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The Colossal Shadow of Norse Myth

James Hemingway fell asleep in the cinema.

With his eyes closed, accompanied by the film's lingering score, sudden bursts of explosive sound, and scattered murmurs and laughter, his consciousness slowly drifted into a dream.

The world within that dream felt close enough to touch, yet utterly unrelated to him. It was as if, in some ancient and distant village, an exquisite stage play was unfolding—while he remained nothing more than a spectator seated far away.

He wasn't deeply asleep.

The noise around him acted like a hand, tugging and teasing his awareness back and forth between dream and reality.

He hovered at a fragile point of balance. Strangely, his mind felt unusually clear, as though he were floating above the sea, looking down at his own subconscious and watching the dream operate.

Relying on those fragmented sounds, his subconscious wove matching scenes into the dream.

Though his eyes were shut, faint light seeped through his eyelids—multicolored yet dim and gray-like a weakened beam of sunlight brushing across a silent abyss.

The shifting colors resembled strands of yarn winding through water, gradually gathering into a tangled ball. As more threads accumulated, growing increasingly chaotic, the mass swelled larger and larger—

Then, in an instant, it shattered completely.

As if countless rays of light plunged toward the deepest part of the ocean, swallowing the vast sea whole.

A sudden burning sensation flared at his neck.

He slowly lifted his heavy eyelids.

James was awake.

The screen ahead was rolling through the producers' credits. The movie had ended. It was time to leave. The LED lights in the theater flicked on, and the harsh white glow pierced his vision, forcing him to squint.

"Dad, did you see that just now?" a little girl whispered nearby. "When that big brother was asleep, his neck suddenly lit up..."

"Oh, sweetheart, don't make things up. You didn't even finish your popcorn. Your mom still has to cook later."

James pressed a hand to his throbbing forehead and turned his head groggily.

A school-uniformed girl stood there, her bright eyes fixed on him as she whispered to the middle-aged man beside her.

When she saw him awake, she gasped, covered her face, and peeked at him through her fingers.

"Ah... Dad, his neck stopped glowing."

"Sorry about that," the man said with an apologetic smile. He picked up his briefcase, took the girl's small hand, and quickly left the theater.

... My neck?

After watching them leave in confusion, James reached up and rubbed his neck. A trace of the earlier heat remained. His skin felt unnaturally hot.

Ding.

His phone vibrated.

He took it from his bag. It was five in the afternoon. A message popped up at the top of the screen.

-[Boss: I've got something to take care of today. Come help me watch the shop.]

He slung his backpack over one shoulder and typed quickly.

-[James: I'm heading back now.]

He left the empty screening hall and stepped into the corridor, lit in warm orange tones and faintly scented with disinfectant. It had just been cleaned.

Outside, the air felt fresh against his face. The sun was dipping below the horizon, slowly withdrawing its light. A jet trail streaked across the crimson evening sky.

The pale-yellow streets were crowded with people and traffic. It was rush hour-after work, after school. Even the elevated pedestrian corridors above the road were packed.

This was Huanjing, the capital of Huaxia. Naturally, the population flow was immense.

The one who had texted him was the owner of a small cafe.

James was seventeen.

At fourteen, he had been orphaned. The cafe owner took him in, letting him stay in the attic above the shop. The living conditions were modest, but the owner treated him well. The past few years had been manageable.

After walking through the bustling crowds, he arrived at the cafe tucked away in a quieter corner of the city.

He paused outside. Soft piano music drifted out-Bach again. As always, the boss was playing "Air on the G String." James had heard it so many times he felt calluses growing on his ears.

He pushed open the wooden door marked "Open." The sunset light spilled inside, illuminating framed oil paintings and the empty, aged wooden tables and chairs.

The boss valued atmosphere. The door, the tables, the chairs-he had built them himself.

No customers yet.

James let out a quiet sigh of relief.

He glanced at the reflection in the glass of the coffee grinder. His face was delicate and handsome, but the faint indifference in his eyes added a subtle distance.

Behind the counter, the boss-wearing an apron-was wiping cups with a towel. Without even looking up, he asked,

"Getting used to the new school?"

"More or less." James looked toward the innermost table. Dinner was already there: curry rice sprinkled with seasoning, and a steaming cup of coffee.

He set down his backpack and took a sip.

"That's good. You've always done well in school. Don't slack off just because you transferred."

"I won't."

The boss suddenly looked up and noticed the bandages wrapped around James's right hand.

"What happened to your hand?"

"Nothing serious. Cut it while slicing fruit."

"Just a cut on the back of your hand, and you wrapped it like that?"

"... Better safe than sorry."

"You'd sound more convincing if you said you couldn't find a bandage." The boss sighed. "Anyway, don't get into trouble at school again. And absolutely no fighting. You don't want to transfer a second time, do you?"

He placed the cleaned cup into a basket and scratched his now-black hair in frustration.

It had once been mostly white. Recently, James had taken a part-time job and earned enough to drag him to a salon to dye it black.

James lowered his gaze and murmured, "Transferring wasn't necessary. You worry too much."

"After what happened? The moment someone mentions that incident, you lose control."

"I was just discussing it."

"And ended up in the hospital after a fight?"

James said nothing. He quietly ate.

"You're good in every way except this," the boss muttered, adjusting his reading glasses. "It was just an earthquake. You're not a child anymore-"

"Just an earthquake?" James interrupted. "Then why did everyone in that town die? Why was I the only one left?"

"Natural disasters happen. There's nothing we can do."

"I don't believe that. That explanation only works on children."

He set down his cup, appetite gone.

Eight years ago, in winter, a small village near Huanjing was destroyed. Officials declared it a localized earthquake that triggered a landslide. A nearby mountain caught fire. Mud and flames consumed the town.

James was the sole survivor.

He had been nine.

He still remembered that morning: mountains and earth tinted in muted blue, snow glowing coldly under the rising sun. The sky gradually brightened—

Then, without warning, every stall and every face at the marketplace was swallowed by a vast shadow.

All sunlight vanished.

Because something taller than the mountains had arrived.

He looked up.

A giant wreathed in raging fire stood behind the mountain. Its colossal form was partly hidden by mist, only its head and immense shoulders visible.

Crimson eyes gazed down upon the town.

Its face, shadowed against the sun, glowed from within like the king of demons-or like a god-king surveying his realm.

Its mere shift of weight cracked the sky. Wind roared. The earth trembled.

Under its shadow, the town lost all color, as though God had stripped the world of paint.

It advanced.

With a single sweep of its flaming sword—

The village was erased.

Click.

The sound snapped him back to the present.

The boss flicked a lighter. A flame rose.

James stared at it expressionlessly.

The boss lit a cigarette and placed a book on the counter in front of him.

"A customer left this for you. Said they're your friend."

"My friend?"

The cover was black, adorned with an ancient gate.

Title: Norse Mythology.

A maple-leaf bookmark was tucked inside.

He flipped to the marked pages.

On the left: an illustration of a towering fire giant raising a blazing sword.

On the right: text.

-Surtr, the fire giant of Norse mythology.
-Guardian of Muspelheim, wielder of the flaming sword.
-At Ragnarok, he would lead his kin, wage war against the gods, and ultimately burn the world to ruin.
A strange familiarity crawled through him.

