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One


      The Dark Ritual of Female Flesh
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      1


      Wind howled through the darkness.


      There was something ominous in the way it swept up the valley slope, manifesting from the black void. The undergrowth of the copse rustled in its wake, creating a constant whisper.


      Fuminari Senkichi scowled at the stench of damp grass. The flora of the valley had absorbed the day’s heat, and now it was being released into the night, tinged with the essence of the plants. The stench was raw, not unlike blood. Fuminari knew it well; he felt no particular aversion to it.


      Mmm...


      In the dark, Fuminari’s expression shifted into something of a wry smile. The corners of his mouth traced upward in a subtle curve--extremely rare for him. He had been known to grin subconsciously in the middle of a fight, even when there was no apparent reason. There was just something in him, a brutishness, that thrived on tension.


      Now sitting motionless, he glanced beyond the canopy of trees toward the pale-white, star-pricked sky like a predator concealed in the undergrowth. The bluish ellipse of a twisted half-moon hung dimly above. He sat on a hill cast in darkness, the thickly forested valley beyond resembling a huge, dark cave.


      He was almost naked, only an open shirt covered his bare skin. The woman in his arms, Kumiko Nakano, was in a similar state of undress. She was like a child in Fuminari’s embrace, curled up between his crossed legs as they sat in the grass. Of course, far from being a child, she was a fully developed woman, but she appeared tiny next to the extraordinary bulk of the man holding her.


      They were in Nishitanzawa. It was a summer night, but the air at a thousand meters was cold, too cold to be cavorting about without any clothes. Despite this, the woman’s skin was moistened by a thin layer of sweat. Fuminari took her taut, heavy breasts in his hands and scooped them upward. He massaged her nipples and kissed her. Their tongues met, mixing saliva. Satisfied, Fuminari took her hardened nipples into his mouth, each was the size of an infant’s finger; he sucked at them, playing his tongue over them as they became even harder, redder.


      “I wonder if they’ll show,” Kumiko spoke in a voice so light it was almost inaudible. Fuminari pulled his mouth away, continuing to tweak her nipples with his fingers.


      “They’ll be here,” he moved closer and talked into her ear, nibbling her earlobe as he continued to tease his fingertips over her hard, moistened nipples.


      “They’ll know it’s a trap...”


      “And they’ll know this is gonna be their last chance,” as he whispered his response, Fuminari moved his lips down, tracing a line from her ear to the nape of her neck--her fine hairs stood on end. “You fucked Muto, huh?”


      “You knew?”


      “I could see it in his eyes.”


      “It was before I met you, just once.”


      “He’s in love.”


      Kumiko was silent.


      “He’ll be the first to attack.” Fuminari moved his mouth back to Kumiko’s ear. He spoke softly, “definitely Muto,” at the same time reaching down and sliding his hand up the inside of her thighs. She moaned softly; her voice was sweet, already giving into pleasure. Her body felt hot and flush, ripe; she began to sway. Fuminari’s hands teased, tracing lines around the top of her thighs. He swept them around her back, bringing them down her waist to her buttocks. His fingernails scratched gently along the familiar lines of her body. Thick, rugged fingers danced subtle steps across her skin.


      “Stop...stop... You’ll make me horny.” Kumiko tightened her grip around Fuminari’s neck and arched her back, trying to pull away. Fuminari grabbed her firmly, dragging her back toward him. He slid his fingers along the line of her buttocks and pushed one into her. It felt like puncturing a boiled tomato. His finger moved through hot, sticky fluid as it traced out her swollen clitoris. Kumiko swung her hips into him, rubbing herself against Fuminari’s finger.


      “Mmmm.” Her breathing had become rough and heavy.


      “That’s more like it.” Fuminari lowered her to the grass and crouched, keeping an arm under her, thinking it would be a shame for her light skin to get scratched up. She wrapped her legs around his thighs, locking the two of them together. She reached out and grabbed his erection, guiding it toward the hot, splayed out center of her legs. She brushed the tip over her moist opening, relishing the sensation. He was hot and swollen; his dick felt coiled, ready to break free if she loosened her grip even slightly.


      What a great accomplice, Fuminari thought, if the situation were different I’d take my time, build her up...then fuck her until her eyes rolled back.


      He turned her over, face up, spread her pale legs wide, then stuck his cock deep inside her. Kumiko’s hips swung upward as she wrapped her calves eagerly around him. As they sank into the undergrowth together, the sound of the river flowing through the base of the dark valley was replaced by the noisy rustling of leaves.


      Fuminari began to thrust. He had been taken by a strangely violent mood--he wanted to fuck Kumiko hard, to spoil her pure skin with the green sap of the grass. So he took her without restraint, forcing her legs wide, pivoting and twisting her as though he harbored a resentment of the female body. Still inside her, he brought a finger down to her anus; she almost choked. He stuck the finger in to the first knuckle. Kumiko was fast loosing the ability to speak coherently.


      Fuminari’s thrusting picked up speed; Kumiko ground her pinned-down hips into him out of sheer delirium, her juices cascading as he penetrated her. She grabbed at her breasts, writhing under him with an intensity like she were trying to break free--her head jerked back and forth, her stunning features distorted. The pinkness of her tongue danced with a life of its own in her open mouth as though seeking the source of pleasure in the air. She let out a honeyed moan that was like a physical representation of her joy. At that moment, Fuminari leaned forward and whispered into her ear, “They’re coming. Up there.”


      A shadow moved upslope to Fuminari’s left, surprisingly close. It roared. A thin iron pipe smashed into the ground next to them. Fuminari leaped into the air, away from Kumiko’s side, somersaulting once before rolling into nearby cover. The shadow followed, a series of attacks rained down in succession. Fuminari pitched and rolled, deftly avoiding them. The shadow drew back. It was crouched low and ready, just a few meters away in the darkness--only the sound of heavy breathing permeated the space between them. The attacks had spanned just a few seconds, but the intensity must have drained huge reserves of strength.


      Fuminari drew himself to his feet. He was unbelievably huge, almost impossibly so considering the acrobatics of a moment ago, towering at almost two meters. He was rugged like rock, but his frame was superbly balanced. His features were set deep above a thick neck, charming if he smiled, but at the same time, they hinted at something powerful, demonic. For now, he kept his expression neutral. Even just standing there his massive frame exuded an almost physical force into the air.


      “Muto, right?” Fuminari called out to the shadow. His breathing was perfectly measured.


      “Fell right for it.” Kumiko was up; a grin played across her red lips as she spoke. She was holding a collapsible shovel.


      “Kawaguchi, get out here,” Fuminari shouted into the darkness behind him, his gaze fixed on Muto.


      There was a rustling behind them. Kumiko sprang to Fuminari’s side with panther-like agility, but nothing attacked. The rustling circled around the darkness to their side and a second shadow appeared next to Muto.


