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1st Chapter







The Magical Painting










         "I curse you, creator of this world!"


  "Be quiet, Arthur!"


 "I spit on your invisible face!"


  "You are committing a grave sin!"


"Who cares? About me, the greatest fighter among the knights of Muhalla?"


 "Your arrogance is leading you to ruin!"


 "Oh, really? What misfortune could be worse than this injustice? Tell me, Merlin!"


 "Anger only breeds despair."


 "You are no longer my advisor!"


"Don't say something you'll regret later!"


 "Then stop provoking my wrath!"
"I'm only asking you to hold your tongue!"
"I refuse to respect an Almighty who devised such treacherous rules!"


         With that, the young man wrenched himself free from the wheelchair and sprinted toward the sea.




"Stop, be careful!" his friend shouted after him, but his warning fell on deaf ears. Arthur stumbled, collapsing onto the ground. His purple cloak slipped from his shoulders, pooling like a shadow in the sand.




         Angrily, Arthur fumbled for the fabric, grabbed it, and flung it aside. Then he dropped to his knees, clenching his hands into fists and raising them toward the dark gray sky. Wet sand clung to his gold-embroidered doublet, tarnishing its once-pristine brilliance. Tears streamed down Arthur's dark brown cheeks, merging with the relentless raindrops.


         Merlin rolled toward his friend, the wheels of his chair sinking repeatedly into the damp ground. Each push was a struggle. Finally, he stopped and retrieved the discarded cloak, his chest heaving with effort. His gaze drifted beyond the crashing waves.


         Across the ocean, the sky above the southern lands was only partially obscured by clouds. Golden sunlight pierced through in places, illuminating the distant shore. The beach shimmered brightly above the deep blue waves, which clashed with the grim gray of the northern waters.


         "The ornamental towers I spoke of," Merlin began, his voice low but steady, "they’re unusually visible today. They look just like ours—one egg mirroring another."


         Arthur’s broad lips quivered as he replied.
"And even if they do… we’ll never reach them."


         Merlin brushed his damp blonde hair from his face, his pale skin flushed from exertion.
"Rumor has it," he said softly, "that in ancient times, they built gigantic bridges to span the ocean—crossing it as if it were nothing."


         He carefully cleaned the cloak before draping it gently over Arthur's shoulders.


         "Let’s go to the Silent Temple," Merlin urged. "Perhaps one of the priestesses can help."


         "The law demands that every man killed in the arena must be replaced by another. When he steps into the circle of the nine remaining knights, a new round begins, rendering everything from the previous one invalid."


         "In this way," Arthur continued bitterly, "I never get the chance to face all the fighters in a single round."


         "There are many warriors in our land," the priestess replied. "Most of those slain never return to the magical arena."


         Arthur pressed his lips together, holding back his frustration. After a moment, he exhaled sharply.
"When they awaken in the outside world with no memory, they’re given a new name. Once the year has passed, their new identity is confirmed with a seal in the House of Council. Then they will have another chance to fight, if they wish. I’ve faced men I defeated before—twice! It’s unfair!" 


         "The rules are the same for everyone, Arthur," the priestess said calmly.


         Arthur clenched his fists. "And as if that weren’t enough, this world grows colder and darker with each passing year. The sun weakens. Just now, shortly after I killed a knight in honorable combat, the rain began again. It’s summer, yet we shiver as though it were the depths of winter. The harvest is poor, and we are all starving."


         "Yes," the young woman replied, her tone carrying an odd emphasis.


         Arthur straightened, confusion crossing his face.
"We all agreed long ago to fight for the kingship," he muttered.


         The black-haired priestess cast a fleeting glance at Merlin before responding.
"Your friend," she said gently, "never lifts a sword. He only dons the silver skin to observe the battles."


         Arthur jutted his chin forward defiantly.
"That’s his choice. He’s free to fight for the throne anytime he wishes, just like I am. In the magical world, he can leap and run to his heart’s content, just as I can see there. But he wouldn’t get very far either. None of us ever reach our goal under these circumstances."


         His voice wavered as he fought back tears. Merlin put his arm around his friend's trembling shoulders.


"High Priestess, we’ve come to seek your wisdom," Merlin said earnestly. "This is a dilemma we cannot solve on our own."


         The priestess regarded them thoughtfully for a moment before speaking.
"We live to find our own way. That is the purpose of our existence. I can only offer this: search with a clear mind. Sometimes, the path forward lies in embracing new experiences—traveling, discovering foreign lands, meeting the unknown."