He turned back to the illustration.

The flaming giant behind a mountain.

Red eyes overlooking a town.

His pupils contracted.

"It's exactly the same..." he whispered. "The same monster I saw."

Was that giant from myth?

Surtr.

Was it the one that destroyed his home?

His head throbbed.

The boss cleared away the dishes and glanced at him. "You okay?"

"I'm fine."

He checked the publication date.

November 15, 2026.

Published one month ago.

Why would someone send him this?

He had no friend close enough to do so.

And the bookmark-deliberately placed on Surtr's page.

"Maybe you're just stressed from transferring schools," the boss said. "Go take a shower after you finish eating."

"Who brought the book?"

"Didn't see clearly. Shop was busy."

"Alright."

He grabbed his backpack and headed upstairs.

Soon, in the attic bathroom—

Steam rose as hot water poured over his shoulders.

Fire giant. Surtr.

What connection did it have to the monster eight years ago?

Fog crawled over the mirror.

He touched his neck.

The burning sensation remained.

It wasn't the first time.

He remembered one night when he was eight, his father shaking him awake.

"What's going on with this child's neck?" his father had murmured.
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The Storm over Allinge Harbor

James twisted the knob. The showerhead stopped, and the water cut off. He stared at his reflection, at the curve of his neck-still aching with a faint, lingering burn.

"Mingwei, are you done yet?" the boss called from downstairs. "If you're finished, get down here and watch the shop. Stop dragging your feet."

Forget it...

I'll check it later...

James pulled on his clothes, threw on a black jacket, towel-dried his hair, and picked up the book-Norse Mythology. Then he headed downstairs.

"I'm heading out," the boss said, already moving toward the door. "Call me if anything comes up."

Once the boss left, James sat on the wooden chair behind the counter. He had just opened the book when a customer arrived.

Ding-ling...

The bell tied to the cafe's wooden door jingled. A young man in a brown trench coat stepped in, black gloves on his hands. He walked slowly, scanning the room.

"Hello. Welcome," James said.

"Hello, James." The man sat down directly at the counter.

He looked European, yet his Chinese was fluent...

Wait-how does he know my name?

James closed the book and lifted his gaze, studying him properly now.

Black hair, blue eyes, sharp features softened by something calm. Broad shoulders. A laptop tucked under one arm. Everything about his posture-standing, walking, sitting-suggested a well-educated person: straight-backed, elegant, with none of the stiffness of someone trying too hard.

"I don't think..." James stared at him, voice slow and cautious. "I know you."

"Let's put it this way." The man smiled. "I'm the one who left you that book."

James froze for a beat, the illustration from earlier flashing in his mind. His focus snapped into place.

He took an empty cup from the rack, filled it with iced water, and slid it across the counter. His tone stayed even.

"Then you're not what the boss described. You're not my 'friend.'"

"Of course not. We didn't know each other before." The man took the cup. "But we do now. My name is Anlunsi. I'm eighteen. I'm currently studying at Oribel University."

"Why claim you're my friend and leave me that book?" James pressed.

"Because I believe it contains what you want to understand." Anlunsi took a sip. "Doesn't it?"

"What do you know about what happened eight years ago?"

"Everything."

James's jaw tightened. "Fine. What do you want from me-what do I have to do-for you to tell me..."

He paused, voice dropping.

"The truth about the disaster. About the village where I used to live."

"Before that, you need to understand a few concepts," Anlunsi said. "It'll make the explanation easier."

"Go ahead."

"One moment. Let me turn on the laptop."

He lifted the screen, pressed the power button, and the display lit up-an audio-and-video player. Two files sat in the playlist.

James kept his face composed, but his hands trembled slightly.

Eight years.

From nine to seventeen, everyone he met had tried to crush the same story into him: it was a natural disaster. Only a natural disaster. The village died because the world is cruel and random.

No one gave him room to argue. No one trusted him. Every time he spoke, people sighed and pasted labels onto him-traumatized, unstable, delusional-then murmured the same pitying line.

"What a poor child..."

Time passed.

So long that even James had begun to wonder if the scene burned into his memory had been nothing more than a child's mind breaking under grief.

Lately, even the boss-the only person he was close to-had told him to wake up, to live normally.

But now, here, finally, someone sat across from him who could overturn everything.

It felt like relief.

And terror.

Like being handed a pardon from the world-proof, at last, that he wasn't insane, that what he saw had been real.

Yet that same proof could drive him into a dead end. If he forced himself to believe the lie, he could keep living an ordinary life. But if he chose the wrong path, he would have to face that thing.

The monster that fell from the sky.

The monster that slaughtered his family.

The monster that could split mountains and earth with a casual sweep of a flaming sword.

James walked outside and flipped the sign on the door from "Open" to "Close." When he returned, Anlunsi's long-fingered hands were already moving over the trackpad, clicking.

After a moment, Anlunsi spoke. "Alright. I want you to watch these two videos. Then we'll talk."

James moved beside him, eyes locked on the screen.

A harbor appeared.

Anlunsi's voice stretched out, almost theatrical, as if reciting poetry. "This is Allinge Harbor in Denmark. Last October, a tsunami buried the port. The fishermen had just returned to shore. The sky was pouring rain..."

"I can watch on my own," James cut in.

Anlunsi shrugged. "No sense of humor."

Onscreen, Allinge Harbor was exactly as described: silent and lead-gray. Rain fell in savage sheets, hammering the sea and kicking up rolling waves. A few boat silhouettes bobbed where sky and ocean blurred into the same dull line.

In the distance, a dark lighthouse burned with a cold, lonely light.

A black tornado tore in from the far side of the sea. Wave after wave slammed into the harbor like caged demons set loose, screaming toward a tall, waiting gate of death.

The surf smashed against hulls. Fishing boats bucked violently. Some hadn't even reached the dock before fishermen hurled ropes, trying to claw their way onto solid ground.

They failed.

The wind was too fierce. It shredded sails. Men and boats were lifted together, swallowed by the tornado, flung into the sky.

"I remember this," James said, brow lifting. "It was in the news last year. Denmark, a harbor destroyed by a tsunami. But there was no mention of a tornado."

"Correct," Anlunsi said, smiling. "Because that part is classified. I'll let you keep watching."

Classified...

Like what happened in my town?

James leaned in, attention sharpening. If his guess was right, then what happened at Allinge wasn't a simple tsunami at all.

Not long after, a massive shadow emerged in the sky, descending through the cloud layer-through storm clouds threaded with thin, flickering lightning.

"What is that?" James frowned.

"Watch," Anlunsi said, taking another sip of iced water.

A shaft of sunlight suddenly broke through the clouds and spilled into the gray world. The shadow had nowhere to hide.

Wings unfolded-vast enough to blot out the sky.

And then its body came into view, grotesque and heavy with power.

James rasped out a single word.

"A dragon?"

"Yes," Anlunsi said. "A dragon."

The video continued. Centered around the deep-blue dragon's body, scalding steam poured out in waves. The rain drove the steam outward, whipping it across the city.

Wrapped in that superheated fog, the city's mechanisms began to "perform" as if possessed-carousels spinning at high speed, evacuation broadcasts shrieking, dark fountains churning water in every direction.

A manic symphony, desperate to turn chaos into music.

