach Avarga on foot,” Hojo said, what resembled a smile forming on his partially shadowed face. “It appears as if we have a lot to discuss in the meantime.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik wasn’t concerned with lifting any supplies from those who had been killed.  
 
    His immediate reaction was instinctual, the disciple going from person to person and seeing if any had sustained injuries that weren’t fatal. By the time he reached the carriage at the front of the caravan, Arik was nearly certain that no one was left alive, none of the passengers, women or children, nor any of the shinobi. 
 
    He was too distracted by his own instinct to think more about what Hojo had just revealed to him, the mysterious man one of these heinous shinobi, a student of the School of Illusion. He would get to that later; if Meosa had considered him an enemy, Arik figured he would have done something by now. 
 
    Oddly enough, Meosa hadn’t said anything since Hojo had pointed out his presence, his silence bothering Arik to some degree as he checked the last passenger and found, as he had expected, that the woman’s throat had been slit wide open. 
 
    “They really are monsters,” Arik whispered, figuring that this would strike up a conversation with Meosa. 
 
    “You should do what Hojo told you,” he said, surprising Arik, “find any supplies you can. Money. He isn’t wrong, disciple.” 
 
    “I’m not a thief.” 
 
    “It will all be stolen anyway.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    Not knowing exactly where to wait for Hojo, Arik simply stood at what was once the front of the caravan, two of the carriages toppled, the night growing colder. He now had his bag as well, which he had slung over the same shoulder as his waterskin. The wounds on his chest were completely healed up by now, as was the internal injury for the most part, Arik surprised at how quickly he had been able to mend himself. 
 
    In the past it took a little bit longer, but ever since his journey had started, and after his delirious first few days followed by his time at the Omoto infirmary, something had changed in the disciple, his healing power amplified to some degree.  
 
    Arik noticed a bit of movement in one of the carriages. The door kicked open and Hojo stepped out with a bag on his shoulder that he had stripped from one of the dead passengers. 
 
    “What did you get?” Hojo asked as he approached Arik. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m not a thief.” 
 
    Once again, Hojo’s facial features were obscured by the shadow of his shabby conical hat. Even so, Arik sensed that a smile had traced across the mysterious man’s face. 
 
    “You have a lot to learn, Disciple Arik.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to say,” Meosa told the two of them. 
 
    “I’m…” Arik nodded his head, indicating to himself that he would stand his ground. “I’m not going any further until I figure out who you are, what happened here, and…” 
 
    Hojo waited for him to finish. 
 
    “And what?” Meosa asked. His watery form took shape next to Arik, as if it were an extension of his being. 
 
    “I want to know what’s going on,” Arik told them both through gritted teeth. “You are shinobi.” 
 
    “I was shinobi at one point, yes. But I moved on.” 
 
    “You are just like the ones who attacked us…” 
 
    Hojo was silent for a moment.  
 
    “Well? What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    “What do you know about the School of Illusion, disciple? Maybe if we start there, it will explain how we got here,” Hojo told him. 
 
    “You… they…” Once again Arik found himself growing bitter as he relived what happened at the Academy of Healing Arts. “They attacked, they killed all of them, everyone I know.” 
 
    “Who attacked? Shinobi? And who did they kill?” 
 
    “My people, other disciples, priests, and families. My family. That’s why I’m here. The shinobi attacked the Academy of Healing Arts outside of Dornod and burned it to the ground, scavengers enslaving those left behind, including myself. It was a targeted attack, one against those who use Revivaura.” 
 
    “If that was the case, why weren’t you killed?” 
 
    “My teacher, Master Guri Yarna, forcibly saved me by throwing me out a window.” 
 
    Hojo nodded slowly. “Ah, Master Guri Yarna, I haven’t heard that name in many years.” 
 
    “You knew him?” Arik asked Hojo. 
 
    “No, but I did attend one of his demonstrations years ago, in Avarga. If what you are saying is true, and I have no doubt to believe that it is considering you witnessed it in person, do you know who sent these men? You said it was a targeted attack.” 
 
    “Nobunaga, the Crimsonian warlord.” 
 
    “Nobunaga…” Hojo tilted his head up toward the darkened sky, just a few stars visible. “That would make sense. I noticed a rise of extremism in the Crimson Realm, a desire for war. I was only there briefly, looking for someone. But I didn’t know it had already progressed to this extent. Why were you in Omoto?” 
 
    Arik explained how he had been taken as a slave, escaped, met Meosa and continued onward, all the way down to the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts in search of a guest lecturer that had spent some time at his school, a man named Combat Master Nankai.  
 
    He then detailed his meeting with Master Altai Masamune, who had given him a month to travel around and attend a few warrior pilgrimages before he returned to the southern city of Mogra for a tournament, the winner of which would get a personal audience with Nobunaga and the chance to join his ranks. 
 
    “I will win the tournament, and then I will kill him,” Arik said passionately. “If I’m not able to, I will train with Master Altai…” Once again, he had this strange feeling that he was saying too much, yet he wasn’t able to stop himself from doing so. Even though he didn’t trust Hojo at all, he felt compelled to reveal everything to him. 
 
    “And you plan to grow strong enough to do that in four weeks?” 
 
    “Do you know about the Mask of the Fallen?” Arik asked. 
 
    Once again, Hojo looked up at the sky. “The Mask of the Fallen… what would your advice be, kami?” 
 
    “The name is Meosa, and I have already given him my advice. You will soon find that our disciple here is quite stubborn.” 
 
    “I see. In that case, we should get moving.” 
 
    “But you haven’t told me anything about yourself,” Arik said. 
 
    “You’re catching on,” Hojo said as he turned to the forest. 
 
    “You asked what I knew about the School of Illusion, and all I know is that it was supposedly disbanded, yet I saw the shinobi men in their masks, a woman too, maybe more. I saw what they were capable of. If you are one of them…” Arik placed his hand on the grip of the sword. “I’m not going with you.” 
 
    “There is no need to draw your weapon,” Hojo said, his back still to Arik. “And as I told you, I am not a shinobi, not any longer. The title ‘shinobi’ is one that is obtained through studying at the School of Illusion. There is another title that is harder to achieve, yet this one in particular seems to be the title that the public has latched onto. If you must know…” Hojo finally turned back to Arik. “I was Hidden Warrior.” 
 
    “Hidden Warrior?” 
 
    “I knew it,” Meosa said. “Not only are you one of them, you are one of their instructors! The highest level.” 
 
    “The highest level?” Arik asked, his eyes going wide. 
 
    Hojo grew silent, several beats passing before he spoke again. “The kami is right. Years ago, before it disbanded, I was an instructor at the School of Illusion. Along with my counterparts, we agreed to destroy any of the written information, fully finishing the transition of the School of Illusion to an oral tradition.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we saw where it was going. We thought that if we disbanded the school and strictly kept it to an oral tradition, that we would limit what you experienced back at your Academy. Our fear was that the lesser graduates of School of Illusion would take on new roles as mercenaries, purchasable by any of the three realms of Taomoni. But we failed. And one of our brothers strayed from the path, not only killing the master illusionists aside from me, but also training up a new class. The locals have come to calling this new class of illusionists ‘shinobi,’ but they aren’t true shinobi.” 
 
    “So just like I am a disciple, anyone at the School of Illusion is an illusionist. What are the actual titles, then?” 
 
    “It would be a long discussion for me to break down the various titles that one earns through the School of Illusion, likely similar to the length it would take for you to delve into the various branches studied at your Academy. We can talk about all that later, but if you must know, there are four main titles achieved through the School of Illusion, and ‘shinobi’ just happens to be one of them.” 
 
    “So… you’re the only one left? The only Hidden Warrior?” Arik asked, seeing immediately how this related to his current situation. 
 
    “Not quite, but in a way, yes,” Hojo told him, an elusive answer if there ever was one. “As I said earlier, we officially disbanded the School of Illusion with the goal of taking on a much more limited student body. I have trained one person, and that was who I happened to be looking for when I met you.” 
 
    Arik recalled the silent, kitsune-masked woman he had met in the desert, the one whom he had saved from the demonic kami known as a yasha. “This person wouldn’t happen to wear something like a kitsune mask, would they? Because we encountered a female shinobi back in the desert.”  
 
    “Definitely a shinobi,” Meosa added. “Ring any bells, illusionist?” 
 
    Arik wished that Hojo’s face wasn’t so obscured, the disciple not able to get a read on what the man truly thought of this question as he shook his head. “We should go.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    More questions came to Arik as he followed Hojo deeper into the Jadean woods. They had been walking for several hours now, the former instructor at the School of Illusion seeming to know the way by heart. Occasionally, Hojo would stop and observe something by crouching before a root or grazing his fingers against a tree. He also conversed with Meosa a few times, Arik still not quite understanding the relationship that the two were developing, both not revealing the entirety of their pasts to one another. 
 
    It was only when the sun was starting to rise, everything now with a dark-blue sheen to it, that Hojo came to a stop. “We will rest for two hours and then move on, back to the road,” he said. “You must have a story prepared.”  
 
    “I already told you my story.” 
 
    “He means a story that you will tell others if you are discovered alongside him on the road,” Meosa said. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? Everything that involves the School of Illusion is a lie, an illusion, which is why their students and practitioners are called illusionists.” 
 
    Arik waited for Hojo to challenge this assertion, but he never did. 
 
    “We don’t look like farmers, and probably don’t look like warriors either,” Arik said. “You have enough stolen items to possibly be a merchant…” 
 
    “Do not confuse thievery with sound strategy.” Hojo unbuckled the pack that he had filled with whatever he could pilfer back at the carriages. “I wish I could say that we lived in a world where things like what happened earlier were impossible, or at the very least, that there would be some type of investigation. And maybe if we were closer to Avarga, or any of the larger cities in the Jade Realm, that would be a possibility. But the site will be picked through by the time any authorities come, and if there is anything left, they will take it for themselves.” 
 
    “It still doesn’t make it right.” 
 
    “Sometimes you find yourself in a situation where it also doesn’t make it wrong.” Hojo found some of the items he had taken, including long strips of meat that had been packaged in the husks of a desert plant. “Eat.” 
 
    “I have my own food,” Arik said in an obstinate way as he got out some of the rations that the nursemaid Indra had given him.  
 
    For a moment the two were quiet, but eventually Hojo spoke again: “What will you do when you reach Avarga?”  
 
    “I’ll look for the Mask of the Fallen. Maybe I’ll find a warrior pilgrimage to compete in as well.” 
 
    Hojo’s eyes darted to Arik’s weapon. “You are trained in the art of the sword?”  
 
    “You saw me back there.” 
 
    Meosa laughed. “Not only is he stubborn, but he thinks he’s actually worth a damn.” The aqueous kami came to life, his form materializing next to Arik, attached to the waterskin as always. “Our dear disciple here has a mere month to improve his skills to the point that he can take on someone who may have spent their entire life preparing for a fight like this. Yet he has decided to use this time to go after a legendary object that may or may not exist.” 
 
    “It exists,” Arik told him. 
 
    “Maybe it does,” said Hojo. “Regarding your training, you’d perhaps have better luck in the Crimson Realm with finding a teacher, but as you mentioned, there are plenty of warrior pilgrimages in the Jade Realm as well, and if you work at it, you’d be able to enter several and even win some money and notoriety in the process. But you would need to go to Iga to do that; you won’t find these pilgrimages in Avarga. You do have money, do you not?” 
 
    Arik had placed the money he had left in his bag, and he assumed it was still there. But something about the way Hojo said this made him want to check. Sure enough, the funds given to him by Master Altai and Master Kojiro were gone. 
 
    “You… you stole it.” 
 
    “You’re right, and you can have the money back,” Hojo said as he withdrew the bills from a slit in his slightly tattered robes. “I assumed once you left the carriage that you would die, so I borrowed them as you stepped out.” 
 
    “Borrowed!? These illusionists…” Meosa said as the disciple took his money back. 
 
    Arik shook his head. “You call yourself a teacher, but you’re no better than a thief.” 
 
    “Not many of us are any better than a thief.” Hojo stripped a piece of meat off a cold rib and chewed it slowly. “Everything is stolen in this world. Your time, your dignity, your intelligence, your life, or perhaps your wealth. Food, oxygen, water, shelter, and deception—these are the things that aid in a human’s longevity.” 
 
    “Be careful with the philosophy of an illusionist,” Meosa warned the disciple. “It grows increasingly shallow once you reach the core.” 
 
    Once again, Hojo didn’t respond to his remark. Instead, he returned to his earlier line of questioning. “Now that you have money, you will attempt to find the Mask of the Fallen, will you not?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “My plan is to find the publisher, Yoshimura Books, and hopefully something will come from that.” 
 
    “The mask that you don’t even know exists,” Meosa said. 
 
    “You and I both know it exists,” Arik said, growing agitated with the kami. “This may be the only chance I have to stop the impending war. No one else will save my people, nor will they avenge…” He never finished this sentence.  
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Hojo. “From what I’ve heard, there are factions in the Onyx Realm that are trying to do something, but I would know little of what they are planning. I heard something about Merit Ashmore’s son, Koshi, pulling together a band of fighters known as the Righteous, but I’ve yet to verify this personally.” 
 
    “Shinobi are such good listeners,” Meosa said in a jaded way.  
 
    “There are no true shinobi left, kami. These are imposters, barely worthy of the title illusionist,” Hojo said. “If you must know, there are four titles an illusionist can achieve through their course of study—Ashigaru, Kanja, Shinobi, and the final title, Hidden Warrior, which was the level I achieved.”  
 
    “Which roughly translates to footsoldier, spy, the men that we just killed back there, and you,” Meosa shot back. “I am also your elder, even if you like to pretend as if you’re some sort of wandering mendicant brimming with supposedly sagacious nihilistic wisdom. I know what you are. And you don’t retire from being an illusionist. An illusionist retires you from being you.” 
 
    “That is a very philosophical statement, kami, one that I will have to think on. But I can think on it another day. I have a proposition for you,” Hojo said.  
 
    “For who?” Meosa asked. 
 
    Hojo took another bite of meat, finishing what was left on his rib. He tossed the bone over his shoulder. “You clearly have a lot to learn, Disciple Arik, when it comes to combat.” 
 
    “I was trained by Combat Master Nankai…” 
 
    “I’m sure you were, and it was a light training, was it not? You said that he was a visiting lecturer, so he couldn’t have been there more than a year or two.” 
 
    “Two years.”  
 
    “And he taught you to use one weapon, unless you are able to use two.” 
 
    “Just one.” 
 
    Hojo wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Yet this instructor of yours hailed from the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts, as you told me earlier. So there appears to be something he already left out of his technical curriculum. That said, for two years of training, you are much more versed in the art of the blade than I thought you would be. Perhaps this is why this Master Altai decided to risk not only his life, but yours in sending you on this little mission.” 
 
    “Why would Master Altai be risking his life?” 
 
    “This is your first lesson, disciple. You need to be careful who you reveal information to. I’m not going to do anything with the information that you have already given me, but even in saying that, you don’t know if this is actually the case. I am not of the mindset to trust no one, but the state of the world as it is, I would advise being very careful of whom you trust, including someone like me.” 
 
    Arik slowly lowered his head, actually hoping for once that Meosa would reply with something snarky. But he never did. 
 
    “I have a proposal for you, and perhaps I’m going out on a limb here in a way that will also put my life at risk in the future. But it seems like the right thing to do, as much as I don’t want to admit that.” Hojo let his statement sink in as he ate another piece of meat. Once he cleaned the bone, he tossed it over his shoulder, this time in a different direction than he had tossed the last one. “You said you have four weeks to improve your skill.”  
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “In that case, I will do what I can to train you in about three and a half, and I will even help you obtain the Mask of the Fallen.” 
 
    “Y-you will?” he asked, his apprehension evident in his voice as he recalled what people like the man in front of him were capable of. But it is a way to fight fire with fire, Arik thought as he took Hojo in, the mysterious illusionist and his rough appearance. 
 
    “You are in luck. The Mask of the Fallen is not at Mount Osore, as many believe. It is in a rich man’s private collection in Avarga, in a compound that is nearly impenetrable. Over the next several weeks, I’m going to teach you how to steal it at the same time as I show you some of the better techniques you would have picked up as an illusionist in my school.” 
 
    “There has to be a catch,” Meosa grumbled. “There’s always a catch.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that, at least not at this stage,” Hojo said. “To be honest with you, disciple, I was quite impressed with what you were able to do back there, as limited as it was, and how the two of you were able to fight together. You have a symbiotic relationship to some degree, which is rare. I like your determination, and your concern for others is something that I find admirable. I don’t think that you will be able to kill Nobunaga a month from now, but I would like to aid in any way I can merely for the fact that a war between the Crimson and Onyx Realm would inevitably involve my country.” 
 
    “So that’s what’s in it for you,” said Meosa. “To save your own skin.” 
 
    “And this goes without saying, Disciple Arik, but I will verbalize it anyway: I’m not a fan of the cowards that attacked your Academy, these false shinobi. In fact, I would say that I am an enemy of these men. They have ruined the teachings of the School of Illusion, muddied the subject I’ve dedicated my life to studying.” Hojo shifted his focus to Meosa. “You asked what I’m getting out of this, kami, and it is that—the satisfaction that I may play a part in changing history for the better, as well as atoning for what has happened in the north, a tragedy that is yet to truly play out, in my opinion. I’m also interested in Revivaura and what you can do, so perhaps that is another reason, one based in curiosity.” 
 
    “Will you show me how to use Chimaura?” Arik asked. 
 
    “Chimaura doesn’t necessarily exist, regardless of what you’ve heard,” Hojo said flatly. “But I will show you the ideas that the School of Illusion embodies, and how you can use them to your advantage not only in combat, but in the real world. What do you say?” he asked, his gray eyes blazing, enchanting even. “Will you accept my offer?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arik said, long before he could contemplate what an offer from a master illusionist such as Hojo would entail. 
 
    “Good. In that case, get some rest. We will start soon.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The War Priest placed the Mask of the Fallen over his face and strapped it behind his head. At first, the only sensation he felt was one of curiosity, but then his hands began to tremble, his grip tightening on the two swords that he held out at his sides. He noticed something different at the tip of his blades, a nearly invisible string of energy connecting his sword to the throats of his three opponents, all highly skilled Onyxian warriors trained by traitorous Crimsonian instructors. His two blades seemingly took on minds of their own as he spun forward, cutting all three down simultaneously. The War Priest heard laughter deep inside his skull. The bodies fell and he was suddenly sick to his stomach.” 
 
      
 
    –An excerpt from Coro Pache: Legends of the War Priest, Fifth Edition, Yoshimura Books, Year 1521, Page 133.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Hojo didn’t lead Arik Dacre directly to the city of Avarga, the master illusionist clearly wanting to keep off the more traveled pathways. It was Arik’s first understanding of how people like Hojo operated, an illusionist perennially in the shadows, taking a more winding route rather than the most direct option. 
 
    They eventually came to a small, three-room cabin with a thatched roof held down by gray stones. 
 
    “This will do for now,” Hojo said as he slipped his hand into his robes. He returned with an oddly shaped key, one cut into a serrated circle. 
 
    “How far are we from Avarga?” Arik asked, which was something he’d been meaning to ask Hojo over the last day. 
 
    “Can’t you tell?” Hojo, who once again wore his conical hat with the triangular slit over his face, turned to Arik. “You must have noticed the signs.” 
 
    “What signs?” 
 
    “The signs of civilization, one of them being the width of the road. As you approach a city the road texture and its width will start to change. The closer you get, the more signs should become apparent, from the smell in the air to discarded items. We aren’t very far from Avarga, maybe two miles.” 
 
    Arik took a look around, surprised at this answer considering the thicket of trees they had found themselves in, some so close together that he had to step vertically between them to continue onward.  
 
    “Is this your home?” the disciple asked as he looked up at the place. 
 
    “It’s not his home,” Meosa answered for Hojo, his water form just a bit smaller than it normally was, once again floating near the disciple. “The School of Illusion has, or at least they used to have, places like this across the Jade Realm.” 
 
    “The kami is right,” Hojo said as he showed Arik the key. “There used to be a time when we looked out for one another, the illusionist before me, and those before them, buying small properties in hidden locations all with the same key.” Hojo opened the door to the home, and went about unlocking the shutters. “It is a little dusty, so we will begin by cleaning the place for not only ourselves, but to prepare for the next guests. If there are next guests.” 
 
    What proceeded was an hour of scrubbing the wooden floors and dusting the furniture, the cabin with unique movable walls that partitioned off portions of the inner space for privacy. By the time they had finished, Arik now had a private room for himself next to Hojo’s, the two sharing a common living space that also had a kitchen, although Hojo said they would likely do most of the cooking outside. 
 
    While the illusionist had promised Arik they would start training immediately after he’d woken up from his nap almost two days ago, this had yet to be the case, Hojo mostly keeping quiet during their long forested walk. During this time, numerous questions had gathered inside Arik’s mind regarding both Hojo and Meosa. 
 
    Even though Hojo had said that he, as well as the other instructors, had disbanded the School of Illusion, Arik couldn’t help but feel that there was more to the story. Meosa had pressed him as well about the woman they had encountered in the desert, the one with the kitsune mask, but the master illusionist didn’t give any indication of how he felt about this woman, merely grunting in response. 
 
    Hojo had been right in his earlier observation that Arik was an open book to some regard, wearing his trials and tribulations like phoenix embroidery on a silk robe. His two traveling companions knew plenty about him, but he knew little about them, which was something he hoped to change in the future. There was no going back now, but perhaps in the future, Arik would keep information closer to his chest. 
 
    “We begin tomorrow,” Hojo said after they’d eaten some of the food he had pilfered from the carriages, Arik having given up his protest of eating the food a day ago when he’d run out. 
 
    “I seem to recall you already telling the disciple that,” Meosa said in an annoyed tone. “Was it two days ago? Yes, I believe so. We have been wandering aimlessly through the woods for two days because you thought it was smarter than taking the main path. Yet you have taught him nothing.” 
 
    “It took me some time to formulate how I plan to go about doing this,” said Hojo, who now sat across from Arik on threadbare cushions, his legs crossed beneath him, the room slightly lit by candles. This had a way of drawing out some of the shadows, amplifying the lines on the master illusionist’s face. “You can’t possibly become an illusionist in three weeks, as I’m sure you are aware by now, disciple. Similar to how I wouldn’t be able to advance with Revivaura in that time. So I’ve been thinking about how to condense it for the time being.” 
 
    “So that’s what you’ve been doing, ‘thinking.’” Meosa made a gurgling sound with his throat. “Why, of course.” 
 
    “A student at the School of Illusion would learn things in stages, similar to the branches of your school, disciple. They would spend a year or so on disguises and deceptions, and once they graduated this stage, the illusionists would then transition to combat and understanding an opponent and their weaknesses. This would be followed by espionage and infiltration. There was another stage after that as well, but that stage needn’t be discussed for now. Then they would start all over once they reach the next title, from Ashigaru, to Kanja, to Shinobi, and finally, Hidden Warrior.” 
 
    “So what you are saying is we are going to skip the disguises and deception stage?” Arik asked. “Because I can’t possibly see how that would be helpful…” 
 
    “No, we are going to start with it.” 
 
    Arik bit his lip. “I appreciate what you’re willing to show me, Master Hojo—” 
 
    “—Just ‘Hojo’ will do, as I’ve told you. I’m not a fan of titles, not any longer.” 
 
    “I appreciate what you are willing to show me, Hojo, but I have a short amount of time to improve my skills,” he said, his voice wavering as he was forced to admit that his skills needed improvement.  
 
    Arik thought he adapted well to combat, and what he had learned had certainly helped him since the Academy was razed to the ground. Still, there was room for improvement. He found it hard to admit that there was still a long way to go, but knew better than to question those who were more skilled than him, people like Combat Master Altai, and Hojo, as far as he could tell. 
 
    “There is much more to fighting than simply flinging your sword around. We will spend the rest of this week, four days or so, working on disguises and deception. I will unfortunately have to brush over some of the more nuanced details, and perhaps there will be a time when we can explore them further, but this will help prepare you for the next stage, which will be understanding an opponent and their weakness. I have an idea in mind for that.” 
 
    “Great, we get to play dress-up,” Meosa said. 
 
    Hojo procured a small pencil and a sheet of parchment that had been folded and in an inner pocket of his robes, which he read from: “Disguises and deception; understanding an opponent and their weaknesses, otherwise known as combat; and finally espionage and infiltration to prepare you to steal the Mask of the Fallen back from the businessman collector in Avarga. The city, which we will visit tomorrow, will be our training grounds. It is where I will show you how an illusionist operates.” 
 
    “Right,” Arik said, not able to hide his disappointment. “But I’m not trying to be a shinobi.” 
 
    “You will never be a shinobi, so you shouldn’t worry about that,” said Hojo, which elicited a laugh from Meosa. 
 
    “What can I say, my boy? He isn’t wrong.” 
 
    “Your goal should be to learn as much as you can in as short amount of time as possible and use this to augment your own skills. I assure you, unless you do something like a run off once we reach Avarga,” Hojo said, which made Arik tense up considering he had just been thinking of doing this, “you will come out in three weeks’ time much better prepared than you were going in. You will perhaps have a chance of surviving just a little bit longer than you currently do. Perhaps. Tonight, I will tell you a famous story of deception, so you can understand how powerful it can be when utilized by a trained illusionist.” 
 
    Arik nodded, still uncertain of the decision he made to learn from Hojo. But then he remembered what he had contemplated over the last two days—the shinobi who had attacked the Academy were his enemy, and they had clearly studied whatever it was Hojo was about to teach him. Knowing their tactics would give him a fighting chance. 
 
    Yes, that’s how you should frame this, Arik thought. 
 
    “Years ago, well before my time but not before the kami’s time…” 
 
    “If I have to tell you my name one more time, I’m going to drown you.” 
 
    “There is a superstition in the Jade Realm about kami and naming them, which is why I refrain from doing so. Please, take no offense by it.” 
 
    “There’s a superstition? Since when?” 
 
    “Since the end of the Crimson-Onyx Shroud War. Now, as I was saying…” Hojo glanced up at the ceiling, watching the shadows dance for a moment, a strand of his long gray hair falling into his face. He swept it aside and tucked it behind his ear. “What I have prepared for you is a story of deception, and the lengths a trained illusionist will go to accomplish his goal. I’m not going to bore you with all the details, but it is a story that the School of Illusion often teaches its first-year illusionists. Of course, the story and those that took part in it, are studied in more detail than what I’m about to tell you.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    After a contemplative pause, Hojo began his story: “Tenzo de Katano was always a jealous man, one who was unable to run his business successfully without destroying the businesses of others. In the course of ten years, he grew his empire from Katano, a city on the western coast of the Jade Realm, all the way to the center of the country, to Iga, the former capital of this country. His competitors either joined him in his silk business, which quickly grew to everything from weapons to home goods, or he not only destroyed their businesses, but he generally did something terrible to their families as well, children disappearing and sold into slavery in the South, poisoning, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Meosa said. 
 
    “It was in Iga that wicked Tenzo finally got some pushback from a businessman named Jiro, and as he had done in the past, Tenzo began to plot against his competitor. He ended up killing Jiro by inviting him to a gathering outside of the city, one that was supposed to be a peace offering, yet one that turned to violence quickly as Tenzo’s men overpowered Jiro.” 
 
    Hojo grew quiet, almost as if he were a friend of Jiro’s and was remembering his legacy.  
 
    “Before they killed Jiro, Tenzo had the bottoms of his feet cut off and forced his competitor, now stripped of his clothing, to dance on hot coals in front of his two attendants, which was as humiliating as it was cruel. He then had Jiro hacked apart bit by bit, starting with fingers and toes and moving inward from there in an attempt to make him suffer as long as possible.” 
 
    Arik shook his head. It sounded barbarous. 
 
    “There is a mountainous city north of Katano called Moonagwa, and it is here that Jiro’s brother, a Hidden Warrior named Sorgus, lived. Sorgus had progressed through all of the School of Illusion’s titles only to become a farmer in the end, seemingly abandoning his training. But then word reached him that Tenzo had not only killed his brother, Jiro, but had done so in one of the more brutal ways imaginable. As it turned out, at about the same time, word reached Tenzo that Jiro had a brother who was a Hidden Warrior. You see, that title used to mean something, and had Tenzo known this, he likely wouldn’t have tricked and killed Jiro. That was the weight the School of Illusion carried with it in this realm.” 
 
    “Because Jiro’s brother was a Hidden Warrior,” Arik said. 
 
    “Precisely, Tenzo would have known that Jiro’s brother, Sorgus, would seek revenge. To protect himself, Tenzo hired every mercenary he could find, and holed himself up in his cliffside mansion in Katano. He grew increasingly paranoid until word reached him that Sorgus had moved with his family to Iga. Through spies he learned that the Hidden Warrior had gone into a deep spell of grief drinking and spending all of his money on the pillowers at local pleasure houses. At first, it was too good to be true. Had Sorgus really replaced a thirst for revenge with a thirst for ale and flesh? It appeared so, and while Tenzo could have had Sorgus killed right then and there, he knew that this would incur the wrath of the School of Illusion, which was already monitoring the situation, and knew exactly what Sorgus was doing.” 
 
    “What… was he doing?” Arik asked, not quite sure of the Hidden Warrior’s strategy, nor Hojo’s point in telling the story. 
 
    “As time passed, Sorgus ended up divorcing his wife and leaving the children with her, sending them all back with what little money he had to the village of Moonagwa, while he remained in Iga. He seemed to spiral even further, and for the next five years—yes, five years—Sorgus became nothing more than a town drunk who spent the funds he could scrounge together on ale and pillowers. Gradually, Tenzo began to relax his guard. He’d hired several hundred men to protect him, and even with his wealth, this grew increasingly expensive. Yet the wicked businessman continued to blow through his funds assuming that if Sorgus didn’t come to avenge his brother’s death, perhaps another illusionist would.” 
 
    Hojo paused long enough for Meosa to make a comment about leaving them in suspense. “Get on with it,” the kami finally said. 
 
    “With his funds dwindling, Tenzo was forced to make a trip to Iga, where a new business opportunity had presented itself. One of the larger pleasure houses was for sale, and while it wasn’t a business Tenzo had invested in in the past, he knew it would bring easy money, money he desperately needed. He could no longer afford the kind of security he was used to, so he selected his three best men and headed toward Iga, well-aware that this was the last place the Hidden Warrior Sorgus had been spotted. This had been years ago by this point, and all reports he had received since had told him of Sorgus’ decline into alcoholism and debauchery. Tenzo was on his guard to some degree, but much less so than he had been years prior. Still, precautions were made. As soon as he reached Iga, he had two of his guards find Sorgus and lock the former Hidden Warrior in a broom closet in one of the pleasure houses.” 
 
    “Let me guess, it wasn’t actually Sorgus,” Meosa said. 
 
    “No, it was him. But if you think a mere broom closet can hold a high-level illusionist, a Hidden Warrior at that, then you are sadly mistaken, kami. He could have broken out easily, but he didn’t, Sorgus staying there overnight as Tenzo grew more confident, enticed by the spirits offered to them by some of the pillowers. A key part in being an illusionist—a classically trained one, not these bastard shinobi who attacked your Academy—is understanding human nature, from curiosity to anger. This is one thing I will teach you, but it remains to be seen if you will truly embrace the lesson. Sure enough, the next morning, Tenzo’s curiosity got the best of him. He wanted to come face-to-face with the man he had been afraid of for so many years.” 
 
    “Sounds like a very human mistake,” Meosa quipped. 
 
    “While Sorgus could have easily disposed of Tenzo once he opened the broom closet, he didn’t. Instead, he took a beating from the three men, laughing the entire time until he infuriated Tenzo to the point that the businessman wanted to get a hit in himself. As soon as his fist met Sorgus’ stomach, Sorgus reached his hand around and dislodged a poisoned needle he had been palming all along. Tenzo froze, the poison acting immediately as Sorgus spun the other way and drove a kunai dagger into the side of his neck. Much faster than the guards due to his intense training, he swiveled behind Tenzo and held him, keeping the dagger in his neck as he bled out. He told the guards that there was a bag in the closet with money, for them to take it. They did so, because these guards were mercenaries and they had no real loyalty to Tenzo.” 
 
    “So it was all a set-up?” Arik asked. “From the beginning?” 
 
    “Indeed it was, including the supposed sale of the pleasure house. As a single illusionist, or even a team of several, taking on hundreds of mercenaries when one could simply lure their enemy to their turf would be unreasonable. Think of an illusionist as a spider, think of the world as its web.” 
 
    “Simply lure?” Meosa asked. “There was nothing simple about this harebrained, five-year-long scheme. This Sorgus fellow gave up his way of life and became a drunkard just to get revenge.” 
 
    “Correct. And to an illusionist, someone dedicated to the way I was taught, this is what it means to master deception and disguises. This is what I will try to impart to you over the next several weeks, disciple.” 
 
    “What…” Arik shook his head, not yet truly picking up the lesson that Hojo was imparting to him. “What of his family? His wife and children?” 
 
    “After Sorgus killed Tenzo, he returned to the village of Moonagwa and joined them, becoming a farmer again.” 
 
    “Did they know all along?” 
 
    “No, they did not. Had they known, there could have been potential for Tenzo to act differently once he came to the city of Iga, perhaps bring more guards, or maybe he would just hire someone to kill Sorgus after he was captured. It would have been a risk for his family to know, as Tenzo would have surely deployed spies to the village to see if it was indeed the case.” 
 
    “Tenzo should have just killed him in the first place,” Meosa said, “rather than spend his fortune on mercenaries.” 
 
    “Yet in doing so he would have brought the wrath of every illusionist in the country,” Hojo reminded him. “But that is not the point of the story, nor has it been told to you to speculate on how Tenzo should or shouldn’t have acted. The point of the story, and remember what I have told you here is an abridged version, is to introduce you to the dedication necessary to truly master disguises and deception. Even if you don’t ultimately become an illusionist, understanding human nature and how to exploit it could very well prolong your life, disciple. Now, enough has been said for the evening. Avarga awaits in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There was always the option of turning back, of figuring out a different way to prepare for the tournament in Mogra, especially as time started to dwindle. But Arik decided he would give it another day or two with Hojo, that like his chance encounter with Meosa, their fates seemed intertwined, that he shouldn’t overlook this fact. 
 
    Still, a not so insignificant part of him had his doubts.  
 
    I don’t want to become a trickster or a thief, Arik thought, especially after Hojo had given him his first task once they reached the city of Avarga. It was something he would have never dreamed of doing before, something completely against his code of ethics.  
 
    And for it to be his first lesson? 
 
    “Remember,” Hojo said as they neared the city, “you are to use your cunning and cleverness to your advantage. That’s my only instruction here.” 
 
    “And you?” Arik asked as Hojo slipped under a branch blocking their path. As always, the mysterious illusionist was in his conical hat with the slit cut into the front, and had been all morning, including as they ate a small breakfast of broth and dried fish. 
 
    “There are items that you need that I will work to acquire while you are seeing to the task I’ve assigned you. I will go over the items later; I believe they will greatly aid you going forward.”  
 
    “I can’t imagine they sell these kinds of shinobi tools in public,” Meosa told the master illusionist. 
 
    “No, they do not, but I know where to find them. We will be there soon. Prepare yourself, Avarga is… well, you’ll see.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before they came to one of the many roads that led into the capital city of the Jade Realm. Signs of civilization took shape almost immediately, from roadside vendors setting up their wares to herders leading their sheep to slaughter, human and yokai all moving about their daily tasks, Arik seeing a number of beings he had never seen before. There were those he recognized, like the tanuki, but the rest were all foreign to him, Arik not knowing how to classify them. 
 
    As they grew closer to the city gates, the disciple tried to get a better grip on his surroundings, and how it appeared as if Avarga had been painted along with the landscape, a brushstroke going forward lifting walls and buildings at such an angle that they seemed to rise naturally with the environment. Enormous trees with trunks twenty feet in diameter lifted from the ground as if they had been conjured by the sky, homes built around them and interspersed with stone shops and houses, an expansiveness to the place at odds with how small it felt. 
 
    That was one of the things Arik noticed immediately. Because of the natural curve of the land, it was hard to gauge just how large Avarga was, or where it stopped. The flash of light on water told him that there was a lake nearby, one surrounded by life, Arik once again seeing yokai of all shapes and sizes. A stunning visual. 
 
    “Here we are,” Hojo said, interrupting Arik’s awe. They had arrived at a large shop cut into a wall of stone, no windows as far as the disciple could tell. “As I was saying earlier, there is a very expensive pot inside, one with a bottom that has been painted red. I want you to take it and meet me here in…” Hojo squinted up at the sky, the sun hidden behind a haze of ash gray clouds. “Let’s say two hours.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    “Use whatever you can come up with to retrieve the pot, any sort of deception or otherwise you can think of to get it out of the shop. Try not to get yourself killed or arrested, because that would only complicate things. And this goes without saying,” Hojo told him as he finally locked eyes with the disciple. “Be wary of your power, and cautious with the information that you reveal to people that live here. Avarga is one of the most amazing cities in Taomoni, but there is an underbelly here, one that you aren’t ready to be introduced to. Not yet, anyway. Good luck. I’ll see you in two hours.”  
 
    With that, the master illusionist turned away from Arik and continued on. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik entered the shop to find that it was run by a small yokai woman with the head of a bird, scales covering her arms.  
 
    “May I help you?” the female shop owner asked, her thick beak having an effect on her voice that made it sound almost as if she were cooing at him. There were numerous pots hanging from hooks all around the space, a shiny coziness to it all. 
 
    “There it is, front and center, just like Hojo said it would be,” Meosa said as Arik spotted the pot in question. “The poor itsumade shop owner. She just started her day, and here she is, about to get robbed.” 
 