         "We cannot cross the raging ocean," Arthur protested bitterly. "Its depths are home to lurking monsters. Besides, none of us can swim. And there are stories… tales of an ancient man who, astonishingly, swam like a fish and dared to defy the waves, only to encounter an invisible wall at the reddish-glimmering belt in the middle. We are always tasked with the impossible! And as if that weren’t enough, my entire fate feels like an unjust punishment. I’ve committed no crime, yet I’ve been cursed since birth. I alone am blind to the outside world."


         "And what should Merlin say?" the priestess asked softly.


         "He can at least behold your beauty," Arthur replied gallantly, a faint smile tugging at his lips.


         The High Priestess returned his smile, her expression warm and serene.


         "Your physical ailments are part of your fate," the High Priestess said gently. "Don’t despise your existence, Arthur—embrace it, just as your companion has. The plague of the year 195 affected many, including some pregnant women. Among them were your two mothers. Though our healer women managed to save everyone and defeat the disease, both of you suffered lasting damage. They were faced with a choice: to end your lives before birth or to bring you into the world with your disabilities. Who knows? Perhaps one day there will be a solution for your pain. But for now, do not lose heart, young man."


         Arthur began to sob uncontrollably, his shoulders shaking with the weight of his sorrow. The priestess turned her gaze to Merlin, her expression pleading.
"Leave me alone with your friend for a while."


         Merlin nodded in understanding. He watched as the priestess began removing her veils, then turned his chair toward the altar. Drawing closer, he inhaled deeply the sweet, numbing smoke of the glowing herbs. The sacred aroma clouded his mind as he pondered the High Priestess’s words. There had to be a way to reach those distant, unknown shores across the ocean—without succumbing to the depths.


         Behind him, the holy woman’s soft moans of love mingled with Arthur’s, echoing faintly in Merlin’s ears like the distant roar of waves crashing on a shore.


         I carefully reached for the mysterious flat object, its surface adorned with various colored buttons, and pressed the strange symbol made of two white vertical lines.


         The scene in the temple froze.


         Stepping in front of the wall mirror, I examined myself. My eyes were bloodshot, and my crumpled brown doublet hung askew, with one of its golden threads unraveling. Exhausted, I adjusted my tights. Despite being fifty years old, I still looked as young as I had during my days as a student at the Academy of Fine Arts. None of the healer women could explain why I hadn’t aged.


         Thoughtfully, I placed the magical device I had used to halt the enchanted image back on the table. The metal frame surrounded Merlin, frozen in front of the altar, turned to stone by an unseen divine force.


         Upset, I went to the window. January 312 had blanketed Muhalla in snow. The sun shone weakly, casting a dim glow over the scene. On the beach below, men and women strolled, holding aloft my latest invention: slender sticks tipped with circular magnifying glasses that amplified the sun's warmth.


         To the east, several farmers crossed the swaying suspension bridge connecting the ornamental towers of Muhalla and Umanunda. Their legs were spread wide for balance, and their backs bent under the weight of heavy backpacks.


         The door creaked open, and my wife entered the room. Her golden hair flowed in waves beneath a pearl-studded head net, and she wore a velvet dress adorned with silver ornaments beneath a hastily thrown-on cloak.


         "The winters of the last few years have become a little milder, don’t you think, Lucretia?" I asked, stomping playfully on the floor.


         "Yes," she agreed.


         "The magical floor seems warmer too, or am I mistaken?" I added.


         "No, Leonardo. You’re right," she said as she tied her cloak carefully over her chest.


         Smiling, she continued, "I won’t even ask if you want to join me for a walk through the city. I can see you’re preoccupied with your magical painting."


         "Indeed," I confirmed. "It is a miracle that reveals itself to me little by little. I scarcely dare to ponder why the Creative Spirit entrusted it to me of all people. No other people in our world have such a thing."


         Lucretia joined me at the window, gazing out over the snowy landscape.
"Look at how people enjoy your sunlupe umbrellas, enhancing the warmth of the light. See how your swaying bridge connects Umanunda with our land. Most people are still afraid of crossing the ocean by ship, but you’ve brought so many blessings to our world."


         "If Antonio Da Melville hadn’t supported me unconditionally with the wealth of his magical lifecard, I would never have realized my ideas," I admitted.