At one corner of the harbor stood a bronze statue atop a steel-welded pillar. It pointed toward the dragon in the sky, upright and commanding-as if conducting the entire performance.

Allinge Harbor was collapsing.

From the dragon's body, torrents of violent steam erupted without end. The gusts from its wings shoved the burning mist outward, ravaging everything.

And then—

It landed.

Boom—

The screen went black at the exact moment of impact, leaving only the echo behind.

Thunder. Rain. The hiss of water vaporizing against unbearable heat. The dragon's long howl cutting through the storm.

Yet none of it could erase the blank silence that seized James's mind.

A dragon...

So this was the real cause of Allinge Harbor's destruction?

In the reflection of the dark screen, his face looked colder, harder.

Anlunsi crossed one leg over the other, watching him with interest. "Well? Thoughts?"

James rubbed his swollen, aching forehead.

He wanted to say something, but the words jammed behind his teeth. Finally, he exhaled and forced out a rough, ugly question.

"What the hell... is that?"

"It comes from Greek mythology," Anlunsi said evenly, sipping his water again. "One of the Twelve Olympians."

"We generally call it..."

"The sea god-Poseidon."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Sequence-Bearers and Mythic Vessels

The dragon that destroyed Allinge Harbor was Poseidon-the sea god.

A famous Greek deity... as a colossal dragon?

James stood frozen, his mind unraveling like a ball of yarn dropped to the floor, threads of chaotic thoughts spilling in every direction.

No. The real question was-if this was true, why were gods from world mythologies appearing in reality at all?

And more importantly, if this logic held...

Then the monster that appeared in his town eight years ago could only be one thing: Surtr, the "fire giant" from Norse Mythology.

That was exactly why Anlunsi had left him the book-why the bookmark had been placed there-why he'd been guided toward that conclusion.

When James finally reached it, his pupils tightened. It took him a long time to regain control of his breathing.

"Where's the second video?" he asked.

He didn't rush to demand more, because Anlunsi had said clearly: watch both videos first, then he'd explain the concepts behind them.

Anlunsi's voice lowered. "The second video was recorded in Huaxia. In Xuelu Town."

"So it really is Xuelu Town..."

James had expected it, but the light in his eyes still trembled.

Xuelu Town-his so-called "earthquake" hometown.

"Yes. I was worried you might not be able to process it right away, so-"

"It's fine."

"No, no. Let's loosen up first. Talk about something else."

"I said it's fine. Whatever the truth looks like, I can accept it."

Anlunsi smiled. "Alright. By the way-am I keeping you from working?"

"I already closed the shop."

"Good." Anlunsi's fingers tapped the tabletop lightly. "Also, your name reminds me of Hemingway. I was thinking-"

"The boss adopted me," James cut in. "He likes James, so he changed my given name but kept my family name."

He spoke with the weary familiarity of someone who'd answered this before.

"His favorite is For Whom the Bell Tolls. And he's always bringing up Hemingway's iceberg theory to customers."

A soft chuckle. "Sounds like he treats you well."

"He does. I usually work after school to help cover the shop expenses."

"Not bad." Anlunsi nodded. "Then, James-before we watch the second video, I'll explain a few concepts."

"I'm listening."

"First: what you saw in that video was not a 'real' mythic figure. It was something we call a mythic vessel."

"Mythic vessel?"

"A mythic vessel is what we call a human who possesses a mythic sequence."

"And what's a mythic sequence?" James pressed.

"A path to divinity." Anlunsi interlaced his fingers and rested them beneath his chin. "Every mythic sequence corresponds to a mythic figure. The sequence is the legacy of that figure's power-a kind of inheritance."

A path to divinity?

James frowned. "Meaning?"

"Every mythic sequence has four stages. Stage One-what we simply call 'First-Stage'-grants only a portion of its core abilities. The higher the stage, the more terrifying the power."

Anlunsi took a sip of iced water and continued.

"What you saw earlier was Fourth-Stage power-the final stage of a mythic vessel.

"A human who reaches Fourth Stage can release part of the mythic figure's power at will. And when that happens, their body changes-shaping itself closer to the original form of that figure."

James's chest tightened.

If Anlunsi was right, then the thing that attacked Xuelu Town eight years ago...

... was the bearer of Surtr's mythic sequence.

Which meant the monster's true identity was human.

A human—

Who transformed into a fire giant from myth...

Who killed his family.

Killed his friends.

Erased his town.

James forced his thoughts into a line and asked for confirmation.

"So you're saying the dragon in the video... was a human transformation."

"Exactly." Anlunsi nodded. "Poseidon-the dragon that brought the tsunami to Allinge Harbor-was a human who transformed through a mythic sequence."

"And that person..." James hesitated, then asked, "What happened to them?"

"Unfortunately, we haven't captured that mythic vessel yet." Anlunsi's smile thinned. "They're still out there. Any day, they could turn into a dragon again and swallow a city for fun."

As he spoke, his tone cooled.

"But since they destroyed Allinge Harbor and took countless innocent lives, they're naturally humanity's enemy. Unforgivable."

"Then who are you?" James demanded.

"I'm just a university student." Anlunsi's expression didn't change. "It's just that my university is... special."

"Oribel University." James remembered the name.

Anlunsi looked surprised. "Good memory. On the surface, it looks like a trash-tier private school. In reality, it's an academy dedicated to training sequence-bearers."

"Sequence-bearers?"

"Yes."

"You mean humans with mythic sequences?"

"No." Anlunsi corrected him immediately. "Humans with mythic sequences are called mythic vessels."

James's brow creased. "Then what are sequence-bearers?"

"Sequence-bearers are humans who possess a profession sequence-not a mythic sequence. You need to separate the two. Every mythic vessel is an enemy of humanity. They're also the enemy of us sequence-bearers."

"Wait." James latched onto a word. "Are you saying..."

"I'm saying you're one of us." Anlunsi looked him in the eye. "Recently, our people detected a 'sequence effect' on you. Based on the signs, they suspect it's a profession sequence related to dreams."

A dream sequence?

James froze-then crushed the rising chaos and forced himself back into information-gathering.

"So what are the signs of awakening?"

"The most obvious is a crest appearing on the body." Anlunsi turned his gaze toward James's neck. "When you have time, look in the mirror. It's already starting-just the outline, but it's forming."

His neck.

James raised a cold hand and touched the warm skin there.

He looked into the glass of the cabinet. His face was reflected-and at his neck, a faint glow.

No wonder the girl in the cinema said his neck was glowing.

So that was the sign-his sequence was about to awaken.

Suddenly, today's strange events made sense.

He still held a sliver of doubt toward Anlunsi's story.

But compared to knowing nothing-compared to living blind—

He wanted to believe.

"At this rate," Anlunsi said, draining his cup, "you'll probably awaken tomorrow. Or the day after. But a First-Stage profession sequence won't be anything too dangerous, so don't worry."

"First-Stage?" James repeated. "Profession sequences also have stages?"

"They do-but there's a difference. Mythic sequences advance passively. Profession sequences require active advancement. Otherwise you'll never become an upper-tier sequence-bearer."

Passive advancement...

Meaning a mythic vessel could do nothing and still eventually reach Fourth Stage.

But an ordinary sequence-bearer had to earn progression-by some method.

