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THE EMPEROR'S 

FRACTURED COVENANT

 

PROLOGUE: THE EMPEROR'S 

LAST COMMAND

The scent of plum blossoms and incense hung heavy in the Mikoto Imperial Garden. Emperor Hitsugi, his once-powerful frame now gaunt beneath ceremonial robes, clasped my shoulder with a trembling hand. The other three Generals, Kaito of the Northern Mountains, Shizuka of the Western Coast, and Ren of the Southern Isles, stood equally solemn beside me.

“Yamato,” the Emperor whispered, using my given name as he had when I was a boy, he plucked from a battlefield. “You four are not just my generals. You are the pillars upon which this empire rests.”

His crimson eyes, still burning with preternatural intensity despite his failing body, met each of ours. “The blessings I bestowed upon you, the elemental magic woven into your very souls, were not merely rewards. They were a covenant. When my time ends, and the succession question inevitably arises… promise me. Promise me the empire will remain standing, united.”

[image: Image]We knelt as one, our foreheads touching the cool stone. “By our blood and blessings, we swear it,” we chorused.

That was three years ago. The Emperor passed away peacefully in his sleep last moon. The empire has been holding its breath ever since.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1: THE CRACKS IN THE PILLAR

Kingdom of Yamato, The Central Plains

My blessing, Jin’en, the power over earth and stone, thrummed beneath my skin as I surveyed the sprawling rice fields from my palace balcony. My kingdom, the fertile heartland of Mikoto, was the empire’s breadbasket. The peace was an illusion, a thin veneer over seething tensions.

“Lord Yamato.” My advisor, Jiro, an old man with no blessing but a mind sharper than any sword, approached with a scroll. “Messages from the other Pillars.”

I unrolled it. Kaito’s script was as bold and uncompromising as his glacial magic: “The northern lords grow restless. They speak of independence, of the weakness of the center. I hold them by force of will and ice, but the freeze is thinning.”

Shizuka’s elegant characters followed, smelling faintly of salt and ozone: “The western trade princes see chaos as opportunity. Their ships are delayed. Their tariffs rise. My storms can sink fleets, but not greed.”

Ren’s message was brief, fiery letters almost scorching the paper: “The southern clans sharpen their blades. They whisper that the era of blessed rulers is over. That strength alone should decide the next emperor. My flames keep them in check, for now.”

I set the scroll down, the weight of it feeling heavier than any boulder I could summon. The Empire of Mikoto was a delicate mosaic of peoples, climates, and cultures, held together by the Emperor’s divine authority and the complementary powers of his Four Generals. Without him, the centrifugal forces were winning.

“And the capital, Tatsuyama?” I asked.

Jiro’s face darkened. “The imperial court has splintered into three factions, each backing a different imperial cousin. They send envoys to each of you, seeking the support of a Pillar’s blessing and army. They play the game of thrones while the foundation crumbles.”

I closed my eyes, feeling the deep, slow pulse of the land through my connection to Jin’en. I had sworn an oath. Not just to a dying man, but to the idea he embodied, a unified land where the strong protected the weak, where the blessings of heaven served the people on earth.

“Summon my commanders,” I said, opening my eyes. “And prepare my armor. Not the ceremonial plate. The field set.”

“My lord? You mean to ride out?”

“The oath was not to wait for war to come to us,” I said. “It was to keep the empire standing. To do that, I must first shore up my own lands. Then, I must remind the others what we are fighting for.”

                 [image: Image]

CHAPTER 2: THE COUNCIL OF IRON AND MEMORY

I rode not as the head of an army, but with a modest escort of my personal guard, the Ketsueki. My destination was the border fort of Hashin, where my lands met Kaito’s northern territory. I had sent word ahead, requesting a parley.

Kaito arrived like a winter gale. His white hair flowed from beneath his horned helmet, and his breath fogged the air despite the mild spring temperature. His blessing, Hyōrin, gave him command over cold and ice, making the very ground crackle under his boots as he dismounted.

“Yamato,” he grunted, dispensing with titles. He stamped his foot, and a chair of seamless, clear ice rose from the ground. I answered in kind, a throne of polished granite erupting beside it.

“We swore an oath, Kaito.”

“To a dead man.”

“To the empire,” I countered. “Your reports speak of northern lords seeking independence. Would you let them carve up Mikoto?”

“I rule the North. My way is strength. If they break, I break them.” He spoke plainly, but I heard the tension beneath. Kaito’s rule was absolute, but it was a constant exertion of power. He was holding a glacier back from an avalanche through sheer force.

“And when you are busy breaking one rebellion, and Shizuka is sinking another’s fleet, and Ren is burning a third, who holds the center?” I leaned forward. “We were meant to be pillars, Kaito. Supporting the same structure. If each pulls in a different direction, the roof collapses on everyone.”

He was silent, studying me. “You always had the Emperor’s ear. His idealism. What is your plan, dreamer?”

“We must convene the Four Pillars. A council, at the neutral grounds of the Ainu ruins. No armies, just us. We must reaffirm our pact before the civil war ignites. We must present a united front to the squabbling princes in Tatsuyama and enforce a peaceful succession.”

Kaito scoffed. “Ren thinks strength is all. Shizuka calculates profit and loss. You ask for unity based on a memory.”
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