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Introduction to Kigenishi




The island of Kigen no Ishi--or Kigenishi--is the home of a race of people who call themselves the Majin. According to Majin tradition, Kigenishi is their birthplace and true homeland.




Majin society is currently in a time of constant strife. Minor wars are frequent among the daimyo warlords, each of whom wants to rise to power and expand their nations as much as possible. Their vassals, the samurai warriors and shinobi spies, aid them in these power struggles. The common people and merchants try to make their living despite these struggles, but many are conscripted when the time for war arrives.




To the northern edge of Majin-controlled lands is a frontier, where those who wish to avoid the wars have fled. These lands at the edge of the wild are not as easy to live on, but are far enough away from the main conflicts to allow these people to live peacefully. That said, there are occasional visits from foreigners from the north, which make the Majin uncomfortable due to an invasion from these foreigners in recent memory.




Kigenishi is also a land that has been touched by the divine. Spirits from another realm and their partially-mortal cousins, the yokai, can be found in some places in the world. Some of these spirits are deified and enshrined to court their favor, but many more are too fickle to be appeased by mortals. Apart from magic gifted to the Majin by spirits, few are able to touch the spirit world as these yokai do.








The Red-Haired Maiden








Prologue




An impassive black mask hid the face of the daimyo who knelt at the head of the assembled samurai. The hall they sat in once hold over two dozen seated samurai, but now only sat four plus the daimyo herself. The others had been slain or poached by other lands years ago, when the previous daimyo controlled this estate. Now only those with nowhere else to go or who were loyal to the current daimyo remained.




The black mask raised an inch. "Our stores are nearly spent, and I hear that the harvest will be thin this year." The daimyo's young voice was distorted by her mask, making her sound inhuman. "I pray there is good news from at least one of you."




The samurai looked at one another. The oldest among them lowered his head in apology. "I'm afraid my village is in no position to pay its tribute. Men from Hirokage's lands came and razed many of our fields for refusing to join his alliance. If we are unable to rebuild, my people will have to take refuge in another settlement."




"So we are now down to three outlying villages, when once my father reigned over thirty." The daimyo seethed, clenching her fists.




Another of the samurai cleared his throat. "My lady, my village was once again approached by Osan. She continues to offer us a place in her lands in exchange for our lumber reserves. Perhaps I could convince her messengers to extend that offer to the rest of your lands as well."




"'Princess' Osan is a tyrant who makes false promises to mask her conquests. Look at the poverty of the villages on our border. She will only drain your village of any value before letting you rot." The daimyo shook her head. "I will restore this land on my own, without help from a liar like her."




These talks continued, but no good news was brought forward. However, the daimyo noticed that one of her samurai was silent for much of the conversation. She turned to the samurai, and the other three imagined a frown under the mask.




"You have yet to speak. Do you not have any news?"




The samurai inclined her head. "I have news, but I'm not sure if it is of much importance to our survival."




"Perhaps we could use the distraction, at least." The daimyo crossed her arms. "Speak."




The samurai nodded. "I have heard rumors about something of interest at a wayshrine in the northern frontier lands. The stories tell of a young woman with godlike beauty, whose voice can charm wild animals to domesticity. She is known by the title 'the Red-haired Maiden' for her unusually-colored hair."




The daimyo considered this. "Her home... this shrine. Are you sure it lies in no claimed lands?"




"I am certain, my lady."




The daimyo stood. Her samurai stood with her, uncertain of her intentions. "I want this woman brought here, to my father's hall. If these tales are true, then she may be the key to our salvation." Seeing the samurai look at each other in confusion, the daimyo continued. "Someone with a voice such as what you described would bring travelers from other nations, and we could use that traffic to make new trade connections. And if that fails, offering her as a wife to a wealthy daimyo could make us a powerful ally that could provide for us until we are restabilized."




The samurai nodded to one another, then the eldest stepped forward. "I will send word to my village that I will be away for a time. I will return to seek assistance if I do not find this woman within the month."




"Good." The daimyo raised a fist. "Ueda will be restored, one way or another. Do not fail us."




The samurai all bowed. "We will not fail you, Lady Sachihana!"








Chapter 1




Mizuyo hummed to herself as she scrubbed the dirt from the laundry. The water in her bucket was getting too murky to be of much help, but she wanted to finish one more robe before dumping the water and drawing more from the stream.




Footsteps approached her, and she put down the robe to see who was coming. One of the shrine maidens was making her way down the trail to the riverbed, her mouth partially open in excitement. When she got close enough to speak, she waved. "Mizuyo!"