James thought carefully, then asked:

"So mythic vessels will keep getting stronger until they reach the final stage-until they can become a 'mythic figure'?"

"That's close enough." Anlunsi said. "And once they reach the final stage, almost none of them can stay sane. They inevitably lose control-and become monsters like the one in the video."

He paused, then added:

"In other words, the moment someone possesses a mythic sequence, they're essentially standing on the opposite side of ordinary humanity. That fact can't be reversed."

James drew in a sharp breath.

So those demons that could overturn towns with a flick of a hand...

They were all humans-humans using mythic sequence power.

And if he became a sequence-bearer, he would be forced to fight them.

But how could anyone win against something like that?

The memory of that colossal shadow in his town made his skin crawl.

And yet, beneath the fear, a darker fog began to lift.

At least now he had a framework. The deaths had an explanation. The official story-that so many people died in an absurd earthquake-wasn't just wrong. It was an insult.

And for the first time, he had a chance to change something.

A profession sequence.

A weapon meant to stand against mythic vessels.

No more helplessness.

No more forced forgetting.

No more lying to himself.

"I have a question," James said.

"Ask."

"Can a mythic vessel also have a profession sequence?" James asked. "If they can, then ordinary sequence-bearers have no advantage."

Anlunsi smiled. "No. Mythic sequences and profession sequences are incompatible. That's Oribel's conclusion. In ten years, we've never seen a human who possesses both."

"I see..."

"Also," Anlunsi added, "once you reach Second Stage, you'll be able to hide the mark on your neck.

"Until then, I suggest you cover it. A bandage strip. A high collar. Anything-like what you did with your hand."

His gaze flicked to James's right hand, wrapped in bandages.

James flexed his stiff wrist and answered evenly.

"I wrapped my hand because I hurt it when I fell. Bandaging the neck would stand out. I'll just cover it with something else."

"So that's it." Anlunsi laughed softly. "I thought you'd gotten into a fight again. Still-looks pretty good. I assumed it was just a Huaxia student habit."

"I've got one last question."

"What?"

James lifted his gaze and stared straight into Anlunsi's blue eyes, enunciating each word.

"The one who destroyed Xuelu Town... was also a mythic vessel. Right?"

"Yes." Anlunsi nodded and moved his fingers across the trackpad. "And that is the second video. You have the right to know what really happened."

He clicked.

The video began.

Two minutes later—

James took a deep breath. Cold air stabbed into his lungs and forced his nerves into an unnatural calm.

He had just watched it again.

The historical recording of Surtr's mythic vessel erasing his town.

"That's the full footage," Anlunsi said.

"Whether you can accept it, whether you believe we fabricated it-it's still the truth. We've given the mythic vessel that destroyed Allinge Harbor the codename 'Sea God.'

"And the one that destroyed Xuelu Town, slaughtering every resident..."

He paused, voice hardening.

"We call it 'Flame Giant.'"

He shut the laptop and looked at James. Those blue eyes were deep enough to feel wrong-too deep, like the sea under winter ice.

"All mythic vessels will become destroyers of human civilization. So far, the visible victims look like only a harbor and a small town. But in reality, nearly ten similar incidents have already occurred around the world.

"Profession sequences are the only power that can contend with mythic sequences. They have overwhelming strength-but at least we hold the advantage in numbers.

"As sequence-bearers, we can't ignore this.

"And Mr. James-now that you know these truths, I'll give you two choices.

"First: join us. Become one of the sequence-bearers.

"Second: sign a contract. Swear you will never use profession-sequence power, and never disclose any information about mythic vessels or sequence-bearers."

"I'll join."

Anlunsi blinked. "-What?"

"I said I'll join." James's voice was calm. "I want to be one of you. I want to fight these mythic vessels."

It took Anlunsi a moment to react.

He stared at James like he'd heard something impossible-then he let out a short laugh.

"As you wish. I'll come again tomorrow and we'll discuss details. That's enough for today. The cafe owner will be back soon."

With that, the black-haired, blue-eyed British young man left decisively. The bell chimed. The door shut.

James didn't stop him.

He had no mind left for the shop anyway.

He messaged the boss that he wasn't feeling well.

The boss replied quickly: rest in bed, close the shop for the night, it wasn't worth forcing it for a little money.

After that, James locked the front door, turned off the lights downstairs, and climbed to the attic.

"Ha..."

He collapsed onto the sofa, limbs heavy. After the brief release of tension, his head swam, and his subconscious tried to insist that everything that had happened was too unreal to be true.

But the faint pain from the back of his hand kept reminding him—

It was real.

He stared at his right hand. Even through the bandages, a disturbing glow seeped through.

"So what am I?"

"A sequence-bearer... or a mythic vessel?"

He spoke the words softly, almost afraid to hear them.

Then, slowly, he unwound the bandages from his right hand. They slid off and fell to the floor like a dead white snake.

His hand was exposed to the heavy, stale air.

On the back of it—

A terrifying crest.

In the dark, it flashed with a flowing, ink-black gleam.
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Mythic Sequence - "Black Wukong"

Half an hour earlier, in the bathroom—

James towel-dried his hair and lowered his gaze to his right hand, still wrapped in bandages.

Before he'd fallen asleep last night, a pain had erupted in the back of his hand-bone-deep, like someone had pried his skin apart and hammered directly on his bones.

He'd jolted awake, snapped on the light, and seen the flesh on the back of his hand slowly twist and split-until a mark surfaced, painted as if in blood.

He couldn't make out what it was. Only that it looked vaguely like a humanoid figure. The wound was too raw and blurred for details, and at the time all he could think about was stopping the bleeding.

"Come to think of it... what's my hand like now?"

He unwound the bandage.

The cloth slid down, and his hand was exposed to the bathroom's hot, heavy air.

Last night it had been a mess of torn flesh. Now the black mark was far clearer.

He could make out the general outline.

"What... is this?"

James focused-and his face went paper-white.

A shadow like a coiling python circled the round crest, like a funeral wreath framing the image.

The moment his eyes truly caught the pattern, his heart lurched.

-Black armor, dark crown.
-A somersaulting cloud beneath its feet.
-A staff held high: gold-banded at both ends with a smear of black, the middle forged of dark iron.
-Black hair bound by a golden circlet.
-Eyes like molten fire.
-Sharp mouth, narrow cheeks.
Even if the details didn't match exactly what he remembered, James recognized the reference instantly—

The Great Sage Equal to Heaven from Huaxia myth.

Sun Wukong.

But the figure on his hand didn't feel like the Sun Wukong everyone knew.

If he had to describe it...

It looked like a corrupted version.

Its lips peeled back in a snarl. A deep red gleam pulsed in its eyes. Everything on its face except the features was smothered in dense black fur. On its head sat a phoenix-winged crown, and from it rose two black plumes that stabbed toward the sky.

Not only was it clad in black armor-the crown itself was stained pitch-dark. Even the staff, the golden cudgel, had dulled into something ominous.

And in its eye sockets, that streak of crimson light—

The savage, almost demonic expression—

It was nothing like the heroic, household image of the Great Sage that James had grown up with.

Wait.

A mythic figure... on the back of my hand?

Shock hit first. Understanding followed immediately after.