         Lucretia smiled warmly, her gaze filled with pride.


         "It is only right that a prince should share his privileges with a friend who possesses extraordinary talents like you," Lucretia said.


         "Not all nobles think that way," I replied.


         She gave me a knowing look, laced with gentle irony.
"Like Cesare Da Martens?"


         I nodded grimly.
"An inhumane warrior who cares only for his own well-being. And his followers imitate him without question."


         "They will remain a minority," she assured me.


         “Your words in the ear of the Creative Spirit,” I said with a faint, bitter smile.


         "Why not become a prince yourself?" she suggested. "Rodolfo Da Crooke has offered you the title multiple times."


         "You know how much I despise the aristocratic code of honor," I replied darkly.


         She adjusted her pearl-studded hairnet and continued, "Whoever loses their life in a duel within the magical arena is reborn in the House of Hope, given the chance to start anew. In truth, they only lose their previous memories, Leonardo."


         Yes, yet another of the Creative Spirit’s unfathomable laws, I thought. Why didn’t He explain these rules to us? Why didn’t He offer a sign so we could understand the mysteries of our world?


         "It isn’t the fighting that scares me," I said aloud. "I detest the custom of dividing the loser's fortune between the victor and their successor. Such a practice only fosters unworthy greed. That’s why I’ve never applied to join the circle of nobles."


         My wife sighed.
"It’s part of the regulations. If the council determines that a member’s honor has been violated, it grants their request for compensation."


         If only I could accept these circumstances as calmly, the thought flashed through my mind.


         "Apart from the fact that this ritual opens the door to endless speculation, it doesn’t resolve the woman’s desire—which is usually the issue at hand."


         Lucretia laughed softly.
"On the contrary. The woman often leaves her husband or lover afterward, depending on the outcome of the encounter."


         "Yes," I grumbled, "as predictable as the rain and icy winds that inevitably follow. We’re fortunate this hasn’t occurred in some time."


         My wife gave me a searching look.
"I’m distracting you from your magical gift."


         "Every now and then, I need a break to rest my eyes," I admitted. "It’s still incredible to me, Lucretia. I can see people from the past—and even hear them! I still can’t believe my luck. However, there’s something troubling me."


         "Speak," she urged gently.


         "When I first saw the magical painting on the wall three days ago, the voice of the Creative Spirit spoke to me. It explained how to use the magic, but once the explanation was over, it gave me an order: I must not tell anyone about the existence of this gift, except for you. Why?"


         "I believe the Creative Spirit entrusted this gift to you alone because others are not yet ready for it," Lucretia replied. "Have faith and obey."


         "Of course, don’t worry," I promised.


         She smiled warmly.
"Now, I won’t keep you any longer."


         I tried to suppress a pang of jealousy.
"Are you heading back to the council house?"


         "Yes," she said.


         "What wisdom do you pick up there? Do they really have any influence on the events of our world?"


         "Absolutely," Lucretia confirmed.


         "To this day, I still don’t understand why men are not allowed in there."


         "Because it’s a women’s council."


         "You gather there to pray, influencing all our fates, don’t you?"


         "My love, even if you keep asking the same question, that is how it is—and how it will remain," she replied firmly.


         "I’m only trying to understand the purpose of these meetings," I said, exasperated.


         "The Creative Spirit wills it," she answered with finality.


         "Well, your temple service will last all night, as usual," I muttered.


         "That cannot be changed," she said with a tone of quiet certainty.


         I nodded uncertainly.
"If I went with you, I’d have to stop at the gate of the mysterious building and return home alone. At best, I could stop by the tavern."


         Lucretia smiled knowingly.
"You mean the place you so aptly call the                  house of no council             ?"


         "I never achieve more than that state in the company of wine-drinking men," I admitted.


         "What a waste of time, considering your magical image," she said. "You’d do better to revisit the past."


         "You can’t imagine what this means to me, Lucretia."


         "Oh, I can," she replied gently. "But I must go now. Don’t forget—buckle yourself in immediately if the Creative Spirit’s magical alarm bells ring."


         "Don’t worry. It hasn’t happened in ten years," I assured her.


         "Even so, stay alert," she insisted.


         With a smile, my wife left the room. I stared after her, tension knotting in my chest. Where did she go? She had aligned herself with the unscrupulous customs of the nobles. Was she betraying me with one of them?


         Disgruntled, I turned back to the table and picked up the magical controller.