    Itsumade? Arik thought. That must be her yokai classification… 
 
    “Well?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Off to a great start as always,” Meosa started to say. 
 
    “I’m… fine.” Arik pretended to just look around, his limbs tingling for a moment.  
 
    He had never stolen anything in his life, and had absolutely no idea how he was going to take the pot, which indeed had a red bottom. Arik approached it, his eyes falling on the price tag. He still wasn’t certain of the exchange rate, but it was listed at more Jadean sen than he currently had in his pocket, which wasn’t a lot to begin with. 
 
    “You could always take it and run,” Meosa said, “and I could provide some watery backup.” 
 
    “No,” Arik said under his breath. “I don’t want you to hurt her.”  
 
    “Hurt her? I wouldn’t hurt her, but she may slip and, well, there are numerous obstacles in this dingy little place that she could hurt herself on. Not going to lie: I don’t like it in here, disciple. I don’t like being inside a little hollow carved somewhere between a tree and a piece of stone, especially one without any bloody windows. Reminds me of when I was imprisoned back in the cave. Remember the cave?” 
 
    “Do you have any questions?” the shop owner asked as she approached Arik, her eyes darting from his fists, which were clenched, to the red pot in question. “Ooh! I see you found our Crimsonian pot collection. They are very unique, with five bonded layers creating a noticeable difference in their performance, including a steel core that diffuses the heat consistently. Listen to me, ramble on. Ooh! I must admit, some people are thrown off by the red paint, but it fades and ages in a very unique way. Here, I’ll show you.” 
 
    She returned with a smaller version of the large pot, one that looked as if it had been recently scrubbed clean. “This one is mine,” she said as she showed him the bottom of her small pot, Arik noticing that much of the paint was gone, and the paint that remained had changed to an umber color with scratches in it.  
 
    I can’t do this, Arik thought. I can’t do this… 
 
    “I really don’t understand the point of this lesson,” said Meosa as Arik pretended to examine the Crimsonian pot. “How is this supposed master illusionist hoping to relate disguises and deception with stealing from this poor itsumade? I haven’t said anything about it yet, but maybe now is as good of a time as any: perhaps we are making a mistake in staying with Hojo and trying to better understand the iniquitous ways of the School of Illusion. We could use the two hours he’s given us to flee the city.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Arik said as he looked at the pot. “I really don’t know.” 
 
    “Pardon?” the shop owner asked.  
 
    “I don’t know if it’s the one I need.” 
 
    “It is one of our most popular items, and I’m not pressuring you to buy it here, but they do sell out quickly. I would suspect that this particular pot—the last in the store, mind you—will be sold by the end of the day. Maybe you will be the buyer, then again, maybe not…” She cleared her throat. “Ooh! Did I mention that this particular pot is well suited for slow simmering soups, yet it also excels in cooking grains and boiling potatoes to a softness that humans seem to really enjoy. The best chefs in Avarga use Crimsonian cookware, you know.” 
 
    “She drives a hard bargain,” Meosa commented. “If she only knew that we were planning to steal this thing…” The aqueous kami was quiet for a moment as Arik once again took in the pot. “Have you considered using your wound transfer on her? Just a little can go a long way.” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    “Pardon?” the bird-faced woman asked.  
 
    “Sorry, just…” Arik gritted his teeth and he smiled at her once again. “I have been traveling for a while and have, um, gotten used to talking to myself. I think.” 
 
    “Ooh, I see.” She took a step back, tsk-tsking to herself as she did so. “You know, my kind is very adept at soothing human psychological problems. There are shops in the city that would help ease the mental anxiety that seems to be plaguing you.” 
 
    “It’s fine…” Arik started to say. 
 
    “Nonsense, it’s not fine. You should be willing to talk with someone, a professional, about the issues that ail you. Not everything is a visible wound, you know, something that those priests and disciples in the north can’t seem to figure out. Let me write down some information for you,” she said as she turned back to the counter. “I know of someone that could help you.” 
 
    “Enough with her nonsense. Now’s the time to steal if you’re going to steal it, disciple,” Meosa said. “Onward!” 
 
    Steal it? Arik thought as he glanced at the pot once again, the bird-faced woman’s back to him.  
 
    A type of nervous excitement that he’d never felt before, not even before a battle, seemed to freeze Arik in place, the disciple finally acting impulsively and reaching for the pot. In doing so he not only took the pot off its hook, but he knocked over some of the other cookware, including a bowl made of ceramic.  
 
    He just barely managed to catch the ceramic bowl with his foot, Arik balancing it for a moment as he also held onto the pot. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” Meosa hissed. “You’re shaking so much that it’s starting to agitate me. You don’t want to see what happens when I get an upset stomach!” 
 
    Arik placed the pot on the counter. He was just returning the ceramic bowl to its rightful place when the woman approached again, a curious look on her face. 
 
    “So you’ve decided to purchase it?”  
 
    “No, I mean…” Once again Arik smiled at the itsumade, only then realizing how crazy the look on his face must have been in that moment. He turned his back to her, his lips pressed into a thin line. “Yes. I mean, I’m still thinking.” 
 
    “Would you like something to drink?” she asked. “Perhaps you have overextended yourself. It happens, you know. Ooh! I can make you some tea.” 
 
    “Yet another chance to steal this pot, disciple. Do it, or let’s leave. I can’t bear to witness this trifling scene any longer!” 
 
    “Before I forget…” The woman handed Arik a piece of parchment with information written on it, the address of a local sound healer. He noticed once again that she had reptilian flesh. “You act as if you’ve never seen someone like me before,” she said, catching the way he observed her. 
 
    “No, I’ve seen yokai…” He took the parchment and stuffed it into the front of his robes. There was no way he was going to do this. “Just, you know, hearing things and all, making it hard to concentrate. Um, maybe I will go check on this and return.”  
 
    “Are you sure? The pot may be gone by the time you return. I could be persuaded to hold it for you…” 
 
    “If that’s the case, I’ll find another one. Thank you.” 
 
    After a quick bow, Arik stepped out of the shop, back to the streets outside. He nearly had to place his hands on his knees as he let out a deep breath, one that had been bottled up in his chest. “I’m not a thief,” he said, giving words to a thought that continued to flip through his mind.  
 
    “Clearly. Not only that, you have utterly failed Hojo’s first lesson, as baffling as it was.” 
 
    “It was a stupid lesson,” he snapped at Meosa. “Why would he ask me to steal something? What good is there in that? What does that have to do with being an illusionist and for that matter, why am I not training in the way that I should be training, with a weapon? Stealing from some yokai,” he said, motioning toward the shop, “isn’t going to make me a better swordsman.” 
 
    “For once, you and I are in agreement. That’s why I think we should get out of here now, and leave Hojo to whatever it is he plans to do. The man is the epitome of delusional, if you think about it. No school, no money from what I can tell, and by his appearance, poor grooming standards. And we’re supposed to believe he knows about the Mask of the Fallen? Bah. He may have once been a Hidden Warrior, but I once had influence and power, and look where I am now, pretty much a nobody who has latched onto the likes of you, also a nobody.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “The young man who very well may be the last disciple in our world, the last person to be classically trained in utilizing Revivaura, traveling around and trying to become a swordsman like he has a death wish and taking lessons from a supposed illusionist. Ring a bell? Yes, I’m angry at you now. I’m angry because not only have you put us in the situation, but we’re wasting time to accomplish an endeavor that may not be accomplishable! How is someone like you supposed to challenge Nobunaga and his retinue of men—trained blades, mind you—and actually make a change in this world? You saw how they use Thunderaura. You’re supposed to be able to fight them in what? Less than a month now? Not to mention the fact that you’ll have to win in a tournament against people that have been fighting much longer than you, even if they are locals. Why not retreat and get ready for the inevitable?” 
 
    “Which is?” Arik asked, the nervousness inside him now turning agitation. 
 
    “The war that is to come. I’m surprised it hasn't started yet, to be honest. People are going to need the help of someone like you once it comes. Do you not see that, disciple? Instead, in less than a month from now, you may very well die and that will be the end of it. And for what? The rest of Taomoni will be subjected to folk healing and whatever the hell that itsumade in there was talking about. Sound healing?” Meosa scoffed at the suggestion. “Listening to some itsumade’s bodily functions as a form of healing seems like a good reason to give up hearing all together.” 
 
    “What about you?” Arik asked. 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “You have free will. Why do you insist on following me around and berating me? And another thing, what is it exactly that you were looking for anyway back in Omoto? Aside from how you’ve latched yourself onto me—” 
 
    “Latched myself? You need me!” 
 
    “I don’t…” Arik bit his lip. Of the two of them, one was going to have to lower the temperature of their conversation. “Never mind.” 
 
    “See? You do need me. You need me more than I need you. You may have saved me, sure, and thank you, disciple, for going out of your way to run like a coward from the slaver and happen upon my cave…” 
 
    “I’m not a coward,” Arik said, once again feeling a flourish of anger within him. 
 
    “No, perhaps I misspoke. You aren’t a coward, but you are a fool, and oftentimes they wear the same pants. But then I have latched myself onto you, as you say, so who is the bigger fool now? Perhaps I’ve been the most foolish fool all along! I digress, sure, you saved me, but I believe we are even now. So as to why I’m sticking around? That doesn’t matter. I’ll leave when I want. How’s that for an answer? And as to what I was looking for: if you’re referring to how we separated briefly in Omoto, then… then… it doesn’t matter. You and I will both know if I ever find what I’m looking for. I’m tired of arguing with you!” 
 
    “I’m tired of arguing with you too!” Arik said, a bit too loudly, clear when a pair of humans passing by offered the disciple a side glance. 
 
    “Then let’s both just keep our mouths shut until Hojo returns. I won’t say anything if you won’t.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “You just said something.” 
 
    “So did you,” Arik said, his voice to the point of exasperation now. He had argued with people before, but there was nothing like arguing with Meosa because the kami’s voice existed all around him, yet he wasn’t actually there for Arik to look at, not if he didn’t want to be. 
 
    “I’ll stop talking right now, if you stop talking.” 
 
    Arik shook his head. “I said I’ll stop.” 
 
    “You just spoke.” 
 
    “Meosa…” 
 
    “Disciple…” 
 
    Both grunted at the same time, Arik crossing his arms over his chest and squeezing the waterskin a bit as he did so.  
 
    Since there was no place to sit, he ended up standing in front of the shop, occasionally standing to pace back and forth for the next two hours. Eventually, Hojo shambled in their direction, the mysterious man skipping a greeting once he approached.  
 
    “How did it go? Where’s the pot?” he asked, the master illusionist peering at Arik through the slit of his conical hat. 
 
    “In the shop.” 
 
    Hojo, who now had a bag full of what Arik assumed were supplies, turned to the shop. “Wait here; I’ll be right back.”  
 
    It was just about three minutes later when he stepped out, now carrying the pot with the red bottom.  
 
    “You… you stole it?” Arik asked. 
 
    “No, why would I steal the pot when I could simply buy it?” Hojo asked him. Before Meosa could flare up and potentially argue with him before the public, the master illusionist turned to the east and motioned for him to follow. “I believe our first lesson is over for today. Think about what happened here on the way back, and if you still haven’t figured it out, I’ll explain once we arrive.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They reached the cabin, its roof held down by stones, Arik Dacre still unsure of what lesson, if any, Hojo was trying to impart on him. Once he unlocked the door using the unique circular key, Hojo stepped inside and slipped out of his boots.  
 
    He dropped the pot on the ground of the shared living space in the way that one would discard an object they cared little about. Hojo then placed the bag of supplies he had purchased off the ground and sat behind it, carefully removing his sword.  
 
    Once he was ready, he motioned for Arik to take a seat in front of him.  
 
    “Instruction at the School of Illusion,” Hojo began, “likely differed from anything you may have experienced in your previous studies. Later on in your lessons, I’m nearly certain you performed fieldwork, especially considering you have completed three branches. Is this the case?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Arik said, recalling his time at hospitals and a summer spent as a wandering healer. 
 
    “Much of what we will learn in terms of disguises and deception over the next few days will be hands-on. There are numerous lessons that I can teach you, and as for now, I’ve tried to pick out the most pertinent ones, the ones that will help you if you survive not only the tournament you plan to participate in, but your inevitable encounter with Nobunaga, even if your chance of survival is slim at best.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” said Meosa.  
 
    “So consider it a very condensed series of lessons, ones that an illusionist would spend much more time studying. Most of the lessons will be difficult to complete, and I don’t expect you to pass all of them, like today’s. But at least you will have a working knowledge of what it means to be an illusionist, one that doesn’t use Chimaura.” 
 
    “Why can’t you teach me about Chimaura?” Arik asked. “I already understand Revivaura; maybe there are some similarities.” 
 
    “Maybe there are,” Hojo said with a tight nod, “but there simply isn’t enough time for you to truly understand and utilize Chimaura, nor do I want you to even think that you could rely on it. Strip it from your mind, for now.” 
 
    “It seems to me if he can use Revivaura, he should be able to use Chimaura, and perhaps that would help him in these perplexing lessons you insist on bequeathing to the disciple. He seems to be a fast enough learner,” Meosa said, coming to Arik’s defense. 
 
    Hojo moved on without commenting. “Have you considered what happened back at the shop, the lesson I was trying to teach you? Do you understand the meaning of it?” 
 
    Arik glanced at the pot, which was now overturned, its red bottom visible. “That I was supposed to buy it?” 
 
    “That was likely one of the easier solutions, yes.” 
 
    “But you told me to take it, to steal it.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you to steal it; you assumed this was what I wanted. The lesson? Deception comes in many forms, but the most powerful form of deception is how you deceive yourself and what you are able to do when given a blank canvas. Before you can deceive others, you need to understand how you deceive yourself. For example, you deceived yourself in assuming that I wanted you to steal the pot. I never told you to steal the pot.” 
 
    “You said take it…” 
 
    “To take does not necessarily imply stealing, and if it does, you have once again deceived yourself.” Hojo removed his conical hat and placed it on the other side of his body. “Did I steal my hat off my head? Or did I take it?” 
 
    “So it’s all semantics?” Meosa asked. 
 
    “It has less to do with semantics and vocabulary than it has to do with the way you think about things, and how you have deceived yourself into believing not only those around you, but what they may be implying. Let’s look at the pot itself as an example. It’s not of Crimsonian design, as I’m sure the kind shop owner told you, nor is it worth any more than any of the lackluster pots in her shop. The red paint on the bottom of the pot was done by the shop owner. Did you happen to see the price tag?” 
 
    “It was…” Arik tried to recall the number, realizing he hadn’t paid much attention to it. But it was definitely in the thousands of sen. “Thousands.” 
 
    “I paid thirty sen for it, which is a fair deal. So, back to deception. To understand how we deceive others, we must understand how you deceive yourself. Were there other ways that you could have procured the pot? Could you have traded your healing ability for the item?” 
 
    “You said not to use my powers.” 
 
    “How would I have known if you had used your powers? As an illusionist, your most powerful tool is deception, and deception is all around you, similar to how you see chi. To use Revivaura, you must be aware of its chi qualities, which I believe are water-like, yes?” 
 
    Arik nodded. 
 
    “And which also explains your symbiotic relationship with the kami. You asked earlier about Chimaura, and I told you that it wasn’t a lesson that we would touch anytime soon. The reason being is you don’t need to understand Chimaura to be an illusionist, or to benefit from the skills that I’m going to rapidly try to teach you here. Just as you can see chi, and know it exists even if others can’t, I can sense deception, even if others don’t know it exists. Deception is a multifaceted sculpture visible from myriad sides, each painting a different picture. Not everything has a solution, and to think that it does would be in fact deceiving yourself. Most things, especially interactions with the broader public, have multiple deceptive solutions to produce the outcome you need.” 
 
    “I think…” Arik shook his head. He didn’t want to jump to conclusions just yet, but he was starting to get the master illusionist’s point. 
 
    “You could have bought the pot for its full price; you could have gathered more information about its origins and used it as leverage to buy it for a much cheaper price, which was what I did; you could have offered something to the yokai based on your healing powers and never told me; you could have stolen it, sure, but that wasn’t what I asked you to do; you could have bought a cheaper pot and painted the bottom red, which would have deceived me especially given that you had two hours to let it dry; you could have asked the kami to cause a watery commotion and do something like fight him off, thus gaining the owner’s trust and perhaps getting the pot for free. Do you see what I’m suggesting here?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I do,” Arik said. 
 
    “Today was a test, and I deceived you to some degree by not sending you into the field with the tools of an illusionist. We will go over those tools now. They will serve you in the future and will become a very important part of your training going forward. Afterwards, I have a final lesson for you today— becoming who you are not.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hojo produced a number of items from his bag that Arik didn’t immediately recognize. There were some that were more familiar, such as a grappling hook, but the others, including what looked like a small wallet, were completely foreign to him. 
 
    “The first item is traditionally called a sanjaku cloth.” Hojo lifted the cloth, looped it once around his hand, and then pulled it tight. “As you can see, it is quite strong, and just about a yard in length. Try cutting it.” 
 
    “If you insist…” Arik withdrew the blade that Master Kojiro had given him.  
 
    Hojo got to his feet and turned to the side, holding the sanjaku cloth out. Arik brought his blade around and struck the cloth. It didn’t quite bounce right off, but it didn’t tear either, and Arik realized that if he truly wanted to cut it, he was going to have to really hack at the fabric. 
 
    “A helpful item for certain situations.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Meosa added, his watery form now visible next to Arik. 
 
    “It has other usages,” he said as Arik returned his blade to its scabbard. “The sanjaku cloth can be helpful when crafting a disguise.” Hojo mirrored wrapping it around his forehead. “And if you ever need a rope, you can tie it to the sash of your robe to give you length. So this is the first item that is instrumental in an illusionist’s toolkit. A sanjaku cloth. The next item is a grappling hook, which we will deal with at a later date. I’m sure you’ve seen one of these before.”  
 
    “Not in person, but I’ve heard of them.” 
 
    “This is likely how the men parading around as shinobi scaled the walls of your academy. Moving on, we have a fairly simple object, one that is instrumental in what we do.” Hojo unraveled a small, stone pencil no more than a few inches long. “This is used to take notes and make marks, which you will do from time to time. It is also poisonous. Swallowing it will kill you within an hour, which is why it is wrapped in cloth so your body sweat doesn’t melt it. You likely won’t have to use this feature of it, but the point of it originally was to prevent any interrogation if captured with no means of escape. You will need this compact mirror, which can be helpful for a distraction. You also need this,” he said as he produced another object.  
 
    “A fire starter.” 
 
    “Correct, but one designed specifically for shinobi. It will work even in wet environments,” Hojo said as he took two small pellets out of a soft leather case. “This isn’t just for a campfire, although it is useful for that. It is also a useful tool for deception. There may come a time in which you need to escape some place rapidly, and while it would make the most sense to simply run and try to get away as best you can, one tactic that has proven useful time and time again is to start a fire. We can cover more of that later, but think about it for now.” 
 
    Arik nodded, his eyes falling onto what looked like a leather wallet. “And that?” 
 
    “A makeup kit.” 
 
    Meosa laughed. “So your plan is to turn him into a pillower?” 
 
    “Not quite. The makeups in this kit are ones that have been useful to other illusionists in the past. There is usuzumi, a type of gray ink; shu, a shade of vermilion red; and oshiroi, which is your average white face powder. They can be mixed in a variety of ways.” Hojo opened the wallet, showing how the makeup was arranged. “There are numerous applications and ways to use these makeups, one of the more common ones being to make yourself look sickly, which I suppose you could do on your own if you simply absorbed someone’s sickness.” 
 
    “I could,” Arik said. “But then I would have to actually suffer through their illness unless I cured it through wound transfer.”  
 
    “With this makeup, you can do everything from making a false beard, to changing the tone of your skin; from blackening your teeth to modifying the shape of your hairline and your eyebrows. The ability to disguise yourself thoroughly will serve you numerous times.” 
 
    Hojo unfolded a dark cape and flattened his hands across it. 
 
    “This is traditionally called a haori cape, which as you can see, functions as a cape that can latch around your neck. You might wonder why you would need such a thing, and perhaps it would be best if I showed you. With an object like this,” Hojo said as he stood, “you can make yourself look like a beggar.” He brought the cape over his head and used the sash from his robes to tie it around his neck. “Worn on your shoulders, perhaps covering one arm, will make you look like a monk of sorts, because they wear similar outfits in the mountains of Jade Realm. There are other usages as well. The items I am giving you here are all about covert operations, and the limitation, really, is your imagination. You could even use the cape to make a flag, or to hold something. It is a useful item.” 
 
    Hojo removed the haori cape. 
 
    “There are a few other items that will, or perhaps better I say, may become part of the new person you are becoming, who the kami believes could be the true reincarnation of the War Priest.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to stop…” Arik bit his lip as he considered what he was about to say. He was about to tell Hojo that he was trying to stop an impending war, masking over the fact that his quest was most certainly one for revenge. Rather than finish his sentence, he simply nodded. 
 
    “So, as I was telling you,” Hojo said, “these items will hopefully aid you in your journey.” 
 
    “How did you get all these things anyway?” Arik asked. 
 
    “My sources are something you needn’t worry about for the time being. If you do ever lose something, and I’m not around, return to Avarga and use the skills I will have taught you by that time to figure out where to buy these items, and do note, that the shinobi running around now use lower-quality versions of these tools, which are more readily available. It is time to move on to our final lesson for the night, as promised, becoming who you are not. Once we are finished, we can both rest and prepare for what must be done tomorrow.” 
 
    “I hate to point out the obvious here,” Meosa began, “but the disciple has already become someone he is not. Disciples don’t kill people. I’m sure you took a vow to that effect.” 
 
    The words came to Arik, almost as if they had floated in on the breeze. I will strive to heal regardless of the circumstances. No matter how broken, I will repair. These hands do not extinguish life, they prolong it. I will always remember this. 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “I don’t think I am stepping out of the bounds of rationality by saying that you have, to some degree, become who you are not,” Meosa said. “But now that I say that out loud, is it even possible? In a way, you were who you were before you got here.” 
 
    “A great philosophical discussion that can wait,” Hojo said, naturally moving the conversation along as he motioned to Arik. “Rather than understand this from a philosophical lens, let’s take it for its surface meaning. Do you do impressions?” 
 
    “You mean of other people?” 
 
    Hojo nodded. 
 
    “No, I do not.” 
 
    “This should be good…” Meosa said under his breath. 
 
    “In that case, I want you to do an impression of…” Hojo glanced up at the wooden ceiling, Arik noticing a change in him, something about the way that his skin sat over the bones of his face. It was something that he would come to understand at a much later date. “How about, an older woman?” 
 
    “You want me to do an impression of an older woman?” 
 
    “Yes, let’s see what you can do, disciple.” 
 
    “Umm…” Arik tried to remember the last time he’d had a conversation with an older woman, skipping over the yokai shop owner he had recently spoken to. He settled on Domen the herder’s mother, even though she wasn’t that old. Arik tried to remember her voice. 
 
    “It should come naturally,” Hojo reminded him. 
 
    “How hard is it to do an impression of an older woman?” Meosa asked. “Watch and learn,” he said as he shifted his voice into something more haggard, crone-like: “Listen here, sonny. You’re never going to be an illusionist with a piss poor attitude like that. Why, back in my day…” Meosa started to laugh and stopped himself. “Back in my day, a lad of your size could not only steal a pot, but he could cook a fine soup in it as well upon command! You’re as useless as a one-legged gaki!” 
 
    “When I was a young girl,” Arik tried, going with a fairly bad feminine voice. “Ahem, when I was a young girl there were more flowers in Sunocea.” 
 
    “More flowers in Sunocea?” Meosa snorted, water flying out of his form and nearly reaching Hojo. “Is that in reference to the old poem Flowers in Sunocea?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “How do you even know that poem? Aside from your terrible impression—I’m sorry, but it was bad, disciple—I’m intrigued to know where you heard that poem.” 
 
    “My teacher made me memorize it, Master Guri Yarna did. It made sense though, right?” 
 
    “One thing that you will want to keep in mind when doing an impression,” Hojo began, “is that the less clever you make it, the more genuine it becomes. At least for most circumstances. While I appreciate the reference, and I can see how it came to your mind as it is a poem that a distinguished woman of our society would potentially recite, I would know immediately that you were faking, that I was being deceived. Remember, the whole point in what we are doing is deceiving others to the point they don’t know that they’re being deceived. If they know they are being deceived, then we have failed. Let’s try another.” 
 
    “Sure,” Arik said. 
 
    “And after that, I believe we will be done here. You can practice on your own with the kami, if you’d like.” 
 
    “Please, spare me,” Meosa said. “Although I don’t mind playing an old hag every now and then…” 
 
    “Then maybe there is a way for you to help each other,” Hojo suggested, the master illusionist raising an eyebrow. “Think on that. Now, I want you to do the voice of someone else entirely. This person is from the Crimson Realm, they’re upper class, and well-off. Imagine them as coming from a family of merchants and enjoying the finer things in life.” 
 
    “How would that even sound?” Arik asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, perhaps something like this?” Hojo cleared his throat. “The most important thing about the deal is that we get it done before sunset, because I have another meeting with the silk provider from Austere. You weren’t interested in silk, were you? This is the kind of silk that would be perfect for everything from a wedding ceremony to a more sober event, perhaps even a funeral if you insist on darker colors.” 
 
    Arik’s eyes went wide. The voice coming out of Hojo’s mouth was nothing like his real voice, the son of the merchant he was pretending to be speaking in a more clipped way, fluid, less like someone who actually thought about the words that were escaping their lips. 
 
    “Just an example,” Hojo said, returning to his normal voice and its steady pattern. “Perhaps you have one as well?” 
 
    “I… I don’t,” Arik said. 
 
    “I do,” Meosa chimed in, also going for a clipped, upper-class voice. “Silk from Austere? The pallet I recently received from Hojo de Omoto happened to be some of the best, purest, most…” Meosa made a smacking sound with his lips, his voice that of a person who had tasted luxury and kept his chin up while he did so to the point that it had affected his intonation. “I’ll tell you what. Bring me a sample of golden silk with green stitchings and if it is appropriate for the upcoming Moon Ceremony, I will order two pallets of it. Do we have a deal? If not, I’ll just have something delivered from Minowa again. I truly can’t be bothered.” 
 
    Hojo nodded. “Yes, you do have a knack for it, don’t you?”  
 
    “For impersonations? Of course I do,” Meosa said, back to his normal voice. “Do either of you realize how much time I’ve spent observing humans? Most of my life—aside from those wretched years in that dreary cave—has been spent in a symbiotic relationship, as you like to call it, illusionist, although I don’t like that term for it because I’m clearly using him more than he is using me,” he said, motioning toward Arik. 
 
    “I see. In that case, I believe our lesson for today has come to a close.” Hojo clasped his hands together. “Practice tonight, Disciple Arik, and think about what I’ve told you. Tomorrow, and for that matter, the next day, we will spend as much time as we can in Avarga working on our disguises.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Five. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I yearn to die charging headlong into enemy ranks rather than spoil away in this cursed home for the elderly. Do not be afraid of the sword nor the sweetness of suicidal glory!” 
 
      
 
    –Combat Master Travin Yarat, as told to his nursemaid at the start of the Crimson-Onyx Shroud War, Year 1080. He died the following morning in an attempt to escape a distinguished home for the elderly in Katano. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Arik Dacre remembered the mantra that Hojo had given him as he stood outside the Avarga city armory. 
 
    The wind has no shape, and neither should you. 
 
    It had been one of the master illusionist’s more memorable lines over the last several days, days in which they spent most of their time in various public parks and city squares of Avarga practicing disguises, Meosa generally speaking for Arik when he needed to change his voice.  
 
    All of that had been in preparation to reach this point, Arik with the haori cape over his head, his long black hair pulled back and smeared with white oshiroi paint, his teeth blackened, and usuzumi gray makeup dabbed across his cheekbones making him look gaunt. 
 
    After he finished this lesson, they would leave in the morning for the former capital of Iga, where they would begin the second stage of the condensed School of Illusion training, the one that the disciple had been waiting for.  
 
    Combat.  
 
    Arik dragged his foot behind him, yet he wasn’t feigning injury; because of the way that Arik was raised, he didn’t adapt very quickly to Hojo’s instructions, nor did he quite understand some of the reasoning behind the School of Illusion’s techniques. But there was one thing he could do that gave them an advantage over anyone who had ever gone through the school’s cryptic lessons: Arik could actually injure himself in a way that would sell a limp or wound to a degree that was unheard of in the illusionists’ normal repertoire. 
 
    His leg? Arik had actually driven a dagger into his thigh, affecting the muscle, and had then healed up to the point that it wouldn’t bleed too much. It gave him an incredibly authentic limp, the disciple dragging the top of his boot against the paved road that led to the armory, now in a pair of soiled robes that were once again part of the act.  
 
    “Remember not to make eye contact,” Meosa told him as they neared the large gates of the armory, the wall surrounding them easily ten feet high and thick enough to stop a battering ram. 
 
    “I know,” Arik told him. 
 
    “Hojo said that we just have to make it into the building and retrieve something as evidence that we had done so. Ugh,” Meosa sighed, “I can’t believe we’re doing this, but here we are.”  
 
    Even if he meant his statement with a hint of disdain, there was something about the tone of the kami’s voice that told Arik that he was actually excited. His attitude hadn’t fully changed over the last several days, but Meosa seemed to find the School of Illusion techniques intriguing, and being able to throw his voice and do impersonations actually pleased him to an insane degree, Arik sensing that it made him feel like he was being useful. 
 
    If there was one thing Arik had learned at the Academy of Healing Arts, it was how nice it felt to be useful to others.  
 
    “Like fleas and lice, illusionists go wherever their hosts go, be it a palace or a humble slum. As you have now seen,” Hojo told him last night, referring to their time in the various parks and squares across Avarga, “it is possible to make connections with most people through deception, but where your true skill lies is in pinpointing the ones to accompany, the ones who will unknowingly aid in your infiltration. Good luck tomorrow. Good luck being a flea.” 
 
    To become a flea meant that Arik would need to attach himself to someone, especially if he wanted to get into the main building of the armory. But who would he attach himself to? And how would this person aid in the task that had been assigned to him? 
 
    This part was still unknown. 
 
    “Just let me do the talking and we will be in the courtyard in a matter of moments,” Meosa assured him. “Heh. Never thought that you’d fall to the level of a shinobi, did you, my boy?” 
 
    Arik shook his head. He couldn’t have predicted anything that happened to him over the last several weeks, none of it. Had the Academy been spared, Arik would have simply begun his study of the Sacred Branch of Chi Healing, with a possible side focus on the Divine Branch of Remote Healing as he had discussed with his instructor, Master Guri Yarna. 
 
    Now, he was dressed as an old hag, people pressing around him and seemingly annoyed at the way he was dragging his foot, Arik’s destiny uncertain. He had a few other tools with him, including the sanjaku cloth and his grappling hook, but he didn’t have a weapon, the sword that the tanuki had given him back at Hojo’s retreat in the woods. If he was discovered, his only chance for escape would be to call upon his wound transfer power; before he did that he would need to completely heal his leg. 
 
    The risks had never been higher, yet for some reason, he felt confident that he would accomplish this task. After all, by this point, he had no other choice. 
 
    As he approached the pair of guards at the front of the armory, Arik hunched over even further, taking short breaths now so it sounded as if he were wheezing. He drew closer, the haori cape over his head adding shadow to his eyes as he looked up at the guards, Meosa speaking for him: 
 
    “Please, a thief attacked me… just over there… by the tannery!” 
 
    Arik offered the guard, who wore a leather armor that had been layered almost like scales, a painful expression. This was another thing he and Meosa had practiced at Hojo’s direction, Meosa doing his impersonations and Arik moving his mouth as he did so to seem as if he was the one speaking. It didn’t always line up perfectly, but it was a good enough trick, especially through things like misdirection and the strength of Arik’s disguise. 
 
    “By the tannery, mother?” one of the guards asked, bristling as he placed his hand on the hilt of the sword. Thus far, Arik’s disguise had worked. The man had even referred to him as ‘mother,’ which Arik assumed was a respectful way to refer to an older woman in the Jade Realm. 
 
    “Please…” Meosa said in his crone voice. “There were several of them… They broke my leg.”  
 
    Arik fell forward, and was immediately assisted by one of the guards. The other turned in the direction of the tannery, Arik now going limp, trying to make sure the guard wouldn’t notice just how muscled he was under his robes, entirely aware that his body structure would not match that of an older woman. 
 
    “Let’s get you inside,” the second guard said as he helped Arik beyond the gate, the disciple trying to remain as limp as possible. He had worn an extra set of robes beneath his disguise to add some bulk to his form, and had also stuffed a roll of fabric over his shoulders to give himself a hunch, yet he still felt a wave of relief as the guard brought him over to a bench in the courtyard and let go of the disciple, his disguise working up until this point. 
 
    “We still need to get inside the main building,” Meosa reminded him. “Just a bit further now…”  
 
    Rather than say anything due to his proximity to the guard, Arik simply nodded. 
 
    The inner courtyard of the armory wasn’t anything special, just two seating areas and a few hedges, no large trees or anything that someone could use as cover. This brought a new concern to the disciple: once he secured some item as proof that he had entered the main building, how was he going to get out?  
 
    A glance up to the top of the wall told him that he would be able to scale it if he had the cover of night. But he was hoping to leave the way he came in, right through the front entrance. Either way, he couldn’t reveal who he was, and not only did he need to hide his own power, but he needed to hide Meosa’s as well. 
 
    “Someone has to stay at the front, mother,” the guard told Arik. “Once my counterpart returns, I will find someone to help you. We do have staff here…” 
 
    “That’s quite all right,” Meosa said in his crone voice. “Just a moment to catch my breath should be good enough for me.” 
 
    “But, mother, your leg,” the guard said. 
 
    “This old thing?” Once Arik didn’t respond to Meosa's words, the aqueous kami hissed at him. “Point at your leg or something.” 
 
    Arik did as instructed, and showed the guard that he could now move it. To prove his point, he also stood from the bench. 
 
    “You were dragging your foot just moments ago,” the guard said, Arik immediately ducking his head down to some degree, once again hoping to conceal at least a portion of his face. In doing so, a strand of his hair, one that had been covered in the white makeup, fell out of his hood. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Meosa told the guard. “I’ve been through much worse. You should have seen my… I mean, just three years ago, I broke both legs trying to get a pail of water from a well outside the city. Can you believe that? I had to drag myself back here using just my arms looking like a damn crab. This is nothing compared to how I’ve suffered before, sonny, and that’s not to mention the nine children I bore, ten if you count the stillborn, eleven if you count the fact that one of the nine were twins. That was quite the surprise!” 
 
    “Meosa!” Arik whisper-hissed, making it sound like a sneeze of snorts. 
 
    “In that case,” the guard said, already growing tired of dealing with Arik, “just wait here and once he returns, we will get you some help.” 
 
    “Might I wait inside?” Meosa asked. “It’s frigid, dearie, the fat on these old bones does little to warm my withered soul.” Arik crossed his arms over his chest and pretended to shiver. 
 
    Warm my withered soul? Arik thought, but the guard appeared to buy it. 
 
    “The inside of the armory isn’t generally a place that the public is allowed to go. But…” The guard looked back to his post and to the large, wooden front door of the armory that was easily twice as high as it needed to be. 
 
    “Please,” Meosa cried. “I’m so tired. Look at this useless body of mine, not even strong enough to keep me warm. But strong enough to walk. No, I don’t need your help. I can make it there myself.” 
 
    You really are making a mockery of this, Arik thought as he shuffled toward the entrance to the armory. His strategy worked, the guard going ahead of him and knocking twice on the large door. A slit opened and a pair of eyes looked out, the guard discussing what was going on with the man inside.  
 
    Soon, the door began to open. 
 
    “He’s going to see about getting you some help, mother. Our nursemaid happens to be at a different armory at the moment, but she won’t be long.” 
 
    “How many blasted armories does a city like Avarga need?” Meosa asked in his grandmotherly voice. “Why must the Jade Realm be so paranoid?” 
 
    “Let’s just get you inside, mother.” The guard placed a hand on Arik’s shoulder, just a few inches away from the padding that he had stuffed to give him a hump on his back. “Yes, sit here,” he said as the other guard, the one who had been inside the armory, brought a chair.  
 
    Arik and Meosa now sat in a thin, rectangular room that opened up to all the weapons, a barred door separating them from the blades, axes, and spears. Hanging on both sides of the walls were Jadean banners, seafoam green with a dark-green petroglyph square in the middle. 
 
    Arik took his seat, and as the first guard returned to the gate, the second used the key to go into a side room, where Arik presumed he would be grabbing an offering of sorts, food or drink. 
 
    “It’s now or never,” Meosa said. 
 
    “There’s nothing to take…” Arik told him after a quick glance around the clean space.  
 
    Aside from chairs and banners, there really wasn’t anything else. 
 
    “Figure something out, disciple!” 
 
    I can’t believe I’m doing this, Arik thought as he climbed to the top of the chair, where he intended to strip one of the Jadean banners from the wall. He was just getting his footing when he heard movement in the other room, Arik quickly falling back to the chair. 
 
    The guard peeked his head out of the door. “I should have asked before, but do you take honey with your tea? He said that you were cold, mother.” 
 
    “Yes!” Meosa blurted out. “I do take honey, and be sure to stir it ten times, and then ten times counterclockwise, then ten times clockwise, then ten more times counterclockwise. Do this three more times, the full set. Five sets in total, sonny. Or six. You do the math. Yes, I also like it a bit lukewarm. So let it sit there for a minute after you’ve stirred the tea,” he said, hoping to give Arik more time to strip the flag from the wall. 
 
    Much to Arik’s surprise, the guard laughed. “Both my sister and my mother are very particular about how they have their tea. I totally understand. It will be just a moment now,” the guard said before heading back to the other room. 
 