      “Traitorous bastard!” the shadow spat the words in anger. The venom was almost palpable as it cut through the night; a weaker opponent might have been forced to look away.


      “Kawaguchi, as suspected,” Fuminari said in flat monotone. He stood with his legs slightly apart, empty hands hanging casually at his sides. He made no attempt to hide himself--his erection was still firm. At first glance, he appeared to be defenseless, yet he still managed to be intimidating. He was completely naked apart from his hiking boots and open shirt. There was something otherworldly about him; his massive body emanated latent energy like a densely coiled steel spring, ready to jump over his own height regardless of the pose. He took a generous step forward. The shadows stumbled backward, overawed.


      “Where’s our money?” Muto shouted; his voice was tense.


      Fuminari said nothing.


      “It’s ours!” Kawaguchi groaned.


      “Hah!” Fuminari shook his head softly, mockingly, “I’d imagine Towa Bank is saying the same thing, after all, we stole it from them.”


      “Shut the fuck up!”


      “The money’s a war chest for the Kokushigun!”


      “I have no interest in your games of revolution.”


      “You lied to us.”


      “Look, it’s a measly 100 million yen. You’re not going to start a revolution with that, but it’s enough to keep me in the high life for a while,” Fuminari flooded his voice with scorn. He was trying to provoke them.


      “Kumiko, did you betray Iwakura too?” Muto yelled. Iwakura was the head of the Kokushigun.


      “I like strong guys, Muto. Guys like Fuminari,” she answered coolly. She made no effort to conceal herself in the darkness; apart from an open shirt, she was completely naked.


      “If he hadn’t been caught, Iwakura would never have let you get away with this.”


      “Iwakura, right.” Fuminari’s lips curled into a grin.


      “It was you? You sold him to the cops?”


      “If I did?”


      “Fucker!” Muto yelled, readying a posture for attack.


      Fuminari crouched, picking something up from his feet. He hurled it casually into the air. “Here, your money...” A package wrapped in a plastic bag thumped to the ground next to Muto and Kawaguchi distracting them for the briefest of moments--Fuminari launched his massive frame into the air.


      “Shit!” Muto swung a steel pipe at Fuminari’s landing place. Fuminari leaned back, easily avoiding the attack. The tip of the pipe whooshed noisily through the air, millimeters away from his nose.


      Light flooded over the scene.


      Kumiko had switched on the torches they had brought with them. The battery-powered light was weak, but it was all Fuminari needed. He saw Muto in front of him wielding the steel pipe, Kawaguchi a mountain knife. They looked like men still in their 20’s. Muto’s face was wide-eyed, contorted with rage. He let out a shrill, birdlike screech; the veins across his temples were swollen, pulsing subtly. Kawaguchi was half-turned, ready to make an escape, but Kumiko had circled around behind him, lithe as a black cat. Kawaguchi rushed to face her. Fuminari and Muto, Kumiko and Kawaguchi--the two pairs squared off.


      Fuminari looked into Muto’s bloodshot eyes and narrowed his own in a smile. “I hear you fucked Kumiko,” he whispered.


      Muto’s face went red. He screamed something nonsensical and brought the steel pipe swinging down. Fuminari made his move. He slid in toward Muto’s chest, casually avoiding the blow; when their faces met, they were less than 20 centimeters apart. Fuminari’s mouth curled into a grin. It was the last image Muto would ever see of the world. Fuminari slammed the side of his hand into the base of Muto’s neck; he crumbled wordlessly to the ground. He convulsed on the floor lying face up, eyes open and staring. Fuminari took the steel pipe. Kawaguchi, still engaged with Kumiko, noticed this and made to run. Kumiko gave chase.


      “Move!” Fuminari shouted.


      Kumiko ducked as Fuminari hurled the pipe. It buzzed through the air, slamming into Kawaguchi’s back with a gruesome crunch. He collapsed forward and stopped moving.


      Kumiko checked that he was dead before confiscating the mountain knife. She walked over to the still-convulsing Muto and crouched over him with the knife in her right hand. She tossed him onto his stomach, straddled his back, then grabbed his hair in her other hand and jerked his head back. She brought the knife around to his throat and slit it open with a single clean motion. Blood fountained out in finger-thick spurts. It flowed out erratically, mirroring the beating of his heart before eventually subsiding to a slow trickle. A tepid circle of blood spread through the grass around the man’s neck. The stench was awful.


      “Impressive girl,” Fuminari commented. Just a few moments earlier she had been underneath him moaning with pleasure, then she held her own in a fight with a man before personally slitting the throat of an ex-lover.


      “You’re upset that I wasn’t killed, huh?”


      “Oh yeah,” Kumiko walked across to the smiling Fuminari and wrapped her arms around him. Something prodded her in the stomach.


      “Mmm...” Kumiko smiled a lecherous smile, taking hold of his cock. It was still fully erect, burning hot. “It appears that a certain something needs taking care of before we clean this up.” She laid down across from Muto’s lifeless body.


      As Fuminari thrust into her, his senses were assaulted by the heady stink of grass and blood. As he pumped away, it struck him just how similar the two were.
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      They buried the two bodies in holes dug with the collapsible shovel; by the time they set off it was the middle of the night.


      They planned on hiking to Yamanakako, avoiding any marked trails. There were always a few eccentrics out in the mountains at night come August, and heading to Nakagawa Springs meant the risk of running across more of the Kokushigun. They had reached the slopes west of Azegamaru, leaving Nishitanzawa behind them. The direct route to Yamanakako was just over 15 kilometers. They would walk for 20 at most.


      Two hours into the hike, Kumiko’s breathing became labored. She followed without complaint, but she was clearly fatigued--it was only natural hiking through the night at this pace, and they were avoiding even half-decent paths. Not many women would be able to match Fuminari’s unchecked pace for so long, he was impressed.


      “Wait,” she finally said.


      “Tired?” Fuminari turned.


      “No. Just there, I saw a light.”


      “What?” Fuminari killed the light of his headlamp. Kumiko followed suit.


      “Over there, look.”


      Fuminari moved closer, trampling through the darkness. He brought his head level with hers, tracing her line of sight. Something flickered below to the left. A light flitted through the leaves, between the dark trunks of the beech trees. It seemed to be firelight. It would have been easy enough to miss, obscured by the shadows of the trees, it had only been visible from Kumiko’s height.


      It was closer than he had expected. They would have passed right by it if they had kept heading down. The terrain was far from suitable for someone to have set up camp. A light breeze rustled through the undergrowth carrying a faint scent up the side of the valley. Fuminari felt a chill crawl up his back.


      “Can you smell that?”


      “Yeah, like some kind of incense.” Kumiko’s voice had become a whisper.