         The frozen image was gone. In its place, a swirling mist of gold, purple, red, teal, and silver spun hypnotically.


         "Help me, Creative Spirit," I whispered, my voice heavy with frustration.


         "Speak," a soft, dark female voice answered.


         "I would like to look even further into the past than before," I said eagerly.


         "What wish do you have?" the soft, dark voice responded.


         "Let me see the lost realm that existed before our world. There are rumors that powerful magic ruled there."


         "Name a year."


         "Uh... 194," I said uncertainly.


         "Locked. Say your access code."


         "Access... what?" I repeated, bewildered.


         "Locked. Say your access code."


         A secret word, I realized. The invisible goddess was asking for some kind of magical phrase.


         "The dark ages!" I shouted.


         "Wrong entry. Pronounce the numbers clearly and distinctly."


         Numbers, then, I thought. But which ones?


         "I don’t know this magical formula," I replied, my voice heavy with disappointment. "Why do you deny me this knowledge? Are you mocking me?"


         "What wish do you have?" the voice repeated, indifferent.


         My desperation deepened.
"I want to understand the meaning of our existence," I pleaded. "A glimpse into the unknown past could help me. Until a few years ago, there were still men among us whose age suggested they had lived in that wondrous era. But none of them could remember it. Their memories only reached back to the time of our Middle Ages."


         "Name a year."


         "In the fall of 261," I began, "my ancestor Myra Brewster died. She lived only to 100 years. Her heart simply stopped. As a young woman, she was the High Priestess of the Silent Temple. She would understand my thirst for knowledge. Ask her, Creative Spirit. She is now in your realm."


         "What wish do you have?"


         I slumped into my chair, defeated.
"Show me the magical image from where I stopped it," I said with resignation.


         



         A biting wind blew in from the east as Arthur pushed Merlin’s wheelchair down a narrow alley. Merlin, clutching a scroll of parchment in both hands, seemed undeterred by the chill. As usual, Arthur, the dark-skinned blind man, didn’t hold back his displeasure for long.


         "Do you plan to cross the ocean with a piece of paper?" he grumbled.


         "This is just the drawing plan," Merlin explained patiently. "With its help, the carpenter will build a vehicle that floats on the water."


         "How is that even possible?" Arthur asked skeptically.


         "I’ll have the sea chariot made from curved wooden boards."


         "And where will you get so many of those?"


         "Edward obtained permission from the High Gardener to cut down dying trees," Merlin said. "In return, I gave her half the supply of my magical lifecard."


         Arthur’s anger subsided slightly at this practical explanation.
"I’ll contribute, of course, using my own wealth. But by what kind of witchcraft do trees become boards?"


         "I’ve designed a saw for the blacksmith. It can be powered by a paddle wheel at the waterfall in Heavy Valley. The carpenter will use it to cut the logs into planks."


         "And how will this vehicle move?" Arthur pressed.


         "I’ll stretch a large, tightly woven cloth made of wax-soaked linen onto a pole. It will catch the flowing air," Merlin replied.


         "And how will you control it? The winds that rush from the holes in the world walls are fierce."


         "You will help me," Merlin said calmly.


         "I am blind," Arthur reminded him.


         "You have my eyes, and I have your legs. Together, we will achieve greatness."


         Arthur said nothing more, pushing his friend in silence toward the workshop. The carpenter stepped out of the gate as they approached and bowed respectfully to the two men.


         Merlin smiled at the sight of him.
"Do you remember Edward? Two years ago, in the magical arena, he was a knight named Galahad."


         Arthur’s face darkened at the memory.
"Of course. I killed him there myself."


         "He doesn’t remember that anymore. He has a new life now," Merlin said.


         Arthur’s lips twitched in contempt.
"A life without memory," he muttered bitterly.


         



         Rain poured down as the water truck rested on the beach. The furled sail lay at the mastfoot, waiting for its moment. A curious crowd had gathered near the eastern ornamental tower, watching in astonishment as three men busied themselves with strange preparations. Gusts of wind repeatedly swept away hats, forcing their disgruntled owners to chase after them, muttering curses.


         Merlin kept his gaze fixed on the sky wall.
"The wind comes from the northeast," he declared. "We’ll glide diagonally across the sea and land on the southwestern shore."


         Edward squinted, pointing toward the point where the mountain ridges met the wall of sky.
"The rings through which the angry breath flows into our world are unusually narrow today."