    “Hurry, disciple,” Meosa said just as the door slowly creaked shut. “I’ve bought you time.” 
 
    Arik hopped back onto the chair, his foot on the armrest as he ripped the banner from the ceiling. He then stuffed it in the front of his robes and turned to the entrance of the armory. 
 
    Here goes nothing, he thought as he hobbled out, dragging his leg behind him again. The guard at the front gate spotted him, just as the second guard, the one who had gone to check on the thieves that Arik had lied about, returned. 
 
    “I think I’ll go home now,” Meosa said hurriedly as Arik reached them. “Feeling much better after sitting inside for a moment. What a nice day!” 
 
    “Mother, we couldn’t find any indication of thieves by the tannery,” the second guard said, the man with a slightly baffled look on his face. “Do you remember what they look like?” 
 
    “Tall, most definitely tall, with hair and yes, normal human features, I believe. Not handsome but not ugly. They had eyes that could have been blue or brown, maybe closer to black. Both had hair, um… they headed in the other direction,” Meosa said as Arik veered toward the left. “Don’t worry about me; I don’t live so far from here.” 
 
    “Please, let us escort you to your home,” one of the guards said. By this point Arik was so focused on trying to get away from them that he didn’t know which one had spoken. It was akin to the same tunnel vision he’d experienced before, during extreme moments like when he’d fallen to the base of the canyon. But there was something different about what he was going through now, a heightened sense of the jitters. 
 
    One of the soldiers placed his hand on Arik’s shoulder, but this time ended up shifting it toward the left, bumping into the cushioning on his upper back. 
 
    Meosa wailed. “Careful—!” 
 
    The haori cloak covering Arik’s head dropped onto his shoulders, his long dark hair that had been partially whitened with paint spilling out. He paused, his back to the two guards. 
 
    “Hold on a moment,” the guard with his hand on his shoulder said.  
 
    He forcibly spun Arik around, and as he did, Arik reached for the same hand and gripped tightly, his eyes flashing with apology as he transferred what was left of the wound on his leg to the man. 
 
    The guard stumbled backward, the other uncertain of what had just happened.  
 
    “Run, disciple!” Meosa hissed in his ear. 
 
    Arik took off, ignoring what was left of the pain in his leg as he charged toward the nearest crowd, which had been yet another strategy taught to him by Hojo. Not only that, Arik had also prepared a distraction. 
 
    He slipped past a booth selling brooms and other cleaning materials that had been placed in barrels, Arik purposefully pushing two of the barrels over, brooms spilling out. The crowd began to react, and as he moved into an alley in the opposite direction, he chose a different trajectory than the one that he had been aiming for when he had bolted from the guards. 
 
    It was here that Arik found a cellar. Rather than dip inside it, which would have trapped him, he simply ducked next to the cellar and began rearranging his cape, once again forming a hood over his head. 
 
    “That damn Hojo,” Meosa said, his voice on edge as well, the kami clearly experiencing the same tension that the disciple was in that moment. 
 
    “We should be fine,” Arik told him. He looked left to see that there was an exit to the alley that led under a few tarps, where some of the city’s homeless lived. He knew that this linked up to a passageway that eventually circled back to the woods, having taken it yesterday with Hojo. “We got what we came for. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Meosa offered Arik a bitter laugh. “That’s one way to put it. You did well back there, by the way.” 
 
    “So did you,” Arik said as he popped open the compact mirror that Hojo had given him. It was strange to see himself painted up, his teeth black, his hair partially white. But after a few adjustments, Arik moved on. “You make a good grandmother.” 
 
    “We make a good grandmother,” Meosa said in a cheery voice. 
 
    Arik couldn’t help but smirk at the comment. This truly was his life now. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik found Hojo in the kitchen of their retreat, the master illusionist just about finished steaming dumplings that were made from rice flour, the smell heavy in the air. Hojo’s almost silver hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and rather than greet Arik, he simply motioned for the disciple to take a seat in the shared living area, where a low table was already set up. 
 
    Arik had already cleaned the makeup off his face outside, and after he sat, he retrieved the seafoam-green banner he had stolen from the Avarga armory. He traced his hand over the fabric, the stitching in its center adding to its texture. 
 
    Arik shook his head, unable to tell if he felt ashamed of what he had done, or proud. He was not a thief; what he had just done was completely out of the ordinary for him, yet he had accomplished the task, and in doing so had found himself just a bit closer to partially grasping what it meant to be an illusionist. 
 
    As Hojo brought the dumplings to the table, their steam lifting into the air, Arik tried not to overthink what this meant for him going forward, or how his peers would have perceived of what he had done. The latter part didn’t matter. They were all dead now. 
 
    “I see you were successful,” Hojo said as Arik showed him the flag. 
 
    “So does this mean that our dear disciple has officially passed your maddening disguises and deception class?” Meosa asked in a mocking way. “Because stealing flags from armories is not something a being such as myself should be tasked with doing.” 
 
    Arik ate his first dumpling, which had meat and vegetables inside, a hint of spice to it. 
 
    “Unfortunately, there is only so much I can show you in the short amount of time we have,” Hojo said. “While risky, the tasks I’ve given you thus far have been relatively easy. The harder ones involve true commitment to your disguise and your mission. Remember the story I told you earlier, about the man who seemingly left his family to become a drunkard for several years while he waited for his chance to strike?” 
 
    “Sorgus de Moonagwa,” said Arik, the disciple having heard about this particular Hidden Warrior several times over the last few days. 
 
    “It is that kind of dedication that separates someone who dabbles in the illusionist skills and runs around calling themselves the shinobi, and someone who is actually a shinobi, or for that matter, a Hidden Warrior. This goes without saying, but I will say it anyway: there are too many lessons for us to cover in such a short amount of time. Some of these include strategies for joining a household, from showing them your gratitude by giving them gifts to setting up scenarios in which you can gain favor with their servants, which is always a quick way to a master’s ear. Gleaning information, using this information, holding power—the ways of a true illusionist are numerous. There’s an old saying I’m fond of that goes ‘you should test metal with fire and humans with words,’ and that is exactly what the training of an illusionist entails.” A crooked smile appeared on Hojo’s face. “Hirata Masuhiro said that, actually.” 
 
    “I’m sure he did,” Meosa chimed in. 
 
    “You did really well today,” Hojo told Arik. “I didn’t have to break you out of jail, nor did you end up getting yourself killed. You have excelled faster than many of the students at the School of Illusion, but I expected as much, not because you are more talented than any of them—always consider yourself the least talented person in the room—but because we are actually in the field, whereas the first year of instruction at the School of Illusion was done at the school. All theory. But I am quite excited for where you will go next, and how you will use these skills once you have come to understand them better and how they work with your natural tendencies.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Arik said, Hojo’s praise taking him off guard. He bowed his head slightly, and as he did, Hojo continued, the master illusionist not yet touching his dumplings. 
 
    “You did good as well, kami. I had high hopes that the two of you would form a very symbiotic relationship, and this appears to be the case.” 
 
    “I’m just doing what I can…” said Meosa, a rare hint of fondness in his voice for also receiving some praise. 
 
    “Your impressions are outstanding. Now, I wanted to ask you more about what you studied,” Hojo said, returning his focus to Arik. “Explain your path and the options that were presented to you before the events of that terrible night.” 
 
    Arik swallowed another dumpling. “I spent the first five years at the Academy studying the Faithful Branch of Common Restoration. During this time, I also read deeply about Revivaura and past priests who were experts in chi healing. My first hands-on lessons revolved around taking care of minor wounds such as cuts and light burns, bruises as well. It grew to recovery from moderate blood loss, then an emphasis on critical wounds, which would be the focus of the next branch I studied, the Devout Branch of Regrowth.” 
 
    “Yes, tell me about that,” Hojo said as he finally went for a dumpling. “It sounds very interesting.” 
 
    “I studied the Devout Branch of Regrowth from the ages of ten to fifteen, which helped me better understand using Revivaura to heal internal organs, some of which can take quite some time to repair, as well as more serious wounds. The hardest part for me at the time was repairing nerve damage, because…” Arik bit his lip as he thought about the best way to describe what Revivaura looked like. “When a person is injured, there is a chink in their aura that I’m able to sense. External injuries are the most visible, obviously, but this holds true with their chi aura as well. For internal organ damage and nerves, it takes much more focus for me to mend, at least at first,” Arik said, wishing he could explain it as well as Master Guri Yarna had. 
 
    “I don’t quite know what you see when you call upon your power, but it makes sense,” Hojo told him. 
 
    “In studying the Devout Branch of Regrowth, I learned more about doing things like growing an actual limb and all that entails.” 
 
    “So it isn’t magic, then.” 
 
    “Yes and no, but it looks like magic.” 
 
    “Yes, that makes sense. And after that?” Hojo asked. “You studied wound transfer?” 
 
    “Yes, I studied the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer, which I’m able to use in other ways now,” Arik said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    It was at this question that Arik paused. Hojo already knew what he was capable of. Why is he asking me these things? he thought, but the master illusionist had an encouraging look on his face, so he continued: “The Divine Branch of Wound Transfer teaches you how to bring someone’s injury into yourself through chi. If…” Arik felt his throat constrict. “If I had continued on to the mastery school, I would have studied the Sacred Branch of Chi Healing, which would allow me to go even further, and I also would have likely focused on remote healing.” 
 
    “And your power, you use it for combat, yes? You seem to understand your ability in a remarkable way.” 
 
    Again, Arik wondered why Hojo was asking him something he already knew. He was also surprised that Meosa hadn’t commented yet, the kami generally one to get disgruntled at things like this. 
 
    “Yes, I can transfer the chi from a wound I’m holding back to someone, which has a way of stunning people. The only issue I found with this is I would either need to absorb some of their own wounds first, or someone else’s, or have to injure myself to be able to utilize this ability.” 
 
    “I see, let our discussion here be your final lesson for the night.” Hojo ate another dumpling, and once he was finished chewing, he continued: “One way to get in the good graces of others is to praise them as much as possible, and as you do, get them talking about themselves or about a subject they are passionate about. This is an invaluable skill for an illusionist.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Meosa said, roaring to life. “I knew you were leading him on in some way.” 
 
    “Yes, but not exactly,” said Hojo. “It was good information to know. One thing you should consider is carrying a smaller blade with you, something that you can access quickly to injure yourself if need be. I believe I can help with that.” 
 
    “I did something similar to what you’re saying today,” Arik told him, “to better sell my limp.” 
 
    “This shows to me that you are slowly starting to think along the lines of an illusionist, whether you like this fact or not. Over the next week I am going to be teaching you some of the better sword techniques that are taught at the School of Illusion. We will leave for Iga early in the morning, and hopefully arrive by night if we’re lucky, if the weather is nice. The first technique I will teach you upon arriving in Iga is called the Autumn Leaves Strike, and hopefully you will find good usage of it later that day in a warrior pilgrimage.”  
 
    “And you are sure that there will be these pilgrimages there?” Arik asked as he ate another dumpling. They really were good. 
 
    “Iga is where people in the Jade Realm go for warrior pilgrimages,” Meosa said, answering for Hojo. “At least it was five hundred years ago.” 
 
    “You are correct. And sadly, not much has changed since then. While we are in Iga, we will do what we can to hone your skills before returning here to embark upon the final step: retrieving the Mask of the Fallen. Eat, rest well, and prepare for the day to come and the lessons to follow. While the study of deception may have been hard for you to adjust to, I believe that the combat lessons will come to you more naturally. You are going to need them, disciple.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Six. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rhythm and cadence must never be contravened; rhythm is an invisible presence in all things.” 
 
      
 
    –Combat Master Baldree Yamanouchi, as told to his biographer for the Crimson-Onyx Shroud War memoir A Year of Slaughter, Year 1087. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    A cold breeze made Arik Dacre glad that he was wearing his haori cape, the pathway to the ancient city of Iga unclear. As usual, Hojo was keen to avoid the main thoroughfares used to traverse the Jade Realm.  
 
    The morning sun had barely risen, the wooded landscape still bathed in dark-blue hues, moisture in the air from a late-night shower. A cold wind had blown in from the north, from Arik’s home, and it brought with it a sense of melancholy for the disciple, who had experienced these bone-chilling breezes routinely over the course of his life.  
 
    It made him feel so close to home yet so far. 
 
    But he would persevere, regardless of Meosa’s prediction of becoming the next incarnation of the War Priest or anything like that, Arik would survive as he had done so up to this point. 
 
    From what he’d read in the book of legends given to him by Master Altai, Arik had little in common with Coro Pache. Coro had grown up in a killing environment, rather than a healing one; Arik hadn’t been forced to become the champion of his people, nor did he feel that the world he lived in now was similar to the one five hundred years ago, much of the mysticism and wonder seeming hollow to some degree now as compared to then. Even his ultimate task of obtaining the Mask of the Fallen left him feeling uncertain: would it really help him in any way? Was the item really cursed? 
 
    And for that matter, did it even exist? 
 
    Up until his lessons with Hojo, Arik somehow believed in the legend that he’d read, that the Mask of the Fallen truly would aid him in what he hoped to do. But now, after spending some time with the master illusionist, he was starting to question everything. How much of what he had been told in his life was some form of deception? What was actually real, and what was actually an illusion? 
 
    As if he had been reading his mind, Hojo turned to him just about the time noon rolled around, after the pair had traveled for six hours nonstop, the chill never leaving the air. 
 
    “I was thinking of something just now,” Hojo said as Meosa’s form took shape. The kami separated from Arik’s body and dipped into a running brook just a few feet away, his physical form growing larger. 
 
    “What’s that?” Arik asked.  
 
    “Are you familiar with the Hidden Warrior Sickness? Have you ever heard of such a thing?” Hojo asked, his back to the disciple, his head dipped slightly as he stared down at the ground. 
 
    “Everything I know about Hidden Warriors and the School of Illusion, I pretty much learned from you.” 
 
    Hojo slowly nodded his head. “One thing I remember from my early years in the school was this sense that nothing was real, that there was a hidden nature to everything. This got my mind spiraling at one point about what it meant to be an illusionist. Was that itself an illusion? Was studying Chimaura and learning the advanced techniques of deception only polluting my own concept of reality? Master illusionists speak of a province that they have never been to, a place that they do not know, where they can buy things with gold they do not have and eat food nobody has given them; a place where they can go on a drinking spree without taking a sip of alcohol, where they can study every art that has ever existed and exist outside of the illusion. This is what is known as the Hidden Warrior Sickness.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Arik told him. 
 
    “I have dealt with it multiple times in my life now, and oddly enough, my obsession with it has contributed to my longevity, leaving when I have, avoiding situations that would have exploited my abilities to a point that I would never be able to forgive myself. Does this place exist?” Hojo turned to Arik, his eyes on the verge of tears. “Where does the illusion stop and where does it start, and is there a place to disappear from it all? I’m sorry for mentioning this, but it is something that you should be aware of if you somehow survive the tournament in a few weeks and you desire to continue studying the techniques I’ve shown you. There may come a point when you feel the same way as I do, not quite confusion, not quite remorse, not quite wonder, and not quite fear. I’m sorry for voicing my feelings in this way. We should keep moving.” 
 
    Hojo turned away and continued on. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Meosa asked Arik as they started up again, the kami once again joining him at his side, seemingly attached to Arik’s chi aura.  
 
    “I really don’t know,” Arik said under his breath. 
 
    Hojo didn’t elaborate on what he called the Hidden Warrior Sickness throughout the rest of the journey, which saw them shifting altitude several times as they climbed steep inclines and navigated their way down various fog-covered escarpments as they neared the valley of the Jade Realm’s former capital city.  
 
    Unlike some of the other places Arik had visited recently, Iga was visible from a distance, the sun setting just about the time Arik got his first glimpse of one of the Jade Realm’s earliest human establishments. It had similarities to Avarga in the way that it was built into the environment, but there was more stone usage here, much of the city’s wealth coming from quarries that surrounded it.  
 
    There was a time when Iga had supplied marble, sandstone, and other desired materials to all three realms, making it a commercial hub. But this had changed over the last several hundred years as the three realms shifted toward nationalistic policies. There was still plenty of trade of certain goods, as well as the illegal slave trade heading down to the Crimson Realm, but the days of shipping enormous stone slabs overland, or through the sea, paled in comparison to the previous century. 
 
    Arik didn’t know what kind of effect this would have on Iga long-term, which had famed itself on being a center for these kinds of products, but he had a feeling that it would be visible there to some degree. 
 
    “We will find room and board first,” Hojo announced as they started toward the city. “And from there we can take a tour and perhaps have a hot meal. Yes, a good meal will be in order, and it will give us a chance to go over some strategies for selecting the most lucrative warrior pilgrimages, and by lucrative I don’t mean money, I mean the ones that you can either win or learn from. Do you drink, disciple?” 
 
    “I have once or twice, but not normally, no.” 
 
    “You couldn’t tell?” Meosa asked with a snort. 
 
    “Yes, I figured as much, but I had to check anyway.” Hojo tilted his head up, the shadow caused by his hat lifting just enough to reveal the bottom of his face, a crooked smile forming. “You will tonight. It is tradition when you visit Iga to enjoy their craft ales, at least it was for my students.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hojo found an inn on the outskirts of town, one on the edge of a district that seemed to consist mainly of taverns, the master illusionist explaining that this was the area Sorgus had called home so many years ago as he waited for the perfect opportunity to avenge his brother Jiro’s death. 
 
    “You will notice that there are also plenty of pilgrimage sites around here,” he told Arik once they reached the room that they would be staying in, which was a rather large space demarcated by a movable paper wall, allowing for privacy on either side of the room.  
 
    There were no beds, but there were futons that could be placed on a wooden floor that was covered by a weave of soft rush. Arik had seen these kinds of mats before, yet they weren’t as common in the north, where wood flooring was prevalent, nor had he personally seen these kinds of mats in the south, which seemed to favor stone flooring. 
 
    “What about those ales?” Meosa asked as he seemingly came to life, his form suddenly tangible as he floated next to Arik. “I have to see the disciple drunk.” 
 
    “I don’t believe we will be getting drunk, as you say.” The master illusionist set his bag down on his bed, his conical hat remaining on his head, his sword sheathed at his side. “Our training starts in the morning, and I’m fairly certain that we will find a pilgrimage to attend by the afternoon.” 
 
    “How do these pilgrimages work anyway?” Arik asked as he ignored Meosa’s almost playful groan. The kami clearly wanted to see the disciple drunk, and had not yet realized that Arik was able to prevent intoxication with his command over Revivaura. When he told them earlier that he had drunk once or twice before, he meant that he had consumed several bottles of some of the strongest hard liquor they had in the north, then used his power to heal himself from a potentially lethal intoxication. 
 
    “You’ll see as we move about that there are numerous courtyards and grottoes around this part of the city, along the outer rim of Iga, and signs in front of them where traveling warriors post challenges. Because these courtyards are set up like mini amphitheaters, the more successful warriors generally draw a crowd, which leads to, as you can imagine, betting and other acts that are often monitored by city officials.” 
 
    Arik placed his things down as well, including his waterskin, feeling much lighter in the process. He currently wore his haori cape on his shoulders, and had all the items that Hojo had given him in his bag, at least the larger ones, like the grappling hook that he had yet to learn how to use. “And these challenges, what kind of fights are we talking about here? To the death? I hope that isn’t the case…” 
 
    “It depends on the warrior. Sometimes it is simply to submission, the challenge not involving weapons at all. Other times…” Hojo tilted his chin up, the light splashing across the bottom of his face. “Other times are other times.” 
 
    “Always secretive about things,” Meosa lamented. “If there was anything I didn’t like about you, aside from your busted hat, it would be that aspect.” 
 
    Hojo motioned toward the door. “I believe a meal and an ale are in order. Let’s head out.” 
 
    They didn’t have to go very far from the inn to find their first warrior pilgrimage site, which was tucked between two buildings with stone façades, a set of stairs leading down, a post with an advertisement on it explaining that the warrior present, a man named Tatum from a southern Crimsonian city known as Jur, would be taking challenges beginning the next morning. 
 
    “A good place to start,” Hojo said as he examined some of the marks beneath the posting. “This one is submission or death, which will be perfect for the technique I plan to show you in the morning, the Autumn Leaves Strike. It is quite common for Crimsonians to take these kinds of pilgrimages to Iga. They don’t generally wager anything, and if they survive, which many of them do, they are much stronger once they return to their various academies in the South, if that is where they intend to go.” 
 
    “Why don’t they have them in their own country?” Arik asked as they moved on. “Why come all the way up here to Iga?” 
 
    “Because of local laws in the Crimson Realm overseeing pilgrimages and tournaments. Unless it is for academic purposes set in an actual combat academy, these types of challenges must, by law, result in death. Whereas here in Iga, the stakes are up to the person who issues the challenge.”  
 
    “So less potential for death.” 
 
    Hojo stopped walking and turned to Arik, his face once again marked by a wedge of light. “The south is a warrior culture that has been cultivated since the Crimson-Onyx Shroud War. Some say, and I tend to agree, that they have spent the last several hundred years preparing for an inevitable invasion. This doesn’t explain why they sent these false shinobi instead of their own warriors, but my guess would be that it has to do with a strategy. And somewhere along the line, as always, money.” 
 
    “Keep their best warriors for last,” Arik said. 
 
    “You’re catching on, disciple.” 
 
    They reached the tavern with outdoor seating, blocked off from the main thoroughfare by a stone wall that had a cobbled-together look. The barmaid, a girl no older than the age of fourteen, came to their outdoor table once they sat down. 
 
    “Two ales, and as for food…” Hojo removed his hat and turned to the barmaid. “Any specials tonight?” 
 
    “Ribs, potatoes, and grilled peaches.” 
 
    “We will have two of those.” Hojo procured some money which he set on the table, the barmaid taking it quickly, bowing her head, and skipping away. 
 
    “Grilled peaches?” Meosa asked after she stepped away. “What sort of an abomination is that? They certainly weren’t serving that back in my time.” 
 
    As usual, Hojo didn’t take the bait, the master illusionist growing quiet for a moment as a group of men took a seat at the table behind him. They were already drunk, and the likelihood of them becoming rambunctious was higher than not. 
 
    Their drinks arrived, and Arik’s instinctive healing power kicked in about the time that they finished their first flagons. The second round was joined by the food, Arik and Hojo making small talk as the men behind them grew louder and louder. They had already made it through four rounds of ale when one of the men scooted his chair back, straight into Hojo’s. 
 
    The master illusionist paid absolutely no attention to the man as he drunkenly leaned over toward him, apologizing in a rude way. Hojo finally made eye contact with the man, his gray eyes flashing to some degree, the drunk suddenly not so interested in causing any trouble. 
 
    He stepped away, and they continued their meal. 
 
    “It’s Chimaura,” Meosa said in a voice that only Arik could hear. “I know that you’ve probably been wondering how Hojo is able to do some of the things he does, the subtle things. It’s Chimaura. True to his nature, he isn’t going to tell you about it, but don’t think for a moment that he isn’t utilizing chi in his own way.” 
 
    The meal was good, Arik realizing after the meat hit his stomach that he had been craving something heavy all day. It aided his sleep that night, the disciple out pretty cold as soon as he hit the bed, the long walk they’d taken that day coupled with the heavy meal having a soporific effect. 
 
    He awoke the next morning refreshed, the memory of what Meosa had told him the previous night coming to him just about as soon as he sat up. Why won’t Hojo tell me about Chimaura? I can already use Revivaura, how different can it be? 
 
    Arik decided that he would press Hojo on it at some point in the near future. It was time he knew more about the School of Illusion’s unique take on chi, which he knew must have differed from the north and its focus on Revivaura, and the south and its understanding of Thunderaura. All of it stemmed from the same source, all were interpretations of chi, and if Chimaura could help Arik, it was better that he knew about it rather than letting it remain a secret. 
 
    Always with the mysteries, Arik thought as he got dressed and slid the paper wall to the side, where he found Hojo already seated before two cups of tea. 
 
    “Drink some tea, disciple, and then we will head to the courtyard behind the inn where I will teach you the move known as Autumn Leaves Strike. It may prove useful. As for you, kami, you may stay here while we go about our morning business.” 
 
    Arik sat, expecting Meosa to chime in. But the water spirit never said anything for once, allowing the two of them to drink their tea in peace. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    After tea, they headed to the courtyard behind the inn, one secluded from view by a high pergola draped in flowering vines, the smell of something sweet to the air, the bees buzzing around fat with nectar. 
 
    Hojo got into position in front of Arik and withdrew his blade from his belt, keeping the sheath on. “One of the things that differs between the way the School of Illusion teaches people to fight and the way that Combat Master Nankai would have taught you revolves around combat honor. Are you familiar with the term?” 
 
    Arik nodded. This was something that Master Nankai had drilled in him and the others who attended his afternoon sessions. There were rules of engagement, and that an honorable warrior fought within these boundaries. 
 
    “The Autumn Leaves Strike is no such maneuver. It is not honorable, and this is one of the main philosophical differences between the way I was taught, and the way they do things in the Crimson Realm. Are you familiar with the term that there is no honor amongst thieves?” 
 
    Arik shook his head. While he hadn’t heard the term before, he got the picture. 
 
    “The School of Illusion operates with a similar framework in mind, that there is no honor amongst combatants. That does, however, come with the caveat, one based on the parameters in which you are fighting. If it is a duel to see who is stronger, like you will experience in the pilgrimage later today, you should generally follow the rules by which the fight has been set. If you are training, you are training, meaning that your mindset isn’t one tied directly to overpowering your opponent by any means necessary. But if you’re in an actual fight, according to an illusionistic mindset, there is nothing that you shouldn’t do to ensure that you are victorious. Nothing is off the table.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    “I will repeat that: there is nothing that you shouldn’t do to ensure that you are victorious. This is the reasoning behind the maneuver known as Autumn Leaves Strike. Withdraw your sword, disciple.” 
 
    Arik withdrew his weapon from his belt, keeping its scabbard on, just as Hojo had done. 
 
    “Scabbard as well. Your actual blade.” 
 
    “But yours…” 
 
    Hojo nodded. “Withdraw your weapon, Disciple Arik.” 
 
    With a deep breath out, Arik withdrew his blade and brought it to the ready. He lowered his face slightly, and opened his shoulders as he took his posture. This produced a smile on Hojo’s face. 
 
    “We will work with your form later. Now, I want you to aggressively pursue me. I believe of the three initiatives this would be labeled as an Attacking Initiative. Try to kill me, disciple.” 
 
    “Try to… kill you?” 
 
    Hojo lifted one leg and stomped against the ground. “Do it. Now.” 
 
    Arik rushed forward, shifting his grip so he would perform a horizontal cross cut, a way to slice into Hojo’s upper arms. 
 
    Whack! 
 
    Arik lost his sword immediately as Hojo used his sheathed weapon to swat Arik’s sword out of his hand, his blade spinning off and cracking against the ground.  
 
    “Get your weapon. Try again.” 
 
    Arik retrieved his sword, grunting as he got back into his position. He recalled his technical curriculum, the way Combat Master Nankai had described a strategy for infiltrating an enemy space without shrinking, a type of assertion. 
 
    Whack! 
 
    Hojo once again used the tip of his sheathed sword to strike Arik’s weapon away from him. 
 
    “There are two variants of the Autumn Leaves Strike depending on your opponent,” the master illusionist explained. “One would be to actually cut at your opponent’s hand, just beneath the hilt if their sword has one. The other, the more humane way, is to aim your strike about an inch above the space where the blade meets the grip. Both are achievable, but require you to shift from where your opponent’s sword is going, which is a common technique taught in the Crimson Realm, to where their sword currently is.” 
 
    Arik puffed his cheeks out for a moment as he remembered how many times Master Nankai had drilled into him to know where his opponent’s sword was going. Everything he did was with this key detail in mind, Arik doing his best to calculate the trajectory of the blade and adjusting accordingly, especially if he was taking the initiative. 
 
    “Where the sword currently is…” Arik said. “That should be my focus, right?” 
 
    “Precisely. It is the only way for you to utilize this particular technique. I know there are some discrepancies in the way they teach combat in the Crimson Realm, some masters emphasizing that the best way to beat an opponent is by doing something unexpected, others focused on form and movement, where the blade is going. How would you describe Combat Master Nankai’s instructions?” 
 
    “Both to some degree, form and movement, but also understanding and utilizing surprise.” 
 
    “Then consider what I’m teaching you here as a variation of surprise,” said Hojo. He wasn’t wearing his conical hat at the moment, and as he spoke a breeze picked up, blowing strands of his gray hair in the wind behind him, bees still buzzing from flower to flower on the periphery, something serene about everything happening around them. “Imagine your opponent draws his sword, and as he does so, you immediately strike it away. Or, imagine yourself giving him the initiative…” 
 
    “Waiting Initiative,” Arik said, recalling the technical name. 
 
    “Precisely. Give him the initiative, and don’t move a muscle as he comes in for a strike, not until you see the precise angle of his sword as it is coming down, and how you will strike it from his hand. You will likely need to use even more force than normal because he may be holding his weapon with both hands, but if struck at the right angle, you will easily dislodge it. Every time. Just remember that you are watching his weapon, ignoring anything he may be doing to distract you. Even the most trained warrior still has a moment in which there is still a chance for error. That’s all you are waiting for when you initiate the Autumn Leaves Strike.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Now, there are three forms that should make sense to you based on what you already know about combat, which I will teach you soon. But this time, I want you to simply defend against my attack by attempting the Autumn Leaves Strike. What better way to end a fight than to stop it before it can start? Knock my weapon out of my hand, disciple.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It seemed easy enough.  
 
    Nearly every attempt Arik made to strike Hojo’s weapon from his hand was a success. Even though he knew that Combat Master Nankai would have frowned upon a technique like this, Arik also had the feeling that his former sword instructor would also see it as a way to take his opponent off guard, to end the fight before it could start. 
 
    Hojo even finished their lesson with a statement that seemed like something Master Nankai may have said: “To know the pathway of the sword is to know its true course. To know the pathway means you can easily wield the weapon you always carry with you, even with two fingers. But it all starts with knowing the pathway.” 
 
    Ready to put his new technique to the test, Arik and Hojo left the courtyard, and headed in the direction of the warrior pilgrimage they had spotted yesterday, the Crimsonian fighter known as Tatum.  
 
    As he had promised, Hojo had gone over the three forms of the Autumn Leaves Strike technique. The first was designed to land before an opponent could lift their sword, not unlike the Attacking Initiative that Arik had already studied. The second form was used after an opponent was approaching, and the third was to strike once an opponent had already passed.  
 
    Because the man he was about to challenge was from the Crimson Realm, and had likely spent most of his life training with blades, Arik assumed that he would likely end up using the second or third form, not at all convinced that he would be able to get his weapon up and use it before his opponent. 
 
    Autumn Leaves Strike, second form, Arik thought, mentally preparing for the fight to come.  
 
    He passed under an archway with Hojo, the two coming to a small amphitheater, a few spectators already gathered. The disciple paid little attention to their faces as he looked to his opponent, who wore a square hat like they did in Mogra, vertical markings weaved into it, his robes a unique shade of crimson. The sleeves of his opponent’s robes were cut off, revealing muscled arms, crisscrossed with scars, and since he only had one sword sheathed at his waist, Arik assumed that he wasn’t from Combat Master Altai’s academy, which was a good thing. 
 
    The master illusionist sat, and it was only then that Arik got a better look at the courtyard. He noticed that no one had yet to challenge Tatum as far as he could tell, the drops of blood on the stone beneath his feet dry, Arik likely the first combatant for the day. 
 
    Realizing it was now or never, he placed his hand on the grip of his weapon, and as he did, Tatum, who had been still as a statue, removed his square hat.  
 
    Beneath his traditional hat, Tatum wore a type of mask Arik had never seen before. It was attached to a headband wrapped around his head, a veil of perforated gray material cascading down his face and hanging just past his chin. His red hair was twisted off into a short ponytail only about an inch long, and just about as soon as he set his square hat behind him, he withdrew his blade. 
 
    Arik noticed it immediately. Tatum held the blade with his left hand, yet another angle that Arik was going to have to face if he planned to utilize the Autumn Leaves Strike. 
 
    You can do this, he thought. 
 
    (You have to do this…) 
 
    The voice that occasionally came to him echoed inside his head, Arik not certain if it even belonged to him, yet feeling encouraged by it, aware that the man standing before him may have spent as much time studying combat as Arik had spent studying Revivaura. 
 
    Arik’s only chance was through speed, strategy, and cunning. Because that’s what this was going to take, the fuel of the School of Illusion. 
 
    Arik brought his sword to the ready.  
 
    He reminded himself to focus solely on Tatum’s blade, going against what he had studied with Combat Master Nankai. No longer would Arik try to predict where the blade was going; the fluidity in his defense would come from understanding where the blade actually was. 
 
    At least, this was the theory. In truth, there was no telling if this would actually work. 
 
    Is he going to attack? Arik thought as Tatum continued to observe him, the blade in his left hand held in an almost vicarious way, pointed out to the side, a loose technique. 
 
    Arik didn’t want to be the one to initiate an attack.  
 
    He wasn’t trying to actually best Tatum through combat; he was trying to strip his opponent of his weapon, to utilize the Autumn Leaves Strike in an actual fight.  
 
    Someone in the crowd coughed and Tatum remained absolutely still, Arik wondering for a moment if he was even breathing.  
 
    His opponent finally tilted his head down and brought his left hand back, a buoyancy to his posture. He seemed completely relaxed, sure of himself, at ease. Tatum’s confidence made the disciple second-guess his own skills, and the things he had learned from Combat Master Nankai. 
 
    Autumn Leaves Strike, second form, Arik reminded himself. He will eventually attack. Do not engage. 
 
    The wind kicked up, the two both poised for combat as a hint of excitement twisted through the group of spectators.  
 
    Something was different about this fight.  
 
    Something was about to happen. 
 
    Tatum exploded forward, his left hand going back as he leapt into the air, shot forward by what Arik could only assume was Thunderaura, his opponent twisting, his arm moving at the speed of a dragonfly as he brought his sword down. 
 
    There was no way Arik was going to be able to block it. 
 
    Schick! 
 
    The pain that followed was instantaneous, Arik’s arm cut off at the elbow, the disciple watching now in slow motion as Tatum’s blade went straight through his flesh.  
 
    His arm fell to the ground, hand still gripping the sword, blood squirting from his separated appendage.  
 
    Smoke, the likes of which Arik had never seen before, filled the small amphitheater. 
 
    Clank! Clank! 
 
    He heard blades meeting each other as he fell, his other hand instinctively going toward his bloodied elbow, Arik finally grasping his severed arm as someone came to him.  
 
    Hojo.  
 
    Using the sudden smoke as cover, the two quickly exited the amphitheater, and it was only when they reached the inn that Hojo slipped into an alley and lowered Arik into a seated position against a stone wall. 
 
    “Heal it, temporarily,” he said as he handed Arik his severed arm. 
 
    The pain was still there, but this wasn’t the first time Arik had lost a limb, the shock of what happened a momentary thing of the past as he held his seemingly dead arm to his elbow and summoned the Revivaura around him.  
 
    Wounds like this would take a day to heal completely, but at least he could make it presentable enough to get up to their room, where he could focus on it even further and likely face ridicule from Meosa. 
 
    “Now do you see?” Hojo asked as he stood guard, his conical hat once again casting a shadow on his face, his expression uncertain. “Now do you see what you are up against? Heal quickly, disciple. You will best him the next time the two of you meet.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hojo stepped out that night, promising Arik that he would return shortly with something that would prove useful to the next leg of their journey.  
 
    Surprisingly, it hadn’t actually taken Arik as long as it would have even a month ago to heal his completely severed arm, which told him that his power was improving. He still had been out half a day, but that was to be expected with a wound like that, one that required both concentration and skill. 
 
    Even more surprisingly, Meosa hadn’t taunted him in any way, the kami genuinely concerned for him. 
 
    Maybe my time at the infirmary really did change what I’m able to do, Arik had thought several times over the hours that followed his battle with Tatum.  
 
    As he lay in the room at the inn that night, watching the candlelight dance against the ceiling, he recalled some of the things that Hojo had shown him back in Avarga, ways to use his haori cape to disguise himself, the usage of makeup, and a mantra that came to him in that moment as he listened to the wind outside rattle the exterior window shutters. 
 
    The wind has no shape, and neither should you, he remembered Hojo telling him. 
 
    With Meosa surprisingly quiet, Arik kept himself awake for just a little longer by flipping through the book that Master Altai had given him.  
 
    Coro Pache: Legends of the War Priest.  
 
    He arrived on a page which had been stripped from the text, one about a blade known as the Whispering Sword. This was another reason he wanted to visit the bookseller in Avarga; not only would they possibly know about the Mask of the Fallen, but maybe they would have a complete edition of the old book, so Arik could read the Whispering Sword legend, and any of the other pages that had been torn in half. 
 
    One legend at a time, he thought, a rare smile forming on his face. 
 
    Arik ended up reading a story about Coro Pache and how he had slain a group of bandits that had been kidnapping women and children from an eastern Jadean village. In his actions, Arik saw both similarities and differences between the former War Priest and himself. He knew that Coro Pache must have had a heightened level of combat compared to the disciple, and Arik also knew that he would have been able to heal and do more with Revivaura than Coro Pache, but they surely had differences in their behavior as well. 
 
    If Meosa truly had known the War Priest personally, as he sometimes let on, he had yet to tell Arik much about it, nor had he explained why he had been trapped in the cave in the first place, or who he had been looking for in Omoto. 
 
    One day soon, Arik would press him on it. 
 
    The words started to swim together at the start of the next passage, Arik’s mind hovering for just a moment over a series of fleeting images, from his first escape to the kitsune-masked woman, clearly some sort of shinobi, everything that happened afterward spooling toward him rapidly. 
 