Because the most urgent question wasn't where the mark came from.

It was why it had appeared at all.

His mind flashed to the mythic figure he'd just read about in the book: Surtr, the fire giant.

Like Surtr, what appeared on his hand was also a mythic figure-yet from an entirely different system. Surtr belonged to Norse myth.

This one belonged to Huaxia.

Two different mythologies.

And suddenly, everything strange happening to him seemed to orbit the same word:

Myth.

......

......

Now—

Cold sweat ran down James's forehead as he stared at the "Sun Wukong" crest on his hand, thoughts crashing through him.

By Anlunsi's logic, he might possess two sequences at the same time.

-The first was a mythic sequence, tied to the Great Sage Equal to Heaven... except it didn't look like the normal form at all. This version was wrong. Twisted.

-The second was a profession sequence. Anlunsi suspected it had something to do with dreams.

He had no idea what that would look like once it manifested.

"I can't just sit here." James steadied his breathing. "I need to figure out what's happening to me."

A clear goal formed.

Right now, he didn't know how the sequence-bearer organization would treat an anomaly-someone who carried both a mythic sequence and a profession sequence.

So he needed to test the waters. Find his position. Decide his next step.

No matter what, he had to hide the existence of the mythic sequence.

If they found out, it would cause an uproar among sequence-bearers.

Then-suddenly-the back of his hand lit up again.

A deep black radiance pierced through the bandage, stark in the dim attic. He tore the bandage off and confirmed the crest once more.

At that exact moment, warmth flowed out of the mark-and lines of text surged directly into his mind.

The strange part was that the writing was unfamiliar, yet he understood it perfectly, as if meaning came first and language second.

[Mythic Sequence Source - "Black Wukong"]
[Mythic Sequence Rank - "First Stage"]
[Mythic Sequence Abilities - "Clone Technique" (at First Stage, a maximum of one clone may exist), "Restraining Spell" (clears all effects of mental-control abilities).]
[Mythic Sequence Progress - to advance to Second Stage, approximately ten days are required to absorb "Essence of Heaven and Earth."]
[Mythic Sequence Preview - upon advancing to Second Stage, new abilities will unlock: "Somersault Cloud," "Golden Cudgel," "Seventy-Two Transformations."]
"Mythic sequence... Black Wukong?" James rasped.

If, before this, he could still tell himself he was overthinking—

Then at this moment, he had no choice but to accept it:

He was a mythic vessel.

The same kind of existence as the "fire giant Surtr" that had destroyed his town.

The only difference was rank.

That thing had been Fourth Stage.

He was only First Stage-for now, without power that could scorch the world.

"What do I do..." James thought, throat tight. "Can I really hide what I am... inside an organization of sequence-bearers?"

He didn't regret agreeing to join Anlunsi.

Because if his mythic sequence truly advanced the way Anlunsi described-unstoppable, stronger and stronger, until it broke him—

Then one day he would become a monster, too. Only a matter of time.

And if that was inevitable, then he had to gamble.

He would use Anlunsi's path to enter the organization, hunt for information-anything that could slow the mythic sequence's growth, or teach him how to control it.

The odds were microscopic.

But he had to try.

For nearly eight years, he'd found nothing about the truth of Xuelu Town. That alone proved how tightly the organization buried anything connected to mythic vessels-let alone how they handled their own secrets.

If he let this chance slip away, finding his way back to them would be nearly impossible.

Only by taking the risk could he find a way to live.

And there was something else.

James wanted to find the human who carried Surtr's mythic sequence.

Then kill them.

Completely.

So the dead of his hometown could finally rest.
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Twenty-Three Things About "Clone Technique"

"Guess I'll take it one step at a time."

James absentmindedly grabbed the hair at his forehead-something he always did when he was thinking.

But then, a strange sensation brushed his palm, like he was pinching thread. He glanced down and realized he'd actually pulled out a strand of hair.

He stared for two seconds, thinking, Am I going bald? Maybe he really needed to fix his schedule. He'd been sleeping badly lately-too many nights of lying awake.

And then, in his palm, the strand of hair vanished.

... The hair in my hand disappeared?

James frowned, wondering if his eyes were playing tricks on him-until shadows began to rise around him. Thin, curling wisps gathered and condensed into the shape of a naked human body.

"... What is this?"

Standing right in front of him was another "James," completely nude.

For a moment he felt pure shock-followed by a queasy, wrong kind of disgust.

It was a body almost identical to his own, except it wasn't wearing clothes. And there was no hint of the profession-sequence crest forming on its neck.

"I... made a clone?" James thought. "Why?"

Then he remembered the text he'd received through the "Black Wukong" crest.

One of the listed abilities:

-Clone Technique.

So that was it.

Was the activation method really what the stories claimed? Pluck a hair... and blow on it?

No. The first problem is getting rid of this thing-right now.

If it stayed here, he was finished. The boss would be back soon.

Cold sweat slid down James's spine.

He reached out and touched the clone's face. The skin felt smooth. Its expression was blank-like a person in a vegetative state.

He shivered.

A second viewpoint appeared in his mind.

It was the clone's vision.

Not only that-its hearing poured into him as well.

The clone's sounds and his own overlapped, making everything around him seem amplified, layered, too loud.

James tried to focus on that extra viewpoint—

And his mind split, as if his consciousness were being forced into two separate bodies at once.

"I..."

"I..."

Two Jameses spoke in the same moment.

Telling them apart was easy: the original wore clothes. The clone didn't.

A stabbing pain flooded James's brain. Every nerve screamed, making one thing instantly clear:

He couldn't control both bodies at the same time.

For his fragile mind, it was overload-pure and simple.

So he chose the simplest fix.

He shifted control into the clone and had it open the wardrobe, pull out a set of clothes, and put them on.

At least it wasn't standing there naked anymore.

"But what's the point?" James muttered, pressing his hand to his chin. "If I can create a clone but can't control two bodies at once?"

Unless...

Maybe he could train into it.

Or maybe his brain-his mental strength-simply wasn't strong enough yet.

And that thought led him straight to the other sequence Anlunsi had mentioned.

A profession sequence tied to dreams.

If it was tied to dreams, then it was tied to the brain.

To the mind.

Which meant it might strengthen his mental capacity.

And if it did...

Then it could complement the Black Wukong sequence, boosting his ability to handle the clone technique.

Someday, he wanted to split his consciousness smoothly-control multiple clones without feeling like his mind was tearing itself apart-so naturally it would be like eating and drinking.

But right now, none of that mattered.

What mattered was this:

How did he make the clone disappear?

"Dismiss the clone," James tried.

The clone stared at him blankly, like an idiot.

"Go back."

No response.

"Wait... maybe it works like this..."

An idea sparked.

He reached out and plucked a strand of hair from the clone's head.

The clone went poof-exploding into a cloud of black mist that dissipated instantly.

The clothes it had been wearing collapsed with a soft flump onto the floor.

... That's it?

James's head throbbed like it had been branded with hot iron. He clutched the top of his skull and forced himself to look around, confirming it was truly gone.

Only then did he breathe out hard in relief.

At the same time, the tearing sensation in his mind faded with the clone's disappearance.

"Good... it really vanished."

He sank onto the sofa, thinking hard. The details mattered.