         Merlin nodded thoughtfully.
"It’s been like this for days—ever since Parzival killed the knight Lancelot."


         Arthur sat up impatiently, his frustration evident.
"If we wait any longer, we risk being caught in a storm. Enough hesitation! Let’s pull the water truck into the sea!"


         Without a word, Edward and Arthur set to work.


         "Lead ahead!" Merlin called out, directing them.


         The two men strained against the ropes, their effort visible in every movement.
"A little more to the left," Edward gasped.


         "It’s fine," Arthur groaned, digging his heels into the wet sand.


         Nearby, four young men stood watching, mocking the unusual scene.


         "This vehicle is nothing but interlocking boards soaked in resin," the first scoffed.


         "They’ll sink like stones," the second said with a grin.


         The third pointed to the vehicle’s bow.
"Look at that wedge-shaped front," he laughed.


         "They probably plan to ram the waves with it," added the fourth, and the group erupted into loud laughter.


         "What’s the purpose of that board at the back?" one jeered. "It looks like the fin of a giant fish!"


         "Apparently, these dreamers think they can swim with it!" another shouted.


         "And the whole thing’s surrounded by knee-high wooden walls," another sneered.


         "They’ll hide behind those walls in vain when the spirit of the sea comes to claim them!"


         The roaring waves repeatedly shoved the water truck back onto the sand, but Edward and Arthur pressed on. Finally, they hoisted Merlin and his wheelchair onto the back platform, securing the wheels to the rear cross brace with ropes.


         Merlin grabbed the pole and carefully lowered the wooden fin into the water. Arthur swung himself over the side of the vehicle, feeling his way to the mast with practiced movements.


         Edward braced himself against the back wall of the vehicle with all his weight, pushing hard to resist the force of the waves.


         Arthur grabbed a rope and pulled with determination. Along the post, which was fixed to two crossbars at the top and bottom, a great white cloth unfurled. The wind caught it instantly, and it billowed under the force of the howling gale.


         "Look at that post," sneered the first scoffer, egging on his companions.


         "It’ll snap like a toothpick," the second predicted.


         "A bed sheet!" mocked the third. "They’re not only blind and lame—they’re utterly mad."


         "May the Creative Spirit have mercy on their souls," an older woman cried from the crowd.


         The sea chariot began to move, its bow cutting into the crashing waves. Water cascaded over the sides, soaking Arthur and Merlin to the skin. On the beach, the crowd’s laughter reached a crescendo.


         Then, abruptly, the wind and waves subsided. The rain ceased, and a warm breeze blew in from the south. The dark clouds began to part.


         "Be quiet! A miracle is happening!" Edward shouted, his voice carrying over the sudden hush.


         A ray of golden sunlight broke through the clouds, falling on the two bold men and their unusual vehicle.


         The laughter stopped. The crowd on the beach stood in stunned silence as Edward, waist-deep in the water, turned and waved to his friends.


         Cupping his hands around his mouth, he called out, "Take courage! The Almighty Power is with you!"


         The water chariot picked up speed, furrowing through the waves with increasing momentum, heading steadily toward the reddish shimmering belt at the ocean's center.


         



         Arthur and Merlin stood on the shore of the unknown land, the salty sea breeze brushing against their faces. Merlin smiled, his expression filled with triumph.
"So, the invisible wall in the middle of the ocean was just an unfounded rumor."


         "No," Arthur objected. "I think the divine force took pity on us."


         From the settlement, a stream of curious people poured out of their houses, moving eagerly toward the two adventurers.


         The men wore flowing robes in vibrant hues, their wide-brimmed hats adorned with extravagant, puffy feathers. The women, in contrast, wore short skirts that ended well above their knees, leaving their legs bare. Their breasts were uncovered, and scarves knotted at the sides adorned their hair, while sheer veils flowed over their faces.


         The sun shone brightly here, far stronger than back home, with only a few clouds drifting lazily in the blue sky. The air was pleasantly warm.


         Some of the men circled the adventurers’ water cart, casting admiring glances at its sturdy, wet wood before daring to touch it with tentative fingers. Others turned their attention to Arthur and Merlin, their astonishment clear. It seemed they had never encountered blindness or paralysis before.


         A group of women approached the strangers and led them toward the main square of the settlement. The crowd followed, murmuring quietly among themselves.