    Eventually, he found himself falling further and further away from the Academy, the disciple well aware that his family was dead, that Master Guri Yarna had saved him by shoving Arik out the window. 
 
    He awoke with a gasp, the morning sun coming through an open window, the room cool to the point of being frigid. Once Arik sat up, he examined his arm, no sign at all of the severing that had taken place. Without his unique command over chi, he would have struggled for the rest of his life, yet here he was the next day, not a scratch on him. 
 
    “Disturbing dreams, I take it,” Meosa said, his presence all around Arik, form intangible at the moment. 
 
    Arik glanced to the bed on the other side of the room to find Hojo seated with his legs crossed beneath him, a calm look on his face, his gray hair swept back. “Are you familiar with caltrops?” the master illusionist asked. 
 
    The disciple shook his head, and as he did Hojo produced a set of small, sharp objects arranged in a tetrahedron pattern that always allowed for them to have a stable base with metal spikes pointing upward. He cast them onto the ground, Arik noticing that there was a thick string attached to each of them.  
 
    Hojo flicked his wrist and the caltrops moved along the wooden floorboard. 
 
    “There may come a point soon, when we move on to our lessons on espionage and infiltration, that you will need to use something like this. This remains to be seen. They work against animals and humans, but there is a technique to casting them. Further, you will have trouble using a tool like this against someone from the north, due to the thickness of the boots that you people wear. But down here, especially close to the border and on the Crimson side, it may come in handy. I bought you two sets last night. I also procured a small dagger, not unlike a throwing dagger, a kunai, that can strap to your arm.” Hojo nodded toward a small package sitting on the bed next to him. “Regarding the caltrops—I can show you the proper technique for casting them later.” 
 
    “And the smoke bombs you used yesterday? What about those?” 
 
    “Later. We should probably begin our next lesson now, one detailing a maneuver known as Body of Glue.” 
 
    Arik placed his feet on the ground, the wooden floorboards cold to the touch. “Same place?” 
 
    “Correct, the small courtyard behind the inn. Be sure to eat something on your way.” Hojo gestured toward a bowl of fruit on the table. “I’ve already checked on Tatum this morning, and it appears as if he has taken the day off.” 
 
    This caused Meosa to laugh. “Is that common for a warrior pilgrimage?” 
 
    “It is. I’ll see you soon.” Hojo gathered all the caltrops through a rapidfire movement, the tiny obstacles practically shooting back into his hand. 
 
    “He’s a show off,” Meosa said once he was gone, “and not to mention he’s always hiding something. Don’t you get that feeling?” 
 
    “I get the feeling that everyone is hiding something from someone…”  
 
    “Listen to you, sounding like a stuck-up philosopher straight out of Ezochi’s most soiled hovel. I would sit here and reveal my innermost secrets to you, but none of them are really worth anything, and you have plans for today. Might I make a suggestion, disciple?” 
 
    Arik nodded. 
 
    “Try not to get your arm cut off in your next bout. That was… worrisome to me.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “And I’m not staying here this time,” said Meosa. “Just in case I’m needed.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before Arik was standing in the courtyard before Hojo, the master illusionist once again keeping his sword sheathed.  
 
    “There are many techniques for closing the distance between you and your opponent and keeping the pressure up on them, several of which I’m sure you know by now, that Combat Master Nankai may have imparted to you. From the way you fight, I’m assuming that he mostly focused on an Attacking Initiative, yes? Striking first?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “And perhaps by now you realize that is mostly because he was teaching disciples how to fight, and most notably with a single weapon. He did teach at the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts, did he not?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “Yet he taught you to wield a single blade. Thinking about this deeply, one would assume that the reason he focused on teaching you the advantage of being the first to strike was because that is one of the best ways to handle someone who is wielding two blades. Two blades mean two chances for death versus one. Best to be the one initiating. All things that I agree with. What I’m about to show you, the Body of Glue technique, is one that you can utilize in a number of ways against opponents with varying weapons. Relatedly, because Tatum has decided not to grace us with his presence today, I’ve already found another challenger for you, or I suppose you are the challenger for them. And their primary weapon is an axe.” 
 
    “You want me to fight someone using an axe?” 
 
    “A weapon is a weapon, and unless it is one that has some trajectory on it, a sword should do just fine. To clarify my statement: your opponent doesn’t have a bow and arrow. That would change things to some degree. Now, the Body of Glue technique. The idea is to advance on your opponent and then attach yourself to them, body to body. Mirror their movements with yours. You’ll notice that many opponents push their head and legs forward to some degree, and in doing so they leave their bodies behind. It is something to think about. Try not to do that. Now, get into your traditional upper stance, I will show you what I mean.” 
 
    Arik moved into position and withdrew his blade. 
 
    “Without changing how you’re standing, notice where your arms are and where your chin is.” 
 
    Arik glanced down. It wasn’t really possible from his current position to observe how he was standing. By the time he looked up, Hojo was suddenly closer to Arik than he had been just moments ago. Arik tried to step back and as he did Hojo stepped forward. 
 
    “Some sort of demented illusionist dance if you ask me,” Meosa said as Hojo continued to keep on Arik, his voice startling the disciple to some degree as he had been quiet up until this point. 
 
    “The Body of Glue was once called the Body of the Autumn Monkey,” Hojo said, the master illusionist close enough to Arik that he should have been able to pick up a scent from the man, but he didn’t, Hojo’s tattered appearance not matching his odorlessness. “The name changed years ago, and if there were any texts left detailing the older technique, they no longer exist. The Body of the Autumn Monkey refers to the same procedure of keeping as close to your opponent as possible. By not extending your arms, you can incorporate this in your next attempt. Watch first.” 
 
    Hojo came even closer to Arik, to the point that the disciple naturally tried to bring his own weapon up. The tip of Hojo’s sheathed blade tapped against Arik’s wrist. Not only was he able to prevent Arik from even getting his weapon up, but his constant presence was constantly intimidating, Arik realizing just how beneficial the Body of Glue technique would be once a person mastered it. 
 
    So you just stick to a person, not letting them get a leg up… 
 
    “Step back and bring your blade to the ready,” Hojo instructed him. “This technique works if someone has their weapon drawn or pointed toward the ground. The most difficult part is trusting yourself, and leaving your fear behind. Try it on me.”  
 
    Hojo brought his weapon up and Arik quickly advanced on him, stumbling at first but eventually finding his footing.  
 
    Every time Hojo moved, Arik attempted to move with him, to predict where he was going. He was often right. It was only when he over-thought it that he slipped up, Hojo noting this almost immediately. 
 
    “This is a classic technique used by illusionists. Have you ever thought to yourself how the Jade Realm has successfully existed for so long between two realms fueled by bad blood, Onyxians and Crimsonians?” 
 
    “Because it acts as a buffer zone?” Arik asked as he moved in again, Hojo naturally shuffling backward, Arik pursuing him. 
 
    “Yes, to some degree.”  
 
    Arik sent his sword down at that exact moment, and stopped just before he reached Hojo’s sheathed weapon.  
 
    “Good, like that,” said the master illusionist. “The Jade Realm has been successful because we mirror the countries on our borders. You’ve been to Omoto; could you really tell the difference between the Crimsonian and the Jadean side without the flags? Sure, there are some differences, but there is a congruence between the two. Have you been to Austere?” 
 
    “No,” Arik said, aware that Hojo was referring to a city along the northern border, which, like Omoto, extended into both the Jade and Onyx Realm. 
 
    “Maybe you will one day, and when you do you will understand why the Jade Realm is ripe for a technique like this. You’re doing well,” Hojo said as he quickly shot one elbow forward, striking Arik in the chin. 
 
    The disciple hit the hard stone ground, a pain spreading in his teeth. 
 
    “Just say the word,” Meosa told Arik quietly, the aqueous kami clearly not a fan of the cheap shot. 
 
    “It’s fine.” Arik pushed himself back to his feet, prepared to go again. 
 
    “There are a number of techniques you can use in a sword fight that don’t involve a blade, some of which I’m sure you know,” Hojo said. “The most popular is feet or shoulders, but a well-timed elbow can really put a shock to your opponent. Another thing you can attempt is to slap them, but be prepared to lose a hand if you’re not careful. You can regrow a hand, right?” 
 
    “It takes some effort, but yes.” 
 
    “Fascinating. Approach me again, disciple. Body of Glue, and while you’re at it, try to combine it with the technique that I taught you yesterday, Autumn Leaves Strike.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Keep on your opponent as if you were glued to them, as if you were their shadow, and try to disarm them. It’s one of the faster ways to victory.” Hojo quickly stepped beside and swept a few strands of hair out of his face that had separated from his ponytail. “Practice to the best of your ability now, disciple. You will need these techniques later today; I wouldn’t want to see the mountain woman hack you to pieces.” 
 
    “Mountain woman?” Arik asked. 
 
    “The opponent I have selected for you is from Moonagwa, and she has apparently carved out a good many skulls with her axe. Hopefully, yours won’t be one of them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Seven. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The hidden warrior must be able to distinguish the difference between the cadence of harmony and that of discord.” 
 
      
 
    –A quote attributed to Hidden Warrior Torugan de Avarga, Year 1431. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Arik Dacre didn’t want to fight the woman from the western Jadean city of Moonagwa. It had little to do with chivalry—he had battled against female disciples in some of the tournaments back at the Academy of Healing Arts—and more to do with the stipulations of the fight as listed on the sign outside of the pilgrimage courtyard. 
 
    The female fighter had asked only for challengers willing to die. 
 
    The day had grown cloudy over the last few hours, the stone beneath them slick, the humidity thick in the air, seeming to hover over the ancient city of Iga and at odds with how cool the weather had been previously.  
 
    Arik could feel the beads of sweat on his forehead as he withdrew his blade, his eyes on his opponent, the blonde wearing the head of a mountain lion as a cap, a streak of either red paint or blood spread across her eyes in a band. Her robes were made of a thick hide kept close to her body by strands of rope that were originally light brown. In her hand, as Hojo had promised, was an axe, one with a fox tail, maybe even a legendary kitsune tail, affixed to the grip. 
 
    She flourished her weapon once as she looked Arik over. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked her. 
 
    “She’s your enemy, disciple,” Meosa reminded him. “If she didn’t write her name on the banner outside, she doesn’t want you to know.” 
 
    “Nyoko,” she said, her voice much more feminine than Arik expected. Considering the thick hide covering her body and the weight of her several layers of clothing, Arik was surprised that the woman had such a soft voice. 
 
    The people seated in the stands around them, which included Hojo, began to murmur, thirsty for a fight to begin. A few yelled things at Arik, but he ignored them as he slightly bowed his head to the female fighter. 
 
    “I am Arik,” he said. 
 
    “And I am getting bored with this,” Meosa snorted. “Disciple, you are here to practice the illusionist’s techniques, not make a friend with a mongrel from the western mountains.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Arik.” Nyoko flourished her axe once again. 
 
    It was on. 
 
    As he advanced, Arik kept his eyes on the woman’s weapon, noticing the way that she wielded it with both hands. In doing so she crowded the space immediately around her. 
 
    Need to get in closer… he thought, hoping to attempt the Body of Glue.  
 
    He got the hang of the technique, but that had been in a practice session with Hojo, and now, in a real fight, it was much harder to get close enough to the woman to mirror her movements. 
 
    Suddenly, as if sparked by a flash of insight, it all clicked, Arik leaping backward to avoid a series of attacks. 
 
    He wasn’t moving with the person, as Hojo had said, he was counter moving with them, which spoke to some of the lessons Combat Master Nankai had given him, a variation on initiating the strike. 
 
    You can do this, he thought as she tried once again, her fourth strike missing. 
 
    Klank! 
 
    Arik guided his blade into the handle of her weapon and failed. His strike hadn’t been strong enough, her grip tight to the point that he didn’t think he’d be able to knock the weapon away.  
 
    Moving in the style that Hojo had shown him, Arik gracefully slipped around her. It was much less rigid than the way they moved down south, the way he had been taught, Arik adapting to it much faster than he should have likely due to his understanding of the fluid aspects of chi. 
 
    “That’s good, disciple,” Hojo had told him earlier. “Water doesn’t have a shape as well. If you can’t be wind, be water.” 
 
    Be water… 
 
    (Be water.) 
 
    With this in mind, Arik took a few quick steps backward as his opponent changed up her grip, Nyoko growing agitated with the way that he kept sidestepping her attacks. 
 
    She flung herself forward, and as she did, he imagined himself as a wave rushing to the right, Arik’s feet naturally falling into position as she stumbled past. 
 
    She fell, and he could have ended it right there yet he didn’t, Arik simply taking a step back and once again bringing his blade to the ready. He wanted to attempt the Body of Glue technique, and at some point he wanted to land the Autumn Leaves Strike. 
 
    Nyoko stood, her shoulders hunched up for a moment, left fist balled at her side, axe in her right hand. The woman turned to Arik, glaring at him now as if he were toying with her.  
 
    Her nostrils flared wide, Nyoko sucking in a deep breath, and completely relaxing her form.  
 
    Just moments ago, she had seemed agitated to the point that her next slip-up would cost her life, yet now she was in control again, Arik impressed at how powerful her forced moment of respite had been. 
 
    Her eyes locked on him again; she shot forward, and as she did, Arik once again began to step aside, flowing like water. He even saw a way to end it right there, to bring the crest of the wave down and simply free the woman of her head. But her sudden movement, and the almost berserker way she twisted with her axe, forced Arik to block her more calculated attempt. 
 
    Clang! 
 
    The woman’s force was something he’d encountered before in the Crimson Realm, Arik seeing just how important it was to move like water. Had he kept a rigid stance, Nyoko would have certainly broken through. Now, he was already in the process of flowing backward, Arik using their momentum to once again let the bull out of its pen. 
 
    It was now the second time that Nyoko had stumbled forward, the woman landing on one knee before quickly turning to face him again, seething at this point. There were no calm breaths left. Her frustration had clearly won, strands of her blonde hair now in her face. 
 
    Nyoko’s next approach finally gave Arik the chance he needed to mirror her movement, the woman bewildered at first as he stuck to her like glue. 
 
    She brought her axe wide to cleave at him from the side, and as she did, Arik concentrated once again on her weapon. He finally went for his opening attack, the disciple able to cut her axe away without drawing blood, Autumn Leaves Strike, third form.  
 
    Her weapon spun once and cracked against the stone, Nyoko’s eyes suddenly wide with fear. 
 
    She dropped before Arik and looked up at him. “Do it,” she said, showing him her throat, disappointment at herself flashing across her eyes.  
 
    Instead, Arik sheathed his blade. He turned away from her, and joined Hojo at the entrance to the pilgrimage courtyard, Nyoko behind him now, her head hung in shame. 
 
    “She almost…” 
 
    “I know,” Arik said, catching his breath. 
 
    “But you were able to repel her attack.” 
 
    Arik nodded. “Like water.” 
 
    “Like water,” Hojo said with a proud nod. 
 
    “That’s it?” Meosa asked as they passed under an archway covered in vines, Arik slowly relaxing his guard a bit, the disciple getting more used to the chemical change in his body when moving from combat back to his regular life. It was still jarring, but at least it was now something he was familiar with, his heightened senses slowly relaxing. 
 
    “It’s enough for today,” Hojo said. “The lessons I’m teaching the disciple need time to sink in.” 
 
    “Time to sink in? As soon as you finished running him through your little gauntlet, you sent him off to face a crazed woman with an axe.” 
 
    “It’s best for the initial test to happen while it’s fresh on one’s mind,” said Hojo as they came to the main road, the clip-clop of hooves reaching Arik’s ears. He could smell the beast of burden, which carried a wooden cart full of fresh hay. “And after a successful test,” the master illusionist continued, “a good meal. I know a place. But we are going to have to practice our disguises to eat there.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Meosa asked. 
 
    “The restaurant, if you could call it that, is attached to a distinguished home for the elderly, most of whom are quite wealthy, at least at this particular establishment. The only way to get a meal there is to be over a certain age and of a certain class.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “They’ll give you food for free if you come in off the street, which is what we plan to do.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” Meosa said. 
 
    “We will change at the inn, eat, and then I’ll be off for the night. You should get some rest tonight, disciple, and let the lessons I have now taught you sink in,” Hojo said. “Things are going to get more challenging.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The usuzumi ink in Arik’s hair was also smudged across his face, over oshiroi white face powder. He benefited from being in the company of Hojo, who had completely transformed the way he looked, to the point that if Arik had seen him from just a few feet away and hadn’t known he was a master illusionist, he would have been convinced of the disguise. 
 
    Arik had some concerns with leaving the inn, the disciple worried that someone would see them in their elderly disguises, but there turned out to be no obstacles, and soon they were in the streets of Iga, moving just about as slowly as they possibly could, Hojo with his arms gripped tightly around Arik’s to better sell his limp. 
 
    “I… I really should have brought my cane,” Hojo said, his voice no longer his own, now that of a man who was well into his late seventies. If Arik was forced to talk, he would do so through Meosa, who continued to exhibit his knack for impersonations. 
 
    “You old fool,” Meosa said, going with an octogenarian voice, “and now you hope to use me as your cane. Bah! Bah, I say! Useless, you are!” 
 
    Because they were moving at a quarter of their normal pace, it took them a good forty minutes to reach the place in question, and during that time, as silence spread between the three of them, Arik recalled the battle he’d just had with the female warrior named Nyoko. There had been a point when there was such fluidity to his movement that he almost felt as if it were out of body, and now looking back, this scared him to some degree. 
 
    While he could heal from a good many wounds, he was unable to do so in public, and Hojo wouldn’t always be there to drop a smoke bomb and whisk him away to safety.  
 
    He would need to be more careful. 
 
    Arik didn’t know what to expect once they arrived at the distinguished home for the elderly, the disciple a bit surprised to see women in fine silks spooning out bowls of porridge to older men and women draped in rags, all lined up in front of a grand estate protected by a wall and cylindrical shrubs, the kawara clay roof recently retiled.  
 
    “Are we really this poor?” Meosa asked Hojo as they got in line behind a pair of leprous beggars, both barely able to stand, their ankles swollen. 
 
    Hojo’s peculiar behaviors had a way of constantly questioning Arik’s code of ethics, which was something he was coming to accept, even if he felt a pang of guilt for accompanying the master illusionist on this particular deception. He also wished that it was within his power to heal the two in front of him. He wouldn’t be able to do anything about their age, but their swollen ankles, and whatever was causing it, was something that Arik could certainly see to. 
 
    If only he could get close enough to touch one of them… 
 
    He found his opportunity when both elderly men leaned against the table that had been erected along the wall. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Meosa hissed as Arik stepped between the two of them and placed his hands on their exposed elbows, both of the elderly men tilting their heads in his direction. 
 
    “Just need something to lean on,” Arik said in his best impression of an older man’s voice.  
 
    He dipped his head even further as he quickly absorbed as much of their ailments as he could. Arik merged back into the line as Hojo stepped forward, the master illusionist’s teeth smeared with usuzumi to the point that they were nearly black. 
 
    “Bowl for me… and for him…” Hojo said, his words slurred together now as if his jaw was loose, joints worn bare after years of chewing. The woman nodded, Meosa lighting into Arik just about as soon as he could. 
 
    “You almost got discovered there, disciple,” he scolded him. “And for what? To heal those two men destined to die soon anyway?”  
 
    “That’s right…” Arik said, his voice thin now. The fastest way for him to help the two was through wound transfer, the disciple absorbing their ailments to the point that he felt a bit wobbly himself. The two older men still had plenty of problems, but at least the swelling in their ankles had gone down to some degree, both of them exchanging glances, not certain of why they suddenly felt better. 
 
    Hojo guided Arik away from the destitute line of beggars, the master illusionist finding a place for them to sit. He handed Arik a bowl of porridge and gingerly lowered himself onto the ground. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have healed them,” Hojo said in his normal voice, his eyes laser focused on the disciple.  
 
    “Why are we eating this?” Arik asked him. “We have money.” 
 
    “We are eating it because it is good,” Hojo said matter-of-factly. “I would pay for it if I could, but I have yet to find a place that makes porridge as good as this distinguished home for the elderly, and they won’t sell it. Believe me, I’ve tried to buy it before. Why don’t you try it and see.” 
 
    Arik lifted the porridge to his face and sniffed the simmering mush. It had a buttery scent to it, a hint of something that tasted like cardamom. He took his first bite, surprised at its milky goodness, a touch of honey as well. 
 
    “See?” 
 
    Meosa grumbled something, but Arik didn’t respond. 
 
    “An illusionist constantly must keep their skill set in mind,” Hojo said. “This isn’t like being a disciple or priest, nor is it like being a blade or combat master, although there are similarities in terms of keeping one’s practice up. Our practice, an illusionist’s practice, is one that operates in a social theater, and requires constant honing. Who knows when the day will come that you need to actually pull a task like this off. And for your troubles?” Hojo lifted his bowl of porridge and gestured toward Arik. “The spoils of deception. But don’t take this as an opportunity to start healing everyone around you. Remember, people like you are supposed to be dead.” 
 
    Once they finished their porridge, the two hobbled back toward the inn. As if they didn’t exist, Arik and Hojo simply shuffled in, straight up to the rooms above, no one paying attention to the two presumably older men. 
 
    “That is another thing you will come to understand about impersonating the elderly,” Hojo said once they were in their room. “Doing so is one of the best ways to be invisible. People pay attention to those that are younger than them, more beautiful and handsome. They also pay attention to those that are their age, comparing themselves to them, judging, and those with wealth. But if you make yourself look old and poor enough, people will only feel pity for you, and that pity will come from the mixture of their own guilt and whatever lens they view potential poverty through. Will they end up the same way as you? Should they have spent more time with their elderly father? Is there a way to help you? Why won’t you leave so they don’t have to look at you? A number of thoughts can arise, although these generally shift to a type of shunning. Think about that while I’m gone.”  
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Hojo used the basin and the bucket of water in their room to wash the makeup off his face. He swept his hair back, his gray eyes softening as he offered Arik a short nod. “We continue tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik didn’t know what time Hojo came in later that night, the disciple experiencing yet another satisfying sleep. Murmuring awoke him the next morning, Arik blinking his eyes open to find Hojo already dressed, the master illusionist holding a kunai dagger. 
 
    “Heal me, disciple.” Hojo swiftly moved the blade to his exposed arm and cut into his own flesh, his throat constricting as he did so, blood immediately running down to his hand. “Heal me…” 
 
    “Wh-what?” Arik asked, trying to understand what lesson, if any, Hojo was trying to impart on him. 
 
    “Just do it and get this over with,” Meosa groaned. “The master illusionist apparently isn’t himself today.” 
 
    Hojo brought his blade across his arm again, Arik almost feeling the pain as he drew another cut on his arm, an even deeper one. Stumbling out of bed, Arik came to Hojo’s side, where he began quickly absorbing the two self-inflicted injuries through wound transfer. It was, after all, the fastest way. 
 
    The swell of pain within Arik diminished almost immediately.  
 
    He went for a pail on the other side of the room and returned with a wet rag to clean the man’s arm. Soon, there was no evidence whatsoever of the two cuts Hojo had made in his flesh aside from the blood on the towel, and a few drops on the wooden floor. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Arik asked. 
 
    “I’ve never been healed before by a professional,” Hojo said with a satisfied smile. He stood immediately, his shoulders hunched just a bit forward as they normally were, the rest of his demeanor prim and proper, as if he hadn’t just cut himself. “Come, the cryptomeria wood is ready for your test cutting.” 
 
    With that, Hojo stepped out of the room, the ends of his haori cape trailing after him. 
 
    “The master illusionist is as baffling as he is mad,” Meosa said once he was gone. “And I wonder where he keeps going at night.” 
 
    “Likely to find information.”  
 
    Arik put on his boots and changed into a fresh set of robes, which had a collarless top lined with a rim of gray thread.  
 
    “How much information does one former instructor of the School of Illusion need? Maybe…” Meosa considered this for a moment. “Yes, tonight, I will follow him and see where he goes.” 
 
    “If you think it is necessary,” Arik said as he went for his weapon. He was just about to step out of the room when he realized he hadn’t eaten anything. He wolfed down the two peaches and a boiled egg that had been set up for him, and headed out. 
 
    He came to the courtyard to find Hojo tossing a bucket of water on a log about three feet long and three feet thick, bees buzzing in the air once again, the morning sun bright in the sky. 
 
    “Cryptomeria wood,” said Hojo. “Perfect for test cutting. You are familiar with Striking Body, Striking Mind, yes?” 
 
    Arik nodded, feeling a hint of elation in his chest. It was the first time he had been intimately familiar with something that Hojo had told him, the master illusionist once again showing Arik that he knew much more than he was letting on. 
 
    “And I’m assuming that you have never used cryptomeria wood for test cutting.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you have killed before.” 
 
    Arik tensed up, recalling his very first kill, Konwa, the slaver. Rather than reply, he simply grunted a response. 
 
    “Then this should feel somewhat familiar to you. Your goal in hacking away at this piece of wood isn’t to actually cut it in half. It’s just to get a sense of what it feels like to cut into actual flesh. It has been soaking all night…” Hojo knocked his fist against it, showing that the piece of wood was a bit soggy. He then lifted the cryptomeria log and placed it on a stone that would serve as a pedestal. “Have at it, disciple. Unless you prefer that I find us a cadaver.” 
 
    “It seemed as if you were open to becoming one this morning,” Meosa commented as Arik approached the log with his sword drawn, Hojo now standing behind it, his hand on top. 
 
    “I was telling the truth,” said the master illusionist. “I truly haven’t been professionally healed before. I also wanted to make sure our disciple here was as good as he says he is before I place my hand on a log that he’s going to be hacking away at. Please, disciple, feel free to begin.” 
 
    Both hands down the sword, Arik got into an upper stance and settled his breath, recalling what it had been like the day before, how he had felt as if he were water.  
 
    With this in mind, he cut into the log, noticing that there was a thick sogginess to it, nothing like actually chopping into a piece of wood. Arik withdrew his blade from the cryptomeria wood and sent it in again, this time going for a stabbing motion. 
 
    “Good, destroy this piece of wood to the best of your ability because in a real fight, the kind that you plan to embark upon soon, there is little chance for error.” 
 
    “Who will my opponent be today?” Arik asked after he’d been hacking at the log for a good twenty minutes, his Revivaura-driven stamina preventing exhaustion from setting in. “Tatum?” 
 
    “No, it seems he’s still missing. Your opponent today is a seasoned veteran of these warrior pilgrimages, well past his prime. He’ll fight you with a wooden weapon, and he will provide one for you as well. It is sort of sad, really, what becomes of some of these Crimsonians. Raised to be combatants, then spending their lives always preparing for a war that has yet to happen. The last time the realms truly battled was five hundred years ago…” 
 
    “I could have told him this,” Meosa said as Arik once again brought his sword to the ready. 
 
    “And the Crimsonians have been preparing for the next one ever since. There are plenty of older warriors like him that have been discarded by their own country, never making the rankings necessary to receive a pension. A pity, really. Imagine spending your entire life fighting and not gaining any skills that would help you generate an income once you are forced to retire. Some are taken back in by their families, but others, like the man you’re going to meet later today, have continued on fighting.” 
 
    Arik lowered his sword to some degree. “I find that sad.” 
 
    “It is sad, but he is experienced, and he’ll prove challenging to you. Do not pity him. Never pity your opponent if you can help it. Akamatsu has as much stamina as a man half his age. Expect to spend the rest of your day battling him. It has already been arranged, and I hope that you are ready to heal a good many bruises later on. This is going to hurt.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The Crimsonian warrior known as Akamatsu was well into his sixties, yet he was still muscular, his posture strong, a deep scar running down the side of his face indicating that he was a blade, a professionally trained combatant.  
 
    There was nothing professional about the courtyard that hosted his warrior pilgrimage, wooden weapons lying all around, cracks in the pavement, not to mention the man’s clothing, threadbare and cast over leather bits stretched across iron. 
 
    Akamatsu didn’t say anything, and the few people gathered to watch the challenge didn’t cheer, or indicate in any way that they were interested in watching the fight to come. At least two of them were dozing off, and the rest having huddled conversations, Arik only seeing money exchange hands once. Then there was Hojo, seated amongst them, blending in as always, his face shaded by his conical hat. 
 
    Akamatsu swept his hand toward some of the discarded wooden weapons.  
 
    In the end, Arik went for a wooden sword that reminded him of the weapons he had trained with back at the Academy of Healing Arts. He blinked twice, discarding any nostalgia that suddenly came to him as he remembered his numerous afternoon lessons with Combat Master Nankai, or what happened at the ceremony. This was a safe enough space; shinobi weren’t going to suddenly attack, and if they did, there was always Hojo and Meosa to help him fight this time. 
 
    Akamatsu bent over slowly, the older man gritting his teeth as he finally picked one of the wooden swords off the ground. He looked around for a moment and located another, which was leaning against a stone step. He went for it, once again with a pained expression on his face. 
 
    Is he even in a state where he can fight someone? Arik thought. 
 
    “Where did Hojo find this guy?” Meosa asked, verbalizing the disciple’s thoughts. “Maybe he dug him out of that distinguished home for the elderly yesterday when we weren’t looking. Terrible. This man shouldn’t be fighting. He should be enjoying his golden years in the company of his family. Try not to hurt him too badly, disciple. I can’t bear a pitiful sight this early during the day.” 
 
    Arik brought his sword to position.  
 
    He then remembered he was trying to adapt his fighting style to be more like water. If possible, he would attempt to disarm Akamatsu using one of the forms of the Autumn Leaves Strike. He could also practice the Body of Glue now that he had an opponent who appeared to be much slower than him. 
 
    Maybe this is a good choice after all, he thought. 
 
    But then he remembered that Hojo mentioned that he would be fighting the man for the rest of the day, which led him to believe that it wasn’t going to be as easy as it seemed. Yet another thing that had changed about the disciple since the calamity back at his school— he knew better than to be overly confident.  
 
    I’ve been needing to go against someone who could wield two weapons, Arik thought as he observed his opponent, Akamatsu now with two wooden weapons. 
 
    The likelihood that the upcoming tournament would see him facing off against someone who was trained with two weapons was high. Then again, his opponents were supposedly chosen from your average citizen of the Crimson Realm, where Nobunaga liked to recruit.  
 
    Either way, it was good practice. 
 
    Without further ado, Arik came forward ready to test the old Crimson fighter out. 
 
    The impact of Akamatsu’s wooden sword against his chin had Arik worried for a moment that the man had dislocated his jaw. He was sent flying backward, where he landed once, nearly doing a complete somersault. 
 
    “Holy hell, he can hit,” Meosa said, his voice jarring Arik as he tried to get his wits about him. He looked back up at his opponent. Hadn’t he just been moving slowly like an older man moments ago? Was he really that fast? That strong? 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Arik said under his breath as he pressed to his feet.  
 
    He brought his hand to his jaw and rubbed it for a moment. Not dislocated, but definitely bruised, he thought, the pain dying down. 
 
    He approached his opponent yet again, a smile taking shape on Akamatsu’s face. The man hadn’t shaved in a number of days, white and black hairs tracing along his jawline. He was bald on top, but he had long hair on the sides, which he had braided behind his head, the top of his skull shiny with a hint of sweat now that the sun was out. 
 
    Autumn Leaves Strike, first form, Arik thought as he attempted to disarm Akamatsu. He was once again struck by the older man’s wooden blade, Akamatsu hitting him hard enough that he could feel it in his bone marrow. 
 
    Arik went to the side, but didn’t fall as he slipped away. He couldn’t heal, not in a situation like this, not in broad daylight.  
 
    Even though it was barely visible, if he healed himself, a vaporous, nearly translucent wave of water could be seen, and with the sun in its current position it would likely create a rainbow effect. But he could still absorb the wound, which created less of a visual.  
 
    Arik lowered his sword arm and placed his wooden weapon in his other hand as he brought his palm up to his right shoulder. He absorbed just enough of the wound to stop it from pulsing, and then prepared to strike again. 
 
    And so it went, the disciple never able to get a strike in, never able to disarm the semi-retired Crimsonian blade or get the upper hand.  
 
    Of all the experiences he’d had so far, by the time their sparring drew to a close, Arik felt as if he had learned the most from his matches with Akamatsu. The older warrior was classically trained to use Thunderaura and never seemed to skip a beat, making it seem as if he had an almost unlimited stamina. When coupled with his decades upon decades of training, he became an incredibly formidable opponent.  
 
    As they bowed to one another, Akamatsu finally spoke. 
 
    “There were a few times when you were close,” he said. “Perhaps there will come a day when we train together again. But until then, never stop trying to achieve perfection.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Arik said, bowing his head. 
 
    Had the Crimson Realm been smarter, had Nobunaga known what these men were capable of, Arik’s quest to stop an impending war would be that much harder. He could only imagine an entire group of these men in a battle, the damage they would be able to do collectively, their experience leading the charge. 
 
    “Remember, I’m going to follow Hojo tonight,” Meosa said as they reached the cobblestone road outside, several of the vendors in the process of closing up shop for the day. It was only then that Arik realized just how long he had been sparring with Akamatsu, the sun already starting to set, his energy levels surprisingly low. 
 
    Has it really been all afternoon?  
 
    Rather than respond, he simply made a noise with his throat, indicating he understood. 
 
    “Good,” Meosa told him secretly. “We will see what this master illusionist is really up to. You seem tired. Need any assistance walking back to the inn?” 
 
    “No,” Arik told him. “I’ll make it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Eight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gathering information is like watching a still pond. Every once in a while, a fish breaks the surface of the water, creating a ripple. The pond is society, and the fish is a piece of information that can provide insight. Keep your eyes on the surface of the water.” 
 
      
 
    –A quote carved into bone by Hidden Warrior Hirata Masuhiro de Iga of the School of Illusion, and later published in a collection of his carvings, Hirata in Stone, First Edition, Yoshimura Books, Year 1019. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Once again, sleep came easy to the disciple, his worries rolling away as he fell into a deep slumber, likely one fueled by sheer exhaustion. The training for the day had really taken a toll on him, Arik truly feeling it as he ate a simple meal back at the inn, once again impressed that Akamatsu had been able to keep up with him for so long. It surprised Arik to some degree that he had been able to run across the desert, yet had nearly passed out from exhaustion due to an entire day of training. 
 
    It was clear to him which one was harder… 
 
    Before Hojo had stepped out last night, and before the aqueous kami snuck away with him, the master illusionist told Arik they would learn yet another new technique in the morning, followed by another pilgrimage.  
 
    Arik awoke the following morning to something akin to whispering in his ear, one that he had grown increasingly familiar with. 
 
    “Good,” Meosa said, growing louder with each word, “it’s about damn time you’re awake. Hojo has already left and asked that I tell you to meet him outside, you know the drill by now. But he can wait another moment.” 
 
    “What did you find out?” 
 
    “I’m getting to it, disciple, I’m getting to it. Is that all I’m good for to you? Espionage? You fancy me your little information gatherer? You do realize that the techniques you are learning should allow you to get this information without the aid of a remarkable being such as myself.” 
 
    “You are the one that had the idea of following him…” Arik said as he ran his hand through his long hair and pulled it back into a ponytail.  
 
    “I guess I’m just disappointed that I didn’t discover anything, it was like he knew I was tagging along.” 
 
    He probably did, Arik thought. 
 
    “Anyway. Nothing really to report. He went to a tavern and sipped on a small saucer of rice wine for a while, just moving around the room every now and again, listening to what other people were talking about. Then, weirdly enough, he made his way to the rich side of Iga, where he kept to the shadows of a series of estates, just walking in silence and dropping stones every now and then. I couldn’t figure that part out. He just walked and occasionally dropped pebbles. How we have tied our shared destiny to him is beyond me.” Meosa sighed. “Finally, he went to the area near here, where people set up for warrior pilgrimages. And that’s pretty much it. He came back here after that.” 
 
    “You still think he’s up to something?” 
 
    “There hasn’t been a moment since meeting him that I didn’t think Hojo was up to something, my boy. I know it to be a fact. And if I were us, and I am—yes, that sounds strange—I would continue to be very cautious of the man. Never forget what he is, disciple. As much as you know about healing, and using your power for good, it likely pales in comparison to what the illusionist knows about deception. And then there’s Chimaura, which he hasn’t discussed with you yet.” 
 
    “I still would like to know more about that,” said Arik as he started getting dressed. 
 
    “Wouldn’t we all. What I’m trying to say is that he has more experience than you, like that fellow you faced off against yesterday, Akamatsu. And if you ask me, Hojo is up to something. As soon as I know what it is, if it puts either of us in harm’s way, I will act.” 
 
    Is Hojo really up to something? Arik thought as he looked across the other side of the room and saw the master illusionist’s things nicely arranged on his bed. It was natural for him not to trust the man considering who he was, but he was starting to like Hojo, and he didn’t want to believe that the master illusionist was trying to take advantage of them in some way. 
 
    Time would tell. 
 
    As he had the last several mornings, Arik met Hojo outside, the mysterious man seated on the ground and polishing his blade with a cloth. 
 
    “I have an interesting challenge for you later today,” he said without looking up at Arik. “Both of you. But we can get to that later. First, I’m going to show you an old technique that the southern combat schools no longer teach their students. Oddly enough, illusionists picked it up years ago and we made it part of our own repertoire. I highly doubt you will meet many like me, not that I’m unique or anything…” 
 
    “Well, when you start a statement like that…” Meosa chimed in. 
 
    “What I mean is I highly doubt you will meet another Hidden Warrior, those who have been trained in the same way that I have been, before the School of Illusion was disbanded. If you do one day meet someone like me, you will notice that there is a part of our training that allows extreme adaptability. Remember my wind statement?” 
 
    Arik nodded. 
 
    “So, if something works better, or if it is something we can adapt into our own practice, illusionists will do so. And that is how we come to the technique known as Body Replaces Sword, and alternatively, Sword Replaces Body. I will tell you what I mean, and then I will show you.”  
 