      There was something ominous in the way the yellowish light filtered through the gaps of the darkened grove. And the scent...it seemed to coil around the flesh, kindling sexual desire. Fuminari imagined trying to sleep while inhaling it; he would spend the night feverish with lust, awaking dry and spent like a ragged cloth. If they had not just fucked, he was certain it would be driving them wild by now.


      “Listen, I can hear something.”


      Human voices, more than one--a group of people intoning some kind of chant. The voices drifted in and out of earshot, sounding intermittently on the breeze, the wind carrying the voices over a surprising distance. Fuminari and Kumiko realized that they had probably been in range of both the scent and the chanting for a while now. The chants were a blend of western melody with readings from Buddhist sutra, but they had a deviant quality. They sounded similar to prayer, but they were clearly something darker, more like a hex. If it was prayer, it sounded pretty damn unholy. Fuminari felt a curious sense of foreboding. His hair was standing on end.


      Am I getting scared!?


      No, he decided, that was not it. He felt repulsion, but at the same time some dark part of him was responding to the voices. He felt an inexplicable excitement, as though a part of him that had been slumbering, a part both primitive and brutal, was being called to wake. He felt his blood seething. The chanting stopped. The torchlight wavered invitingly. Fuminari tapped Kumiko’s shoulder, “Keep the lights off and follow me."
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      The view was surreal.


      An area of grass had been leveled into a clearing. The space was easily the size of three tennis courts. A few rocks had been lined in a circle to one side enclosing a large fire.


      Fuminari and Kumiko observed the scene from the cover of the trees on the other side of the fire. Kumiko reached to her side, subconsciously gripping Fuminari by the arm. Her hands were trembling. Usually tough and controlled, Kumiko had become completely enthralled by the spectacle before them.


      The firelight danced over a mass of naked men and women, all intertwined in an orgy. Over 20 couples swelled together, moaning lustily. Some of the men took women from behind, others had women on top while groping at their breasts as they thrust feverishly upward. One had a woman’s legs hooked over his shoulders, head buried between them. The woman pulled him toward her, ravaging her hands through his hair--convulsing like she had been possessed.


      It was all clear in the firelight: sweat-drenched bodies; a seething mass of exposed breasts, hips, backs and bellies like a shapeless creature writhing on its back. The scent...that incense-like smell was potent. It was impossible to make out the faces of the people in the firelight, but it was clear that they had abandoned themselves to the pleasures of the flesh. The sexual moans welled as a single chorus of pleasure. They could have been a swarm of toads, awake after a long hibernation, furiously mating in a puddle of water.


      “Look--” Fuminari gestured to the side with his chin, drawing Kumiko’s attention. A cross had been planted in the ground, slightly apart from the flames. Kumiko’s reply stuck in her throat. A woman hung naked from it, crucified.


      The cross had been inverted with the horizontal bar near its base instead of the top. The woman had been pinned upside down with her legs suspended vertically, arms stretched along the horizontal bar. Her long hair dangled below. She was perfectly still. It was impossible to tell if she was alive or dead. Even if she was alive, she would not last long in that position.


      “They’ve drawn something in the ground.” This time, the voice was Kumiko’s. Fuminari had noticed it too. The overall shape was obscured beneath the shadows of the crowd, but he could make out a number of straight lines dividing the ground into a series of squares. The squares were cross-sectioned pieces of one larger square, the size of half the clearing. The area was marked like a chessboard. Each square was occupied by a single couple. This was something fundamentally beyond a mere orgy. The place, the atmosphere...everything suggested something that was alien to sex for its own sake. This was degenerate--its roots delved deeper into the realm of thick, stagnant, nightmarish emotion. These people were slaves to a mysterious hysteria. Together, they formed a living mandala of copulating men and women.


      Fuminari was sweating. It was as though the hysteria had mixed with the incense and transformed the darkness into a secretion that clung to his skin. He suddenly realized that for these people to be doing this, there would have to be someone on watch nearby. Fuminari cursed himself. It was not the time to get sidetracked into making a mistake because of whatever was before them. They would not be able to play dumb with these people--not if they were caught hoarding 100 million yen.


      “Hey!” Fuminari pressed Kumiko’s head down. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He withdrew his attention from the sounds of the orgy and brought himself into phase with the sound of the wind. Like a fever, the feelings of lust washed away as he felt his mind become clear again. He opened his eyes, slowly, focusing on the darkness around them. He could not sense anyone nearby. They would have posted watch at any paths leading directly to the clearing, so it was safe to assume there would be lookouts nearby. That much was certain. We were lucky, Fuminari reflected. Things could have easily gone bad if they had taken a regular trail and stumbled across one of the lookouts; they would have been embroiled in this mess.


      “Look!” Kumiko pulled at Fuminari’s arm.


      Fuminari glanced back toward the clearing. Two men stood at either side of the woman on the cross. They wore black, ankle-length robes. Each held a flaming torch in their right hand. The dark wad of pubic hair between the legs of the upturned woman was laid bare in the torchlight.


      A woman appeared from the darkness, also in a black robe, holding something like a ceramic bowl in her hands. She walked to the cross and came to a stop, placing the bowl on the ground under the head of the crucified woman. Another woman came into view. She was carrying a bowl, slightly smaller than that of the first woman. The first woman cast her hands upward before the cross, revealing arms that shone white in the darkness. Voices swelled over the night, the same sutra-like chanting as before, as though the gesture had been a signal. It sounded like the hushed groan of the dying, but there was a clear, tune-like sense to it; the prayer-like, curse-like chanting resembled a strange kind of song.


      Fuminari focused on the scene unfolding before them, he saw a line of figures in shadow, positioned behind the open fire, ten or so to a side. They all wore the same black robes. The figures had been obscured from view on the other side of the fire. They were the source of the chanting. Again, Fuminari found himself struck with a curious sense of something, as though the chanting was insinuating itself inside him, stoking a bestial darkness. He was unsure if he felt disturbed by the sensation, or if, in fact, it caused the opposite effect.


      The second woman dipped her hands into the bowl and began rubbing something across the body of the woman on the cross. It was thick and viscous, dark-crimson, like blood that had begun to congeal.


      A terrified scream tore across the clearing. It was the upside-down woman; she was still alive. She had been unconscious, woken now as the woman massaged the reddish black liquid over her. The scream was hoarse and sickening, her voice had broken, but not simply because she had been strung upside down--she had screamed like this many times already. The scream was almost unbearably desperate; the kind you would only hear once in a lifetime, if at all.


      The second woman withdrew, bowl in hand. The first woman reached inside her robe with her right hand. When she pulled her hand out the screams became more shrill. The woman on the cross had watched her pull out a dagger; it glinted with a sharp, metallic light.


      The intoning reached a crescendo.


      The woman swept the dagger down.


      The screaming stopped.