         The house façades lining the streets gleamed in an array of pastel shades, decorated with intricate snake-shaped ornaments. Open windows revealed lively scenes inside, and cheerful flute music drifted from one of the living rooms.


         The women stopped in front of a grand building—the Silent Temple—and gestured for Arthur and Merlin to halt. The crowd behind them followed suit, bowing their heads in reverence.


         Through the temple gate stepped a young woman, her expression warm and welcoming.
"Greetings, strangers," she said with a kind smile. "I am the High Priestess. Welcome to our land."


         Merlin bowed politely.
"What is this land called, dear lady?"


         "Umanunda," she replied with a smile, "and what do you call yourselves?"


         Merlin glanced shyly at her before speaking.
"This is Arthur, and I am Merlin, his friend and advisor. Arthur is blind, but in the magical arena on the other side of the sea, he is the most victorious knight. Our homeland is Muhalla, a land tied to ancient times closed to our understanding."


         Livia inclined her head gracefully.
"I am pleased to meet you both. My name is Livia."


         Arthur cleared his throat hesitantly.
"Noble lady, may I ask a question?"


         "Speak," she said with gentle curiosity.


         "Do you also have a magical arena?"


         Livia regarded him with a faint hint of amusement.
"Yes, my friend."


         "And are there warriors who fight for the royal throne?"


         Livia’s expression shifted to mild confusion.
"What is that?"


         Arthur seemed momentarily disoriented.
"Are there no knights among you?"


         "Oh, yes," Livia replied, her smile returning. "You will soon meet them. But for now, come with me to my house. You must be hungry and exhausted from your daring journey."


         



         A sharp knock sounded at the door.


         I grabbed the magic plate and pressed the two vertical lines. Once again, the figures within the magical image froze into stone.


         The pounding on the door grew more insistent, each thud echoing through the room. Irritated, I pressed the blue button into its recess. The frozen image dissolved, replaced by the dull shimmer of a silver surface. Raising my right hand, I held the ring against it. A red beam of light shot from the diamond, summoning unseen forces that slid the wood-paneled wall back into place, concealing the Creative Spirit's gift.


         I quickly stashed the magic box into the drawer of the table and turned toward the door.


         "Come in, whoever you are."


         The door opened, and an elegantly dressed man entered. He was young, his velvet doublet adorned with the insignia of the magical arena. Slightly embarrassed, he removed his beret and bowed.


         "I apologize for the late intrusion, Leonardo Da Brewster. However, the matter is urgent."


         "Come closer, Herald. What can I do for you?"


         "It's about Antonio Da Melville," he began cautiously.


         "Go on," I urged.


         "The prince has appointed you as his second."


         Damn, I thought. It was time again.


         "A duel, then," I said aloud.


         "Yes," the herald confirmed.


         "And the opponent?"


         "Cesare Da Martens," he replied.


         "Is it over a lady?"


         "More precisely, Da Martens’ wife," the herald clarified.


         "So Prince Cesare is the challenger?"


         "That's correct, sir."


         I sighed heavily. "My friend’s old weakness. He can’t resist being lured into strange enclosures."


         "Prince Antonio Da Melville is unmarried," the herald added, as if to excuse him.


         "We can only hope he wins this time," I muttered.


         The herald gave a polite nod. "Whoever falls on the sands of the arena will leave room for a new nobleman. Lord Rodolfo Da Crooke has asked me to inform you that he would be pleased to receive a proposal from you for the princely seat that may soon become vacant."


         "Thank you, but you already know my stance on such matters."


         "Indeed, Leonardo Da Brewster. Your views are well known, and I respect them."


         "Nevertheless, I will do my duty to my friend. When will the fight take place?"


         "In three days, at the stroke of noon."


         "Tell Prince Antonio I’m at his disposal."


         The herald bowed deeply. "Allow me to thank you personally as well."


         "For what?" I asked, surprised.


         "For your most recent invention, the sunlupe umbrella. It has brought warmth to our lives. Your genius works miracles."


         "Well, Prince Antonio, a generous supporter of the arts and sciences, made the project possible. Without his material assistance, the production of the light amplifier would have been beyond my means."


         "May the Creative Spirit keep his almighty hand over him," the herald said fervently.


         "My friend will need that protection," I replied, "because his opponent wields a dangerous blade."


         "You’re not wrong," the young man agreed. "Cesare Da Martens is a master of the sword and has already sent several noblemen from the magical realm."