"What is it, Kana?" Mizuyo stood up, shaking the dampness from her hands.




"You need to meet the traveler who just arrived!" Kana pointed up the hill toward the shrine. "She's from the far south, and she serves a powerful daimyo. I'll bet she has all sorts of stories about battles!"




Mizuyo chuckled. "You're the one who wants to hear about fighting." She indicated the laundry. "I have to finish this, unless you want to perform your duties naked. You go on ahead and listen to war stories."




"Come on, you don't talk to enough visitors!" Kana grabbed Mizuyo by the arm, grinning. "I have vows to stay here and serve Jihogosha, but you're not bound by those same vows. You might meet someone, one day, who will make you want to see the rest of the world."




"Then who will keep you from wearing dirty clothes or coughing on dust?" Mizuyo shook her head. "I really am fine here. If you could give me your duties, I'd gladly let you do the exploring you clearly want."




"I'd probably last only a minute or two on my own before I came running home." Kana tapped Mizuyo. "But really, you should meet this traveler. The laundry can wait for a bit."




"I don't think--"




Mizuyo kept trying to protest, but Kana dragged her away from the laundry pile by the river and up the trail to the shrine. It was a simple structure, just large enough for the three shrine maidens, the priest, and the priest's apprentice to perform their rites for the enshrined god. Next to it was the dormitory where the six residents slept and ate, which was big enough to also accommodate up to four travelers at a time.




Kana kept pulling Mizuyo along, past Kuro the apprentice as he walked home with his walking stick and sack of foraged fruits. He and Mizuyo grinned at each other, knowing neither of them had it in them to curb Kana's energy.




Entering the dormitory, the two women found the traveler telling a story to the other shrine maidens. From behind, Mizuyo figured the traveler for a farmer of some kind: she wore a haori jacket and leggings instead of the full kimono of southern nobles, and her hair was fairly short for a woman.




"Miss! Miss!" Kana interrupted the story without remorse, pulling Mizuyo over. "I brought my friend in!"




Mizuyo made herself smile, despite her embarrassment. But when the traveler turned around, she felt her jaw hang loose for a moment before she caught herself. The woman was pretty; far prettier than any farmgirl Mizuyo had met.




"Hello there. I heard your name is Mizuyo?" The woman indicated herself. "I'm Rin, in service to Lord Kinsuke." She glanced over Mizuyo. "Your friend was right... your hair is a very curious color. I've never seen red hair before."




"G-greetings." Mizuyo bowed, inclining lower than usual to hide her blush. "I hope you've felt comfortable here at Jihogosha Shrine."




"I haven't had a welcome like this in a while." Rin smiled widely. "In the south, everyone expects lone travelers to be spies. I have to keep explaining that I'm a scholar, not a shinobi."




Mizuyo tried to reconcile what she was hearing with her initial expectations. Not a farmgirl, but a scholar? Shouldn't a scholar be wearing more refined clothing? "What are you a scholar of?"




"I have to take many roles, since my lord has few vassals that aren't part of his military. But once I convince him that we need other advisers to keep his lands healthy, I hope to study the use of magic."




"Magic?" One of the shrine maidens asked. "Like what the priest and his apprentice do?"




"Your rituals are just as filled with spiritual power as that of your master." Rin explained. "But the rites of religious people are pretty heavily documented, so that's not what I'm interested in. I'm more interested in the other kinds of magic. Things like... the legends of smiths creating blades that burn with fire, sorcerers causing fruit to grow instantly--"




"Mizuyo!" Kana turned to Mizuyo and leaned in. "I have an idea! Why don't you sing her that one song?"




"Are you sure?" Mizuyo felt a bit nervous now; the song Kana was referring to was a melody that she had stumbled on when singing to herself one day. It had caused a wild fox to approach her and cuddle against her like a lost puppy. Until the priest had made them set the fox free, it had become a pet to one of the shrine maidens.




"What sort of song do you mean?" Rin tilted her head in curiosity.




"I-it's nothing too special. It's just..." Mizuyo took a breath. "Well, it convinced a fox to stay with us for a while, when I first learned it."




"Where did you learn it?" Rin took out a tablet and an implement that looked like a brush without ink.




"N-no, it's not like that. It's more like I came up with it by accident, but it's a song that does something special."




"Do it, Mizuyo!" Kana was grinning now.




Mizuyo sighed. "Okay... Let's go outside."




Kana and the other shrine maidens whispered to each other as they all went outside. Kuro was sorting his spoils on a bench next to the shrine, glancing over to watch Mizuyo. After taking a few deep breaths, Mizuyo started warming up her voice.