      The woman raised her bloodied hands in the air, softly reciting something. The dagger’s handle jutted out at an awkward angle hanging from the left breast of the woman on the cross. A horrific amount of blood poured from the wound. It ran down the woman’s chest, over her throat and cheeks and through her dangling hair, soaking the ends and dripping into the bowl below.


      The woman brought her hands down and took hold of the dagger’s handle. Her body was in the way, Fuminari was unable to make out what was happening. She thrust her left hand high into the air; in it she held a bloodied heart. The attendant next to her held up a wooden tray on which she placed the heart. The wind picked up and the trees rustled loudly through the night’s darkness. The chanting grew louder, finding a sort of resonance with the wind. The moon above the clearing cast a wan, bluish shadow over the group of entangled men and women.


      Kumiko had struggled not to scream as she watched them decapitate the upturned woman. Only a short while ago, she had ended a man’s life, but she took no joy in cutting human flesh. She knew she would not hesitate to kill when necessary, but what she had just witnessed was something more than just killing. It was overwhelming, foreign to her.


      The robed woman held the blood-filled bowl high and stepped into the mass of fornicating couples, pouring the liquid on them as they writhed together in a diverse mix of sexual positions. They undulated in synchronized movements spreading the blood over each other’s bodies. Some accepted it with open mouths. The orgy grew in intensity, its constituents became increasingly consumed by the hysteria. The gasping and moaning rose to a cacophonous animal roar.


      The woman offered the final drops of blood to a man and woman at the center of the throng and then signaled to the other robed woman now holding the tray bearing the heart and severed head. The woman carried the tray to the center and offered it to the couple; the man glanced up from his position on top of his partner. He was old. His hairline had completely receded, only a few wisps of grey hair grew to the sides of his forehead. He grabbed the heart from the tray and, still inside his partner, brought it to his mouth. He greedily sunk his teeth into it. His mouth stained red.


      “This is unbearable,” Fuminari groaned, but he had no idea what was unbearable, or how it was unbearable. His hairs stood on end. His skin prickled. He felt sick. But, between his legs, he was hard and swollen, fully erect. Some bestial darkness had awoken within, kindled by these dark emotions.


      Rustling grass, close by.


      Fuminari spun around and in a single, clean motion pulled the hiking knife from his pocket, hurling it toward the shadow that had appeared in his peripheral vision. The shadow crumpled to the ground without making a sound. Fuminari focused his attention on the surroundings, checked that no-one else was nearby, then looked back toward the clearing. Nothing suggested that the others had been alerted.


      “Don’t make a sound,” he told Kumiko. He moved to examine the fallen body. The knife had pierced the man’s throat. Fuminari’s skill was impressive.


      “He’s still young,” Kumiko whispered, looking at the man’s face. He was around the same age as Muto and his gang, probably in his mid-20’s; Kumiko had used the same knife to kill one of them only a few hours ago.


      It was unclear whether he had approached because they had been noticed, or whether he had simply chanced upon them during a regular patrol. Whatever the case, they could not afford to idle around.


      “We’re leaving. Now,” Fuminari said. If they could make it back to the darkness of the mountains, no-one would be able to find them...he hoped. They would need a methodical trawl of the hills and tracker dogs to have any hope of catching them.


      Fuminari’s mind felt clear again.
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      There was something out there.


      An energy slightly out of phase with the mountain. One moment it was there, the next it was gone. The sensation was weak enough to be dismissible as a trick of the mind, but Fuminari was certain it was there, that it was no figment of his imagination. They were being tailed by something; it was unfaltering, persistent. Fuminari was certain, it felt as though something had spread a thin membrane from his neck down to the base of his spine. The membrane extruded a strand of web outward, guiding their hunter through the darkness. No matter what Fuminari tried, there was no way to cut the strand.


      He was no coward, But this feeling--just call it fear, he thought. Fuminari thought of himself as an animal. He respected fear. When pursued, animals naturally become acutely aware of their hunter. If an animal were to doubt its instincts, that would be its end, no different than suicide. Wild animals do not commit suicide.


      Who was tracking them? Perhaps someone had found the body, but even if that were the case how could they be able to track them? It was the middle of the night. Tracking footprints would be too slow, even with flashlights they would continue to fall further behind. But whatever was following them now, he was sure, was maintaining the same distance. If anything, it was slowly lessening the gap. Dogs? Fuminari had taken the knife from the man’s throat and brought it with him. The dogs would have no scent to track, that was unlikely.


      What was tracking them? If human, it could only be one, maybe two people, not a large group. A group of people, unless fully-trained professionals, would make enough noise for the sound to reach him. There was no sound. He could only discern the presence of something giving chase across the darkness. Someone, or some thing, had discovered the body. It had made a rapid assessment of the situation and decided to give chase. It was clearly not an opponent to take lightly. Two things were clear from the fact that it had started after them: it understood there was no time to tell its people and, moreover, it judged itself capable of handling the situation alone. If so, its talents would be formidable. Then there was the fact it had managed to track them this far.


      Fuminari charged up over the hillside. Heading down would not only limit their escape routes but also expose them to other dangers. The rule was always the same when you got lost in the mountains: head upward.


      They reached the ridgeline. The land below was covered by a dense forest of beech trees. The undergrowth had transitioned from bushes and weeds to long bamboo grass. His awareness of something was still there.


      “Can you sense it?” Fuminari asked Kumiko, pushing the grass aside.


      Kumiko halted, looking puzzled.


      “Okay. It’s probably better that way,” Fuminari muttered, speeding up. They had hardly spoken since the clearing. Kumiko seemed to have left the situation in Fuminari’s hands.


      What the hell was all that anyway? Fuminari remembered what they had seen earlier. It had been horrific. The sutra-like chanting, the woman’s screams--the sound still rang in his ears. And the smell, the crowds of men and women writhing in the torchlight, the woman’s raw, severed head, the old man’s face as he feasted on her heart. For some reason, Fuminari felt he had seen that face before. The man’s features were grotesque. Could a human face become so distorted? Was he a monster? More like a demon, he had been at the very least partially human. Fuminari had also not forgotten the surge of nausea and the extraordinary thrill that had taken hold of him. If he had watched long enough, he would not have been surprised to have actually ejaculated. Fuminari reminded himself of the powerful urge he felt to run over and join them. Perhaps whatever followed them now was that shadow of himself--of the darkness that had awoken deep in his own consciousness and possessed him.


      Kumiko was already out of breath. She was exhausted, gasping for air, pace slowing. Should I leave her? Alone, Fuminari felt confident of his chances of escaping, but leaving her would mean having to silence her. He had to make his decision. Either deal with her now or lay in wait and take this thing on. The sound of a river drafted up from below. The water was fast and loud. It sounded as though there might be a verge nearby.


      “Hey,” Fuminari called out. He had already started to head down from the ridge. “We’re being followed.”


      Kumiko looked up.


      “It knows what it’s doing.”