    “Body Replaces Sword,” Arik said. “Right.” 
 
    Hojo remained seated, just a sliver of light now crossing his face. “Normally, when you are cutting into an enemy, the movement of your sword and body are not unified. Body Replaces Sword is a concept that is contingent upon the way your opponent approaches. Your sword will strike regardless, as long as you maneuver your body into the attack first.” 
 
    Arik didn’t quite understand what he meant, but he nodded anyway. 
 
    “The other option is Sword Replaces Body, in which you strike your opponent with your sword without moving your core at all, just your arms. This one is for a more advanced student and has some nuances and challenges. But the first, Body Replaces Sword, is perfect for someone like you, someone that is learning new techniques and a new way to fight. Consider combining this with Body of Glue. You move your body forward before your sword, your weapon naturally following, your opponent perhaps able to repel it, but you’ve now intimidated him, you are now in his space, and you follow up with either Body of Glue, keeping on him, or if the opportunity presents itself…” Hojo ran his hand on his blade, finishing up with his cloth. “Autumn Leaves Strike, first form.” 
 
    Arik got into position, naturally feeling where this was going now.  
 
    “I will show you what this looks like, and then we will work on it the rest of the morning. You will also add in Body of Glue, and Autumn Leaves Strike. Prepare yourself.” 
 
    Hojo stood, and when he was ready pushed forward almost as if the ground were shifting toward the disciple. The movement really was intimidating, initially causing Arik to prepare to block. By the time he had a sword up, Hojo had the tip of his weapon pointed at Arik’s stomach. 
 
    “Step back and watch my movement again.” Hojo motioned for Arik to step aside, and as he did he demonstrated the Body Replaces Sword technique several times.  
 
    Arik noticed that his chest came forward first, his core shifting toward an invisible opponent as he then, and only then, prepared to strike.  
 
    It’s so subtle… he thought as he watched Hojo do it again, not unlike the Body-Body Initiative Master Nankai taught me. 
 
    “This is particularly useful in fighting someone with two blades. You won’t be able to strip them of both their weapons, but you can perhaps strip them of one, then follow up with Body of Glue, keep the pressure on, and win the fight before you have the chance to lose. That should be your goal, disciple. You aren’t skilled enough to best someone in a prolonged battle. Now, let’s begin. Your fight tonight is going to be quite the challenge.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The first thing Arik noticed that night as they approached a grotto surrounded by buildings was the flicker of orange light, telling him that the space would be lit by fire.  
 
    Or worse, fire would be involved. 
 
    Burns and the like weren’t something he was opposed to handling, but the smell could be overwhelming, and with fire came smoke, heat, and general terror, which could make the situation much worse. 
 
    Over the course of the afternoon, Hojo had drilled Meosa and Arik on working together, the kami more than willing to finally step into the fight. The kami strengthened Arik to an insane degree, but his assistance was too visible during the day, which meant that they were only going to be able to work together at night or in dire situations. 
 
    Arik had experienced it several times now, but he still found it fascinating how Meosa augmented his own power by using his natural reserve of Revivaura. Oftentimes, his movements felt just as much as his own as they seemed otherwise, a true symbiotic relationship.  
 
    He also discovered that while usage of Meosa’s power was visible during the day, if timed correctly, he could get small boosts from him, like when Arik jumped, or just as he was about to land a strike. A definite advantage. 
 
    Arik was just seconds away from pressing into the grotto, where he knew there would be people waiting to see the match, when the master illusionist stopped him. “Are you familiar with any other legendary weapons, aside from the Mask of the Fallen?”  
 
    “Sort of. I’m interested in another one,” Arik told him, remembering the pages that had been ripped from the biography of Coro Pache. “The Whispering Sword. Have you heard of it?” 
 
    “The Whispering Sword…” Hojo stepped aside, allowing two spectators to pass in front of him. “Huh. The man you’re going to face tonight is from your realm. From Sunocea.” 
 
    “I’ve been there,” Arik said, referring to one of the northernmost cities of the Onyx Realm, set along the sea and known for its ice fishing. 
 
    “So that is where you picked up that poem,” Meosa said, referring to Arik’s attempt at impersonating a woman back in Avarga. 
 
    “This man has a legendary weapon, a hammer,” Hojo said, not skipping a beat. 
 
    “A hammer?”  
 
    “A large one, as long as your sword, not one used for rudimentary construction. His hammer allows him to wield fire. Be wary of this.” 
 
    Arik nodded.  
 
    “Your opponent goes by the name Istvan, and the stipulations of his pilgrimage are forfeit or death, so good luck, disciple, remember what I have taught you: don’t reveal your powers in public, and don’t lose sight of your training in the heat of the moment.” 
 
    “Right,” Arik said as he mentally prepared himself. He was going to have to walk the fine line of potentially getting burned and not immediately seeing to the wound, which was hard considering what it felt like to have one’s flesh scorched. 
 
    As soon as he stepped into the grotto, he saw the man he was to face, Istvan shirtless with a haori cape tied around his waist, the ends of which were burned black. He was a little older than Arik, just a few years at most, his head completely shaved, no eyebrows, and no facial hair. Resting on his shoulder, and gripped by his right hand was an enormous hammer, the ends of which were currently flickering with fire.  
 
    That wasn’t the only fire in the vicinity.  
 
    A rim of hot coals surrounded the combat backgrounds, illuminating the faces of the spectators, many of whom looked drunk, the crowd brimming with anticipation of the fight to take place. 
 
    The fire is burning right next to his ear yet doesn’t seem to be hurting him, Arik thought as he observed his opponent, already feeling the heat. How is that even possible? 
 
    “I would say the best thing for me to do would be to put out all of these coals,” Meosa said in a low voice, “but without the waterskin, my power isn’t as amplified as it normally would be. Still plenty to feed off of with your Revivaura, but…” 
 
    Arik nodded. “I’m not worried about the coals, nor am I worried about getting burned. I just don’t want to be hit by that hammer.” 
 
    Meosa chuckled quietly. “Yes, that looks like it would be rather unpleasant…” 
 
    The head of Istvan’s hammer was about the width of Arik’s torso, and it was thick, Arik well aware that one wrong strike from a weapon like that would kill him, no healing possible. 
 
    His opponent brought his hammer to the ready and Arik withdrew his blade, remembering to be as fluid as water. 
 
    Attacking Initiative, Body Replaces Sword… Arik thought, also realizing that he wasn’t going to be able to go for the Autumn Leaves Strike due to the way that Istvan was gripping his hammer, which was akin to the way that Nyoko had gripped her axe. While Hojo had said it was possible to perform the technique on someone wielding a sword with two hands, the sheer weight of the hammer actually made it much more difficult when mixed with the way his opponent was holding the weapon. Instead, Arik hoped to simply overpower him, using Meosa’s energy alongside his own. 
 
    “I’m going to try to end this quickly,” he told Meosa as he prepared to move in. “Give me your strength.” 
 
    “It’s yours—” 
 
    Arik exploded forward, Meosa amplifying his charge, the hot coals around him rushing into thin red lines as he prepared to get into his opponent’s space. 
 
    Istvan swung his hammer, Arik having to put on the brakes, Revivaura surging just a few inches past him and then returning to his form. 
 
    “I fear this may not be as easy as we hoped,” Meosa said as Arik backpedaled, trying not to be intimidated by Istvan’s huge weapon and his sharp focus. 
 
    He went for his next strike, Istvan repelling it with his hammer, a burst of flame nearly singeing the tips of Arik’s hair. He felt a cool sensation wash over him as Meosa brought the temperature down. 
 
    “Thanks,” Arik said, the disciple trying to calculate how he would get into Istvan’s space. His opponent was certainly top-heavy from wielding a hammer as his weapon, yet he was also agile, his movements well orchestrated and fluid.  
 
    Maybe there is a way to use this to his advantage, to force him to swing at me, miss, and then go down with his hammer… 
 
    “I’m going to try something.” Arik took a few steps back, ignoring the spectators that yelled for him to hurry up and fight. “Give me your speed, and whatever you do, don’t let me be hit by that hammer.” 
 
    “You won’t be the only one struck by the hammer,” Meosa reminded him. “I didn’t emerge from a cave after five hundred years to be whacked on the head by a half-brained hammer boy from Sunocea. I’ll be there every step of the way, believe me. And if I have to punch him in the nether regions myself, be prepared to bolt. Hojo has to know that is an option here.” 
 
    Once again, Arik advanced on his opponent, avoiding Istvan’s next attack, a sideswipe, followed by another near miss, Arik calculating correctly that the man was winding up for a big overhead strike. Arik moved himself in a position to potentially be the recipient of such a blow. 
 
    Whooompf! 
 
    Istvan came down with his hammer, confidence in his eyes, Arik zipping to the right, his speed augmented by Meosa. 
 
    The Onyxian man stumbled forward and fell face first into the coals.  
 
    “Got him!” Meosa shouted with glee. 
 
    His sword now pointed at Istvan’s back, Arik lifted one hand into the air, signaling that he had won.  
 
    But the crowd didn’t seem to think so, surprise coming to the disciple when Istvan swiftly used an arm to bring Arik down as well, causing the disciple to drop his sword. Hot coals seared the disciple’s back, Istvan overpowering him as he pressed Arik down, the two struggling for a moment, steam hissing all around them. 
 
    His face… Arik thought as he saw Revivaura in action, Istvan’s face already starting to heal. Is he a disciple? 
 
    “Do something or I will!” Meosa said as more steam began to rise around the two of them. Arik managed to place his hands on Istvan’s arms, immediately transferring the wound he had just received, the burning coals on his back. 
 
    The effect was immediate. 
 
    Istvan fell off to the side, twitching. 
 
    After getting his weapon, Arik approached the man again, hunched over now, a bit haggard as he pointed his blade at his opponent.  
 
    This time, he was certain he had won. 
 
    Arik slowly lifted one hand into the air, and as much as they didn’t want to, the crowd began to cheer for him. He had done it, but in doing so Arik discovered something that he could have never expected. 
 
    It appeared that someone else could use Revivaura. 
 
    Yet there was no time to figure out more about Istvan and his legendary fire hammer. Arik turned to see Hojo, who quickly guided him away from the grotto before the crowd could begin to gather. Like a pair of true illusionists, the two disappeared into the night and swiftly returned to the inn. 
 
    Once they arrived in their room, Hojo remained standing near the door. 
 
    “If you’re hungry, disciple, there is food downstairs…” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Arik sat under his bed and looked up at the strange man, the wounds on his back now healed, but his robes permanently damaged. “You didn’t tell me that he could use Revivaura.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Istvan,” Arik said, noticing the sweat that had been on his brow earlier was now cool, his skin cold to the touch. “He was using Revivaura to prevent himself from sustaining any damage from the fire. That’s how he is able to host his pilgrimage in that way, and how he can keep his weapon so close to him.” 
 
    Hojo shrugged his statement off. “I’m not from the Onyx Realm; I wouldn’t recognize someone who can use your style of chi.” 
 
    Meosa’s form lifted and turned to Hojo. “So you’re saying that someone like you wouldn’t notice something like that. Nice try, illusionist.” 
 
    “Honest.” 
 
    “Yeah, honest,” Meosa scoffed. “That’ll be the day.” 
 
    “Maybe he studied the Faithful Branch of Common Restoration, but never continued on. That’s the branch where most disciples learn how to deal with burns…” Arik bit his lip as he remembered just how painful some of those lessons could be. They really did have to torture themselves to be able to withstand the power of fire. 
 
    “As I said, you would know more than I, disciple. But I can tell you this: you shouldn’t assume that things are always the way they seem.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll be sure to scribble that pithy little quote down in your biography,” Meosa told Hojo. “I can think of a number of titles for it, maybe a play on what’s-his-name’s famous bone quotes book. Any other wisdom you would like to impart to us?” 
 
    “Hirata Masuhiro de Iga. The book is called Hirata in Stone,” Hojo told him, yet still not taking the bait. “I’m simply asking you to think deeply about this, disciple. Just because it appears that Nobunaga has made it his goal to kill all the disciples and priests in the Onyx Realm, doesn’t mean he has reached everyone, nor that there aren’t those who have come to understand the power on their own. That is, after all, how they test for your kind, right? Those who have a unique command over Revivaura, right?” 
 
    “As children, yes.” 
 
    “And they test everyone in your realm?”  
 
    “Yes, that’s why all Oynxians have scars on their wrists or arms,” Arik said, recalling that the nursemaid Indra had shown him this when she first encountered him. 
 
    “Maybe there are some that were able to avoid the tests, or, as you suggested, perhaps Istvan never completed another branch and took up the life of a warrior instead. I don’t know. But it is best to operate under the assumption that everything you know as well as your worldviews are going to be tested going forward, especially if you survive the tournament.” Hojo smoothed his hands over his robes and turned to the door. “I will see you in the morning. We will continue.” 
 
    And with those words, the master illusionist left. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik awoke the next morning, hazy light illuminating the room, dust visible in the air.  
 
    He found Hojo seated on his bed, the illusionist using his stone pencil to make markings on a scrap of parchment. He was already dressed, and before Arik could speak, Hojo motioned toward a set of fresh robes on the nightstand, meant to replace the ones that had been burned last night. 
 
    “Things have changed,” Hojo said, now with a troubled look on his face, a hint of apprehension in his gray eyes. “The Mask of the Fallen is here in Iga. The combat leg of your training is over, disciple. Now we must focus on espionage and infiltration. It is equally important, and necessary for our next task. Pack your things, we are moving to a different inn.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Part Three 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Glide on the edge of a sword through life.” 
 
      
 
    –Combat Master Jurstrom Yinzo, lifted from a textbook compiled for the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts detailing a maneuver known as One-Count Strike in Year 794, out of print. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Arik Dacre was disguised as a beggar, his haori cape over his head like a hood, the disciple using a scarf as a sling, his arm actually injured, which was one of the ways he could truly sell an injury. And this wasn’t to mention his skin.  
 
    Arik had got the idea in his match against Istvan, a quick way to change the appearance of his skin.  
 
    Burning himself wasn’t pleasant, and the smell was dreadful, but he could easily heal a surface wound, and it not only had the effect that he wanted, making Arik appear even more injured, but it also had a way of forcing people to look away, at least upon first glance, also a plus for someone training in the ways of an illusionist. 
 
    Days had passed since the end of his combat training, Arik never seeing any of his combatants again. He had received an update on Tatum, the first warrior he had faced off against and lost. From what Hojo had heard, the Crimsonian man had returned south, Arik not given the chance for a rematch. 
 
    And perhaps things were better that way, especially with his new focus on espionage and infiltration.  
 
    His target was a grand estate owned by a businessman named Kogu, one that was protected by an enormous gate and high walls, the rest surrounded by a moat, Arik able to see the buildings on the other side. 
 
    He dropped another small stone to the ground and continued on, shuffling along the water’s edge, his face done up in makeup, the disciple even dyeing a few patches of his hair and making sure that they were matted to his forehead, making him appear as if he were someone else entirely. 
 
    One thing he had discovered through Hojo’s lessons was that espionage and deception went hand-in-hand, but infiltration was another thing entirely, a skill that built upon the other concepts and amplified by adding a necessary physical action.  
 
    Arik would need to break into the estate to get the Mask of the Fallen, which would be incredibly dangerous considering the guards that were present, the moat, the large gate, and what he was currently trying to better understand, the password system for getting inside. 
 
    Arik dropped yet another rock as he shuffled on, his legs bare, nothing on his feet aside from dried blood and scabbed-up wounds meant to augment the mud he had rubbed across his calves. He loosed a final stone, confirming what he had counted multiple times now. To be sure, he lowered to the ground and dumped out the rocks that were still in his hand, counting six.  
 
    This was a technique that Hojo had taught him to better understand the layout of an estate. It was important to know how many buildings there were, and one of the easier ways to do this when they were clustered together was by using stones to count them. Arik started with fifteen stones and he now had six, thus confirming the number he had counted earlier. 
 
    Nine buildings in total, he thought as he saw a tailor and his female assistant approach the compound.  
 
    The tailor sat in the dirt, the man eliciting an annoyed sigh as he did so. The tailor stood again, and as he did the guards opened the gate, allowing the man and his assistant to enter the compound. 
 
    It was the piece of the puzzle Arik had been looking for.  
 
    There was indeed a password system, but there seemed to be another aspect of it as well—the password had to be spoken while sitting down. Now all Arik needed to do was find the man or his female assistant and get the password. 
 
    “Time to go,” he told Meosa, who pretended as if he were waking up from a nap.  
 
    “What? I was getting so bored here…” 
 
    Rather than respond, Arik hobbled off toward the inn they were currently staying at, one set above a small restaurant that reeked of fried onions. He had to hurry. The tailor and assistant wouldn’t be long, something he surmised by the fact they were only carrying measuring tapes with them and not trunks of cloth. 
 
    Hojo had chosen this particular inn because it also had a back entrance, which Arik readily took, the disciple hobbling up a flight of carpeted stairs as he began healing his arms. He reached the room to find Hojo resting with his conical hat over his face. Rather than disturb him, Arik cleaned off the mud and began changing his robes. 
 
    Which one would provide the better answer, the tailor or the assistant? More importantly, which one would be easier to manipulate? 
 
    Arik thought back to what he had noticed about the two of them, the tailor in fine clothes, his cheeks puffy red. Perhaps he’s a drinker, Arik thought, recalling some of the things that Hojo had taught him to look out for. He then recalled the woman, nothing quite discernible about her, her face unremarkable, no immediate angle for exploitation.  
 
    If he’d had longer, perhaps he could attempt to spark up a romance with her, something that Arik would have never even considered a few weeks back. But Hojo had spoken highly of this tactic, especially when dealing with certain women, the ones that didn’t seem to have men fawning over them. 
 
    He glanced over to the master illusionist, who appeared to be out cold, Arik sensing that he was likely awake.  
 
    He still didn’t trust him, and like Meosa, he had a feeling that Hojo had his own motives. But there was little he could do about it now. This was the world the disciple had chosen, one in which everyone had their secrets, including the aqueous kami, who had yet to explain to Arik why he had been locked in the cave, what he was being punished for. 
 
    It was too late to turn back now. 
 
    Arik washed the paint out of his hair and then began slicking it back using a comb made of kayno bone. If he had more time, and likely more training, the best option would be the assistant. Get close to her, find out the password or how the system itself worked, and move in that way. But as it stood, his best option seemed to be the tailor himself, taking advantage of his drunkenness. 
 
    There was a mirror on the opposite side of the room, and as Arik looked at himself, he saw someone he hardly recognized. He certainly didn’t resemble a disciple with the makeup on his face, but even without it he had aged to some degree, matured, hardened in a very short amount of time. He could see it now, mostly in his eyes, but also in the subtleties of his features. Not to mention that he also looked thinner, a bit more chiseled. 
 
    Once he washed the makeup away, Arik began applying an ink known as shu to his face, which had a vermilion red shade to it. He rubbed it into his cheeks to make him look like he’d had several drinks. Not liking his long hair combed back, he ruffled it and then smoothed it out with his hands, which made it appear as if he’d perhaps been wearing it a certain way earlier, but was now in a more relaxed state. 
 
    “Look at you,” Meosa commented once Arik checked his features again. “From a disciple to an illusionist.” 
 
    “I’m not an illusionist.”  
 
    “No, you’re the War Priest, I’ve already told you that. But, you have adapted well. I would say you have a certain talent for it, but don’t let my compliments go to your head.” 
 
    Arik counted what little money he had. He was just turning to Hojo when the master illusionist sat up, his face now hidden by his hat, just a sliver of light cutting across his visage. “Take all you need,” he said, gesturing toward his bag. “It appears as if you found an angle in.” 
 
    “There’s a password system, and the tailor looks to be a drunkard. I have to go. I’m going to follow him to whatever tavern he goes to later in the day and figure out the system then.” 
 
    “Yes, that is a good option. Was anyone with him?” 
 
    Arik nodded. “A female assistant. But I don’t think she’s the easiest angle. Perhaps if we had more time.” 
 
    “Good observation, disciple. And if the tailor goes home rather than a tavern, then what?” 
 
    “Then I will…” Arik considered what he would do in this case. 
 
    “It’s a risk, but you will show up at his doorstep with a bottle of ale and tell him you are delivering it on behalf of Kogu,” he said, referring to the businessman that owned the estate, the one who had the Mask of the Fallen in his possession. “You will then produce another bottle, asking if he’d care to partake. This will be your angle. You are an associate of Kogu’s.” Hojo tilted his chin up, his eyes steadying on Arik. “Make sense?” 
 
    “Right,” Arik said. “And in the tavern, I’ll do the same.” 
 
    “Show up with a drink, and make it a good one, not top of the range because you don’t want to appear as if you are higher than him, but not the swill at the bottom either. Ask him questions, make him talk about himself. Flatter him to some degree. Figure out the system, and get the password. I have already given you several options in doing this, but the drunker he gets, the more difficult it can become. Try to get the information you need before he gets too drunk. Good luck, disciple.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik turned out to be lucky, the tailor heading straight to a nearby tavern after bidding farewell to his female assistant. Along his way, the man took a swig from a murky glass container that he kept on his person, tucked deep into his robes, confirming to Arik that he was indeed a drunkard. 
 
    “I won’t be able to do the talking for you this time,” Meosa reminded the disciple. “So keep your wits about you.”  
 
    “I have my wits.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see this…” Meosa laughed to himself. “I’m sorry, I’ll stop. I’m here to help, as always. Try to answer any questions he may have slowly so I have a chance to assist you if need be. While I don’t know how I feel about you stealing the Mask of the Fallen, if Hojo’s information is indeed correct, I suppose that’s the last step, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is. Well, for now.” 
 
    “Yes, for now. There’s still the tournament. And to think that you stumbled upon me while I was trapped in a cave, and I later went on to save you multiple times…” 
 
    “Multiple times, is it?” Arik asked Meosa as he watched the tailor speak to someone outside the tavern. After a hearty laugh, the man entered the establishment.  
 
    “Don’t get confident in your old age, my boy. Remember that I have hundreds of years on you, and that I know the truth about the past, and the reputation you may have in the future depending on your upcoming success in the tournament.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Arik said as he prepared himself to enter the tavern and take on the persona of someone else. He still wasn’t a great actor, but the tailor was already drunk, and if he just kept the lie that he had developed on his walk over, he was pretty confident he would be able to get the information. 
 
    At least he hoped this was the case. 
 
    “Remember not to drink too much.” 
 
    “Alcohol doesn’t have the same effect on me,” Arik reminded Meosa.  
 
    “And that’s a pity, if you ask me. Sometimes a man needs to get drunk to remind himself how wonderful it is to be sober. Is that how the saying goes? Maybe it’s the other way around. Yes, I believe so. Anyway, I’m here. Let’s get the password, disciple.” 
 
    Hearing Meosa call him a disciple yet again reminded Arik of who he actually was. He paused for a moment and looked down at his hands, to the way he had arranged his robes and how he now wore his haori cape as if he were some sort of middle-class nobleman. He’d seen himself in the mirror and how he had done his cheeks up with red paint, Arik actually becoming the student of a Hidden Warrior, a master illusionist. 
 
    To think…  
 
    “Is something the matter?” Meosa asked.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Arik entered the tavern and located the tailor up at the front bar. There was a side room with another bar that seemed to be stocked with more bottles than the one in the main space, less crowded too. Arik squeezed through to the front, but before he could reach the bartender, he was stopped by a barmaid with her hair cut short. 
 
    Something about her seemed familiar, Arik pausing for a moment as he took her in, trying to figure out if he had ever seen her before. She had an angular face, her curly dark hair in a side bun, her eyes warm in a way that made Arik feel welcome. She was perhaps a few inches shorter than him, in black with a gray apron that had been recently pressed. For some reason, she made him miss home and he didn’t know why.  
 
    “My lord,” she said in a cheery way as she gestured toward an open table. 
 
    “I think…” Arik cleared his throat, tried to change his voice to some degree. “I think I will have my drink in the other room. I have a friend there. I’d like to…” He looked at the bottles behind the bar, where a bartender was busy talking to a couple in what seemed like a lively conversation. “A bottle of rice wine, perhaps something local. Do you have something infused with peaches? I’ve been…” 
 
    “I’ve been to the orchard on the north side of town recently for a wedding,” Meosa said quickly. 
 
    “Ahem, I’ve been to the orchard on the north side of town recently for a wedding. The air,” Arik nodded and began again, “I mean, the scent in the air, yes, so fresh and nice, it has been giving me a craving ever since. For wine. And peaches. And peaches and wine. But both. Yes,” he said, his exterior limbs fluttering. “Both.” 
 
    Meosa tried not to laugh. “What the hell are you going on about, disciple!?” 
 
    “Say no more,” the barmaid told him as she kindly placed her hand on Arik’s arm. “I know the perfect bottle. I’ll find your seat in the other room and bring it there.” 
 
    She turned quickly and Arik followed her back to the main space, where she quickly cleared off the table with two empty flagons on it.  
 
    Once she wiped it clean, she motioned for Arik to sit, and quickly returned with a small clay bottle that had been sealed by wax and two matching clay glasses. By this point Arik had already produced the money, spending just over five hundred Jadean sen on the bottle. 
 
    “Let me know if you need anything else, my lord,” the barmaid said as she uncorked the bottle and poured a cup for Arik. She placed it in front of him, leaving him to do the rest once his supposed friend arrived. 
 
    “That was easier than I thought it would be,” Meosa said, “even if you bungled your conversation with her.” 
 
    “I was trying to seem drunk.” 
 
    “You sounded like someone who has fallen off a horse a few too many times. But I digress, all we need now is a certain tailor…” 
 
    “Right.” Arik looked back to the bar, spotting the man. Smoothing his nerves, even though he knew it wouldn’t work for very long, he drank half of the glass of peach-infused rice wine.  
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about,” Meosa said as Arik felt the liquor burn down his throat, his healing ability starting to kick in, assuming that he had been poisoned. 
 
    You can do this, Arik thought to himself as he turned to the tailor, who was now drinking alone, a sullen expression on his face. Arik approached, took a deep breath, and tapped the man on the shoulder. 
 
    “Say, don’t you work for Kogu?” he asked in his fake voice. “Yes, I believe I saw you there earlier. Did you see me inside?” 
 
    The man turned to Arik, and vomited onto the front of his haori cape. 
 
    “I will kill him for this!” Meosa roared, patrons starting to turn to the commotion. 
 
    As a disciple, Arik’s immediate response wasn’t to twist away in disgust, nor was it to get angry with the man. His first response was to heal him, Arik placing his hand on the man’s neck just as the tailor fell forward, the disciple both stopping him from falling, and immediately starting to absorb some of his intoxication. 
 
    The short-haired barmaid from earlier appeared seemingly out of the blue with several towels, an annoyed look on her face that made Arik think that she had dealt with him before.  
 
    It was busy enough in the tavern for neither of them to garner too much attention, Arik able to lead the man over to the table he’d been sitting at, and help him into his seat. He healed the tailor just a touch more, ignoring the vomit, the man’s eyes finally blinking open and seeing what he had done to Arik’s clothing.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Arik said, before switching his voice again. “It’s fine. Perhaps I startled you. I saw you earlier at Kogu’s manor, but you may not have seen me, so I stopped by to say hello.” 
 
    “I’ll never go back there again,” the tailor said with disgust as he wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “He fired me and hired my assistant instead.” 
 
    “Use this to your advantage, disciple,” Meosa told Arik. 
 
    The barmaid approached once again and gave Arik some rags to clean off his clothing. He did just that, noticing the woman hover just for a moment longer than she should have. But the tailor didn’t seem to mind, the drunkard cursing the businessman and everything he stood for. 
 
    “If it were up to me, he wouldn’t even be allowed in the city. Treating local businesses like trash. He doesn’t know who I am. He doesn’t know how long my family has run a business here. Why… why… since the times of Sorgus de Moonagwa!” The tailor drunkenly slammed his fist against the table, Arik barely able to stop the bottle of rice wine from falling. The man’s eyes darted to the bottle. “Do you mind? Who did you say you were again?” 
 
    “Get the password, and let’s go,” Meosa said. “Based on the tailor’s utterly disgusting performance thus far, I would say this supposed businessman was justified in firing this buffoon!” 
 
    “That password system is so strange,” Arik said just as the barmaid stepped away. “Having to sit on the ground like that…” 
 
    “It’s stupid,” said the tailor, “and nearly impossible to keep up with. Today the password was ‘weasel’, tomorrow? Who knows? It changes twice a day. I’ve gotten it wrong at least six times. No, seven, but luckily, my assistant remembered it. The damn fool. Both of them. All of them. Everyone in this damn tavern!” 
 
    “We aren’t going to be able to get the password from him,” Meosa said, Arik nodding in agreement. “I’d say leave the bottle. There is always another way. Let’s go, disciple, before this fool draws any more attention to us. Remember, sooner, rather than later, you’re going to steal the Mask of the Fallen from this businessman, and it will probably be best for you not to have been seen with this souse of a tailor. Also, you need to wash your cape before it permanently smells like vomit.” 
 
    Arik stood and gestured toward the bottle of peach-infused rice wine. “It’s all yours,” he told the man with a big smile. 
 
    “You… you mean it? What did you say your name was again?” 
 
    Arik turned away, leaving the tavern before the barmaid could return. Hojo has to know another way in, he thought as he moved directly to the shadows. If anyone knows, it’s him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Test metal with fire, humans with words.” 
 
      
 
    –A quote carved into bone by Hidden Warrior Hirata Masuhiro de Iga of the School of Illusion, and later published in a collection of his carvings, Hirata in Stone, First Edition, Yoshimura Books, Year 1019. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    The ruins on the outskirts of the former Jadean capital of Iga were a sight to behold.  
 
    According to Hojo, they were constructed around Year 400, when the School of Illusion was first founded. The Taomoni Conflict, nearly one hundred and fifty years later, led to their destruction and abandonment as Jadeans spread out across the country. When they returned years later to erect their first capital, they left the ruins as they were. All that stood now were moss-covered stone walls, a few arched windows, the ruins all but forgotten aside from their prominence in yearly harvest celebrations.  
 
    From what Arik could tell, they were the only people there. 
 
    “You don’t need to learn what I’m going to show you next,” Hojo said, “not with the assistance of your kami. But it is good for you to understand how it works, and if you did spend a significant amount of time practicing this technique, it would make you stronger. So I’m going to show you anyway.”  
 
    Hojo approached the first wall and looked up to the top, the master illusionist producing his grappling hook. He sent it straight up with an underhand toss, hooking it into place, Hojo then demonstrating to Arik how one would test their own weight before ascending. He started off toward the top of the wall.  
 
    Once he reached it, he sat and looked down to Arik. 
 
    Hojo’s solution to entering the manor had been one that Arik had assumed all along— scaling the walls, getting the Mask of the Fallen, and leaving as quickly as possible. He was set to do that tonight, though he would use Meosa’s power to send him over the top rather than the grappling hook. 
 
    “Just say the word and I’ll get you up there,” Meosa reminded Arik. 
 
    “I’ll give it a try.” 
 
    Mirroring Hojo’s maneuver, Arik tossed the grappling hook up, missing the ledge the first time. He tried again, and managed to snag it on the ledge. But one tug of the rope told him that he hadn’t hooked it well enough. He yanked the grappling hook back down, stepping aside as it hit the ground next to him. 
 
    Arik attempted it once again, this time hooking the grappling hook in a way that it would support his weight. He was about halfway up when it became harder and harder for him to pull himself to the top, the muscles in his arm screaming, biceps pulsing. Yet he continued, the disciple eventually reaching Hojo.  
 
    He sat near the master illusionist, quickly catching his breath. 
 
    “Quite the view,” Hojo said as he stared out at a lush valley, mountains in the distance surrounded by halos of clouds, a large hawk spiraling in the air catching Arik’s attention. He watched the bird finally dip toward the forest below, tracking its prey. 
 
    “When you get over the wall tonight, you must be prepared to strike down your enemy if necessary, like that hawk,” Hojo told Arik. “The Mask of the Fallen will be in the main hold. You counted how many buildings?” 
 
    “Eight,” Arik told him. “No, nine.” 
 
    “Yes, nine. You may have to search for it, but the hardest part should be getting into the compound. Once you’re in, grab the item, and get out of there as quickly as you can. We have discussed ways to deceive your pursuer, but I will go over them again. Remember the power of misdirection. There is a moat outside of the compound, as you know. Before you enter, set up rocks that will allow you to create a distraction on the other side of the moat if need be. If you are being pursued toward the moat, head in the opposite direction of the distraction you make. Even if they don’t hear the splash, someone will likely see the ripples.” 
 
    “Should I wear the mask once I retrieve it?” 
 
    “No. It will be in a red wooden box, not very large, one that you could keep documents in. You will use your haori cape to tie the small chest to your back.” 
 
    Meosa had already grilled Hojo regarding this information, and how he had obtained it. The master illusionist claimed to have already checked out the manor on his own, that while he could have simply taken the mask then, it was important for Arik to do it himself, to know the ropes. 
 
    Arik was past the point of questioning what he was doing to obtain the legendary item. The Mask of the Fallen would aid him in winning the tournament, which would allow him to prevent Nobunaga from starting an all-out war.  
 
    It was worth the risk. 
 
    “Do you see that smaller wall there?” Hojo gestured toward a wall that was about ten feet high, the top crumbled. “It’s not as high as this one, and there are ways to scale it without using a grappling hook. Come, I’ll show you something.” 
 
    The master illusionist retrieved his grappling hook and walked along the wall until it dipped closer to the ground. He hopped down and approached the smaller wall, where he set his grappling hook aside and retrieved his sword.  
 
    Hojo produced his sanjuku cloth from the shoulder bag he currently wore. “The swords that illusionists wield are able to lock to the scabbard,” he said as he showed Arik his weapon, and how one was able to loop a leather strip tied to the grip through a small groove on the scabbard.  
 
    Unlike Arik’s sword, Hojo’s weapon didn’t have a guard, the grip nearly smooth with the blade. 
 
    “The trick is to rope your cloth through this hole here on the bottom of the grip,” he said once he had locked the scabbard to the weapon, “then tie it around your wrist.” Hojo demonstrated what he meant, and once he was finished, he was left with a sheathed sword attached to the yard-long sanjaku cloth, which was then affixed to his wrist. 
 
    “What will you do now?” Arik asked, not quite certain at what the master illusionist was showing him. 
 
    “Infiltration is one of our specialties, and one of the ways that an illusionist scales a smaller wall like this, one that you can’t exactly jump and reach the top, is through the technique I’m about to show you. Watch.” 
 
    Hojo approached the wall and set his sheathed weapon at an angle against it. He looked up to the top and placed his foot on the grip of his weapon. With the swift motion he boosted himself up, his other hand reaching above his head. Hojo quickly latched onto the top of the wall and then pulled his weapon up, now with both hands on the ledge above. His sword bounced once against the wall as he slowly raised himself to the top. 
 
    Hojo sat on the top of the wall and looked down at Arik, his gray eyes focused on the disciple. “With a little practice, an illusionist can do this without making any noise. Tie the cloth to your sword, use the height given by an angled sword against the wall to boost yourself up, then pull the sword up with you. Everything should be fluid. Always.” 
 
    “These illusionists and their tricks…” Meosa said. 
 
    “This technique allows you to scale a smaller wall and then quickly make use of your weapon if necessary, especially depending on who may be on the other side. There could be a guard that you have to drop down on, or someone might see you when you come up. Of course, if you’ve properly investigated the area, that second part wouldn’t happen. If done correctly, you now have your sheathed weapon attached to your arm, where you can either undo it quickly, or drop down on top of them, using the weapon to choke your target. All are viable options.” 
 
    Hojo hopped down, undid the cloth. Soon, his weapon was once again at his side, his shinobi tools hidden away. 
 
    “Let’s climb a few more walls, and then relax for the rest of the day. It’s time to mentally prepare for what you plan to do tonight.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A single question came to Arik as he kept to the shadows, the disciple once again disguised as a beggar, but this time with dark-gray usuzumi ink smeared across his face, his caltrops with him and tucked into an inner pocket, as well as his compact mirror, his sword, and his sanjaku cloth: what have I become? 
 
    The Mask of the Fallen would help him win the tournament set to take place soon, giving him a chance to either kill Nobunaga right then and there, or begin his training with Combat Master Altai. He hadn’t given much thought to what would happen between Hojo and him, and the illusionist training he had undergone. 
 
    But now was the time to put it to the test. 
 
    Well away from the manor’s main entrance, Arik approached the moat only after making sure there was little light that could give him away. This included waiting for a dark cloud to float in front of the moon, the disciple setting up several large rocks along the banks of the moat for potential misdirections later on. 
 
    “Ready?” Meosa asked. 
 
    “In and out,” Arik told him.  
 
    He remembered who he was doing this for, everyone from Master Guri Yarna to his parents and his sister, Mori Ehara, to Jinmo and those who had been killed at the graduation ceremony or enslaved. This was for all of them, and not only that, it was also for his country, and the people of all realms, who Arik knew didn’t deserve the war to come. 
 
    In and out… He thought as Meosa lifted him just a few inches above the ground, the aqueous kami easily carrying Arik across the moat and making little sound in doing so. 
 
    Arik touched on the other side onto a six-inch-wide strip of land and pressed his back against the wall, afraid that he might have brought attention to himself.  
 
    He was starting to understand why Hojo wanted him to do this.  
 
    While Arik had competed in tournaments back at his school, the nervousness he was feeling, the apprehension tinged with excitement, was a sensation that he had yet to encounter before. 
 
    He had never stolen anything; he rarely lied, and lately, if he did lie, there was a reasoning behind it. He certainly had never broken into an estate before, this particular infiltration already more stressful than the armory he had conned his way into back in Avarga.  
 