"Be quiet when she sings." Kana told Rin. "You'll feel something when it starts."




"That sounds interesting..." Rin pursed her lips and nodded, pinning an unrolled section of scroll to her tablet.




When she was ready, Mizuyo nodded to everyone and then began her song. It was a wordless melody; Mizuyo had a hard time remembering lyrics. But the melody... that was etched into her memory among the numerous other songs she knew by sound.




As she sang, the wind seemed to change. Rin's eyes narrowed as the air changed pressure. The presence of some sort of divine power was evident within moments. Those with the proper training would have felt the sacred energy flowing around Mizuyo for the duration of her song.




Kuro stiffened. Both he and Rin knew that the divine wasn't always safe, and both were now alert for any sign of danger. But no danger appeared; instead, the divine power seemed to give way to a soothing energy.




Mizuyo's song ended, and everything went quiet. The wind itself stopped in place for a brief moment. Then she sighed, shrugging. "No fox this time..."




"But you did summon something." Rin glanced around. "Some kind of spiritual power was invoked here. I felt it."




After a moment of silence, one of the shrine maidens turned to Kana. "Did Kana fall asleep standing up?"




It took poking her a few times, but Mizuyo got Kana to wake up. She rubbed her eyes. "I felt tired all of a sudden... did you sing yet?"




"I already did it." Mizuyo bit her lip. "I guess... I accidentally put you to sleep this time."




"Awwww... I wanted to hear it again..." Kana sighed, then tried to hum part of the song before she decided she didn't remember it well enough.




"I need to write this down..." Rin started writing onto her scroll, adjusting it on the tablet as she used up each section. "I've never seen someone invoke magic through song before..."




As Rin focused on writing her notes, the shrine maidens pointed down toward the road. "The priest is back!"




Mizuyo and Kana turned to see that the shrine priest was walking down the road toward the shrine, a man in armor walking beside him. The armored man had graying hair and a sword at his side. His gaze reminded Mizuyo of stone.




When the priest and his guest were close enough to speak to, Mizuyo and the shrine maidens all bowed to them. "Welcome home, master--"




Their greeting was cut off by the unfamiliar man. "Red-haired Maiden. I had hoped I would be the one to find you."








Chapter 2




The man who had arrived at the shrine introduced himself as a samurai serving Lady Sachihana of Ueda. The priest invited him to come into the dormitory to rest his feet, but the samurai shook his head and narrowed his eyes.




"I have no time for rest. I came here seeking this shrine maiden of yours... the one with red hair." He pointed directly at Mizuyo, who stepped back instinctively.




"Why... do you seek her out?" The priest said in a slow, cautious manner.




"My liege requires her assistance to restore our lands." The samurai fixed his gaze on Mizuyo. "You. Do you sing? Like the stories say?"




Mizuyo was about to answer when Kana stepped in front of her. "Why do you need to know that? And why are you here to take Mizuyo away? Just because she has red hair?"




The other two shrine maidens seemed reluctant to get involved in the conversation. The samurai crossed his arms. "If your friend here is truly the woman I seek, she is what my liege needs."




Worry seeped into Mizuyo as she let Kana shield her. She didn't understand what was happening; it was all so sudden. The idea of some stranger coming here specifically to take her away made her scared. Rin walked over with a frown.




"You said you serve Sachihana? The Scarred Daimyo?"




The samurai reflexively slipped into a ready stance. "That title is a disgrace to her name! Where did you learn of this?!"




The priest hurried between the two, raising his hands. "Enough! The wars of the southern lands are not fought here. I will not have this shrine desecrated by violence."




Kana and Mizuyo turned to Rin, both wondering what she knew about Sachihana. Seeing them looking at her, Rin continued in a quieter voice. "I hear she was disfigured as a child, so she only ever wears a mask now. Her nation has shrunk ever since her parents died, and may soon disappear entirely."




"Which is why I must bring the Red-haired Maiden to Lady Sachihana." The samurai glared at Mizuyo, who hid behind Kana. "I believe I overheard your name as Mizuyo? So, Mizuyo, do you sing or not?"




Mizuyo was afraid to answer now, knowing that what she said might lead to her being taken away. Kana looked at her and shook her head.




"She does sing." The priest said, looking as if the confession was being drawn out of him.




"Master!" Kana shouted in dismay.




"The wars of the south do not belong here." The priest sighed. "Even a minor daimyo could have this shrine razed to the ground, invoking the wrath of Jihogosha on us for failing to defend his resting place."