      Kumiko held her breath for a moment. “I thought so.”


      “So you knew.”


      “You gave it away.”


      “Okay. We’re gonna ambush the fucker.”


      After a short while they came upon an area where the hillside began to level out. There was an open clearing roughly the size of a house--traces of moonlight spilled downward casting a teal haze over the bamboo grass. There was a large beech tree at the other end of the clearing. Fuminari walked over to it and stopped.


      “This is the place.” He put his rucksack down and told Kumiko to find cover. “Give me the shovel.” Fuminari took it from her.


      “What should I do?”


      “Wait here. I’ll take care of this.” Fights were easier without the good intentions of others, especially against an opponent like the one chasing them through the dark.


      Fuminari took a wad of cash from the rucksack and stuffed it into his pocket. If the fight went bad there was a chance they might have to run. If that happened the hefty wad of notes would be a liability. He hid the rucksack with the rest of the cash in the bushes nearby. He extended the folding shovel and stuck it into the ground at his feet.


      “Any minute now. Don’t make a sound, got it?”


      There would be one or two of them, Fuminari thought, three at the most. A single flash of his knife would be enough if it was a single opponent. If there were three of them...well, he would find a way. Whatever happened, he would take one of them down. He would make the first move while he still had reserves of strength, better than taking them on after a chase. Fuminari was not ready to die, no matter how tough his hunters turned out to be, not with the 100 million yen he had risked his life for in hand. Maybe I’m getting weak, he thought. The logical move would have been to dispose of Kumiko and get the hell away, but he had decided to step onto a rickety bridge with full knowledge of the danger before him. I’ve fallen for her. A thin smile spread across his features as he came to the realization.


      There was one other thing that Fuminari was aware of: an increasing fascination with their hunter, the source of that abnormally strong aura. He had wanted to steer clear of any foolish, avoidable conflicts, but things were what they were, and he was enjoying the anticipation born of the situation. Ah well, that’s just me. The sides of Fuminari’s mouth curled up. It looked like a smile. He heard rustling.


      This is it!


      Fuminari readied the knife. The presence halted just before the clearing. It had sensed Fuminari and purposefully held back from exposing itself to the moonlight. A black aura seemed to billow from the shadows. It knows I’m here. A powerful, murderous intent radiated from the depths of the blackness. The sensation was so intense it seemed to manifest as a bluish-white aura.


      Fuminari roared, mustering all his strength, concentrating his energy until every cell in his body burned, unleashing it in the direction of the shadow. The knife sliced through the air.


      There was no response.


      It had vanished; it was as though the knife, hurled with such murderous aggression, had simply been absorbed into the darkness. If he had missed, the knife would have impaled a tree or fallen into the grass, either way there would have been a sound. But there was only silence. The only remaining possibility was that whatever was hiding in the shadows had caught the lethal blade in mid-flight.


      In daylight, Fuminari could have done the same. Even in the dark, he probably could have used something to deflect the attack. But this thing had just plucked it out of the air. It was then that Fuminari realized he was facing a beast, an opponent of a completely different class than any he had faced before.


      Fuminari felt a sudden surge of aggression from the darkness. Something soared across the clearing, flashing sharply in the moonlight. Fuminari ducked, instinct taking over. The piercing light sliced the air above his head. The knife he had just thrown moments ago impaled the trunk of a tree behind him, only the hilt was visible. The shadow rushed in leaving no time for Fuminari to retrieve the blade. Fuminari grabbed the shovel and launched his own attack. The two terrible forces collided in mid-air. There was a crack as the handle of the shovel snapped cleanly across the middle.


      The thing appeared human, but its form was massively distorted. Its back was hunched at an odd angle; its arms and legs were bent out of shape. Fuminari could not make out any more detail in the dim moonlight. It stood poised on two legs ready to fight. The pose was unconventional, not from any particular school of martial arts. It had naturally taken the stance after springing back from the airborne clash. Fuminari stood facing the creature at the center of the clearing. It was immense. Even though its back was half bent, it was almost the same height as Fuminari.


      Fuminari felt himself trembling. He had brought the shovel down hard, aiming for the thing’s head, but had no idea where it impacted. And not just that, the creature had accepted the blow and, at the same time, launched two powerful kicks. Fuminari had only barely managed to avoid them. He felt lucky. He had the advantage with the reach of the shovel, yet the beast’s legs had skimmed across his flank like a black hurricane covered with an ice-cold sweat. Fuminari was not afraid; he felt only a burning sense of joy. He had found an opponent that he would have to fight with all his might, all his energy. I will kill it, he thought. Whatever happens, I am going to kill this abomination. I have to kill it.


      He had an erection.


      He hurled the shovel’s handle at the creature. It dodged, leaving a slight opening for Fuminari to unleash a powerful roundhouse kick that connected hard. The power behind the kick would have been enough to instantly kill an untrained opponent, but the creature deflected it with unbelievable force, in the same moment sending a black mass hurtling toward Fuminari’s head: the thing’s fist. Fuminari raised both arms to block. To his terror, the blow knocked his upper body backward. The creature flowed gracefully into the air, the black outline of its body seemed to swell double its original size. Fuminari let himself fall back into the grass and flipped straight back to his feet. He had taken a shallow blow to the shoulder, but it had been enough to make it numb. The creature’s strength was unreal. It would be easier to go hand-to-hand with a bear. The creature let out an animal howl. It was no human sound. It was the sound of the gatekeeper hounds of Hades tearing free from their chains.


      The nightmarish battle commenced. During its course Fuminari became convinced his opponent was the devil itself. The creature did not slow, even when he landed a heavy blow to the body, its thickly knotted muscles casually absorbed the force of the attack. The creature did not use its fists as weapons, it used its nails. They lacerated Fuminari’s back and tore into his chest. If the creature gained decent purchase, its nails would easily claw out huge chunks of flesh. It had bottomless reserves of energy.


      There’s no fucking way I’m gonna let this thing kill me. Fuminari felt himself weakening; he bit down on his lips, marshaling his strength. He was covered in blood. His shirt was soaked red and torn to shreds.


      He went for its eyes. He was willing to sacrifice a leg in exchange for the eyes. He desperately searched for an opening. This was no hooligan’s squabble, a normal man would have lost his sanity by now. This was a fight to death against an outlandish monster, a relentless onslaught of intolerable physical and mental tension. It was enough that he was still conscious. The only thing that spurred him on now, barely, was the burning obsession he had developed with this monster.


      There would only be one chance and Fuminari was going to have to force it. He raised a bloodcurdling scream and launched himself into the air. His left leg burned in agony as his attack connected. Fuminari ignored it. As soon as he landed he fired his left hand upward, putting his full weight behind it, slamming it into the monster’s face. He felt hot chunks of flesh being torn apart. Fuminari landed and vaulted backward. His hand burned, it felt like he had plunged it into a pool of molten lava.