    Once, at the start of his study of the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer, Arik had snuck into the Academy’s library after they were closed, so he could study overnight. That was about as close as he had come to illegally entering a place at night. Yet here he was, the only thing now separating him from the Mask of the Fallen being just a couple more walls. 
 
    “Ready,” Arik said before Meosa could ask.  
 
    He turned and kept the tips of his fingers on the wall as Meosa lifted him up and over. There wasn’t a wall walk or anything at the top, and if anyone had been watching it would have looked like Arik had simply floated over it, like some sort of deity. 
 
    But strangely enough, no one was watching, and as soon as he reached the inner courtyard, Arik stuck to the instructions that Hojo had given him. He was a good student, one who would listen intently to what was being taught to him, which was why he naturally hid behind the nearest object he could find, only then looking back to see if he’d left any footprints or not. 
 
    “Meosa,” he whispered. 
 
    “Don’t worry about your footprints, disciple, I’m on it.” 
 
    It took a moment for Arik to orient himself, his heart now thrumming in his chest as he observed the courtyard, noticing that it was empty.  
 
    There should be guards, but none of them seem to be out right now… 
 
    He heard the sound of a bird in one of the trees, Arik steering clear of it as he made his way to the building in the center. Birds, like other animals, were great ways to give one’s position away. 
 
    Rather than go over a small decorative bridge leading to one of the side buildings, Arik crawled beneath it, emerging on the other end, keeping hidden. He looked up at the moon and waited once again for a cloud to pass in front of it. 
 
    The disciple continued. 
 
    He was all nerves by this point, but he felt in control as well, the sense of excitement he was feeling continuing to surprise him. He knew he would be nervous, but he didn’t know that there would be such a burst of anticipation with him.  
 
    This close, he was really this close. 
 
    The building in question now lay about ten yards away, still no guards in sight. Arik needed to get to the second floor, retrieve the red box, tie it to his back with the haori cape, and exit the way he came. Once he did that, he would finally have the Mask of the Fallen. 
 
    He had never questioned why Hojo wanted the box as well, Arik assuming that there was some reasoning behind it, that it served as storage, or perhaps it would prevent him from placing the mask on his face too early on. After all, Arik didn’t know exactly what it would do, regardless of the summary texts from his Coro Pache book. 
 
    “Something is off here,” Meosa whispered, giving word to a thought Arik was starting to have. 
 
    “No guards.” 
 
    “Precisely. Why are there no guards? We’ve been staking out this place for long enough now and this has never been the case.” 
 
    “Should we turn back?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know. Just be prepared for anything. We have plenty of options if guards do come; you can use your weapon and your wound transfer power, and I can use my abilities to augment yours. We do make a good team, don’t we?” 
 
    Arik nodded. 
 
    “I suspected so. Try to find a side entrance. I can’t imagine we are just going to be able to walk right through the front door.” 
 
    Arik crouched next to a row of bushes, recalling a lesson that Hojo had given him about an old technique for moving through shrubbery. It was rather ingenious, like most of the tactics the illusionists had come up with over the years. The technique involved crafting a barrel without a top and a bottom that could be used to push through the shrubbery, creating a tunnel of sorts. According to Hojo, if one set it up beforehand, they could simply dive right through it, and then retrieve the bottomless barrel as soon as they reached the other side. 
 
    It was tactics like this, and a good many of the other things that Hojo had shown Arik, that had given the disciple a begrudging appreciation of the School of Illusion. And all this was done without understanding Chimaura, which Hojo had still kept close to his chest, barely even mentioning the term. 
 
    If this was what shinobi could do without any additional aid, how would Chimaura augment Arik’s usage of these techniques? What benefit did it give? 
 
    Hopefully, he would have an answer soon. 
 
    Creeping along the shrubs, Arik found an opening and pressed through it. He came to a side door and sent his back against the wall as Meosa seeped under the door, checking the other side. 
 
    “No one’s there, and the door appears to be open,” he said upon returning. “Too convenient…” 
 
    With a deep breath out, Arik quietly entered the space, closing the door behind him. He saw a set of stairs leading up, tunnel vision guiding him straight to it. The disciple took the stairs to the second floor, where he found a series of rooms. He crouched in the shadows, waiting for Meosa to perform a preliminary check. 
 
    “It’s the middle door,” he told him once he returned. 
 
    As quiet as ever, Arik crept over to the door and crouched next to it, still going with his training even though the coast was clear.  
 
    Steeling himself once again, Arik opened the door and glided into the room. There were other wooden boxes, but as if Hojo had somehow conjured a spotlight for him, the moonlight coming through the window illuminated the one in the center, the red box.  
 
    Arik quickly approached it, and placed both hands on its side, testing its weight. 
 
    “Good,” he said as he removed his haori cape. He was just wrapping his cape around the box when he sensed something behind him. Arik turned to find the woman in the kitsune mask, a sword pointed at him, her head tilted downward. 
 
    “You…” he whispered as Meosa came alive, striking the kitsune-masked woman with an enormous watery burst. She was shot back into the door, water rushing all around the room. 
 
    “Let’s go, disciple!” Meosa cried. “Get the box, and get to the window!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Meosa shattered the second-floor window with a watery fist, Arik leaping out seconds later, the red box clutched tightly in his hands. The aqueous kami helped him reach the ground, and as soon as he was stable, Arik took off toward the entrance of the manor, his mind wild now, shock, adrenaline, and the tension he was feeling all coming to the disciple at once. 
 
    He just needed to reach the exit, he just needed to get over the wall, he just needed to get back to the inn, where he could piece together what had happened. Why was she there? How had Meosa not noticed her presence? What had Hojo actually asked him to do? 
 
    That was another thing.  
 
    In holding the box, Arik was almost certain that there wasn’t a mask inside, unless it was wrapped, the box seemingly light enough to make him feel that it was filled with paper, or perhaps a scroll. 
 
    The sound of the shattering glass cued guards from another side of the compound, three men with spears appearing, Arik feeling even more panic. 
 
    How am I supposed to fight them? 
 
    “Just get to the wall, disciple!” Meosa told him. “I’ll handle them!” 
 
    One of the guards went down immediately, but it wasn’t from Meosa; it was from a small throwing dagger known as a kunai. A bit wet, the kitsune-masked woman was suddenly gaining on Arik, one of her small throwing daggers quickly meeting the top of his back. 
 
    The pain made him want to laugh, Arik practically fueled by it as he gritted his teeth, knowing that it wouldn’t stop him, that he would make it. 
 
    You can do this… 
 
    But then he saw movement along the top of the wall, several shinobi appearing in their dark-gray robes and black masks. They dropped down to the courtyard and withdrew their blades. 
 
    “Forget the box, disciple,” Meosa said quickly. 
 
    “But the mask,” Arik told him, even though he sensed now that it wasn’t inside. He quickly pried the box open to find… 
 
    No…! 
 
    There were papers inside listing payments and names, Arik knowing without a shadow of a doubt now that Hojo had tricked him. 
 
    There was no Mask of the Fallen. 
 
    A few of the papers scattered into the wind before he could shut the box, the two manor guards quickly taken down by the woman with the kitsune mask. She motioned toward Arik with her sword, the shinobi who had dropped from the walls all turning to him at once. 
 
    “Give them what they want,” Meosa said in a savage way. “Do not be afraid of these false illusionists. They may be the ones that attacked your Academy!” 
 
    Arik slowly withdrew his blade. With his free hand he reached up and retrieved the kunai sticking out of his back, and dropped it on the ground, the pain subsiding almost instantly. 
 
    Rage filled the disciple as he moved forward, only stopping once he recalled the training that Hojo had given him, Arik suddenly stepping back, loosening up. 
 
    Be like water, he reminded himself, even if the man who had taught him this had betrayed him.  
 
    Be like Revivaura. 
 
    There were five shinobi not counting the woman, six opponents in total. Arik also recalled what Combat Master Nankai had said about forcing one’s opponents into a funnel. But how? He was in the wide open courtyard that would soon be filled with more guards by the looks of it. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Meosa asked. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Arik told him as he felt his strength amplify, Meosa adding his power to Arik’s, the aqueous kami feeding off the disciple’s Revivaura. 
 
    The first shinobi approached, bolting toward Arik at a speed that almost reminded him of the blades and the way they used Thunderaura down south. 
 
    Body-Body Initiative, Body Replaces Sword, Arik thought as he boldly pushed his weight forward to address his opponent, driving his own sword deep into the man’s stomach.  
 
    He followed this up by grabbing the back of his neck, transferring some of his back wound to him, the masked shinobi letting out an utterance of pain. His opponent fell, blood now dripping from Arik’s sword onto the stones of the courtyard. 
 
    “Good,” Meosa said. “Four more like that then we will deal with the woman.” 
 
    The masked shinobi hesitated. They exchanged glances and began to back away, the woman stepping forward as smoke began to take shape in the air around her, almost as if a fog had set over the courtyard. 
 
    “Cowards. I’ll drown her before she reaches us.” 
 
    But something happened as she drew closer to him, her form disappearing and Arik’s twelve-year-old sister taking shape.  
 
    He began to backpedal. “Mori?” 
 
    “What is? What is the meaning of this?” Meosa asked, his tone of voice telling Arik that he was seeing something else. 
 
    Suddenly, the kitsune-masked woman stood just inches away from him. 
 
    Before Arik could react, she drove her blade deep into his abdomen and twisted it, Arik gasping in pain at the puncturing of his internal organs. She withdrew her blade, the air filling with the smell of viscera.  
 
    Arik sensed another presence. 
 
    Glancing to his right, his healing power already starting to take effect, the disciple spotted Hojo standing with his blade drawn.  
 
    As always, his conical hat shaded his face, the shinobi all departing now, the kitsune-masked woman running as well, now clutching the red box. 
 
    “You… liar…” Arik told Hojo as he stumbled backward, his hand on his wound.  
 
    “You liar!” Meosa roared for him, the kami now in his homunculus form, Hojo dodging his first attack. “Liar!” 
 
    “Go!” Arik said in a haggard voice as he pointed toward the kitsune-masked woman. It was clear that Hojo wanted the box she had run off with, that he had been set up, Arik officially done with the master illusionist, done with being manipulated. “Go!” 
 
    “You must leave, disciple,” Hojo said carefully as he dropped before the single shinobi that Arik had cut down. The master illusionist produced a dagger and quickly slit the man’s throat, his actions so sudden, so instinctual that it looked as if he had simply dropped down to adjust his boot. “Things have gotten out of hand. I can help you…”  
 
    “That’s what you really wanted, those papers. You lied!” Arik told him, the pain and adrenaline seeming to add fuel to his anger. “Go!” 
 
    Arik sheathed his blade and dragged his feet toward the nearest wall. As soon as he was close, Meosa began to lift him into the air. The two floated over to the other side, where he crossed the moat in darkness, just as a small battalion of guards were coming across the main bridge.  
 
    He never looked back to see if Hojo had actually left. 
 
    Arik no longer cared. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Good for nothing filth of an illusionist,” Meosa said, who was still ranting by the time Arik reached the inn. He needed to get his things, he needed to get as far away from Iga as possible, Arik considering his options in the limp back to the rented room. 
 
    He had less than a week left to get the Mask of the Fallen and head to Mogra. Once he reached Omoto it would be a two-night trip. If he was going to get the mask, he would have to go to Avarga, to the bookseller, which was his only lead. 
 
    But perhaps he didn’t need the mask.  
 
    Perhaps he would just head back south to Omoto, spend some time in the infirmary with Indra and Master Kojiro, people who cared about him, which would give him a little bit of time to figure out how he would win the tournament. He could deal with the shinobi later, and he knew it would be much safer for him across the border, even if the Crimson Realm was the realm of the enemy. 
 
    “I should have known,” Arik said as he sat onto the bed, focusing on the Revivaura around him. Internal bleeding was something he could handle, and his organs had already been repaired. But he still hadn’t completely mended the surface wound, which was going to take a bit of concentration. He was also starting to feel the cruel hand of exhaustion. 
 
    Focus, he told himself, that voice appearing at the back of his head, the nearly invisible watery substance he recognized as Revivaura forming in the air around him. 
 
    “Just let me heal for another moment,” Arik told Meosa, who continued cursing Hojo. 
 
    “Had I known that this was what he was planning, that the supposed illusionist was sending us out as his errand boys, things would have worked out in a radically different way. We could have spent this time actually training. How much combat training did you have? A handful of days? Most of it was deception and infiltration, and sure, it was fun being able to talk to people and play these roles, but it’s not going to help us!” 
 
    Arik removed his clothing, and went for a pair of dark-gray robes that didn’t have a giant bloodstain on the front. Once his robes were on, he packed a few items that he had, including his Coro Pache book, as well as some of the items that Hojo had given him, like the makeup case and his grappling hook.  
 
    Maybe they would come in handy, but at the moment, he had nothing but disdain for the tools. 
 
    Arik brought a candle over to the mirror so he could wash his face. He began scrubbing the dark-gray paint away, feeling shame for what he attempted to do, how far he had strayed from the path. But then he remembered that all of this was necessary, that he wasn’t doing this without a purpose. And in doing so he recalled what happened yet again, back at the Academy, his thoughts jumping to the kitsune-masked woman, Arik finally coming to a realization. 
 
    “I… I know what Chimaura is,” he said suddenly, his eyes wide. 
 
    “What?” Meosa asked. 
 
    “Chimaura. I think…” Arik once again looked at his face in the mirror, at the watery paint that was dripping down his cheeks. 
 
    As he began to loosen his focus, a hint of sadness came to him as his face started to melt away, to morph, something akin to smoke billowing up around him. 
 
    “Disciple…” Meosa said quietly.  
 
    “No, this is what it is. It’s… I can’t believe I didn’t figure it out. I can’t believe you didn’t know!”  
 
    “Disciple…” 
 
    Arik’s face seemingly snapped back into place as he noticed that someone else was standing in the room, the hairs on the back of his neck standing to attention. 
 
    Hojo had come in through an open window. 
 
    “I will tell you everything,” Hojo said hurriedly before either Arik or Meosa could respond. “To the best of my ability. But for now, we need to leave Iga.” 
 
    “You think we’re just going to go with you?” Meosa asked incredulously. “You’re lucky I haven’t drowned you yet!” 
 
    “If we want to reach Mount Osore and have enough time for you to get to Mogra, we need to leave now, tonight.” 
 
    “That’s where the Mask of the Fallen is,” Arik said. 
 
    Hojo nodded. “Finish washing your face, disciple. We will discuss things along the way. And yes…” Something akin to a smile took shape on the master illusionist’s face. “You have discovered one of the more interesting aspects of Chimaura. But there won’t be time now for you to learn more about that particular aspect. We need to focus on the mask now.”  
 
    “You can’t just come in here and—”  
 
    Hojo cut Meosa off. “You did well tonight, disciple. And you likely would have beaten those false shinobi had it not been for her. And I should know, I’m the one that trained her.” The half smile on Hojo’s face turned into a bitter frown. “The woman with the kitsune mask is my daughter.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yokai go where humans don’t.” 
 
      
 
    –A folk saying popular in the mountains around the Jadean city of Moonagwa. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    The woman wearing the kitsune mask was Hojo’s daughter, they were apparently after the same document, and all of it had been a set-up, the Mask of the Fallen where Arik had always assumed it was—Mount Osore. Even if Arik was unsure of where following Hojo would lead him, he was doing so anyway. Once again, something was pushing him in this direction, something was pushing him to follow the master illusionist. 
 
    Due to the nature of their departure, the three had kept quiet, Meosa not putting up the protest that Arik assumed he would once he agreed to leave with Hojo. What was true and what was false? Why did Arik once again feel as if he were being manipulated, even if he stupidly believed that Hojo was actually taking them to Mount Osore now? 
 
    Was this an aspect of Chimaura? Arik might have been in a frenzy back in their rented room, but he had seen his face morphing in the mirror, clearly something that had never happened to him before. But what else was an illusionist able to do with Chimaura? Could they control someone’s thoughts, or greatly influence any situation? 
 
    The two men and the cantankerous kami pressed on, now outside of the city of Iga, lightning bugs adding flashes of neon green to the path they were taking through the woods. The terrain was rough, but nothing that Arik wasn’t used to by this point, nothing that he couldn’t handle.  
 
    He’d been through so much since leaving the Onyx Realm, the disciple hardened into something he could have never predicted, even going as far as learning the ways of an illusionist, situations that would have been trying before seeming easier now. 
 
    He wasn’t the type to dwell on how remarkable his transformation had been, and while he could be sure of himself, Arik was also humble enough to know that he had dipped his foot into something that was much more complicated than he could have ever imagined. The false shinobi made formidable foes, but the woman, Hojo’s daughter, was truly powerful. 
 
    He felt that this was just the tip of the iceberg of what a true illusionist could do. 
 
    “You could actually tell us something while we walked,” Meosa suggested at some point, Hojo continuing through the brush, Arik sensing a slight panic to the way the master illusionist moved. 
 
    “Later, when it is safe.” 
 
    “If we are being tracked, I will kill them before they reach us,” Meosa told him matter-of-factly. 
 
    “You don’t know what they’re capable of, at least some of them,” came Hojo’s reply. 
 
    Arik didn’t have the same butterflies in his stomach that he had back at the compound, but he remained on his guard, aware that a poisoned kunai could come flying out of the forest at any moment, that Hojo himself could be an illusion.  
 
    Is he an illusion? Arik thought as he watched the mysterious man slip around a low-hanging branch. While most people moved through a thicket hacking and forcing their way through, Hojo had a different approach, one of a light touch, almost as if he were trying not to disturb a single stone. 
 
    The disciple didn’t get exhausted as easily as a normal person, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t feel as if he were overwhelmed by all the things he had experienced that night. An hour or so later and he found himself dragging his feet, Meosa offering to take over. 
 
    “I have it from here, disciple,” the aqueous kami said in a kind way.  
 
    Arik felt the rumble of water move over him, and soon, he was keeping up with Hojo’s quick pace, the disciple no longer in control of his body. This came with a meditative aspect to it, Arik able to even close his eyes and simply exist for the time being. 
 
    It felt as if he were lying flat on his back and rushing down a rapidly moving river, even though he was actually using his limbs, Arik giving way completely to Meosa’s unique power. He didn’t know how long he traveled like this—he never truly slept during the process—but he did find himself in a unique mental state in which everything seemed to exist on the periphery. 
 
    Eventually, they came to a stop, Arik blinking his eyes open to find the morning sun was coming up, the disciple surprised that he hadn’t noticed its pink hues on the inside of his eyelids. He yawned. 
 
    “Rest here, disciple,” said the master illusionist as he took a seat on a stump. “We will leave in a few hours, and should reach Mount Osore by nightfall. Do you have the text?”  
 
    “Text?” 
 
    “The Coro Pache book that I’ve seen you studying.” 
 
    Arik sat as well, and rummaged around in his bag for a moment for the book. He opened it to the passage about the Mask of the Fallen, his eyes scanning the text that Hojo was referring to: 
 
      
 
    <Coro Pache War Priest two sword healer Mount Osore flat plane.> 
 
    <One night campsite flames blue starscape voice two.> 
 
    <Living dead swords living gravestones living light death night.> 
 
    <Sea of them see of them be of them Mount Osore calling.> 
 
    <Mask of the Fallen.> 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t been able to make sense of it,” he said as he read it once again. 
 
    “Yes, a riddle of sorts,” Hojo said as he took the book from Arik. “I will read it, and think about it while you rest.” 
 
    “Not so fast, illusionist,” Meosa said, his watery form taking shape, clearly flustered. “You have a lot of explaining to do.” 
 
    “What would you like to know?” 
 
    “The nerve…” Meosa grumbled. 
 
    “The woman in the kitsune mask was your daughter, right?” Arik asked. 
 
    “Yes, that is correct.” 
 
    “Was she who you were searching for in Omoto, back when we first met?” 
 
    Hojo nodded. He removed his conical hat with a slit cut into it and placed it on the ground next to him. “Tayaura was the only student that I have trained after the School of Illusion disbanded. You are now the second.” 
 
    Her name is Tayaura? Arik thought. I’ve never heard a name like that before… Something came to him in that moment, a flash of what had happened back at his Academy. He had battled a woman, right before Master Guri Yarna had shoved him out the window.  
 
    It can’t be… 
 
    “I think…” Arik shook his head. “I think I’ve met her twice, twice before last night.”  
 
    “Twice?” Meosa asked. “Have you gone mad? We met her once in the desert. She left in the middle of the night with the armor that you carried for her.” 
 
    “Back at my academy,” Arik said as he explained yet again what happened during his graduation ceremony, that there was a woman shinobi along with the others. 
 
    “Tayaura would never…” Hojo lowered his head in shame. “I pray that it wasn’t…” 
 
    “Well, she was with these same false shinobi back at the manor,” Meosa said. “So it looks like your prayers have gone unanswered.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it was her; the attacker was wearing the same mask as the others, and it definitely wasn’t stylized like the face of a kitsune. But it was a woman,” Arik said. “What were those documents, anyway? Why are they so important to you?” he asked, referring to the papers in the red box. 
 
    “When we first met, I told you that School of Illusion had disbanded, yet one of the instructors, one of the Hidden Warriors like myself, secretly had the others killed and started his own branch.” 
 
    “You said all that?” Meosa asked. 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    “From now on you need to tell us more,” said the kami, his temper flaring again. “We can’t keep playing these games with you, illusionist.” 
 
    “The Hidden Warrior’s name is Sengum Minamoto. Not only was I looking for him, but I was looking for her, for Tayaura. Those papers are evidence of payment, the businessman named Kugo being the go-between between Nobunaga and Sengum, the leader of these new, false shinobi. He was another reason I was down south, following him, seeing who he met with. This was why I was on my way to Avarga when I first met you. It seemed that Kogu had settled down in one of his estates there, but then he popped up in Iga. Remember that story I told you about Tenzo, the wicked businessman that killed all his competitors? Believe it or not, Kogu is related to him on his mother’s side.” 
 
    “Why would he keep those documents?” 
 
    “They are invoices, some of them ones that have yet to be paid by the Crimson Realm to Sengum Minamoto. My hope was that by finding these documents, I would be able to locate Sengum, and also my daughter.” 
 
    “Then why was she there?” 
 
    “That, I don’t know,” Hojo said. “But if I had gone after her, I would have been able to figure it out.” 
 
    “But you came back to the inn…” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, disciple.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should have been honest with us to begin with,” Meosa said, not buying Hojo’s act. “You clearly are capable of stealing your own paperwork, and must have checked it out beforehand.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Then why did you send the disciple? Why tell us that this man had somehow come into possession of the Mask of the Fallen?” 
 
    “It was meant to be part of your training, truly. The experience of lifting an item from a guarded compound is one that I felt would benefit you. I knew you could do it, and you would have done it had it not been for the interference of Tayaura and those false shinobi.” 
 
    “So that’s your reasoning?” Meosa asked. “You were trying to locate this old mate of yours, the one that has heightened the iniquity of the School of Illusion, and at the same time figure out where your daughter was?” 
 
    “Something like that, yes,” Hojo said, in his typical, slightly elusive answering style. “To hear that she may have been part of the assault on the Academy of Healing Arts…” Once again he shook his head. “I hope that this isn’t the case, I truly hope so.” 
 
    “She was kind to me out in the desert,” said Arik, “to both of us.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself, disciple,” Meosa told him. 
 
    “She never said anything, but she did offer me shelter and fed me.”  
 
    “After you saved her. And if I recall, and indeed I do, for a moment there it seemed like she was going to attack you. I knew she was trouble, knew it!” Meosa laughed bitterly. “And to find out she’s related to you…” 
 
    “I don’t know why she would have been that far south,” Hojo admitted. “But that isn’t something that we are going to be able to figure out here. I believe I told you what you wanted to know.” 
 
    “Not all of it,” said Arik. “I want to know more about Chimaura. Now that I have experienced it to some degree, I would like to know more.” 
 
    “Yes, Chimaura…” Hojo glanced up at the foliage above, light filtering toward them in wispy columns. “I’ll tell you what, disciple. Make it through the tournament without dying and seek me out afterward. Only then will I teach you about Chimaura. For now, your focus should be on the Mask of the Fallen. It exists, you know, the kami can tell you that,” Hojo said as he placed a hand on the book that Arik had given him. “But you don’t have long to retrieve it if you plan to make it back to Mogra in time for the tournament. Rest for now. Give me some time to read and try to decipher this text. Perhaps I’ll find us something to eat around here as well.” 
 
    Once again, Arik found himself nodding. He also noticed that he was starting to grow sleepy as if Hojo had snapped his fingers and commanded he fall into a deep slumber. 
 
    Soon, he was out cold. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next day was defined by a long journey with little talk, one fueled by berries and edible roots that Hojo had gathered while Arik had been sleeping. Try as he might, Hojo was no closer to deciphering the meaning behind the cryptic Mask of the Fallen text, but he did appear to have a plan in mind, one that he claimed could only happen once they reached Mount Osore. 
 
    There came a point in which Arik could actually see the mountain in the distance, the disciple not sure of how far out it was. This was about midday, the three continuing on as Meosa occasionally commented on a variety of things, from changes in the appearance of the Jade Realm—which he thought seemed to be more heavily forested than it was during his time—to various snide comments about illusionists and how he felt entirely responsible for letting Hojo’s trickery slip by them. 
 
    As always, the master illusionist didn’t engage the kami. 
 
    As they grew closer to the start of Mount Osore, the forest seemed to fold back, the terrain growing rockier, much of the surfaces cast in shades of silver and white. It was the sort of stone that Arik was used to in the north, the opposite of the geological features of the south with its rusty colors and golden pink hues. 
 
    They came to a cliff that held court over a lake seemingly carved into a high plateau, Mount Osore reflecting down onto the surface of the water. From what Arik could tell, the famed mountain was devoid of trees, a bleak moonscape of jagged rocks, the only peak that didn’t seem to have snow on it.  
 
    He also noticed something else while standing near the edge of the cliff. There were bubbling sulfur hot springs below, the air filled with the stink of rotten egg, steam rising from some of the cracks in the rocks. It didn’t seem like a pleasant place. 
 
    “We are here,” Hojo said, breaking what felt like a vow of silence in his announcement. 
 
    “Here? Mount Osore is still miles and miles away,” Meosa said, his form just slightly tangible, the setting sun cutting through it and creating something akin to light through stained glass on the rocky surface beneath them. 
 
    “We aren’t going to Mount Osore, not exactly,” Hojo said. 
 
    “But the Mask of the Fallen…” 
 
    “We need to find an itako. Be on the lookout for one, kami.” 
 
    “An itako?” Meosa seemed to slink away at the mention of this word that Arik had never heard before. 
 
    “If we find one of the local itakos, they should know what to do. Osorezan Jizo Festival happens every summer, a few weeks from now, actually. They should be preparing.”  
 
    “What is an itako?” Arik asked. 
 
    “An itako is an old word used for a female medium, a shaman of sorts, unique to this area,” said Hojo. 
 
    “If someone can speak to the dead around here, maybe…” Arik didn’t finish the statement. This journey wasn’t about another chance for him to see his family or his teacher. It was about obtaining the Mask of the Fallen. 
 
    As if he had sensed the disciple’s realization, Hojo continued: “An itako will understand the passage, I assure both of you. We just need to find one, and that shouldn’t be too hard considering they live in the area below, by the water.” 
 
    Arik took another look down at the lake. It didn’t seem that inhabitable. 
 
    “There isn’t much alive here aside from a particular kind of fish that seems to thrive in the acidic water of the lake. A perfect place to call home, right? Come, let’s see if any itako are about.” Hojo turned to Arik, and tilted his chin up, just a bit of sun creating a wedge on his face. “One more thing, disciple: do not be alarmed by the way they look. An itako won’t harm you.” 
 
    With that, the master illusionist seemed to step directly over the side of the cliff, Arik feeling a rush in his chest until he saw that Hojo had found another rock, and from there another, his descent toward the lake accompanied by his usual mystic flair.  
 
    “I’ll keep you from falling,” Meosa assured Arik as he took the same path as Hojo.  
 
    Soon, they were amidst the bubbling springs below, the smell overwhelming until they came to a flat stretch of rocky surface made tolerable by blooming rhododendron bushes, the pale pink of the flower something Arik wasn’t expecting. He spotted a hut near the shoreline of the lake, and about the time he did, a woman who was hunched over with straw hanging off her shoulders scurried toward it, seemingly appearing out of nowhere. 
 
    “Ah!” Meosa shouted, surprised by her appearance, the aqueous kami quickly hushed by Hojo, who brought a single finger to his mouth. The master illusionist waited for the woman to come out of her hut, one made of canvas and kept grounded by large stones.  
 
    When she didn’t, he motioned for Arik to follow him. 
 
    This is so bizarre, Arik thought as he grew closer to the hut, noticing the fish bones on the ground and several weatherbeaten crates kept shut by polished stones. 
 
    Hojo cautiously approached the hut. “Mother,” he called out, “we mean you no harm. We come here seeking knowledge, and are prepared to offer you whatever you would like.” 
 
    “The festival isn’t for another few weeks,” said an older woman, an edge to her voice that was borderline haggard. 
 
    “We aren’t here for relatives; we are here for something else,” Hojo told her. 
 
    “…Something else?” 
 
    “We are here for the Mask of the Fallen.” 
 
    The woman didn’t respond; Arik attempted to exchange glances with Hojo while they waited, but the master illusionist never looked away from the door of her hut, and soon, it slowly began to open. 
 
    “Why would you seek such an object?” came the woman’s voice, slightly louder now that the door was open. She still hadn’t revealed her face, but Arik could see a hint of the setting sun reflecting off her eyes, which looked bleached to some degree. 
 
    “Something tragic has happened, and this may be one of the only ways to address it,” Hojo explained. “I have with me a well-trained disciple, perhaps the last of his kind.” 
 
    “So it is true, then?” the woman asked. “A war is coming.” 
 
    “It is true. What others have told you about the impending wars is most certainly true,” Hojo told her. 
 
    “Others? The only ones I’ve spoken to are the dead, son, but they know, and they have told me more than…” She seemed to shrink away, and was on the verge of shutting the door when Hojo stopped her. 
 
    “We come here seeking your help, mother; we come here to right the wrongs of the recent past.” 
 
    “So many wrongs…” the itako murmured in almost a singsong way. “So many wrongs. Who are you?” she asked, her voice suddenly with the edge to it again. 
 
    “I am Hojo, a former Hidden Warrior.” 
 
    “Not the last of your kind…” 
 
    “No, mother, I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “And the disciple is with you, yes?” 
 
    Is she blind? Arik thought as he saw her eyes for a second time, noticing once again that they had an almost opal hue to them. The strands of her hair were so thick over her face that he still couldn’t make out her features, but he could see just the tip of her nose, and the start of a set of sharp yellow teeth. 
 
    Hojo glanced at Arik and nodded toward the woman. 
 
    “I am Arik Dacre, a disciple of the Academy of Healing Arts, a practitioner of the Divine Branch of Wound Transfer.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said carefully. “And the third of you? Announce yourself.” 
 
    “I am Meosa, and if anyone is going to be giving orders around here, it is me, itako,” he said, his form surging to life. “I am an entity to be respected, one who has been caged away for the last five hundred years, and am of the potentially foolish belief that our disciple here may be the next War Priest. How is that for an introduction? Need I say any more? Come out of that hut, shaman woman, and tell us what we need to know.” 
 
    Arik was just about to scold Meosa when the door flung open, the woman cackling as she popped out of the hut, spry for her age with a wild smile on her face, her blackened clothing tattered and the ends of her cloak wet from the lake. “A mouthy kami at that! I suppose that you have found the passage about the Mask of the Fallen and don’t know how to interpret it, yes?” 
 
    “That is right, mother,” Hojo said, the master illusionist bowing his head.  
 
    “Well, you are in luck. I am fairly certain of the passage you possess, and should be able to interpret for you, but tonight isn’t the night. No,” she said, growing serious as she took her chin up at the sky. “Tonight is a bad night to communicate with the spirit world. But tomorrow night should be fine,” she said quickly, her voice filling with glee once again. “In the meantime, you can help me gather things around here. You’ll need to start fasting in the morning, and you will need to ingest the poison shortly after breakfast.” 
 
    “Poison?” Arik asked. 
 
    The woman turned in his direction, her withered face frightening yet calming at the same time. “Yes, I didn’t think about that. It will be hard for someone like you to prevent yourself from instinctually healing, won’t it?” 
 
    Arik shook his head. “No, it’s something I can do,” he said, recalling his imprisonment by the slavers, how he had to go for days with severed fingers and numerous wounds. “If it’s what it takes to get the Mask of the Fallen, I can do it.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Life and death exist within one another.” 
 
      
 
    –A quote often attributed to the first itako to host the Osorezan Jizo Festival, Year 758, and remembered yearly at every festival since.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    According to Hojo, all of the itako were female and nameless, a feature they took on once they accepted the role as a medium. This wasn’t the first time since leaving the Academy of Healing Arts that the disciple had encountered something he had never heard of, and unlike the other times, when he had been more inquisitive, Arik Dacre simply went with it now. 
 
    The custom, the ritual, the reasoning behind what they were set to do—all of it. 
 
    The next day came, the morning sun with a ghastly hue to it as it reflected off the surface of the acidic lake before them, Mount Osore in the distance, its peak obscured by lavender clouds.  
 
    Arik sat with his robes off even though it was cold, his head bent forward as the itako waved smoke in his face, Hojo next to him, also in his underpants, and in the same position. The itako had briefed them on what would happen throughout the day, starting with the sunrise. The ritual would press into the night, and as it did, the Symphony of Souls, as she called it, would begin. 
 
    I hope this works, Arik thought, remembering her explanation of what would happen next, how utterly bizarre it was. Hojo had read the passage to her last night, the one from the Coro Pache book. She seemed to understand immediately what it meant, and while she didn’t go into detail about it, the itako explained the ritual and what it would be like in the end. 
 
    The medium had also warned the two of them of what could happen if the ritual went wrong. 
 
    “I think I’ll stay over here,” Meosa said, the kami a few feet away from them, hovering in his water form.  
 
    Arik didn’t blame him. The smoke that the itako was now waving in his face was making him feel delirious, his environment already starting to shift, elongate in strange ways. 
 
    Don’t heal yourself… 
 
    As the first ritual ended the second began, which had both Hojo and Arik eating fermented flower bulbs that the itako had been saving for the upcoming festival. Their flavor triggered his gag reflexes.  
 
    He swallowed them down and pressed on. Arik wasn’t going to let an upset stomach stop him now. 
 
    The poison came next, through a weed that grew along the shoreline of the acidic lake. The weed was a survivor, just like the fish, and for that matter the itako, the plant yellow and bitter. Its effects were almost immediate once in his stomach, mixing with whatever was released by the fermented flower bulbs. 
 
    Arik’s skin felt prickly.  
 
    Subtle at first, but then increasingly noticeable as his arms and legs went numb, as his vision started to splinter. 
 
    “How are you doing, disciple?” the woman asked, seated and swaying as if she were slowly being possessed. 
 
    “Well…” He blinked his eyes open. Arik didn’t know how long he had been out, but it seemed much later now.  
 
    Have I been asleep? he thought. 
 
    “Now he decides to wake up,” Meosa said, confirming Arik’s suspicion. 
 
    “It’s a fascinating sensation, isn’t it?” the woman asked. “It feels as if you’re awake, but you are actually in a state of revelry. And you, illusionist? How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’ve been better, mother.” Hojo tilted his chin up, his conical hat falling back. A pained expression took shape on his face, something that Arik had never seen before. He gingerly reached around and took his disheveled hat, which he placed back on his head, his shoulders hunching forward. “I’ve… been better.” 
 
    He’s suffering alongside me… Arik thought, a newfound appreciation for the master illusionist blooming within him.  
 
    Hojo had joined him in the ceremony based on the itako’s interpretation of the cryptic War Priest text, Arik glad that Hojo had taken the journey to the mountain with him.  
 
    The itako began chanting and singing, her voice garbled, the woman speaking an old language that was no longer in usage. Everything around Arik blurred, and as he focused on the older woman, he saw that she was etching out characters in the white sand that lined the shoreline of the lake, the ancient petroglyphs of the Jade Realm. 
 
    Since when was she wearing a mask? he thought as he noticed the covering over the woman’s face, one akin to the square hats they wore in Mogra but rounded on top, something slightly devilish about it. This coupled with the straw jutting off her shoulders like the mane of a lion, and her long nails, produced a demonic image that initially made Arik recoil. 
 
    But then he remembered that she was trying to help, and doing so without anything in exchange. All she had asked for last night was for Hojo and Arik to gather some cordwood that someone had dropped off about a mile away. That was it. They had done so quickly, and by the time they returned she had already fired up a few fish, the medium gleefully feeding them. 
 
    And thus far, she had lived up to her promise, the itako chanting herself into a trance, everything around Arik starting to have a watery layer to it. The disciple came to recognize something he had seen long ago in one of his trials.  
 
    The world, and everything in it, is made of chi… 
 
    Revivaura, Chimaura, Thunderaura… 
 
    These are just interpretations… 
 
    Therefore… 
 
    Arik glanced down at his hand and noticed the spark of electricity, his eyes going wide as it fizzled into smoke that melted away as if water had been poured over it. 
 
    “We continue,” the woman said, now standing before Arik and beating a drum. The startling sounds seemed to echo much longer than they should have, but soon he felt as if he had matched his heartbeat to the percussive noise, Arik nodding along, the disciple barely hearing the woman telling him to breathe, to refrain from healing. 
 
    “Resist the urge…” 
 
    (Resist the urge.) 
 
    And so it continued, the woman seemingly drumming and chanting for hours, late afternoon setting in before she had them eat another round of flower bulbs and yellow weeds.  
 
    Hojo gestured as if he were going to vomit.  
 