         After the emissary left, I returned to the table, deep in thought. I didn’t relish the idea of interrupting my current studies. But I still had time.


         The wooden wall slid back silently, revealing the swirling mist of color.


         "Speak," the gentle female voice invited.


         "Take me back to Arthur and Merlin, Creative Spirit, I beg you," I said softly.


         



         Merlin was deep in animated conversation with the High Priestess Livia. Meanwhile, at Arthur's side sat a young woman with almond-shaped eyes. Her name was Mescalina, a healer lady whose presence radiated calm and warmth.


         The ten knights, each accompanied by strikingly beautiful women, wore resplendent silk cloaks that shimmered in a rainbow of colors.


         The circular table was a feast of abundance, lavishly adorned with fish, bread, fruit, and wine.


         Mescalina placed her hand gently on Arthur's arm, her touch light but reassuring.
"Visit me at the House of Hope, my friend, whenever you wish," she said softly. "Perhaps I can help you."


         Arthur smiled wistfully, a shadow of skepticism in his expression. He didn’t seem to hold out much hope but was too polite to dismiss her offer.
"I thank you, noble lady, and I will gladly accept your invitation," he replied.


         His attention soon returned to the noblemen at the table. To his disappointment, they showed no interest in discussing their martial arts. Instead, they lavished their attention on their companions, speaking tenderly and laughing easily with them.


         From across the table, Merlin observed Arthur’s restrained impatience with a knowing grin. He leaned toward Livia and whispered discreetly into her ear. The High Priestess nodded, her eyes lighting with understanding.


         Turning to one of the knights, she spoke with graceful authority.
"Our two noblemen from the unknown Northland are most curious about your martial arts, Shogun Shotoku. Would you be so kind as to take them under your wing in the magical arena?"


         The knight addressed bowed deeply, his silk cloak glinting in the light.
"With great joy, High Priestess," he replied, his voice steady and resolute.


         



         Merlin and Arthur sat under a gold-adorned canopy in the box of honor, flanking the knight commander whom Livia had addressed as Shogun Shotoku. His followers, she had called Samurais.


         A cooling breeze swept through the magical arena, tempering the sun’s relentless heat. The cloudless sky stretched above, the sun’s rays glinting off the curved sword blades of the two fighters below. Their armor was a blend of practicality and elegance: helmets with neck guards reaching to the shoulders, metal breastplates, and thick leather protecting their arms and legs. Neither carried a shield, and the lightness of their armor allowed them to move with surprising agility.


         The duelists circled each other, their movements precise and deliberate. Then, as if in silent agreement, they suddenly stepped back, bowed respectfully to one another, and exited the arena side by side.


         "Who is the winner?" Arthur asked, his voice tinged with confusion.


         "None," Shotoku replied calmly.


         "But how...?" Arthur began, only to be interrupted by Merlin, who gestured toward the battlefield.


         Two new knights entered the arena. Unlike their predecessors, they wore no armor—only black trousers and wide-sleeved shirts of the same color that reached their knees. They carried lances, their polished tips catching the sunlight. After bowing to one another, they charged, their movements a blur of feints and thrusts so rapid they were almost impossible to follow.


         Merlin watched the contest with growing fascination, but Arthur’s disappointment was clear when this duel, too, ended without a decisive outcome.


         Next came two fighters dressed entirely in white, unarmed except for their own bodies.


         "They fight only with their arms and legs," Shotoku explained, noticing Arthur's bewilderment.


         The combatants moved toward one another with sweeping, fluid steps, their movements almost dance-like. Suddenly, one leapt into the air, his right leg thrusting forward in a powerful kick. His opponent countered with a swift, snake-like arm motion, deflecting the attack.


         "Elegant and supple," Merlin said, his voice brimming with enthusiasm. "It’s as if they’re moving to the rhythm of an inaudible music."


         Arthur instinctively agreed with Merlin, though it remained a mystery to him how such graceful movements could align with the goal of swiftly bringing about an opponent's death. Gradually, however, he relaxed and let himself enjoy the magic of the silver skin, which allowed him to see—even in the foreign magical world.


         After some time, these elegant warriors also ended their contest on peaceful terms and disappeared from the arena.


         The next Samurai stepped forward, clad once again in the distinctive southern armor. However, instead of a sword, he carried a bow nearly as tall as himself, and a quiver of arrows strapped across his back. Opposite him stood a completely unarmed fighter. The man wore only a thin white doublet, his unusually wide-cut black trousers swaying slightly in the breeze.