      Unable to bear anymore, Kumiko turned on her torch. The beam flowed over the monster’s face resolving its features. She let out a high-pitched scream. The flashlight tumbled away. In that instant, Fuminari and Kumiko had both seen what was in its mouth. They had seen part of a bloodied human hand.


      Fuminari’s left hand was missing a couple of fingers. The sound of dried twigs snapping echoed, repellent across the darkness. The creature was chewing on his fingers. Fuminari heard a horrific scream emerge from his mouth. The scream was filled at once with fear, anger, and a dizzying hatred. Then Kumiko was at his side, mountain knife in her hand. She had pulled it from the tree. She tugged at his arm and started to run. He was still screaming as he blundered after her, left leg dragging behind, half deranged from anger. His body had long become numb to the pain. The leg seemed broken along with two...maybe three ribs. His whole body felt like it was on fire.


      The beech trees receded from view. There was a snap of cold wind as the sound of water blustered up from the darkness below them. They had reached a small opening at the edge of a cliff. There was nowhere left to run. The monster lumbered slowly into view. The knife was still in Kumiko’s hand, the same knife she had used to slit Muto’s throat. The monster moved to attack. Fuminari had stopped screaming; he watched Kumiko’s back, listless as though his soul had been sucked clean away, only partially realizing that she had positioned herself between him and the beast.


      She charged at it.


      The creature flicked its left hand across her head. Something flew into the air, smacking into a nearby tree with a damp thud; flesh, from Kumiko’s cheek. The single attack had sent her crumpling to the ground.


      Fuminari desperately sought to gather his senses. Almost collapsing, he used his left hand to retrieve the knife from Kumiko’s motionless hand. He pulled himself back up and threw himself into the creature’s chest as it charged at him, arms spread. The creature wrapped its arms around him in a bear hug together with the knife in his hand. The stench was repulsive. Fuminari could not breathe, he heard another rib snap. Wielding the knife in his trapped left hand, he stabbed frantically at the monster’s abdomen, but the creature’s hold was relentless, crushing. He twisted his wrist sideways and sliced the impaled knife along its stomach, driving it back and forth. His hand was soaked in blood, but he had no clue if it was the creature’s or his own. He was beginning to lose consciousness.


      So this is how I die, he thought. Fuminari was unafraid of death. He had killed enough people in his life to know there was nothing to be afraid of, but at this moment, he could not bear to die.


      Why? he thought in passing. Because this fucker’s still alive. The answer presented itself as his life ebbed away.


      The idea that this monstrosity would live, chewing on his fingers, while he would die, was unbearable. He released the knife. It held fast, still impaled in the creature. The hilt was somewhere near Fuminari’s hip. He wrapped his arms, his hand missing its fingers, around the thing’s back. A half-smile flashed across his features even as he grimaced with agony. He summoned all his remaining strength, even his love, and brought the beast into his embrace. The knife pushed deeper, far deeper into the creature’s abdomen. The creature howled with pain. Suddenly, the intense pressure of its hold relaxed and Fuminari was able to stagger free. A cool breeze rushed upward from his feet. A good wind.


      The sound of water. A half moon in the sky. The creature towered before him. It attacked. Fuminari leaped up into the blackness of the night.


      



  





Two


      Bewitching Biku
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      Mt. Koya. Two in the morning.


      Jichiei lay in the monks’ quarters near the Hall of Lanterns. As he dreamt, he heard a scream in the distance. It was horrific. He had not heard it inasmuch as it seemed to have originated directly inside his skull, as though the raw fear it contained had been transmitted into his mind instead of through physical vibrations. The backwash stroked at his consciousness, chillingly real.


      Jichiei woke. He opened his eyes and saw only darkness. He was sweating, a cloying, cold sweat. His skin had broken out in bumps. The ghost of the scream hung in the air as an unholy stench, like the wake of some unseen demon. Jichiei took deep, measured breaths lying with his eyes wide open. A thick darkness cloaked the space between his bed and the tall ceiling.


      He listened for any sounds, but the oppressive silence was only punctuated by the soft rapping of rain. Jichiei focused on the sound, and gradually the tension in his pores started to fade; he felt the cold sweat begin to warm. Darkness flowed into his open pupils, wrapping itself around his insides. Am I imagining things? If so, the scream had originated somewhere inside him. I’m exhausted, he thought.


      Jichiei had always been highly sensitive, but years of training at the temple had sharpened his senses to the point of a fine glass needle. He sat up. The shadow of the shoji hovered as a pale-white glow in the darkness before him. He could hear the regular breathing of Seicho still fast asleep across the room. I am jealous of this man, he thought. Seicho had a temple. He had a guaranteed position to return to after finishing his training. Jichiei had no such place.


      “To become a monk you need certain qualities,” Geshin’s words from five years ago, when Jichiei was new to the mountain. Geshin had shown extraordinary ability. Even then, despite being only around 30 years old, he had already attained a high-ranking position within the order. It was as though his body released a constant flow of energy, like an aura. He had been the only monk at Mt. Koya with whom Jichiei had forged a close bond. Maybe I just lack whatever quality it was that he spoke of, Jichiei mulled over the idea.


      And now, Geshin had left the mountain. Jichiei did not know his reasons for leaving. There had been rumors, of course, that he had been banished after breaking some taboo, or that he had lost his mind and there had been nothing for it but take him away. He did not know what the truth was. He sighed as though releasing the darkness that had accumulated inside him.


      That was when he heard the sound. It had not been his imagination. A heavy, booming sound like two boulders colliding. It came from above, from the direction of the Hall of Lanterns. Everything became silent.


      Jichiei slowly got to his feet and stepped outside. The fog was thick. Heavy drops of moisture hung stagnant in the air, almost large enough to be rain. The pattering had been droplets of condensed fog dripping from the temple eaves. He was unable to see anything through the mist. It filtered the gleam of the lanterns in the distance, turning the lights into shining halos of milky-white phosphorescence. His breath was visible; it was June, but this was the mountains 900 meters above sea level. Over the course of a year, the temperature at Mt. Koya averaged five degrees below that of the outside world.


      Jichiei set out, tracing along a dark path of dampened stone. A forest of ancient, thousand-year old cedars lined the sides of the cobbled path leading to the inner sanctuary. Between the trees were dense collections of stone monuments, huddled together. Each was a grave, there were close to 100 thousand in total. A number of the gravestones had been fashioned into five-story pagodas, some as high as ten meters. They towered like huge stone monoliths.


      It was a magnificent gathering; there were graves of the Heian nobility, of the feudal lords Uesugi, Takeda and Tokugawa from the Warring States, even nameless peasants had graves here. The weight of distinct layers of history was stacked one on top of the other. The whole area of necropolis encompassing the massively ancient trees emanated a powerful, humid energy--a Psychic Barrier.