All three shrine maidens seemed upset, looking at each other and the priest in surprise. Mizuyo clutched at her chest, feeling sick. She knew that the priest probably had no choice, but she was scared at what would happen next all the same.




"Then I must ask that Mizuyo be released from her vows and allowed to come with me to Ueda." The samurai stated.




For the first time in the conversation, Mizuyo found her own voice. "I... have no vows to break. I am not a shrine maiden or priest here."




The samurai seemed taken aback, but quickly recovered. "Then we could leave at once. The sooner we present you to my liege, the better."




"You... you can't just take her!" Kana cried out, tears starting to form. "Who will do our laundry then?"




Mizuyo almost laughed, figuring that Kana was referring to their conversation from earlier in the day. To think that that was less than an hour ago, and yet so much had changed...




"I'm sure you can find a way to manage, as my people have. They have lost far more."




"And will continue to lose, if they all behave as you do." Rin was glaring at the samurai. "I wasn't here to scout for enemy activity, but I am tempted to return to my own master and tell him about what is happening here. But Sachihana's reputation probably can't go much lower if she is resorting to kidnapping now."




"It is no kidnapping. It is conscription." The samurai walked over to Mizuyo, shoving past Kana. He grabbed Mizuyo by the arm. "Come. I have enough provisions for the both of us. It will be better if we leave at once."




Mizuyo glanced at Kana and the priest for aid, knowing none would come. The priest could not risk the shrine, and Kana knew better than to challenge an armed samurai. The other shrine maidens were averting their eyes.




"I... will go, then." Mizuyo said finally. "But... I do so unwillingly."




"Once you see the devastation of my village, perhaps you will understand why we need your aid." The samurai began leading her away.




Everyone watched as Mizuyo was dragged away. The priest slumped his shoulders, his heart heavy. The three shrine maidens hugged each other, partially to commiserate but also to keep Kana from doing anything stupid. Rin clenched her fists in quiet fury.




"Are we not even going to try to stop him?" Rin turned to the others. "I don't even know Mizuyo and I'm upset. That man and his master are desperate. They don't care about Mizuyo; they care about how she can revitalize their failing rule."




"There was nothing we could do without risking retaliation." The priest said, lowering his head.




Kana broke free from the other shrine maidens, walking over to Rin. "Is there something we can do? I... don't want her to leave like this! She's a prisoner!"




Rin rubbed her chin. "I'm not a fighter. But if we could catch up to them while they rest, maybe we could sneak Mizuyo off in the night."




"But then he will know that you or someone from our shrine aided in her escape." The priest said weakly.




"Besides," one of the shrine maidens chimed in, "if you leave, Kana, that will break your vows. You won't be able to return."




Kana bit her lip, uncertainty welling up inside of her. "I... don't want to be exiled. But... Mizuyo..."




A silence passed over them all, everyone too afraid to voice their thoughts. Then a new voice joined the conversation.




"Are you willing to trade your life here for a chance to save Mizuyo from her fate?" Kuro had walked over to them while they weren't looking, his walking stick planted firmly in the ground.




Kana slumped her shoulders. Then, she nodded weakly. "I... think I am. I wanted her to have a more exciting life, to leave the shrine. But if she's a prisoner of Sachihana... she can't be free."




Kuro nodded, walking toward Kana. "Then I have a plan for you."




The priest's eyes widened as he turned to his apprentice. "Are you sure...?"




"I think you or I can fashion another one, if I still need it." Kuro held out his walking stick for Kana to take. "Here."




"Wh-why?" Kana took the walking stick, not understanding its purpose.




"It focuses divine energy, allowing the person holding it to better control their spiritual powers." He smiled. "I was given this by our master when I first began here, to make it easier to learn our rituals. But if Mizuyo were to use it, she would be able to control what her power does."




Rin took a few steps forward to look at the walking stick. "So... this is a sacred staff, then...?"




"In a sense." The priest agreed. "But what is your plan, Kuro?"




"You may not be able to catch up to Mizuyo before she is brought to Ueda, especially if you lose the trail." Kuro rubbed his chin. "However, once you do find her, you can deliver this walking stick to her and tell her what it does. From there, she can use her song to put her captors to sleep, allowing you three to escape."




"That might work." Rin turned to Kana. "But it only really needs one of us, as long as that person is careful once they reach Ueda. You don't have to forsake your vows, Kana."




Kana looked at the staff in her hands, then at her friends and the priest. She tried to consider what she was giving up, but all those thoughts led back to Mizuyo's plight. She clutched the walking stick tightly.