    He even bent over, spit dripping down his lips, when he stopped himself. The master illusionist sucked in a deep breath and made a grunting sound, gritting his teeth as he lowered his face forward far enough that it eventually touched the ground, his conical hat once again pressed off the crown of his head.  
 
    He stayed there like that for a long time.  
 
    The ritual inched onward. 
 
    Light danced on the surface of the lake in iridescent columns, bright colors that as far as Arik knew didn’t even exist, everything spiraling away. Once again, he resisted the urge to heal himself as the woman began smacking both of them on the back with a switch, the disciple hardly noticing her actions. 
 
    He heard Meosa’s voice at some point, the kami concerned for his well-being, but Arik managed to convince him that he was fine. 
 
    The pain pushed him to the point of slumber once again, Arik giving over to it, his dreams hot flashes rimmed in flames. He came to just about the time the sun had set, Arik’s entire body numb. He managed to tilt his head to the side to see Hojo, who still had his forehead on the ground, his legs crossed beneath him. Barely breathing. 
 
    Arik made to reach out for him, but when he did something else took shape, someone moved between them. He brought his hand back suddenly, the itako, who’d been seated before speaking: “It has begun,” she said, her mask off again, eyes blazing white. “Illusionist, disciple. Are you ready?” 
 
    Arik squinted at the woman for a moment as another person moved past her toward the lake, someone whose form was almost translucent. 
 
    A spirit… 
 
    “I think…” he said, his throat parched. “Ready.” 
 
    “Ready,” said Hojo as he slowly sat up. 
 
    “Soon, your spirits will begin to leave your body,” the itako said. “Nod if you can hear me.” 
 
    Arik nodded, and he assumed Hojo did the same. 
 
    “According to your text, it must be night, there must be two of you, and there must be a campsite.” A fire blazed behind her as she stood, their two weapons stabbed into the ground in front of it. 
 
    Did we do that? Arik wondered, vaguely remembering that at some point in the morning they had both done something with their weapons. He also tried to remember the cryptic passage, the words coming to him as quickly as they dissipated. 
 
    …Coro Pache War Priest two sword healer Mount Osore flat plane. One night campsite flames blue starscape voice two. Living dead swords living gravestones living light death night. Sea of them see of them be of them Mount Osore calling. Mask of the Fallen… 
 
    It was beyond him how she had so readily interpreted the text, but here they were, and it was clear something was happening. 
 
    “The spirits will gather, and as they do you will join them.” The itako motioned toward another passing body, Arik realizing yet again that he was looking at a ghost. “Remember what I told you. Retrieve the mask, and return. Or perish.” She peered up at the sky, stars just beginning to take shape. “It won’t be long now.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hojo was the first to stand, only it wasn’t his physical body that stood; something else lifted out of his form and took a few steps forward before Arik noticed it. Breathing heavily now, everything around him starting to fade, Arik began to notice his own separation, starting with the absence of the tingling sensation he had been feeling earlier, a cry at the back of his head to not let go, to hold on. 
 
    But he pushed forward anyway, more spirits swaying around the two as they dragged their feet toward the lake, toward Mount Osore. His first few steps were the hardest, but then it became easier, Arik glancing back at his physical body to see it lurched forward. 
 
    Am I… dead? 
 
    He could see Meosa as well through the glint of the fire, and from what he could tell the kami seemed to be pacing, his form held in a very nervous way.  
 
    “Go, disciple, follow the illusionist…” came the itako’s voice. The old woman was seated once again on the periphery, her eyes blazing white, her head rolled back, palms open wide to the night’s sky. 
 
    Arik glanced back toward the lake to see that Hojo was nearing its shoreline.  
 
    He caught up with the master illusionist, whose features were semi-opaque, the ends of his robes beating in a nonexistent wind. There were countless spirits around them now of all ages, and as soon as Hojo stepped forward, his foot grazing the surface of the water, Arik did the same. 
 
    There was no sensation tied to his actions now, all of that somewhere behind him, in the tangible world, and his body.  
 
    Don’t look around, Arik reminded himself, which had been one of the itako’s key points when going over the ritual last night and earlier that morning. As soon as he looked around, he would see people he was familiar with.  
 
    It happened every time, according to her. 
 
    Still, the urge to see his mother and father one more time, his sister Mori Ehara, his two instructors, Nankai and Guri Yarna, Jinmo, was ever present. To resist the urge, Arik simply looked down at his feet, noticing that they were barely visible, a faint light rimming his form. 
 
    He continued over the water, Hojo next to him, the swell of spirits around them growing the further they got away from the campfire, from their seemingly dead bodies. Looking up to Mount Osore made him realize where everyone was going, a halo of light swirling around its peak, an enormous stairwell taking shape. 
 
    But Hojo and Arik didn’t take the floating stairs.  
 
    Instead, they shifted around it, once again following the itako’s directions. It became darker behind the celestial stairwell, and the spirits present here were different than the crowd from before, these lost souls deformed and half submerged in the water, all with hideous faces. 
 
    Don’t look around, Arik reminded himself as he once again tilted his gaze toward the surface of the water, where he saw that his own features were starting to turn a light blue, Hojo’s as well. 
 
    Tendrils of this same pale blue light formed into a striking blue sigil, Hojo stopping before it. As Arik reached it, a pedestal of water began to materialize. 
 
    The Mask of the Fallen, Arik thought as the black mask took shape.  
 
    He glanced at Hojo and wished he hadn’t once he saw that the master illusionist’s face was starting to peel back, some of his bone exposed, a single eye watching the proceedings through the slit of his beat-up conical hat. 
 
    Arik nodded and returned his focus to the Mask of the Fallen. He reached for the legendary item, and as his fingers grazed its surface he felt a shift deep within him, akin to having all the air punched out of him.  
 
    The pedestal began to sink back into the water, the mask now in Arik’s hand. 
 
    He gasped, and as he did Arik and Hojo were tugged back toward the illuminated stairwell. It was only when he looked down that he saw that he was now holding the black mask with its white teeth.  
 
    Must… return… 
 
    Once again relying on the itako’s information, Arik began to walk backwards, spirits passing through him as he tightly gripped the Mask of the Fallen. He tried to keep his gaze down, but then he saw… 
 
    No… 
 
    Arik’s mother reached out for him, and while he didn’t feel anything in his body considering it was back along the shoreline, he did notice change within him, a desire to go to her. 
 
    But then he saw Hojo out of the corner of his eye, his head bent forward, the master illusionist still walking backward. 
 
    Follow… Hojo… 
 
    Arik looked away from his mother and focused once again on the Mask of the Fallen as he took a few more steps backward, matching the master illusionist’s pace.  
 
    The black mask would only cover the bottom half of his face, but its wicked teeth and flared nostrils told him immediately how he would look in it, how the mask would be affixed to his head through a pair of long, purple straps that would tie just above the back of his neck.  
 
    This was who he was now, Arik sure of it, he just had to make it back to the shoreline, to his waiting body. He just needed to claim his prize. 
 
    Hojo became his inspiration, the master illusionist seeming to sob as he continued to walk backward, his shoulders moving up and down, the skin that had been torn away from his arms and his face starting to reform one layer at a time. 
 
    Was this a result of Hidden Warrior Sickness? Was this what Hojo had once referred to in a moment of honesty? 
 
    The itako’s chanting grew louder, the campfire reflecting off the surface of the water in orange arcs, the spirits moving toward Mount Osore thinning. 
 
    Arik and Hojo reached the shoreline, and as they did both men fell backward into their bodies, the disciple coming awake with a gasp.  
 
    What felt like a pail of cold water was tossed into his face, which had a way of snapping him out of his transforming hallucination, Meosa’s voice reaching him as well. 
 
    “Disciple, say something!” 
 
    As he slowly became aware of what was happening, including the itako now fanning smoke along the periphery, Arik felt something in his hands. 
 
    He looked down to see the Mask of the Fallen. 
 
    Arik had truly done it.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Five. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It takes over a thousand days of training to forge a blade, and another thousand days of training to refine one, yet a fight is decided in the time it takes for a hummingbird to clap its wings. Such an utter pity.” 
 
      
 
    –Combat Master Rai Dalanzad from his battle treaty The Three Rings, Third Edition, Yoshimura Books, Year 1429, Page 68.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Arik Dacre didn’t dare try on the Mask of the Fallen that night. He waited until the next morning, glad to be able to get some rest, the disciple absolutely exhausted after the previous day’s ritual. As he had the previous night, he slept outside under the stars, using some bedding that the itako provided to both Hojo and him. 
 
    He did remember one thing upon waking at some point late that night.  
 
    The sky had morphed from a deep purple color to a dark-green one, and in sitting up for just a moment looking out at Mount Osore, Arik could have sworn that he saw the mystic staircase leading to the top yet again, the disciple remembering in that brief moment everything that had happened during his time in the spirit realm. 
 
    What he had experienced was something that most in Taomoni could hardly fathom, a fact not lost on him as he slowly got to his feet the next morning and washed his face with a pail of cold water, as he had been instructed to do by the itako. 
 
    The shaman woman was now seated on a stone not far from the shoreline, Hojo with her, hatless for once, almost no indication of what he experienced alongside Arik last night aside from a hint of sleepiness to his gray eyes. 
 
    “I’m glad that you are taking it away from here,” the old woman said as she gestured to a place in front of her for Arik to sit. He did so, the Mask of the Fallen now in his lap. “It has been poisoning this lake for some time. You should be proud of what you accomplished. Both of you should be.” 
 
    “Thank you, mother,” Hojo told her, Arik bowing his head. Meosa, whose water form floated off to the right of the itako, nodded in agreement. He hadn’t said much to Arik since the disciple had returned to his body last night, Meosa actually giving him some peace and quiet for once. 
 
    A fish jumped out of the water, and struck the surface again, the old woman smiling at Arik. “See what I mean? They are happy that the cursed mask is no longer with us.” 
 
    Arik ran his hand along the contours of the Mask of the Fallen, recalling what he had already learned about it, that it had been worn by a warrior in the eighth century who coated the mask in his fallen opponents’ blood, which, according to what Arik had read, had imbued it with the darker aspect of Thunderaura. Running his fingers along the surface of the mask made it seem as if it were ordinary, nothing mystical about it, no immediate power discernible. 
 
    “Let’s test it out and get on our way,” Hojo said. “It will take us about two days to reach Omoto, and then you will need to leave immediately for Mogra. It’s going to be tight, but I believe you will get there the night before the tournament starts. There should still be time to sign up, and if not…” Hojo offered Arik one of his rare smiles. “Perhaps you could use some of the skills I taught you to put yourself on the list.” 
 
    “You’re not coming to Mogra?” Arik asked as he looked up at the master illusionist. 
 
    “No. Omoto is as far as I will go, but I will get you there safely, and I will secure your passage to Mogra.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, looking away, not wanting Hojo to see that he was disappointed in his reply. He knew this day would come at some point, and it could have come sooner considering their near fallout back in Iga. It was expected, and Arik knew that the journey which lay ahead was his, and his alone. 
 
    “Prepare your sword,” Hojo said. He walked a few paces away from where they had been sitting and found a flat stretch of rock in front of the lake. Hojo withdrew his blade, his gray hair beating in the wind behind him. 
 
    Arik returned to his supplies and found his weapon, which he attached in the belt loop of his robes. He joined Hojo, sensing Meosa’s presence with them as well. 
 
    “I need to know what this feels like too,” the kami told him. 
 
    “Put the mask on and see what it does,” Hojo told him.  
 
    “From what I’ve read, it connects the tip of the sword to the fastest way to kill your opponent.” 
 
    “What you’ve read and what you may experience can often be two different things, disciple. Prepare your sword,” Hojo said again. 
 
    Arik brought the mask to his face, ignoring the light from the morning sun dancing along the subtle waves of the lake, the apprehension he was feeling, and how poised Hojo looked, the master illusionist ready for anything.  
 
    Arik placed the mask on and began to tie it behind his head, feeling a sudden warmth as soon as it was on securely. The poison hit him, a maniacal laugh at the back of Arik’s head as it did so. But he stopped the sensation before it could advance, his limbs trembling for just a moment, his natural healing capacity, his growing command over Revivaura, stopping the poisoning dead. 
 
    The faint laughter stopped. 
 
    “Well, disciple?” Meosa asked. 
 
    Arik put his hands on the grip of his sword and removed it from his scabbard, noticing that his blade seemed to spark in a way, a red bead of energy appearing on Hojo’s throat, one that was connected to the tip of his sword. 
 
    “Do you see it?” Hojo asked.  
 
    “Can you see it?” 
 
    “I can’t see anything aside from what is normally…” Hojo’s eyes went wide. “Oh, oh my.” 
 
    “What is it?” Arik asked, noticing that his sword suddenly felt ravenous. It wasn’t shaking or anything, but he could feel the urge to fight, to draw blood in a way that he’d never noticed before. 
 
    “I can see it,” Hojo said. 
 
    “I can’t see anything,” said Meosa, “and I know the itako can’t. She’s blind.” 
 
    “Not as blind as you think, kami!” the itako said as she hobbled over to them. “And the reason you can see it, illusionist, is because of your command over Chimaura. Surely, you’ve figured this out by now.” 
 
    “Yes, that would make sense,” said Hojo with a short nod. “Is the mask communicating with you?” 
 
    “Just some laughter at the back of my head or…” Arik slowly lowered his weapon. “Somewhere. I can’t explain it.” 
 
    “Do you feel its poison?” the itako asked. 
 
    “No effect,” Arik said, humbly correcting himself. “At first I felt it, but now I don’t. It isn’t strong enough to truly disturb me.” 
 
    “Heh. You are very fortunate then,” said the itako, her white eyes gleaming for a second. “Or should I say, you are very blessed. That mask will make you stronger than you have ever been before. You know that, right? At least if the legend holds true. It doesn’t miss, but only if you follow its trajectory.” 
 
    “What about my training?” Arik asked Hojo. 
 
    “Your training still stands, you could always use more. You have to have an opening for the Mask of the Fallen to help you. Notice that my sword is down,” Hojo said, Arik now confirming that his weapon was at his side. The string of red energy connecting the tip of his blade to Hojo’s throat diminished as soon as the master illusionist brought his sword up. 
 
    “There was a change.” 
 
    “Just as I suspected,” said Hojo. “I can’t believe that I can see it as well. It looks like someone is pointing a torch at me or better, reflecting light from a mirror.” 
 
    “Is it blinding?” Arik asked. 
 
    “No, nothing like that, but the tip of your sword shouldn’t be as bright as it is. I can’t see your trajectory, but I do notice something different about your weapon, which shouldn’t be the case, considering your sword isn’t that remarkable.” 
 
    “How did you know that it would reduce visibility then?” Meosa asked. “You act as if you’ve seen the mask before.” 
 
    “A guess, kami. A good one too, it seems.” 
 
    “Lucky guess,” Meosa said with a huff. 
 
    “We need to test it.” An idea came to Hojo. “Kami. Let’s have the disciple test it on you.” 
 
    Meosa scoffed at the suggestion. “Test it on me? Do I look like cryptomeria wood?” 
 
    “A sword won’t kill you, will it?” 
 
    “It never has in the past.” 
 
    “I just want him to know what it’s like to wield the weapon while wearing the Mask of the Fallen, if it gives him any other advantages,” Hojo explained. 
 
    “It will,” said the itako, “but it may not come on immediately. There may be a period of static between you and the mask.” 
 
    “Yes,” Hojo said as he stepped aside. “Regardless, you’re up, kami.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m doing this…”  
 
    Arik felt some rumbling in his body as Meosa separated from him, the aqueous kami floating a good twenty feet away and replacing Hojo, who stepped off to the side, the beam of energy connecting Arik’s blade to Hojo fading away. 
 
    “The energy is no longer there.” 
 
    “As I suspected,” said Hojo. “See if it does anything with the strength of your strikes. Perhaps you need to be facing a human for it to work. Testing is in order.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” Arik asked the aqueous kami. 
 
    Meosa formed into a massive shield. “Hit me with everything you’ve got, disciple.” 
 
    Arik shot forward, and brought his blade around, noticing no difference in his swing. He cut through the water, nothing augmented about his strike. 
 
    “Ah. As I suspected. It will require further testing, but unfortunately…” Hojo glanced up at the sky, the master illusionist squinty in the direction of the sun. “You’re going to have to test in the field. We need to get moving. Thank you, mother, for everything you have done here,” he told the itako. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” said Arik as he sheathed his blade. He turned to the older woman and bowed, the Mask of the Fallen still on his face. 
 
    Even though she seemed blind, there was now a hint of hesitation in her eyes. “Please, disciple, the mask. It would probably be best if you don’t wear it in public settings. Those of us that are more attuned to the spiritual world, like myself, can sense what it is. And there’s always a chance that someone clever will know what it is, which could put you in harm’s way.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said Hojo. “It’s best that you keep the mask hidden until it is absolutely necessary for you to wear it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    How they made it to Omoto so quickly was something that could be attributed to Hojo’s nonstop pace, little conversation, and the master illusionist’s knowledge of the wooded and mountainous terrain of the Jade Realm. 
 
    It had taken two days, and during that time Arik had continued to go over the lessons he had learned from Hojo, only trying on the Mask of the Fallen one additional time, earlier that morning, the sudden sensation of being poisoned dissipating almost immediately. 
 
    He had to keep in mind what Hojo had told him, that an opening had to actually be present, and that sense of bloodlust Arik got when wearing the mask could make maneuvers such as the Autumn Leaves Strike much harder to pull off. 
 
    But there was little time for practice. 
 
    Arik needed to get to Mogra in time to sign up for the tournament, the disciple hoping that he wouldn’t have to rely on his recently acquired illusionist techniques to add his name to the roster.  
 
    The outskirts of Omoto when coming in from the east were quite different than coming from the west. The disciple saw the border city in a new light, the Jadean side of the city much more welcoming, men and women in conical hats riding out on horses, merchants moving their wares in big sacks thrown over their shoulders, the commotion of it all. 
 
    “We will get you to the caravan heading south and then part ways,” Hojo told him, the master illusionist turning to Arik, just a bit of his face visible in a wedge of triangular light. “It shouldn’t be much longer now, disciple.” 
 
    “I need to do something before I go to the Crimson Realm,” Arik told him.  
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I can’t go like this,” he said as he motioned to the clothing that he was wearing. 
 
    Hojo nodded, impressed. “You are right, you can’t. I suppose we could visit the market.” 
 
    “I already have Crimson clothing,” Arik told him. “It’s being held at the infirmary near the stadium.” 
 
    “Yes, the stadium. Let’s head there first.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, disciple,” Meosa said privately as they passed in front of a bakery, the three taking the alley that Master Kojiro had pointed out to Arik a little less than a month ago, “but I’m going to miss the master illusionist. Not that I’m saying I like him or anything, don’t get the wrong idea, but at least when he’s around, I know that there is someone else to take the brunt of whatever attack you may have coming your way.” 
 
    There had been many times over the last month that Arik had doubted Hojo, and there had almost been a time in which he had parted ways with him altogether. But Hojo had proven something to the disciple back at Mount Osore, that deep within his deception was a man of his word. He had shown Arik a number of new things, and had even volunteered his own life to help him acquire the Mask of the Fallen. 
 
    Arik couldn’t forget that, and he would be lying to himself if he said that he wasn’t intrigued by the teachings of the School of Illusion, the disciple wishing that Hojo had explained more about Chimaura to him, especially after Arik had witnessed the unique power in action. 
 
    His face had morphed back in Iga. He’d witnessed it first hand, and it was something the disciple couldn’t forget. There was clearly much more to understanding chi, perhaps beyond the three most common interpretations of Chimaura, Revivaura, and Thunderaura. 
 
    Clearly. 
 
    As it had been the last time he had visited, the infirmary’s entrance seemed almost flush with the side of the stadium, no indication really of what it was on the other side of the door. Hojo stepped off to the side, his hat obscuring his face as he nodded at Arik, letting him know in his own way that he would be waiting outside. 
 
    “Always the mysterious stranger, right?” Meosa asked as Arik entered the infirmary to find Indra the nursemaid washing some of Master Kojiro’s surgery tools in a basin. There were only two patients in the front-facing office, both of whom were asleep, Indra smiling as she looked up at the disciple. 
 
    “Disciple Arik,” she said as she immediately wiped her hands. “Something has changed about you.” She approached Arik and examined him further. “Yes, something…” 
 
    “It’s been quite a journey,” was all he said. 
 
    She waited for him to speak more about it, but he didn’t. Hojo had taught him better. 
 
    “In that case, I suppose you’re here for your clothing?” 
 
    “I am. If I could have a few words with Master Kojiro as well.” 
 
    “Yes,” Meosa said so only Arik could hear, “where is that raggedy little tanuki?” 
 
    “He stepped out for the day,” Indra told Arik. “He went on a hike, believe it or not. He does that from time to time, just needs a breath of fresh air. Normally, I’d join him, but I decided to stay around and take care of a few tasks before enjoying a long nap. It has been months since I had one.” She yawned playfully. “I’ve earned it.”  
 
    “I’m sure you have.” 
 
    “Come, I’ll lead you to your things.” 
 
    Indra guided Arik up a flight of stairs to the room that he had stayed in for three nights upon first arriving in Omoto, something that seemed like a distant memory now. Once she was out of the room, he changed into the crimson robes that Combat Master Altai had given him, finishing up with the square hat on his head, his shoulder bag containing his shinobi tools, the Mask of the Fallen, which was wrapped in the fabric of a frayed prayer flag, and the Coro Pache book.  
 
    He came downstairs to find Indra seated on one of the cots, Arik refilling his waterskin as she spoke to him. 
 
    “Are you all right, disciple?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, nodding in her direction. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “Something is different.”  
 
    He turned to her, Indra motioning toward some rations she had put together for his trip. “I’m just focused,” Arik told her as he went for the rations. “Thanks for this. And thank you again for storing my things. I will return soon.” 
 
    Indra led him to the door, and once they reached it she placed a hand on his shoulder. “Be careful out there, Disciple Arik. The world needs people like you. Don’t forget that, and don’t lose…” She tried to hide a hint of sadness in her eyes and failed. “Don’t lose your humanity.” 
 
    It was as if he were stepping into another life and right back out of it, Arik picking back up where he left off with Hojo, the master illusionist moving alongside him like he had been there all along. 
 
    “I hope you remember everything I’ve shown you,” Hojo said, not looking at Arik, his gaze angled at the dust-ridden road beneath their feet. “And I hope you survive.” 
 
    I will survive, Arik thought, nodding his reply rather than saying anything. They continued onward toward the border, Hojo eventually speaking again. “And I have to commend you on your disguise—you truly look as if you are from the Crimson Realm.” 
 
    The river that had once greeted Arik at the Jadean entrance to Omoto seemed to spin away at the border between the two countries, trickling back toward the west, creating a shallow canyon empty of life. While the waters were closer to the surface on the Jadean side, they seemed to cascade downward on the Crimsonian part of the city, forming a series of enormous waterfalls that were partially hidden by walls erected long ago. 
 
    It was here that they came to the caravan, Hojo stopping Arik from proceeding. “I’ll handle everything from here.” 
 
    Now in a square hat, his view of the world limited to a rectangular slat, Arik stood silently while the master illusionist did his work, the disciple eventually led to the nicest carriage in the caravan. This was confirmed when he got inside he noticed that everything was cushioned, the space much more comfortable than he was expecting. 
 
    “You know where to find me if you survive,” was all Hojo said as he shut the door. 
 
    “And where would that be exactly?” Meosa asked as Arik got comfortable. “There is no telling where that fool would be.” 
 
    “In Avarga,” said Arik, sure as day that this was what Hojo was referring to, to the cabin that they had stayed in outside of the city. 
 
    “Avarga, huh? If you actually do this, if you are actually able to win the tournament and kill Nobunaga, would you seek him out?” 
 
    Arik thought about this for a moment. “I really don’t know. I still need to visit Avarga to figure out if the bookseller there has the missing pages for the Whispering Sword passages. I may also train with Master Altai.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you are interested in another legendary weapon…” Meosa said with a groan. “They don’t all exist, you know.” 
 
    Arik removed his square hat and glanced out one of the shutters, scanning the people for any sign of the master illusionist. As he would have predicted, Hojo was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “We will have to see what happens,” he finally told Meosa.  
 
    “I suppose the uncertainty is to be expected in joining with someone like you. I just hope that for our sake, this is the right move. We are in the realm of the enemy now, my boy, and things may not work out the way that you would like.” 
 
    “Then I will adapt,” Arik said, remembering what Hojo had said. “Like water.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Six. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Moonagwa light court— 
 
    <Cylindrical crystal—  
 
    <Whispering Sword—  
 
      
 
    –An excerpt from Coro Pache: Legends of the War Priest, Fifth Edition, Yoshimura Books, Year 1521, Page 196.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    It wasn’t long into Arik Dacre’s journey to the desert that he found Crimsonian oban tucked away in one of the hidden pockets of his robes, a smirk coming across his face as he knew instantly how it got there. 
 
    When did Hojo even get close enough to put this here? he thought. 
 
    A day and two nights was about the fastest one could go in traveling from the border city of Omoto to Mogra and it passed relatively quickly, the disciple spending much of the time resting in the dark carriage.  
 
    They would have arrived in Mogra in the afternoon had it not been for a dust storm that added several hours of delay, the wind whipping against the outside of the carriage like a screaming banshee, Arik impressed that the driver and the caravan guards were able to shrug off such a phenomenon. 
 
    “They do this all the time,” Meosa assured him. 
 
    Arik had entertained the idea of making an appearance in the outer rim, to pay a visit to Domen the herder and his mother, who had so graciously hosted him on his first visit to Mogra. But he now tried to frame his arrival in the way that an illusionist would, and for what he planned to do, he knew it was better that he wasn’t linked to any of the locals. 
 
    Just in case things went wrong. 
 
    Instead, he would find shelter just about as far away from the city center as he could, and he would pay handsomely for his room, double whatever the cost to remain anonymous if necessary. If this didn’t work out, and he managed to survive, Arik was going to be a wanted man. He knew better than to question this, and going forward, he would always have to think in this way. 
 
    The sun was setting when they finally pulled into Mogra, the caravan heading down a man-made ramp and gathering where all the transport carriages did at the outskirts of the city, porters waiting for them with water.  
 
    Mogra was set in a deep valley, mountains on the horizon casting mile-long shadows as the sun dipped behind them. Everything had a plum color to it, Arik feeling utterly anonymous in his Crimsonian robes and square hat as he stepped out of his carriage. 
 
    “Where will the tournament be held?” he asked the guard that held the door open for him. 
 
    “At the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts, my lord.” 
 
    “And where does one sign up?” 
 
    “I believe…” The guard dipped his head a little, his square hat shifting down as he delivered unwanted news: “I believe that that has already happened. Tournament begins tomorrow.” 
 
    “I knew we should have gotten here a day earlier,” Meosa said. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    Rather than reply, Arik nodded. “Thank you,” he told the guard. 
 
    He had made it too far not to join the tournament, and one thing he had learned over the last month was there was always another option, and generally, in his world at least, this option meant deception. But before he could do that, he needed to find a place to stay that provided an easy exit, where people could see them.  
 
    The first inn he came to, which was separated from the main dirt road by a three-foot-high wall of sandstone, was fully booked. But the shabbier place next to it had a single basement room available, and even better, it had its own entrance. 
 
    The space was dingy and had a stale smell to it, but after the innkeep lit a few candles, Arik saw that there was plenty of light to do what he needed to do next.  
 
    And so it begins… 
 
    It didn’t take much longer than thirty minutes for Arik to completely change his appearance, his Crimsonian robes going back in his bag while he changed into the slightly threadbare ones that he’d worn when training with Hojo, dark gray to the point they were almost black. 
 
    Now seated on a cushion before a mirror made of polished obsidian, Arik applied the oshiroi white makeup to his face, adding touches of gray usuzumi makeup and swirling them together. 
 
    He slicked his long black hair back and pulled it into a tight bun, the roots of which he smeared with the gray makeup, adding touches of white. His haori cape went over his head and before he stood, he used the dagger strapped to his forearm to draw a cut over his eyebrow, which he healed up before it could bleed too much, leaving the scar intact. He then adjusted the white paint makeup around it, blending everything in. 
 
    “Going for the scarred old man look, I see,” Meosa said. The kami cleared his throat. “How does this sound?” he asked in his octogenarian voice. “Too proper? I’ll make it a bit grittier… how’s this?” 
 
    “Works for me. We’ll start at the taverns around the city center, where I’m sure we can figure out who is responsible for the roster. From there…” Arik bit his lip. He really wished he had understood Chimaura better, that he was able to put someone under a spell to some degree as Hojo seemed to be able to do. 
 
    “We don’t have enough money to truly bribe someone, but I can help in that regard,” Meosa said, still using the gritty voice of an older man. “Just find out who we need to talk to.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Arik exited the inn through its private entrance and turned toward the center of town, figuring that people would be gathered around the Mogra library which now doubled as a bathhouse. The hint of familiarity he was feeling with his surroundings was a welcomed change, the stone buildings and the occasional archways creating an intricate maze of back alleys and side streets, protected from the sun by thick wooly kayno hides. 
 
    Arik took his time, hobbling along as if he had injured his leg, noticing that groups of people would pass him with clan banners, the overwhelming majority some variant of red. There was a lot of pride in the air, and as he reached the center of the city he saw that a great crowd surrounded some of the public works, everyone in square hats or with their heads covered by fabric, like Arik was doing. 
 
    There was drinking and dancing, a man blowing fire, spectators clapping around him. Not certain of where he should head, Arik simply began listening to the crowd, to the voices of the people swelling all around him. He heard names from other localities, potential champions spoken about with joy interspersed with banal conversations. 
 
    He learned that Nobunaga had arrived in town earlier that day and there had already been a procession, the warlord staying in one of the suites at the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts. This news made Arik drop his head to some degree, disappointed that he wasn’t trained well enough in the ways of an illusionist to simply sneak into the Academy and take care of Nobunaga in his sleep. 
 
    If only Hojo were here… 
 
    A drunken man shouldered into Arik, but before he could apologize, Meosa struck up a conversation in his newly acquired accent. 
 
    “Is there a list of competitors? How do I sign up?” 
 
    The drunk laughed at Meosa’s question, the man finding it hilarious that a man as old as Arik was interested in fighting. 
 
    “I may look old,” Meosa said, “but I personally neutered a thousand kayno with my own bare hands and fought off hordes of ravenous gaki. I’m ready to fight!” 
 
    “It’s too late to sign up, you old fool,” the drunk told him. “They have already revealed the roster.” He swept his hand toward one of the buildings on the opposite side of the square, where people had gathered around a pair of torches sticking out of the ground. 
 
    “Let’s go, disciple,” Meosa whispered to Arik. “We have the information we need.” 
 
    The drunk called out to Arik as he shuffled along, the man likely wondering why he had departed so suddenly.  
 
    Arik reached the crowd gathered around the posted list of combatants. Hunching forward a bit, he pushed his way to the front, his eyes scanning the list of names, two of them standing out immediately to him. 
 
    “Tatum…” Arik whispered, recalling the Crimsonian fighter he’d squared off with in Iga, the strange veil he had worn over his face, how the left-handed man operated with one blade. “He’s not already trained?” 
 
    He moved onto the next name that brought with it a hint of sadness to him. 
 
    “Domen,” Arik whispered as people became restless behind him. He truly hoped that this wasn’t the fourteen-year-old wooly kayno herder, who had helped him when he had first arrived in Mogra, but he had a feeling it was. 
 
    How am I going to get on this list? Arik wondered as he once again scanned the posted roster from the top to bottom, stopping on a name in the center that he had missed before. Arik Pache? 
 
    “Do you see it?” he whispered. 
 
    “I see it. I believe that Master Altai of yours has already registered you,” Meosa said. “Apparently, the surname ‘Pache’ has become quite popular since the days of the original War Priest. As you can tell.” 
 
    A quick glance up at the list again and Arik saw that several people had the last name of Pache. 
 
    “And if the name isn’t meant for you to fight under, I will do what I can once we meet the real Arik Pache in the morning. Now, unless you want to stroll around the square playing dress-up, I suggest we return to our room.” 
 
    “Domen is on there,” Arik said once he reached the back of the crowd, where it had thinned out to some degree. “On the list.” 
 
    “I saw that. It appears as if the young herder is on a quest for glory that will inevitably result in his death.” 
 
    “And Tatum.” 
 
    “Tatum?” Meosa asked. 
 
    “The man I fought in Iga, the one who cut my arm off.” 
 
    “Yes, well, you and I both knew that this wasn’t going to be easy. Let’s just focus on reaching the end, and if the final match is against Tatum, perhaps I may be able to help to some degree. I wasn’t there last time, you know; I wouldn’t have let him cut your arm off. What you need now is to rest and prepare yourself, disciple. Let’s leave the square-hatted desert dwellers to their pointless celebrations and hope that luck is on our side tomorrow. We are going to need it.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Seven. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The mindset needed to defeat one man is the same as the mindset needed to defeat ten thousand.” 
 
      
 
    –Combat Master Baldree Yamanouchi, as told to his biographer for the Crimson-Onyx Shroud War memoir A Year of Slaughter, Year 1087. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    The Mask of the Fallen fit snugly over Arik’s face, the disciple immediately feeling its poisonous effects, which all but dissipated by the time he tied it behind his head. He was close to completing his disguise. 
 
    As Arik had seen before, the mask already made him much more intimidating than he normally was, but he had come up with a way to make himself slightly more mysterious by using his haori cape, which he placed over his head and shoulders and fastened around his neck using his sanjaku cloth. 
 
    Most of his shinobi tools would have to stay behind in his room, from his grappling hook to the caltrops, but he would keep the dagger strapped to his arm, and hopefully, he would be able to retrieve the items Hojo had given him later.  
 
    To complete his look, Arik went for some of the vermilion red shu makeup. Inspired by the axe-wielding woman named Nyoko that he had fought in Iga, the disciple spread the red makeup across his eyes and the bridge of his nose. If he lost his haori cape for some reason, he would still present a striking visual, what almost resembled blood streaked over the top of his face, black mask on the bottom. 
 
    “And you say you aren’t the War Priest,” Meosa commented as Arik finished up.  
 
    “It’s best to disguise myself.” 
 
    “And when you win, what then?” 
 
    “Then…” Arik looked at himself one more time in the mirror. “Then we’ll see. Let me get to that point first.” 
 
    “I’m not going to be able to help you too much during the fight,” Meosa said, reminding him of the discussion they’d already had, “but I will still be there, especially once it gets darker.” 
 
    Meosa wasn’t going to be as strong as he normally would be due to the desert conditions and the fact that Arik wouldn’t be able to bring the waterskin with him, but that didn’t mean that the kami wouldn’t still be capable of amazing things.  
 
    His disguise in order, Arik left the underground room and turned south toward the Academy, set before the famous Whitenor Arch, a buzz in the air that he could feel, all the shops he passed closed for the tournament. The disciple kept his head down as he walked, knowing that he must have looked a bit out of place compared to the denizens of Mogra, most of whom wore their square hats, just a few foreigners with cloth coverings or hoods instead of the traditional attire. 
 
    Upon passing the library, he joined the crowd making their way into the entrance, a man in crimson robes spotting Arik immediately and waving him over. 
 
    “You are a combatant today, yes?” the man asked, his square hat stitched with red and black designs. 
 
    Arik nodded. 
 
    “Was it the mask that gave it away?” Meosa asked, even though the man couldn’t hear him. 
 
    “In that case, you are late. Head up that path,” he said, motioning toward a cordoned-off area that ran along the outer perimeter of the famed academy. “You can check in there.” 
 
    Arik did as instructed, and soon he was greeted by a woman in a square hat, Arik recognizing her as the receptionist who had nearly gotten him killed when he had first arrived at the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts.  
 
    “Arik Pache,” he said, making no indication that he had ever met her. 
 
    The woman glanced down at a long piece of parchment in her hands. She found his name and nodded. “We’ve been waiting for your arrival. Follow me.” 
 
    She led Arik under an arched doorway, the two entering a dusty underground hallway with rooms lining one side, a series of red banners on the other. She brought Arik to one of the rooms, which was empty, the woman motioning for him to sit. 
 
    “You will hear a knock at the door when it is your time. Go to your immediate right and follow the hallway. There is water and food if you’re hungry,” she said, motioning toward a table on the other side of the room.  
 
    Arik looked to the far wall, wishing that there was a window, some way for him to gauge where he was exactly. He could hear the sounds of people, their voices echoing through the walls, and got the feeling that he was actually under the seating area. 
 
    “Thank you,” he told the woman, and if she recognized him, she made no indication of it as she simply nodded her head and shut the door behind her. 
 
    “I’m familiar with this sort of tournament set-up,” Meosa said when she was gone. “You will come out on one side, and your opponent on the other. What happens next is really up to us. If I’m not mistaken, there will be seating on both sides of the fighting area, and on one side, with the most unobstructed view—also out of the glare of that bastard desert sun—will be Nobunaga and his various associates.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “While he is our focus, let’s just deal with our opponents first,” Meosa reminded him. “It might be possible for you to run toward him and for me to lift you over whatever guards may be standing to protect him, but to do this we would have to be very precise, and it is risky…” 
 
    “No, we have to do this the right way,” Arik said with finality. “It has to look real; we can’t blow our chance.” 
 
    This was yet another change that the disciple had gone through over the last month. He remembered the anguish he had felt upon killing Konwa, and while he still didn’t like to take life, especially with the fact it went against the oath he had practically etched onto his soul, it was a necessity, a means to an end. 
 
    As Arik waited for the tournament to begin, he reminded himself of who he was doing this for, his mother and father, his sister Mori Ehara, Master Guri Yarna, Combat Master Nankai, Jinmo, and for that matter, Hojo… 
 
    There was a sudden rap at the door. 
 
    “Good luck, disciple,” Meosa said as Arik let himself out of the room, where he was motioned by a Crimson blade to head to his right. 
 