So:

To activate Clone Technique, he needed to pluck a hair from his own head and blow a breath across it.

And to dismiss the clone, he only had to pluck a hair from the clone's head.

Once he understood the method, curiosity inevitably followed.

How would he summon the Somersault Cloud?

But that was a Second-Stage ability. Even if he had it now, he wouldn't dare test it in this cramped attic. If it caused a commotion, he'd be in real trouble.

"Let's test the clone again."

Decisive, he plucked another hair from his forehead.

"This is going to make me bald, isn't it..." he muttered.

Then he did exactly what he'd guessed before: he held the strand to his palm and blew a breath over it.

Instantly, the clone appeared.

"Of course," James said, a faint smile lifting at the corner of his mouth. "Just like I thought."

Since he still couldn't control two bodies at once, he simply closed his eyes and concentrated his awareness into the clone.

Then he began directing it, step by step, with deliberate order.

First: get it dressed again, so it wouldn't look so indecent.

Second: send it into the bathroom, wash its hands, wipe its face.

In the mirror, its expression no longer looked dull. As James focused control into it, the clone's face became increasingly "alive," almost indistinguishable from the original.

Finally: he sent the clone downstairs into the cafe and had it brew a pot of coffee.

In practice, the clone's fine motor control was surprisingly decent-only a hair less precise than his own movements.

With some training, it could probably become perfect.

So perfect no one could tell real from fake.

"Not bad..." James thought. "If none of this mess existed, I could send a clone to work. I'd just lie on the sofa upstairs and nap."

Wait-what kind of capitalist thinking is that?

He shrugged it off immediately. The idea was ridiculous. If anyone caught him, he'd be done.

And then—

The lock on the cafe's wooden door clicked open.

Ka-ka...

Through the shared hearing with the clone, the sound entered James's mind with crystal clarity, snapping his attention sharp.

The boss was back.
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Yamata no Orochi, The Mythic Church, The Divine Child and the Divine Maiden

Damn it. I forgot the boss was coming back to grab something...

The moment James heard the cafe door unlocking, his eyelid twitched.

He knew exactly how far the counter was from the staircase leading to the attic. There was no way the clone could make it upstairs in time.

He tried controlling the clone to pluck one of its own hairs.

It didn't disappear.

So it has to be my original body that plucks the clone's hair... James thought.

He acted instantly.

He made the clone set down the coffee pot, walk quickly into the nearby restroom, and gently close the door.

Just then, the boss stepped inside, grumbling, "Exhausted, exhausted..."

Upstairs, James's thoughts raced.

I've never tried making the clone talk before. The boss has lived with me for years-if there's anything off, won't he notice immediately?

He tested it.

"Boss, my stomach..."

He had carefully controlled the clone's vocal cords-but the voice that came out was far louder than intended. It sounded completely normal.

It's over.

"What?" the boss frowned toward the restroom. "Who's in there? Mingwei? Didn't I tell you the downstairs toilet is a pain to clean? If you've got to go, use the one upstairs."

He strode over. The restroom door wasn't locked. He frowned and pushed it open.

No choice. I'll have to bluff with the clone.

From the clone's perspective, the door slowly swung open. The boss's calloused hands came into view.

And then—

The clone's vision went black.

"What?" James froze. "The clone's vision disappeared?"

No-more like it was still there, but the clone suddenly couldn't see. As if its eyes had been covered with a black cloth.

At the same time, the boss muttered downstairs, "No one's here. I swear I heard someone talking."

James stood rigid.

No one there?

Did the clone... vanish?

But why?

Did I accidentally trigger the dismissal condition?

No-the boss says there's no one in the restroom. But my clone's perspective still exists. It just went dark. That means it hasn't disappeared.

His thoughts spiraled.

Then—

The clone's vision returned.

Its eyes opened slowly.

But it wasn't the cafe restroom anymore.

It was an underground chamber.

A single ceiling bulb flickered weakly. Figures in black robes stood in the darkness, their outlines barely visible. The atmosphere was suffocatingly eerie.

"What the hell..." James whispered.

He focused completely on the clone and turned its head slowly.

An elderly man in a black robe approached. His shriveled hand trembled as it reached out and lifted the sleeve covering the clone's hand.

When he saw the Black Wukong crest—

His entire body shook.

"We... we succeeded! We truly succeeded! We summoned a human who possesses a mythic sequence!"

He was speaking Japanese.

James understood.

Years ago, the boss had taught him several languages. Japanese had been one of them. The phonetics were easy enough-memorizing katakana had been the only headache.

... Wait.

What the hell?

My clone was summoned here?

Before he could process it, hoarse, fanatical cries filled the chamber.

The clone raised its head.

Under the dim light, rows of black-robed figures lined up in two columns. They dropped to their knees with heavy thuds, raising their hands and bowing repeatedly toward him-like ministers kneeling before an emperor.

"It worked-!"

"Our former high priest's 'Gate of Anubis' truly brought us a human with a mythic sequence!"

"Finally... after all this waiting..."

"With two mythic vessels in our church, we can finally meet the higher authorities!"

Their feverish chanting made James's head throb.

He forced himself to analyze.

-This is some kind of cult centered on mythic sequences.
-Given the language, it's likely based in Japan.
-They've been planning this for a long time. They intended to summon a human with a mythic sequence-a mythic vessel.
-And somehow... my random clone became the unlucky target?
Calm down.

It's just a clone.

Worst-case scenario, the clone dies. My original body remains unaffected.

What matters now is hiding my true identity.

They cannot trace this back to my real body.

So I must conceal the fact that this is only a clone.

He looked down.

The clone was seated on an old wooden chair. Beneath it, carved into the stone floor, was a glowing rectangular formation-shaped unmistakably like a door.

So this is what they used to summon me.

"Divine Child, please come with me," the elderly man said reverently. "The Divine Maiden is waiting. The elders instructed that once the Divine Child appears, the Rebirth Assembly must convene immediately."

Divine Child?

Divine Maiden?

Rebirth Assembly?

Questions stacked in James's mind-but he knew better than to resist now.

Information first.

He guided the clone to follow the elder.

The kneeling figures didn't dare lift their heads as he passed.

Footsteps echoed through the silent chamber.

At the end stood a door. It opened into a corridor lit by torches embedded in the walls. The flames flickered dimly, casting shifting shadows. The air smelled faintly of sulfur.

A girl stood there.

She leaned against the wall, dressed in a black dress, eyes lowered as she flipped through a book.

When she heard them, she closed it slowly and looked up.

"Hello," she said calmly. "My name is Kiyozake Rin. I am the holder of the mythic sequence 'Yamata no Orochi.' Please take care of me."

Her skin was pale. Her features carried a cold, refined delicacy. Her eyes were clear and icy-like water scooped from moonlit springs.

But the words she spoke made James's heart jolt.

Mythic sequence-Yamata no Orochi?

He stared at her.

She was a mythic vessel.

Just like him.

Except her mythic sequence corresponded to one of the most infamous monsters in Japanese mythology—

The eight-headed serpent.

Yamata no Orochi.
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The Gathering of Mythic Vessels: The Rebirth Assembly

"What's your name?"

Kiyozake Rin flipped open the table of contents of her book, took out the pencil tucked inside, and fixed her gaze on James.

"I... can't quite remember who I am."