      Beyond the Hall of Lanterns was the inner sanctuary, the resting place of Kukai. The mausoleum had become his home after he attained Buddhahood over 1200 years ago. Kukai, the man also known as Kobo Daishi, was the founder of the Shingon Sect; his charisma transcended mere legend, reaching almost mythical status.


      Jichiei stood on the verge of the Mimeyo Bridge, beyond was a flight of stone steps. The Hall of Lanterns was at the top. His night robes had grown heavy with moisture absorbed from the fog. Since coming outside, he had been fighting an unpleasant sensation of weightlessness. It was not fear, more like he had been cast naked into the energy that had accumulated in the air around him. Something was disturbing the area’s delicate balance. There was something foreign--a sense of magnetism that lightly hugged his skin. The layers of energy were in flux. Jichiei was certain that the changes originated from the energy field’s center, from Kukai’s shrine. Should I call someone?


      No, I need to find out what’s happened first.


      Jichiei clasped his hands together in prayer and stepped onto the bridge. There was a sudden rustling in the darkness, the sound of people running through the woods behind the shrine. Jichiei broke into a sprint. He was halfway up the stone steps to Lantern Hall when he heard something shuffle in the darkness above the top of the trees. Something crashed onto the steps before him--a dark, nebulous lump. Jichiei skidded to a halt, pitching forward as he took in the fallen object. It flinched. It was large and spindly, like an oversize bug antenna. It was alive, but its arms and legs were too long to be human. Jichiei was unable to see much in the darkness, but the thing was clearly aberrant, as though something once normal had been purposefully twisted into this form; a misshapen, human-sized black spider.


      It started to move, its motion like that of an arthropod. It stood before him, a physical embodiment of anxiety, lust, horror, and all the muddy dregs of human consciousness; the deep-seated, slumbering source of nightmares. A ghostly pair of eyes glared out from the center of the black mass, trained on him. Jichiei felt his hairs prickle. It took flight, flowing elegantly upward. Jichiei screamed at the top of his voice. The creature leaped over his head and Jichiei’s scream died. His neck had been wrenched to a grotesque angle. His body collapsed onto the stone steps.


      By the time the other monks rushed to his side, he had already stopped convulsing. He lay face up, mouth frozen in a silent scream, eyes staring at the sky. His head hung parallel to his shoulders, broken.
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      It was a puzzling room.


      The layout was atypical, neither Japanese nor Western in style. The space was shrouded in deep curtains of darkness. A peculiar scent drifted through the air, faint, almost not there at all. It was Kokujinko, the incense used by the Shingon sect during the Rite of Kongobu. Inhaled through the nose, it felt like it would dissolve the human body into darkness from the inside.


      The fragrance that extends to the corners of a thousand worlds, greater in value than the riches of three thousand realms. Such is the heart that aspires to Buddhahood.


      It was the incense mentioned in the Kegon Sutra.


      The ceiling, floors and walls of the room were unified black. There was a faint light, but it was absorbed into the pervasive blackness of the room, isolated in the darkness. The light burned in a small votive dish on top of a black metallic stand that had been set up on the floor toward one of the walls over a jet-black rug. The equipment was reserved for ritual use. The room had no other furnishings. The single light served to deepen the darkness of the rest of the space.


      An illustration adorned the wall nearest the flame: an image of a Bodhisattva, it had been outlined exclusively in gold. A golden peacock’s wings were spread wide, spanning the distance from one wall to the other. Its tail feathers overflowed onto the ceiling; the Bodhisattva was positioned on a lotus leaf, which towered behind its back.


      It was a single-headed image of Myo’o. The deity was depicted with four arms, each holding a single object: a lotus flower in bloom, a fruit from the Bijapuraka plant, the fruit of happiness, and a peacock’s feather. Its face was slender and feminine, eyes half-closed. Its mouth was slightly parted in a coquettish smile. It was known as the Kujaku Myo’o, one of Buddhism’s guardian deities. Its outline glowed hazily as it floated in the darkness, giving the impression of being rendered in fluorescent paint. The half opened eyes of the Kujaku Myo’o focused on the center of the room where a couple lay intertwined on top of a black rug. Their pale skin reflected the soft candlelight; their flesh was stark white, even in the yellowish light. They appeared to be suspended in the darkness of space. Presiding over them was the golden glowing image of Kujaku Myo’o.


      The woman was on top and the man. She had her back to him leaning forward with her face buried in his crotch. Her head jerked furiously between the man’s slightly raised thighs. She looked young, her face was almost childlike--more a young girl than a woman. She looked 16, maybe 17 years old, no more than 20. Her youth was apparent from her closed eyelids and the soft hair on her cheeks, but the way she held herself was in contrast to her outwardly girlish looks: her legs were spread open, exposed before the man’s face, weak light or not.


      Her eyebrows knotted into a frown. She seemed to be in pain as she eagerly worked her mouth. Even frowning, though, she was unnervingly beautiful. There was sophistication even in the midst of her audacity. The frown bolstered that image.


      The man lay almost completely still as though the girl was attending to him, but that was not the case. If anything, the man was working her into a frenzy. Her intense focus on the object in her mouth was an attempt to fight the ever stronger surges of pleasure. Each time the tip of his penis touched her throat she made a delicate, groaning sound, and each time the noise was stifled by the object packed into her mouth. Of course, the groan was not from pain, rather a natural way of responding to the pleasure her body experienced.


      Finally, the girl pulled away unable to take it any longer. She wrapped her slender fingers around the base of his erection, now exposed to the candlelight, and laid her head on the man’s thigh with half-opened lips directly across from the thing in her hands. His cock towered before her red, cherubic mouth. It was huge, so much so that it was hard to imagine that the young girl had managed to fit it between her lips.


      She let the man carry her weight, buttocks tensed, shivering slightly. She arched her back, rubbing her abdomen into the man’s chest. The man began to change their position. Now the woman was on her back, legs splayed, and the man was on his knees between them. Candlelight trickled over his features as he leaned forward. He was shockingly beautiful, enough to make the hairs of any observer stand on end. His beauty was such that he could be mistaken for a woman; only the protuberance between his legs suggested otherwise. His skin was even paler than the girl--still lying with her legs open before him--more lustrous, finer, there was no comparison. Locks of black, wavy hair fell over his pale forehead. His nose was genteel, lips crimson. They formed a faint smile. There was something in the expression that seemed to reflect that of the Kujaku Myo’o watching from the wall behind them.


      The man was young, perhaps too young to be called a man, more a boy. His features suggested he was still in his teens, a few years older than the girl, 18 or 19 at most, but there was a mysteriousness surrounding him beyond his apparent age. Outwardly, he was the picture of youth, but there was something that unmistakably suggested experience, opposite to how the girl in front of him maintained her youthfulness. Maybe it was the subtle grin of his crimson lips.