"I have to do this." She turned to Rin. "If you want to help, I'll take it. But I have to help Mizuyo."




A wind blew through the trees, giving everyone a chill. Rin and the priests felt the presence of the divine, the three of them tensing up. But the feeling was not one of anger, but... sadness. Perhaps with acceptance.




"I feel as though Jihogosha has spoken." The priest stood up straight. "Whatever our god thought of my cowardice, it seems your mission has been... blessed, in a way." He sighed. "It's as if Jihogosha is saying goodbye to you, Kana."




Kuro and the shrine maidens looked over at Kana sadly. She took a deep breath to hide her own sorrow. "Then... I better prepare some things and get going. We're going to be a bit behind already."




The other shrine maidens went to help Kana pack, and Kuro went back to his foraged fruit. Rin and the priest stared at each other, waiting for the other to say something. Rin wasn't sure what to make of the middle-aged man. When she finally looked away, she still didn't have an answer.








Chapter 3


Mizuyo did not try to escape during the days-long journey to Sachihana's estate. She was afraid of what the samurai might do to her or the people at the shrine, and knew that she couldn't stand up to the man if he used force. She was silent for most of the journey, except one time when she was asked to sing in order to reassure the samurai that he had found his quarry.


She spent this silent journey contemplating her future. What could Sachihana hope to gain from her? Was a girl with an odd hair color and a decent singing voice really enough to save a failing nation? She knew so little of the daimyo-controlled lands. Now she regretted not spending more time speaking to the travelers with stories of the south.


Pain seeped into her frame as she came closer to her fate. She wondered what would happen to her friends at the shrine, realizing that she would never see Kana again. And as they neared their destination, she was taken through charred fields marked with gravestones.


"It appears my village is no more." The old samurai sighed. "Then we are down to three."


Seeing this devastation, Mizuyo began to despair. She couldn't imagine a way she could prevent or reverse the destruction she saw here. Fear gripped her heart as she realized her life may not last much longer, should the war come to Sachihana's estate.


The old samurai knelt at the foot of a cluster of grave markers, bowing his head in prayer. "May Taiyoataenushi light your path through the underworld."


Mizuyo clutched at her chest, instinctively wishing to pray to Jihogosha for protection. But she knew that her god would have acted by now if he had any intent to save her. Thinking this, she wondered if the gods of Lady Sachihana and her people had abandoned them, or else lost the power to aid them.


"Do you now understand why I cannot let an opportunity such as the one you present to pass me by?" The samurai stood and fixed his stony gaze on Mizuyo. "My daimyo has few options remaining. I cannot allow one to slip away simply because you may not be comfortable with what you must do."


Mizuyo looked away, knowing she had nothing she could say to convince the samurai to stop. He was duty-bound to fulfil this task, no matter anyone's feelings on the matter. And after seeing the charred fields around her, she couldn't help but wonder if it was her duty to do something, if such a thing could actually help.


The two continued their journey, with each step bringing more pain to Mizuyo's weary mind. She began to feel that, one way or another, her life was over.


When they arrived at the estate, these doubts amplified in Mizuyo's mind. The building itself was falling apart on one side, and refugees from the burnt village were sleeping in the streets. There were less than a dozen guards and soldiers in the entire town. If a true army marched here, it would be a massacre.


Entering the main hall of the estate, Mizuyo saw only one person waiting for them: Lady Sachihana herself. She was barely taller than Mizuyo, but wore partial armor over her worn kimono and thus looked larger. Her hair was long, tied into a braid in the back and tucked into her armor, and her bangs framed the mask covering her face.


"I heard from one of the soldiers that you were seen approaching." Sachihana began, her voice muffled and inhuman. "And you brought her with you. The Red-haired Maiden."


The old samurai bowed. "I have indeed brought her here. Her name is Mizuyo."


"Are the tales true?" Sachihana's mask turned toward Mizuyo. "Is her singing truly as divine as the stories say?"


"I am not the right judge, but she can sing." The samurai turned to Mizuyo and narrowed his gaze. "Show her."


Heart fluttering in her chest, Mizuyo cleared her throat. She picked a song at random and began to sing, the wordless melody echoing through the hall. Sachihana's mask hid her expression, giving Mizuyo the impression of disappointment.


"Her voice is exceptional. But it seems travelers are prone to exaggeration. It is not as if there is any magic in that voice." Sachihana looked away. "But I'm certain she will still be of use to us. Leave us. I must speak to her alone."


The old samurai bowed, then left
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