He pressed a hand to his temple, frowning as if straining to recall something long buried.

The reaction was immediate.

Both she and the robed elder stiffened, unmistakable surprise flashing across their faces.

"You can't remember?" the elder-addressed earlier as the High Priest-asked in shock. "Could it be that the Divine Child lost his memory during the transmission process?"

"That's possible," Rin said calmly, resting her chin against her hand. "When the former High Priest transmitted me here, I experienced a splitting headache as well."

So she was summoned the same way, James thought.

Meaning this so-called Divine Maiden was also brought here through some ritual involving that gate.

"What do we do?" the High Priest muttered, visibly unsettled. "We must at least know his name and identity before presenting him to the Assembly."

"High Priest," Rin replied evenly, "perhaps we're overthinking it. The ones at the Assembly may not care about his origins." She folded her arms. "And if he's lost his memory, isn't that even better?"

"Yes... yes, perhaps they'll understand," the High Priest nodded nervously. "But we must at least determine which mythic figure his sequence corresponds to."

He grasped James's right hand again, squinting at the crest on the back of it with cloudy, almost rotting eyes.

James cooperated. At this point, resistance would only raise suspicion.

"If I'm not mistaken..." the High Priest rasped, eyes widening, "this is most likely the Great One from Huaxia myth."

"Huaxia?" Rin looked startled and leaned closer.

"Yes-the Victorious Fighting Buddha."

How could that be? Rin murmured, tapping her pencil against her chin. "Until now, I've never encountered a mythic vessel originating from Huaxia mythology."

"Exactly!" The High Priest's voice grew hoarse with excitement. "This may be the first in the world. And not just anyone-but the Great Sage Equal to Heaven. The Assembly will be thrilled."

The first from Huaxia...

James felt his pulse spike, though outwardly he kept up the act, clutching his forehead in confusion.

"You mean... Sun Wukong?"

"So you haven't forgotten everything," Rin observed. "Do you recall anything about your own name?"

"It's... blurry."

"Blurry is fine. Try."

"... James?" He paused deliberately. "Robert Jordan?"

Rin stared at him for two seconds, then sighed faintly.

"Hemingway was a writer. Robert Jordan is the protagonist of For Whom the Bell Tolls."

"For Whom the Bell Tolls...?"

Inside, James thought, She reads more than I expected.

Her immediate recognition only reinforced his fabricated confusion.

"Fine," she said at last. "We'll call you Robert for now."

"... All right."

"The Divine Child may have confused fictional characters with his own name," the High Priest muttered. "But the elders were clear. If we summoned the Divine Child through the Gate of Anubis, we must convene the Rebirth Assembly immediately."

Anubis.

James's thoughts sharpened.

The Gate of Anubis-that must be the formation that pulled his clone here.

Anubis... the ancient Egyptian god of death and the afterlife.

So someone within this church must hold the mythic sequence of Anubis and used its power to summon him.

Or rather-to summon his clone.

"We have no choice," Rin said quietly. "High Priest, if you fear the elders' displeasure, I can take him to the Assembly myself. You needn't attend."

He hesitated. "Perhaps... yes. If they blame anyone, it will be me. Losing the Divine Child's memory during transmission..."

"Tell them you're gravely ill," she added.

"I will."

She turned to James. "Come. We have an important meeting to attend."

The Rebirth Assembly.

What exactly was it?

A chilling realization began to form in his mind.

What if the Rebirth Assembly was a gathering-of mythic vessels?

Rin was one.

He-at least in this body-was another.

And if this church had already summoned two...

How many more monsters were hiding behind those robes?

A cold tide washed through him.

Then he steadied himself.

It's only a clone.

No matter what happens, I can still retreat.

Keeping his expression blank and uncertain, he followed Rin down the torchlit corridor. Behind them, the High Priest paced anxiously.

Once they were out of earshot, James finally asked,

"What is the Rebirth Assembly?"

"A gathering of mythic vessels from around the world."

"From around the world?"

"Yes. You are a mythic vessel-Sun Wukong. I am one as well. Yamata no Orochi."

"It sounds... complicated."

"It is. And since you claim memory loss, much of this will feel foreign," she said. "You speak Japanese. You might be Japanese."

"Who attends this Assembly?"

"We know only their codenames. Never their true identities. That's the rule."

"And those codenames?"

She thought for a moment.

"Those I've personally seen-Sea God Poseidon. Aphrodite. Dag, the god of day. Those I haven't met directly-Surtr the Fire Giant. Zeus. Ra, the sun god. And many others who appeared only once."

In the darkness, James's pupils contracted sharply.

Surtr.

The one who destroyed Xuelu Town.

The one who slaughtered his family.

Poseidon.

The blue dragon that annihilated Allinge Harbor.

Zeus.

Supreme god of Olympus.

If Poseidon manifested as a dragon... what would Zeus be?

The thought made his blood run cold.

And these beings—

These mythic vessels—

Were the members of this so-called Rebirth Assembly.

Which meant—

He was about to come face to face with them.

The clue to Surtr was closer than ever.

Slowly, James lifted his head. In his deliberately vacant eyes, a glint of steel flickered.
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The Gate of Rebirth: Anubis

An hour ago, James would never have imagined that he would bind himself to the Sequencer Organization-only to step straight into the stronghold of mythic vessels moments later.

Even now, it felt absurd.

A clone he had casually created using the Black Wukong Sequence... had been summoned by ritual into the heart of the enemy's domain.

It was like playing a hero-versus-dragon game: you spawn as the brave hero, step out of the beginner's village, and immediately get teleported into the dragon's castle-forced to become the dragon's ally.

Ridiculous.

Yet his current position was strangely advantageous.

In the Sequencer Organization, he was the only mythic vessel.

In the stronghold of mythic vessels, he was the only sequencer.

Risky-but opportunity and danger often walked together.

If he could root himself inside both factions, he would gain access to information about himself at an efficiency no one else could hope to achieve.

And the Rebirth Assembly-this gathering of mythic vessels-might include both Poseidon, the blue dragon who destroyed Allinge Harbor, and Surtr, the Fire Giant who annihilated Xuelu Town.

The being he had longed to confront for eight years...

Might finally be within reach.

He decided to gamble.

The corridor seemed endless. He walked beside Kiyozake Rin, who flipped through her book by torchlight-Camus' The Stranger.

His expression remained steady. His thoughts did not.

-So this church's base is in Japan.
-And every few months, mythic vessels from across the globe gather here for something called the Rebirth Assembly.
"Where exactly are we?" James asked calmly. "What is this place?"

"Tokyo. Japan's capital." Rin glanced at him. "You're wondering whether the other mythic vessels are also here in Tokyo, aren't you?"

"Otherwise, how would we meet them?"

"We won't meet them in Tokyo," she replied. "We communicate thanks to the Gate of Rebirth left behind by our late former High Priest-Murakami Osamu."

"The Gate of Rebirth?"

"Yes. Because of that gate, mythic vessels scattered across the world can gather together."

So they aren't physically here in Tokyo. They're spread around the world-and use that gate to assemble.

"What exactly is the Gate of Rebirth?" he asked.

"Murakami Osamu held the mythic sequence of Anubis."

As expected.