         The armored knight calmly reached for an arrow, drawing the bowstring slowly and deliberately as he aimed directly at his motionless opponent's heart.


         Suddenly, a sharp whirring sound broke the tense silence. The unarmed man snapped his bent arm upward with astonishing speed, deflecting the arrow, which tumbled harmlessly into the sand behind him.


         Merlin leapt from his seat.
"Incredible!"


         Arthur, too, was astonished by the unarmed man's lightning-fast reflexes.


         The Samurai discarded his bow and drew a dagger, charging toward his opponent with precision. He aimed the blade upward in a calculated thrust toward the unarmed man’s stomach.


         But the unarmed fighter turned sharply to the side, using the momentum of the dagger's force against its wielder. In a seamless movement, he stepped in with a quick double stride, throwing the armored knight off balance. Simultaneously, the unarmed man bent forward slightly, leveraging his position.


         The dagger clattered to the ground as the armored knight was lifted into the air. He flipped over and landed heavily on his back in the sand.


         In an instant, the Samurai rolled onto his stomach, sprang to his feet, and resumed a ready stance, prepared for the next exchange.


         These two fighters also bowed to one another and left the arena together, heading toward one of the side exits.


         "This is a martial art to my liking!" Merlin exclaimed enthusiastically. "Revered Commander Shotoku, allow me to face one of your armed warriors."


         Arthur turned to him, horrified.
"Are you insane? You have no experience in combat!"


         "That doesn’t matter," Shotoku replied, smiling encouragingly at Merlin.


"Go ahead, my brave friend. And if you wish to improve your skills afterward, our combat school is always open to you."


         With a gesture, Shotoku called the armored knight back to the arena. Merlin, undeterred by Arthur’s protests, hurried down the stairs and stepped onto the battlefield. He bowed to the warrior, who returned the gesture with equal respect.


         This time, the knight carried only a sword belted at his waist. Without hesitation, he unsheathed it and launched an attack. Merlin nimbly dodged the strikes, sidestepping with surprising agility. When the knight aimed a blow at his chest, Merlin quickly pivoted to the side, spun into his opponent, seized the man’s wrist, and flipped him over his shoulder.


         The armored knight tumbled to the ground but recovered in an instant, rolling to his feet with practiced ease. He still held the sword firmly in his grip. For a brief moment, astonishment flickered across his face at Merlin’s unexpected skill, but it was gone as quickly as it had appeared.


         With a feint, the knight executed a lightning-fast foot sweep that brought Merlin crashing to the ground. Standing over him, the knight placed the tip of his blade lightly at Merlin’s throat.


         The fight was over.


         The warrior stepped back, lowered his weapon, and offered Merlin a hand to help him up. Once Merlin was on his feet, the knight bowed deeply.
"You are remarkably gifted, sir," he said with genuine admiration. "Simply by observing, you’ve grasped the basic principles of our martial art. With some training, you will soon become a master."


         Shotoku turned to his guest, his expression one of approval and quiet pride.


         "Would you like to try it as well, dear Arthur?" Shotoku asked with a faint smile.


         "Frankly, I fail to see the point in military campaigns that end without results," Arthur replied dryly.


         "These were merely exhibition duels," Shotoku explained, "held to demonstrate our martial arts to you."


         "So, there are serious tournaments where a winner is determined?"


         "Certainly," Shotoku affirmed.


         "Remarkable," Arthur said thoughtfully. "But how do you overcome the dilemma of a round of combat? Are you not bound by law to replace fallen opponents with new fighters immediately?"


         Shotoku's expression darkened suddenly.
"I hope I misunderstood you," he said gravely. "If you just spoke of murder, I would be forced to end this conversation at once."


         Arthur was taken aback, confusion etched on his face.
"I meant no offense. But in my homeland, arguments are only resolved when one party dies."


         "That is strictly frowned upon here," Shotoku replied curtly.


         "Then how do you determine the strongest among you?" Arthur asked.


         Realizing his guest’s misunderstanding, Shotoku replaced his sternness with a calm, measured tone.
"In order to defeat an opponent, it is not necessary to kill him. Victory is achieved if I place my weapon to his throat or force him to the ground and hold him there until he acknowledges my superiority. We fight throughout the year, both armed and unarmed. The one who records the most victories is declared the winner."
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