    Arik took a flight of stairs up toward a rectangle of blue, the disciple walking directly out onto a field bathed in sun. He stood behind a small gate guarded by three blades, each in crimson robes, none of them with their square hats on. One remained at attention while the other two unlatched the gate, the blade on his left motioning Arik toward the center of the field. As Meosa had predicted, there were people on both sides, and on the corner facing away from the sun was where Nobunaga and his entourage sat. 
 
    Jeers followed Arik as he headed past the gate, no one recognizing who he was, all of them seeing him as a sort of shinobi lite considering what he was wearing. Something else caught his eye as he stood waiting for his opponent to arrive, Arik’s knees nearly giving as the realization hit him. 
 
    It… it can’t be, he thought, not wanting to fully stare over at Nobunaga and his group. But then he remembered that this wasn’t his country, that he didn’t care about their protocols. The disciple defiantly turned his head in the direction of Nobunaga. It felt as if his heart had been carved out of his chest, Arik’s limbs tingling for just a moment before he stopped himself from falling. 
 
    “What is it, disciple?” Meosa asked, alarm in his voice. 
 
    Arik bowed his head, glad that his face was hidden by his hood and his mask, glad he had made the choice to obscure his features.  
 
    Arik stole another glance at Nobunaga’s attachment, the warlord too far back for him to make out his features. Seated upfront next to the eye-patched Combat Master Altai was his former healing instructor, Master Guri Yarna, Arik deadly sure of it, his teacher for so many years in white robes with an orange layer beneath it decorated in golden flowers, his long white beard confirming it without a shadow of a doubt. 
 
    And that wasn’t all. 
 
    Seated on the other side of Master Guri Yarna was Arik’s younger sister, Mori Ehara, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. She didn’t wear a mask, nor did she have a veil or any of the other coverings that many of the women wore this far south, none of the entourage wearing the traditional headgear. 
 
    “It’s my teacher,” Arik whispered, trying to understand what it all meant, feeling for a second as if he were hallucinating. “And… and my sister.”  
 
    “What?” Meosa asked.  
 
    Now it was the kami’s turn to gasp. 
 
    “What do you see?” Arik asked as his opponent slowly began to approach, the brute gripping a large axe in his right hand. 
 
    “Just…” Meosa’s voice hardened. “Focus on the fight, disciple. I will tell you everything later, but for now, we need to stay clear of Nobunaga and his attachment. At least for now.” 
 
    You can do this, Arik thought, his mind swirling around the betrayal on display just about twenty-five yards away.  
 
    You have to do this. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Arik’s opponent spat. He stuck his tongue out, his body and face smeared in mud which had already dried, clearly some sort of ritual from some southwestern corner of the Crimson Realm. The front of his head was shaved, but he had a long braid in the back, tattoos slightly visible under the cracked mud on his neck, his axe with a red Crimsonian flag tied to its grip. 
 
    He flourished his weapon once, his eyes locking on Arik as a drum rang out, signaling the start of the fight. 
 
    “We have to get through this,” Meosa said, a phrase that Arik sensed was as much for the kami as it was for him.  
 
    What had Meosa seen over in the stands? Whatever it was, it couldn’t have been worse than what Arik had seen, his teacher, his sister…  
 
    None of it made any sense. 
 
    The drum played again and Arik withdrew his blade. He loosened his form, remembering to flow forward like water. He got a feeling for his opponent almost immediately, one that told him that the man would play the aggressor, oblivious to the bead already drawn on his opponent’s neck. 
 
    The Mask of the Fallen was doing its job, Arik able to see the beam of red energy even with the late morning sun. 
 
    Autumn Leaves Strike, Second Form, Waiting Initiative…  
 
    Arik tilted his wrist just a bit, ignoring everything around him, from the crowd to the shock he felt in seeing familiar faces joining Nobunaga. His sole focus now was on his opponent’s weapon, the disciple looking to end this fight as quickly as he could. 
 
    His opponent waited, Arik in an upper stance to some degree, his head slightly dipped as everything on the periphery became a blur.  
 
    The crowd grew quiet, and just as they did, the Crimsonian man exploded toward Arik and brought his right arm wide in the process, looking to cleave his head off in the first strike. 
 
    Arik brazenly sidestepped his opponent and sent his blade down at an angle, all of his force behind his movement. 
 
    His sword cut into the top of the man’s hand, severing a finger as it reached the grip of his axe, causing his opponent to drop his weapon. In a variation of the Body of Glue technique, Arik moved in immediately as the man stumbled forward, the disciple stopping with the tip of his blade at the back of his neck. 
 
    (Do it…) 
 
    The voice didn’t belong to him, nor did it belong to the echo that he often sensed when his nerves were most heightened. The voice he swore he heard at the back of his head belonged to the Mask of the Fallen. 
 
    (Do it…) 
 
    The drum played, initially startling Arik, the disciple slowly understanding that the match had been called. 
 
    “What? No!” his opponent screamed, the mud-caked man gritting his teeth as he got to his feet, ignoring the blood and pain from his severed finger.  
 
    He was just about to lunge for Arik when two blades immediately addressed him, both of the classically trained Crimsonian warriors with a pair of swords. 
 
    The man’s head was quickly severed, his body falling, a bloodied, squirting mass left on the fighting grounds in a flash as the crowd roared with approval. 
 
    Is that what happens when you lose? Arik wondered, horrified at what he just witnessed. Then he remembered what Combat Master Altai had told him, that survivors were going to be tossed into the Great Deep. 
 
    No, this was the fate of someone who tried to fight after a match had been called, for those who disrespected what the Crimsonians considered an honorable fight. 
 
    A different pair of red-robed blades came onto the fighting grounds and escorted Arik back to the gate that he had come from, the disciple taking one more glance over his shoulder at Master Guri Yarna and his sister. His former instructor was clapping, but Mori wasn’t, her head hung in shame. 
 
    Arik heard his name announced as the winner, but all of this was behind him now as he was led back down the stone steps to the room where he would await his next combat.  
 
    As soon as the door was shut, Meosa started up. 
 
    “Disciple, I know I haven’t told you everything…” The kami’s form appeared, drooping to some degree. “And I guess now is the time for me to come clean. You may recall me mentioning once that I was on the wrong side last time, which was true. Believe it or not, I was on the Onyxian side of the Crimson-Onyx Shroud War. There was another like me named Enenra, who joined with Coro Pache.” 
 
    “Another like you?” Arik asked, the disciple turning to Meosa. 
 
    “I may…” Meosa hesitated for a moment before continuing. “I may have mentioned in the past that I came from royalty to some degree and this is true. I was a head advisor to the Onyxian leader at that time, Queen Merit Akina. We fought, Enenra and I, and I wasn’t the winner. Let’s just say that.” 
 
    “She’s a water kami?” Arik asked. He could have sworn he’d met a woman with the same name in one of his stints at a hospital up north. 
 
    “No, Enenra is a wind kami, and she won, and Coro Pache won, and she personally had me sealed in that wretched cave. What I’m saying here is that she has chosen her side, and that I have chosen mine, and…” Meosa’s demeanor changed from dejection to glee. “Why, it means I have chosen right this time around, my boy! Ha! You are the War Priest, I’m sure of it, and we will solve this conflict together. We… we should be celebrating! We should forget the past…” 
 
    “The past…” Arik thought of his teacher and his sister, who were sitting in the stands with Nobunaga. There was no way he was going to be able to forget the past, especially now, especially after what happened. Had Master Guri Yarna been in on it the entire time? It was the only explanation he could come up with in that moment, especially as he was coming down from the battle he’d just had. 
 
    “Perhaps…” Meosa’s form sulked a bit. “Perhaps I’ve spoken too soon. I don’t know why your teacher is out there, nor do I know why your sister has joined him, but if we survive the tournament, we will be able to find out sooner rather than later. I assure you. Do not let their presence disturb you, disciple. You won your first match and you will win the next one, and the one following that. I’m certain of this. Soon we will be in the final, you will have your chance. Try not to overanalyze what you saw out there; try to just focus on the task at hand.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Arik said as he clenched his fists into balls at his side. 
 
    “And I’ll do the same. If Enenra has attached herself to Nobunaga, which is clear to me now, this means that he is much stronger than any opponent you will ever face. Once we do get to them, it will be our biggest challenge yet. Listen to me, just rambling here. Catch your breath, disciple, close your eyes for a moment and relax. Remember all the things that supposed illusionist taught you. Your next match will start soon.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next two fights were variations of the first, large, muscled Crimsonian fighters with plenty of strength but not enough wits, Arik aided by the Mask of the Fallen, which made him feel as if he were always a step ahead.  
 
    He ended up slaying one of the combatants, not able to swipe the man’s serrated sword away, a fight that would have been fatally prolonged had it not been for his focus on moving like water. 
 
    The other opponent, the one he didn’t bring down, had been beaten yet again by the Autumn Leaves Strike. He hadn’t put up a protest when the blades approached, and was led to a bleacher that was slowly starting to fill up with losing combatants that were still alive, all of them forced to watch the tournament while they awaited their inevitable death later on that night. 
 
    A knock at the door told Arik that it was time for his next fight, the disciple loosened up by this point, ready to reach the finale.  
 
    As he made his way up the stone steps, the roar of the crowd came to him once again, not all that different from what he had experienced back at the stadium in Omoto. Patriotism was on display, red banners everywhere, Arik starting to notice that people were starting to cheer more and more for his arrival, the mysterious masked fighter with his strange combat style that was borderline offensive. 
 
    His next opponent was already waiting for him, Arik slightly surprised to find a woman with two blades not quite as long as the traditional swords used by Crimsonian warriors. She wore a haori cape over her shoulders that was white and featured a butterfly motif now stained with blood. There was also blood on her face, the woman not bothering to wash off her earlier kills, her bangs cut short, her long dark ponytail braided and tied off with a red ribbon that matched her robes, a slightly sadistic look in her eyes. 
 
    “This one is going to be a challenge,” Meosa said, something that Arik already had sensed—she wasn’t like the others. 
 
    A drum signaled the start of the fight, Arik now with his sword at the ready and moving into a fluid stance.  
 
    It was as if she had been fired from a crossbow at him, the woman reaching him so quickly that lightning seemed to crackle all around her, Arik barely able to miss her first strike as she spun both blades. 
 
    Klank! 
 
    He brought his sword up just in time to parry one of her attacks, clearly one partially fueled by Thunderaura. Fighting in an unpredictable way, the woman shouldered toward Arik, one of her blades just about an inch away from reaching him as he slipped to the side. 
 
    Body Replaces Sword…  
 
    Arik went for it, throwing himself into her field of influence, the woman responding with a razor-fast vertical slash pattern that caused him to stumble backward. 
 
    “Disciple!” Meosa shouted in his ear as Arik dropped his sword. 
 
    She leaped for him, the female fighter attempting to cleave him to death as Arik rolled out of the way, toward his weapon. 
 
    He thought about going for the dagger on his arm, but he went for his sanjaku cloth instead, pulling it off his neck and tightening it with both hands just in time to stop one of her swords. His haori cape now draped over his head, Arik ignored the crowd as he blocked another attempt with the cloth, the disciple thanking his lucky stars that the piece was holding up. 
 
    Arik kicked up dirt, and used the momentary distraction to dive toward his sword. He managed to reach it and brought it up with both hands just as she tried to send her blades downward. 
 
    Klank! 
 
    He parried once again, Arik knowing that wasn’t going to be able to stop her advances, not with how quickly she was moving. The longer this fight lasted, the worse his chances of winning became. 
 
    As if the Mask of the Fallen was listening, a trail of red energy connected the tip of his blade to her abdomen, Arik finally giving into the mask as he followed the line forward, oblivious to her next maneuver, and what her two blades would do if she reached him before he reached her. 
 
    He reached his target and pulled up on his sword, the woman dropping both of her blades at the shock of his insane strike. 
 
    “Finish…” she said, her gaze softening. “Kill me.” 
 
    Arik was just about to honor her request when the sound of a gong reached his ears. Suddenly, the Crimsonian blades were all standing around him, three of them, each with a pair of swords drawn. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Arik asked, his voice haggard. 
 
    “Nobunaga will spare her life,” one of the blades said. “You have won the bout.” 
 
    “Spare her life?” 
 
    “Step aside,” the blade said in an aggressive tone. 
 
    Arik pulled his sword out of the woman’s body, leaving her on her knees.  
 
    He took a few steps back and one of the men lifted the woman and carried her over to Nobunaga, Arik finally getting a good glimpse at the warlord as the man stepped down from his perched seat.  
 
    Nobunaga was short with black hair and a long mustache that hung well past his beard, bushy eyebrows, his hairline receding to some degree, his robes of the finest crimson silk Arik had ever seen. He was by no means handsome, and there was nothing remarkable about him as far as Arik could tell. 
 
    But as much as finally coming face to face with Nobunaga should have sparked something within Arik, he couldn’t strip his focus away from his former teacher, Master Guri Yarna, the priest joining the Crimsonian warlord and healing the female combatant, the crowd completely silent. 
 
    Arik started to shake his head, barely able to contain a mixture of shock and anger. 
 
    “So you aren’t the only healer,” Meosa said as the woman’s life was returned to her. It was only a matter of seconds before she was shaking her arms out, and bowing to Nobunaga and the northern priest, Arik now seeing Combat Master Altai standing as well, his focus not on the woman but on the disciple.  
 
    Arik turned back to the gate. 
 
    “Don’t let it get to you, disciple,” Meosa said as he reached the stone steps that led down to the underground waiting rooms. “Just focus on winning this wretched tournament. I’m so ready to be done with this.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As they waited, Meosa went into detail about his earlier revelation, explaining that he’d been looking for information when they had first separated in Omoto. He spoke quickly, as if he were trying to shift Arik’s focus on what was happening in the tournament, off the overbearing fact that Master Guri Yarna and Arik’s sister were present.  
 
    “She always liked Omoto,” Meosa explained, “Enenra did. An acquired taste, if ever there were one. I didn’t think I would actually run into her, but I knew if she were alive, that this was where she would be. We chose our sides back then, Enenra with Coro Pache, myself with the Queen Merit. When the war ended, I couldn’t break my agreement with her. Enenra didn’t exactly beat me in a fight—I let her win, I’ll have you know—but I had lost our agreement regardless, and I reluctantly agreed to her demands.” 
 
    Not only had the kami known Coro Pache, but he had been quite active in the Crimson-Onyx Shroud War, which Arik had sensed to some degree. Still, like Hojo, Meosa had been keeping things from the disciple, and also like Hojo, it wasn’t clear to Arik why this was necessary in the first place. What was the point in these secrets? How would knowing this information have changed their relationship in any way? 
 
    “So you basically bet on the outcome?” Arik finally asked.  
 
    “Yes, we did. And that was my punishment, forced slumber in that cave. Things were different back then, you know. Chi was utilized in ways that have long been forgotten, at least from what I have seen. Let me ask you, my boy, have you ever heard of Yokaura? I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that you haven’t.” 
 
    “Yokaura?” Arik asked, interpreting that it was a merger between the words ‘yokai’ and the ‘aura,’ which would make it similar to the three known classifications of chi. 
 
    “You recall the itako, and what she was able to do.” 
 
    “I do,” Arik said, remembering what it had been like separate from his body, how otherworldly it felt. 
 
    “You’ve also seen what I am capable of when feeding off your power. This is an aspect of Yokaura, which seems to have been all but forgotten these days. Hell, five hundred years ago it was already on its way out, but before then…” Meosa sighed. “Let’s just say that Taomoni used to be more like that. Humans were still rooted in their three main interpretations of chi, sure, but there were other things that could be done with it, the kind of magic that was able to seal me in a stone box, or separate your soul from your body. That’s called Yokaura.” 
 
    “What about Hojo’s daughter?” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “Her name is Tayaura.” 
 
    “Ah, that.” 
 
    “Is it another aspect of chi?” 
 
    “No, I think it’s just a name that the supposed illusionist came up with. You’d have to ask him. It definitely has nothing to do with Yokaura.” 
 
    Arik nodded slowly, feeling very small as he continued to learn new things about a world that seemed crystalized not so long ago. 
 
    “This was why I called you the War Priest early on, after I saw what you are capable of. I try not to be one who believes in destiny, but in that regard, I am no different than a typical human. It was fate that brought you to that cave, I’m certain of it, your Revivaura unlocking the box sealed by Yokaura, our paths joined.” Meosa laughed bitterly. “I don’t know if this is a good thing or bad thing, but I still feel I am on the right side of this. But Enenra won last time, and she is as cunning as she is powerful.”  
 
    “This isn’t a game,” Arik said, the scowl on his face actually matching the grotesque visual of his mask. “Thousands upon thousands of people died in that war.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is a game, but at some point, in all wars, you must choose your side, disciple. The Jade Realm and lofty fools like Hojo pretend that there is always a balancing act that can be exploited, and oftentimes this is the case. But there always comes a time. Eventually, we can no longer be neutral. So…” 
 
    A knock at the door caused Arik to get to his feet. 
 
    “I apologize if I made it sound like a game, I didn’t mean it that way. I just mean I’ve chosen my side, and I will fight with you to the end. Now…” Meosa’s voice grew louder. “Let’s get out there and win this despicable tournament. We can deal with the aftermath later.” 
 
    Arik approached the door, once again moving through the corridor and up the stairs to the fighting grounds. He was met by a bright sun and a crowd cheering for a fighter that they knew little about. His dark clothing, sinister black mask over the bottom portion of his face, red paint smeared over his eyes and his haori cape fashioned into a hood, adding shadows and mystery to his features—who could blame them? There was something enigmatic about his appearance, fierce and memorable. 
 
    But Arik felt no elation in their cheers, the disciple moving from determination to sudden apprehension as he came eye to eye with his next opponent. 
 
    Domen looked just as Arik had remembered him, the fourteen-year-old boy thin yet muscular, shirtless with several wounds hastily wrapped with cloth. His face was bruised, yet he still had a hint of defiance in the way he held himself, Domen not recognizing Arik in his disguise. 
 
    “The herder boy,” Meosa said. “It seems fate’s cruelty knows no bounds.”  
 
    Domen held a broadsword, Arik recalling that he had mentioned something about his father’s weapon. With both hands on the grip, Domen kept the sword to his side, the piece so large that the only way for him to sheathe it would have been across his back. 
 
    Arik started to shake his head as the drum sounded. 
 
    “I can’t,” he told Meosa with a deep sigh. 
 
    Domen tilted his head ever so slightly as he looked over to Arik, the disciple remembering him with a square hat firmly over his face, how he had looked at him in the same way when he had run into him in the desert. 
 
    “Domen,” Arik said, ignoring Meosa’s murmurings. 
 
    “Who…?” 
 
    The crowd started to stomp and roar even louder, drums signaling the start of combat yet again. 
 
    “It’s me, Arik. The one who helped you find your lost kayno…”  
 
    “Arik?” Domen visually swallowed a lump. But instead of lowering his weapon, he hoisted his sword up. “I’m… I’m sorry. If we don’t fight, they will kill us both.” 
 
    “I’m not going to fight you.” Arik withdrew his blade from his scabbard and dropped it to the ground, forfeiting the match. 
 
    He expected Meosa to scream at him, and as the Crimsonian blades approached, he prepared himself for the inevitable, Arik assuming they may attack him in some way for his cowardly display.  
 
    But this didn’t turn out to be the case. One of the Crimsonians took his weapon and the other two led Arik over to the bleachers where the failed combatants sat, the ones who were still alive, most wounded in some way. 
 
    The blades didn’t search his person for any other weapons, like the kunai dagger strapped to Arik’s arm. They simply deposited him there and returned to their posts. 
 
    Arik looked back to Domen, and as he did the young herder slowly raised a fist into the air, the crowd cheering wildly. Beyond him, Arik could see Nobunaga and his entourage, too far to make out the look on Master Altai’s face. 
 
    “Why the hell did you do that?” one of the injured warriors asked Arik, the man’s face smeared in grime and grit. 
 
    Arik ignored him, and it wasn’t long before new fighters were brought out, the day growing hotter, the crowd growing thirstier for blood as the tournament continued. 
 
    Arik recognized the next combatant, Tatum in the same headband he’d worn back in Iga, with the veil covering his face, his red hair matching his robes. The left-handed swordsman was clearly a fan favorite, the spectators cheering wildly for him as his opponent approached. 
 
    The fight was over just about as soon as the drums could signal its start, Tatum swiftly taking his opponent’s life.  
 
    “That’s the guy who cut off my arm,” Arik told Meosa, who had yet to say anything. 
 
    “He’s going to be a monster, isn’t he?” Meosa asked as Tatum unceremoniously turned back to the waiting area. 
 
    “He will likely win.” 
 
    “And after?” Meosa asked. 
 
    “I’m not dying here today. I don’t know about you,” Arik said in a low voice. 
 
    “That’s the spirit, disciple. Then we will do as planned?” 
 
    Arik nodded as the next combatants were announced. “We will. No sense in striking now.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you would be able to do that anyway considering Enenra is with Nobunaga…” 
 
    “And even if I did, if I didn’t kill him…” Arik lowered his head to some degree. “Master Guri Yarna would heal him.” 
 
    “It’s always something, isn’t it? I guess then all we can do now is wait and watch this despicable tournament.” 
 
    “I just wish that Domen wasn’t going to die today. I just… I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t see him that way, as an enemy, as an other.” Arik lowered his head some. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No need to apologize to me, my boy. It’s hard enough to kill someone, let alone a friend. You had other options such as wound transfer, but it’s best he doesn’t die the way all the failed combatants over here are going to die. Nothing like plummeting to one’s death…” 
 
    “Hopefully, it will be sudden.”  
 
    Arik had this feeling that the rest of the matches were going to increase in brutality now that the weaker fighters had been weeded out, and he turned out to be right.  
 
    The next round started, Domen stepping out with his oversized sword and forced to spar with Tatum, the ending inevitable. 
 
    Arik had to look away.  
 
    He had no idea that the young herder was planning to enter the tournament. Had he known a month ago, he would have done whatever he could to convince Domen not to.  
 
    The crowd cheered for Tatum as blades came forward to retrieve Domen’s dead body. 
 
    His poor mother, Arik thought, feeling the urge to heal, wishing yet again that he had focused on the Divine Branch of Remote Healing. No one deserves this. 
 
    Tatum didn’t celebrate, nor did he raise his fist in the air. The Crimsonian fighter simply turned to the waiting area, where he was met by a pair of blades and led underground once again.  
 
    It wouldn’t be much longer until he won the tournament.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Eight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “To heal and recover can mean different things to different people.” 
 
      
 
    –Master Nongrat Eldegai in his book A Healing Mind, Third Edition, Ezochi Revivaura Books, Year 1336, Page 78.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Torches illuminated an ancient walkway that passed directly under one of the sandstone arches and continued into the desert. Behind the torches were the citizens of the southern Crimson Realm, who were clustered in small pockets, families cheering them on. A sense of revelry was in the air, even if it was about to turn to tragedy. 
 
    Arik Dacre walked with the dozen or so combatants who had lost their matches, Nobunaga and his entourage a good twenty yards ahead of them, Master Guri Yarna, his sister, the female combatant who Nobunaga had spared, Tatum, and Combat Master Altai at the back. There was also an entire retinue of highly trained Crimsonian blades, Nobunaga’s entire group going without the requisite square hats of tradition. 
 
    Those who had lost the tournament weren’t shackled or anything, but it was clear now that there was only one option left for them, and that option involved plummeting to one’s death. 
 
    A fingernail moon cast an eerie glow over the barren landscape, purple and blue tones mixing with the orange of the torchlight, something almost melancholic about the arid stretch of Taomoni as it began to drop in temperature, ready to bear witness to a pointless sacrifice.  
 
    Arik hadn’t removed the Mask of the Fallen all day, to the point now that it felt like it was part of him, the disciple barely noticing it. The hood of his haori cape over his head, he maintained his anonymity, the others around him also without square hats or any other coverings, the combatants facing their deaths unmasked. 
 
    They came to a group of Mograns who were humming in unison, their voices carried on a slight breeze, a song meant for a funeral. 
 
    “The fools,” Meosa said with his normal disdain. “Why anyone would think this is a good idea is beyond me. How about this? How about we just send young people to fight one another and if they lose, toss them into a deep hole? The things you humans come up with. Bah. I wish someone would make some bloody sense of it!” 
 
    A circle of light took shape in the distance, Arik seeing that they had lined the supposedly Great Deep with more torches, adding to its sacrificial appeal.  
 
    There were more blades about, most of them surrounding a stone platform that had been built on the edge of the hole. As they approached the platform, Nobunaga took the three steps to the top, motioning for his guards and others, including Master Guri Yarna, to stay behind.  
 
    Nobunaga waited for everyone to come to a stop, the conversation dying down almost immediately as the warlord stood looking out over his people, his arms crossed behind his back, the ends of his mustache picking up in the wind. 
 
    Sand whipped past him and quickly settled, the retinue of blades scanning not only the crowd, but the defeated combatants, prepared for any interruptions. 
 
    “As many of you may have heard,” Nobunaga said, the booming nature of his voice taking Arik by surprise, “I am a man of few words, so I will keep this short. To the combatants gathered here tonight: you have all failed, but your death is not in vain. Your spirit, and the way you valiantly fought for survival will fuel this nation in our quest against the north.” 
 
    “Can you see her?” Arik whispered to Meosa. 
 
    “Why do you think his voice sounds like that? She’s amplifying it. Enenra is always with him, in the way that I am always with you, but not necessarily visible. If we try something now, we will likely fail. Did you notice the way the wind suddenly stopped earlier?” 
 
    Arik nodded. 
 
    “That was her as well.” 
 
    “Congratulations to all of you,” Nobunaga said after a long pause. “I commend you for being brave enough to die for your country, for inspiring all of us. Before we get started, I would like to invite Combat Master Altai to join me.” 
 
    The eye-patched instructor at the Double Sword Academy of Combat Arts approached the stone platform. Arik sensed that something was wrong. 
 
    “It has come to my attention through one of your former students that a reward is in order,” Nobunaga said as he placed a hand on Master Altai’s shoulder. “Sonjin, please step forward.” 
 
    It took Arik a second, but then he remembered hearing the name before.  
 
    That’s the blade who escorted me to the caravan, he thought as Sonjin came onto the platform, the Crimsonian warrior without his square hat, a series of grotesque scars covering his face augmented by the torchlight.  
 
    Nobunaga kept his hand on Master Altai’s shoulder. “For aiding and abetting the enemy, which has been verified by several at your school and first told to us by Sonjin, the punishment is death.” 
 
    Nobunaga slapped Master Altai on the back, Sonjin bolting forward at that very second, driving both his swords through his gut. 
 
    Arik tensed up and started to move toward the action, the disciple stopped dead in his tracks by Meosa.  
 
    “He would have done something if he could have,” Meosa hissed in his ear. “We’ve come too far, disciple, don’t mess this up now…” 
 
    Arik relaxed his shoulders as Combat Master Altai fell to his knees, his head hung in shame, the two wounds in his stomach bleeding out. Suddenly, he looked up at the crowd of combatants, a wild glare in his eye as he shouted, “Master Nankai lives!” 
 
    Swift as the wind, Nobunaga grabbed the back of the instructor’s robes and hurled him over the side of the platform, into the Great Deep. 
 
    In the end, Master Altai didn’t scream, and from where Arik stood, he couldn’t hear the impact of his body or anything of the sort. His fists still clenched at his side, Arik realized that the man’s final words were intended for him, that the man who had taught him to fight was still alive.  
 
    Master Nankai lives…  
 
    Predictably, Nobunaga didn’t agree. 
 
    “Combat Master Nankai is dead. And now, so is Combat Master Altai. Regarding his treason, some of you may know, the recent operations in the north were overwhelmingly successful. Yet it has come to my attention now that perhaps, one person, one Onyxian disciple, may have been able to escape. Bring this message home to wherever you may go after tonight: anyone caught helping this renegade disciple in any way will be killed. Now, I’ve said enough,” Nobunaga told the crowd with a huff. “Let the death ceremony begin.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The first combatant to approach the platform bowed his head in shame.  
 
    He started to press back, only to be met by a blade, the Crimsonian warrior making sure that he continued forward. By this point, Nobunaga had stepped aside, well out of reach of any of the combatants who may attempt to take a swing at him. Not that Arik expected something like this. The Crimsonians seemed entirely warped by their combat patriotism, none scheduled for the death ceremony keen to put up a fight.  
 
    Arik watched as the failed combatant inched toward the edge of the platform. He turned, and waved goodbye to his family before he was physically shoved off. The second and third failed combatants were treated the same way, Arik hearing their screams as they plummeted to the bottom of the Great Deep. 
 
    How deep was it? What lay at the bottom? 
 
    These were things that Arik would never discover, not with the plan he had in mind. 
 
    The next combatant approached, the bruised woman defiantly looking over to Nobunaga and giving him a patriotic nod before she was shoved off. 
 
    “Mindless, these people,” Meosa said. “Practically thanking the warlord…” 
 
    Not all of them were shoved.  
 
    Some jumped voluntarily, but most needed some encouragement, and many wanted to say goodbye to their families, or give one last look at their loved ones, who stood in sorrow in that dark desert illuminated by torchlight, dreary clouds now blocking out the moon and stars, wisps of sand twirling into the air and falling back down. 
 
    “Such utter depravity,” Meosa said as two more went over the side, Arik getting closer to the front of the line. He was now ten feet or so away from Master Guri Yarna and his sister, Mori, who had her head hung in shame. Arik wished he could say something to her, that he could assure her that this wasn’t over, that her older brother lived, that it may take him some time, but he would rescue her. 
 
    Instead, he kept his motions to himself, the Mask of the Fallen continuing to obscure his features as more combatants were sent to their deaths, the Great Deep swallowing up their screams. 
 
    Arik reached the platform. 
 
    The man in front of him choked up as he looked back to his family, all of whom howled in unison in a way that sounded like a pack of the wolf-like hainu, the failed combatant then shoved into the Great Deep. 
 
    Arik approached the platform, feeling as if everything had come to a standstill, two blades just stepping up behind him when Nobunaga called out to the disciple. 
 
    “You, why did you forfeit your match?” he asked, his booming voice echoing into the Great Deep. “Where are you from? Who is your family?” 
 
    Arik paused, and as he did Meosa warned him: “Don’t reveal who you are…” 
 
    Without a word, Arik slowly turned back to Nobunaga, his head bowed, haori cape covering his face, just a glint of his hideous mask visible in the torchlight. Arik pointed at Nobunaga and brought the same hand back, making a gesture with his thumb as if he were slitting his throat. 
 
    The Crimsonians were just starting to gasp when Arik jumped backward, his arms spread wide, the wind rushing all around him as he began to fall. Meosa took over as soon as the shadows swirled around the disciple, Arik’s plummet slowing to a crawl. 
 
    “That was a bit dramatic,” Meosa said, a hint of pride in his voice, Arik trying to remain as still as possible. “But I can’t say it wasn’t memorable. And you didn’t say anything, so I guess for once you actually listened to me. Imagine that. Heh. Nobunaga’s not going to forget that gesture, is he?” 
 
    “Hopefully not.” 
 
    Meosa had floated Arik over to the side wall, where he waited in the shadows as the next body came flying past him, the man crying out in fear. 
 
    Based on the sound of the next body that came over the edge, the Great Deep truly was nearly bottomless, Arik barely hearing the impact below. A few more were sent over the side, followed by a deep hum that Arik recognized as coming from a bone trumpet. 
 
    The death ceremony had ended. 
 
    Soon, the torches above were extinguished, the procession dying down, the Crimsonians all heading back toward Mogra as a group to mourn and continue on with their lives. 
 
    “We will wait another forty minutes or so,” Meosa said, a hint of exhaustion in his voice. “It’s too dry here, and I can only feed off your Revivaura for so long.” 
 
    “Save some power,” Arik told him, “just in case they have a blade or two up there guarding the hole.” 
 
    “Heh. We really do make a great team, don’t we, disciple?” 
 
    Arik nodded. 
 
    “Never thought you’d end up with a remarkably educated kami like myself, did you?” 
 
    Once again, Arik nodded, a slight smile spreading across his face. 
 
    “You really like me, don’t you? Remember, I’m the one keeping you from falling before you answer that one…” 
 
    “Sure,” Arik said. 
 
    “That’s the spirit, disciple. Good answer.” 
 
    It was late in the night when Meosa finally lifted Arik toward the opening at the top of the Great Deep. As they neared the outer rim, he prepared to launch into action, even though the only weapon he currently possessed was the small kunai dagger affixed to his wrist. 
 
    But everything was calm, the guards nonexistent. 
 
    “What a relief,” Meosa said as he set Arik down on the sand, the kami letting out a deep breath. 
 
    Something instinctive came over the disciple as he placed the dagger back in its arm sheath. 
 
    As if Hojo were there telling them what to do next, Arik removed the Mask of the Fallen and tucked it into an inner pocket of his robes, the cold desert air meeting his face. He rearranged his haori cape so it now sat over his shoulders. To further change his appearance, Arik let his hair down and walked over to one of the torches, where he gathered some of the ash and smeared it over the bridge of his nose well past the cheeks, covering what was left of the red paint. 
 
    By the time he finished, he looked like a beggar. 
 
    Arik turned toward Mogra, its outer rim visible on the horizon, just a few lanterns providing enough light to guide him back to the city. “We leave for Omoto tomorrow.” 
 
    “And Avarga from there?” Meosa asked. 
 
    Arik nodded, his fist tensing at his side as he relived the betrayal he experienced that day, aware that if he was going to save his sister, he would need to grow even stronger. 
 
    But at least he now knew where to start.  
 
    Warrior pilgrimages, deception and infiltration, the study of Chimaura, more about Yokaura—all were on the table once he found Hojo, including locating Combat Master Nankai and whatever that would entail. He would visit Yoshimura Books in search of the missing War Priest passages, Arik hoping to learn all he could about the Whispering Sword. 
 
    With what Arik Dacre planned to do next, he was going to need a legendary weapon.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The end. 
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    A preview of the next War Priest book… 
 
    Please be sure to review the first before you continue – it truly helps push the project along. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Back of the Book. 
 
      
 
    Reader, 
 
    Thank you for reading War Priest: Mask of the Fallen. It was such a pleasure to share this story with you, one that took a year of research to put together. 
 
    The success of this book is dependent on your reviews. 
 
    Even if your review short, it really helps with the book’s exposure and it helps other readers who decide if they will start Arik’s journey or not. 
 
    Here’s the link to review the War Priest: Mask of the Fallen. 
 
    Or just wait for your Kindle/ereader to prompt you. 
 
    I will begin the second War Priest book (cover reveal on the previous page) once the first hits 150 reviews and the next book will be called, War Priest 2: The Whispering Sword. I’ll also put the pre-order up at that time, so there’s now way it can be missed! 
 
    Thanks again for the support, truly. I’m a full-time independent author due to your reads and reviews. I wouldn’t be able to write these kinds of stories without your continued patronage. Cheers! 
 
      
 
    Real history 
 
    First, War Priest isn’t the only book I use yokai in. My other series, Pilgrim, also has yokai, and as well as elements of Japanese Mythology. Check out a link in the next section. 
 
    I’ll detail it more later, but everything in War Priest regarding the shinobi and the various sword techniques, including their names, has been taken from 16th and 17th century translated Japanese combat/shinobi treaties, some of which have only been translated in the last twenty years.  
 
    While I have added a fantasy element to War Priest, all of the shinobi techniques and tools were ones taught and used by real ninjas. The cultivation system is one of my own devising, but the techniques are real, only enhanced here in the text. 
 
    Further, what we call a “ninja” isn’t the actual word associated with the people who hailed from the region around Iga (a city that I visited in 2014 – I lived in Japan for nearly a year). The word shinobi, used in this text and perhaps one you are less familiar with, is a shortened version of shinobi no mono, which means ‘one who infiltrates,’ or as we call them in English, ninja.  
 
    Anyway, I could go on and on about how fascinating I find this subject, and perhaps I will later in the back of the book section of War Priest 2. 
 
    I’m just glad you read it, truly, and I hope it was something you really enjoyed!  
 
    This book was such a pleasure to create and take part in, and I do hope I can continue in it for some time. Please take a moment to review War Priest,, and if you want to follow my process more closely, you can join my Patreon, where I post research and livestreams of my writing. 
 
    Thanks for reading, thanks for reviewing my work. 
 
    Yours in sanity, 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    Writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com  
 
    All my other links 
 
      
 
    Here is a list of great pages to follow as well (yes, a bit of homework): 
 
    My Facebook Group 
 
    Cultivation Novels Facebook Group 
 
    Western Wuxia 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    GameLit Society 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Other notable works by Harmon Cooper 
 
    I’ve written over sixty fantasy and science fiction books. Here are some of the fan faves! 
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    A former assassin tries to make a new life in a valley of yokai only to discover the true nature of his bloodline. John Wick meets Witcher meets Inuyasha, if you enjoyed War Priest, you’ll love Pilgrim. Add it to your Kindle here. 
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    Don't miss this high-octane LitRPG thrill ride set in the post-apocalyptic Southwest.  
 
    Read Cowboy Necromancer here! 
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    Sacred Cat Island is a slice of life LitRPG with island cultivation for all ages. The audiobook, narrated by Travis Baldree, won the 2020 Independent Audiobook Award in the LitRPG/GameLit category. 
 
      
 
    Get it here!  
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    A man becomes the grim reaper and introduces game mechanics to the role. Think On A Pale Horse meets Spawn. 
 
      
 
    Start Death’s Mantle here.  
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    What if Ready Player One was a multi-part epic? Gritty GameLit action, gamer humor, fantastic fantasy worlds, and a killer main character. Eight books long, this series put my stuff on the map! 
 
      
 
    Add the Feedback Loop series to your Kindle!  
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