"Anubis," she continued evenly, "the ancient Egyptian god who governs many doors. Doors that transcend all distance. Doors that link death and rebirth-even past and future.

"The former High Priest used the power of the Anubis Sequence to create a grand gate capable of connecting mythic vessels across the world. That is the Gate of Rebirth.

"The Rebirth Assembly is the name of their gathering.

"Before Murakami died, the church would open the gate every few months. Since his death, we've rarely been able to contact them."

James absently tugged a strand of hair at his forehead.

So he had been right. His clone was summoned by the power of the Anubis Sequence.

But the original holder was already dead.

Still, the Gate of Rebirth remained-a mechanism capable of assembling mythic vessels worldwide.

Which meant locating their real-world positions would be nearly impossible.

"We're here," Rin said.

They had reached the end of the narrow, damp corridor.

Before them stood a towering bronze gate, embedded into the stone wall-two meters tall, one meter wide.

Its surface bore patterns that looked scorched by black flame. At the center was an engraved figure: a jackal-headed man clad in an ancient Egyptian kilt, wearing a nemes headdress and holding a staff of authority.

Anubis.

Even carved in metal, the figure radiated solemn authority.

"This is the Gate of Rebirth?" James asked.

"Yes. It can only be opened when two mythic vessels are present."

She closed her book.

"After Murakami died, I was the only mythic vessel left in the church. Alone, I could not open it."

"So they were desperate to summon another mythic vessel," James said quietly. "Which turned out to be me."

Or rather-his clone.

"Before we proceed, a warning," Rin said.

"What warning?"

"If you're pretending to have amnesia, Aphrodite will respond accordingly. She has the ability to influence the mind."

She paused.

"This is advice. Once we enter, speak carefully."

Aphrodite.

Olympian goddess of love and beauty.

A mythic vessel drawing power from her would naturally wield abilities tied to emotion and mental influence.

If he lied—

She could compel the truth.

James swallowed.

Black Wukong's First-Stage abilities: Clone Technique-and Tightening Mantra.

According to the sequence description, Tightening Mantra nullified mental control effects.

Which meant—

He might be able to counter Aphrodite's influence.

Beyond this door might stand Surtr.

He had no intention of retreating.

At worst, the clone would die.

If that happened, he would report everything to Anlunsi and let the Sequencer Organization respond.

But unless absolutely necessary, he would not reveal the Mythic Church or the Rebirth Assembly.

Doing so would expose himself as a mythic vessel.

And mythic vessels and sequencers were sworn enemies.

He steadied his breathing.

"I'm not lying," he said.

"Good."

"How do we open it?"

"Simply place your hand on it."

Rin pressed her right hand against the bronze surface.

James mirrored her.

The instant both palms touched the gate—

Brilliant light erupted.

The bronze door blazed, swallowing them whole.

Their figures vanished from the corridor.

Only the torches remained, flickering coldly in the damp air.
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Chapter 9
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The First Rebirth Assembly: Using the Tightening Mantra Against a God

As the Gate of Rebirth flared with searing brilliance, James narrowed his eyes. His and Kiyozake Rin's figures vanished-then reappeared in an entirely new world.

They stood at the center of a silent void. Beneath their feet there seemed to be nothing at all, yet they stood as if on solid ground.

James lifted his gaze and slowly looked around.

It was a pitch-black space. In every direction stood twelve colossal gates, each towering like the sky itself. Every gate bore a bold emblem carved into its surface.

Only two were lit.

Compared to them, the other ten were as dim as sun-withered grass.

On the two glowing gates were dragons-one armored in deep-blue scales, savage and violent; the other wrapped in pink-violet scales, alluring and uncanny.

James's pupils tightened.

The emblem on the first gate was identical to the dragon he had seen in the surveillance footage from Allinge Harbor in Denmark.

There was no doubt.

This was the true visage of Sea God Poseidon.

"They're responding," Rin murmured beside him. "A gate that lights up means its mythic vessel is answering the summons."

"So," James said, staring at the two gates, "only two answered?"

"Yes," Rin replied. "The others may be occupied. They can't attend this time."

"Who do the two gates represent?"

"Sea God Poseidon. And Aphrodite. They're regulars."

So it really was like that...

James stared at the purple dragon and felt a jolt of disbelief.

Were the Olympian gods all dragons?

"Do we understand their language?" he asked.

"In this space, everyone automatically understands one another," Rin said. "Language barriers don't exist here."

"I see..."

Soon, the gate of Sea God Poseidon surged with deep-blue light. A thick, powerful voice rolled out of the darkness:

"Where is your High Priest?"

The air itself seemed to freeze.

James inhaled slowly.

The one speaking now was the culprit who had destroyed Allinge Harbor and slaughtered countless lives.

"The High Priest is unwell," Rin said calmly, her arms folded behind her. "He did not come."

"Unwell?" Poseidon laughed. "How amusing. That old man must have done something he doesn't want me to see."

At that moment, the gate of Aphrodite flared with dazzling radiance. A voice-soft, seductive, and sweetly dangerous-drifted into the void:

"So this adorable boy is the new mythic vessel?"

"Yes," Rin answered. "He is the mythic vessel we transmitted using the former High Priest's 'Gate of Anubis.'"

James lowered his head and listened.

From tone alone, he made quick guesses.

Poseidon's human form sounded like a high-ranking military officer-hard, authoritative, used to command.

Aphrodite's human form sounded like someone born to power-an aristocratic woman who had never needed to raise her voice to be obeyed.

Poseidon fell silent-then suddenly roared with laughter.

"Ha-hahahahaha! Anubis, you old bastard-of course you didn't disappoint me!"

The laughter ricocheted through the black space like a demon's shriek. James's scalp prickled. Every hair on his body tried to stand.

Why is Poseidon so excited?

Do they need new mythic vessels that badly?

Why?

"And so," Aphrodite purred, "what is this boy's mythic sequence?"

"Your reaction may surprise you," Rin said.

"Spit it out," Aphrodite snapped. Her voice dropped colder, as if the temperature itself fell. "What haven't we seen?"

Rin raised her pale, beautiful face and said evenly,

"His mythic sequence originates from Huaxia mythology."

The two glowing gates dimmed for an instant-then flared brighter than before, as if their emotions had spiked.

James's brow lifted.

They're that shocked because I'm from Huaxia mythology?

"Huaxia...?" Poseidon muttered, incredulous.

"Yes." Rin's nod was almost indifferent.

Aphrodite's surprise was equally unhidden.

"Poseidon... up to this day, we've never seen a mythic vessel from Huaxia mythology, have we?"

"We haven't," Poseidon said slowly. "Not even one. That's why it's strange."

James and Rin remained silent.

Even though they faced only two gates, it felt as if two abyssal predators were staring straight at their throats.

"Boy," Poseidon commanded, leaving no room for refusal, "show your crest."

James lifted the back of his hand without hesitation.

These were Fourth-Stage mythic vessels.

You didn't "provoke" beings like that.

The two gates dimmed again, then burst with light. Almost in unison, they spoke:

"The Great Sage Equal to Heaven?"

"No," Aphrodite said slowly. "That shape is different. Little one-what does your mythic sequence call itself?"

James pressed a hand to his head as if thinking, then answered in a slow, hoarse voice:

"Black Wukong."
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