      His dark eyes glistened as he took in the center of her parted legs. The pink lips of the girl’s sex were exposed under the dim light, glistening endearingly--moist, soft, parted. Her breasts had flattened as she lay on her back making her chest appear like a boy’s except for the upward pointing, hardened nipples. The young man’s white teeth were visible through his slightly open mouth.


      He leaned in and slowly, almost respectfully, penetrated her. The girl began to moan immediately. She clutched hold of his buttocks and pushed her hips up, rubbing against him as she started to tremble. She came repeatedly. The young man matched the rhythm of her convulsions as he thrust into her, leveraging his surprisingly powerful rear as though counting the number of times she climaxed. Bands of lean muscle flexed as he began to thrust harder as though delivering punishment. Her moaning rose in pitch until she was gasping for air, no longer able to moan. She began to pant in sharp bursts as though spouting fire from her open mouth. She stopped. The young man stopped with her. Occasional convulsions gently rippled through her body as she lay under him. The man’s features were unchanged, betraying nothing of how the insides of her vagina felt clenched around him.


      Just then, there was a loud knock at the door. The young man looked up, pulling away from the girl. He got to his feet and walked to the wall opposite the Kujaku Myo’o. He put a hand to the black wall; a thin strip of light emerged through it. The sunlight cut into the young man’s face as it flowed through the rupture like a sharp blade in the darkness. He pulled the window open and a blinding wave of light punched into the room. The young man stared directly into it without even a frown. It was the middle of the monsoon season, but the sky was perfectly clear and blue. The girl’s pale, naked body was fully exposed to the sunlight. There was a black cloth on the rug next to her, hidden until now in the darkness. It was the young man’s; he had been wearing robes before commencing the rite. He glanced over to where she lay away from the window and spoke in a deep voice.


      “Please, come in.” His tone showed no sign of annoyance. His breathing was unhurried and his face as pale as before. The powerful voice conflicted with his boyish features. The wall to his left slid open and a man who looked to be in his late 20’s entered the room. He was wearing a navy suit with white pinstripes.


      “Master Biku,” the man in the suit addressed the naked, and still erect, man before him. He did not seem particularly phased by the scene.


      “Shimizu, what is it?” Biku replied in a relaxed tone. He made no effort to hide the erection pointing up from between his legs. It had yet to lose any of its previous vigor. The young man with the beautiful face, Biku, had yet to orgasm. He collected the black monk robes from the floor and placed them over the girl on the rug. Her eyes were closed but she still trembled occasionally.


      Biku was tall, despite his youthful looks, at around 178 centimeters. He was slender with no trace of unnecessary fat, as though it had been worked away under a meticulous regimen. At the same time, there was nothing delicate about him; his body was much different from a person that just happened to be thin. He was not rugged but his skin was tight. It was clear that there were dense bands of hardened muscle below the surface.


      “More Tachikawa?” the man in the suit, Shimizu, asked. He was referring to the Tachikawa School of Shingon Buddhism. The Tachikawa School was a heretical branch of the Shingon Sect founded by the monk Ninkan during the Heian period; it taught that enlightenment could be achieved through the sexual union of the male and female body.


      “The Jintan Method.”


      “Monk Sendo’s Bedroom Arts?”


      “More or less.”


      “Ah, to enjoy yourself and, in the process, procure the spirit of a young woman. A convenient method indeed.”


      “Indeed. What brings you here today?” Biku asked, still naked. He was surprisingly relaxed.


      Although the man appeared to be his elder, Biku’s phrasing suggested they were at least of equal status. Moreover, Shimizu had referred to him as “Master”. Everything suggested that Biku was older than he appeared, perhaps, like Shimizu, in his late 20’s.


      “There has been a communication from the mountain,” said Shimizu.


      “A communication?”


      “For the Kujaku Myo’o.”


      “They want to perform the Rite of the Kujaku Myo’o?”


      “Yes.”


      “Something must have happened.”


      “It appears we will have a visitor from the mountain before the day is out.”


      “I see.” Biku nodded, glancing at the young girl near his feet. Her breathing told them that she was asleep. “I am afraid you’ll have to wake the girl and send her home.”


      “Indeed. If anyone discovered we practice the Tachikawa and Jintan methods...well, we wouldn’t hear the end of it.” Shimizu bowed slightly, taking his leave.


      “A communication from the mountain, for the Kujaku Myo’o,” Biku folded his arms, muttering the words to himself after the door had closed.


      The mountain was Mt. Koya. The Rite of the Kujaku Myo’o was a “Protection of the State” ritual carried out in honor of the Kujaku Myo’o. Its purpose was to call on the powers of the goddess of the wilds, the Kujaku Myo’o, to restore order and exorcise evil spirits. In ancient India, the Kujaku, a peacock, had been recorded to feast on poisonous snakes; as such, the Kujaku Myo’o was accorded with the divine ability to absorb and displace all forms of poison, but Shimizu had not meant the words literally. Coming from the mountain, the notification of the performance of the Rite of the Kujaku Myo’o was a code. Mt. Koya was requesting Biku’s assistance. The Kujaku Myo’o’s smile floated across his lips.


      For the first time in a while, there was going to be trouble.


      3


      A heavy sea breeze buffeted against the young man’s cheeks.


      Gentle waves of black hair flicked across his pale forehead. His softly pursed lips were crimson red. He was tall. His features and slender body gave the impression of youth. His name was Biku. The place was Miyukigahama in Odawara.


      For a while, Biku had been observing a peculiar old man. The old man stood at the shoreline gazing out to sea. Light from the afternoon sun flowed over his back. Fishermen dotted the expansive coastline at regular intervals. It was still too early in the season for the beach to be crowded with people out to enjoy swimming in the sea. It was the latter half of June. The old man seemed like any old man taking advantage of the break in the monsoon weather to enjoy a rare walk out in the sun. A lone, black dog had been skulking around the beach for some time. It looked somewhat neglected; its hair was greasy with dirt. It did not seem to have an owner nearby and had no collar, a stray. There was a fishing port nearby, Biku imagined it was able to get by scavenging food there.


      The view could have been any coastline. Out to sea, in the distance, one could just make out the faint outline of the island, Izu Oshima.


      The old man appeared to notice the dog’s presence. He put his walking stick under his arm and crouched down, calling out to it. The dog trotted over. Something completely unexpected happened--the old man stood bolt upright and brought the stick down, smacking the dog on the head. The strike was clearly not too strong, but it was enough to make the dog angry. It growled and jumped at the old man. He stepped aside and parried with his stick, holding the dog in check. It was like a bizarre type of dance. The whole time, the old man managed to stay at the absolute edge of the animal’s jaw. Each time, he waited until the last possible moment before jumping aside to crack the stick down upon the dog’s head. The old man was provoking it. From Biku’s vantage point, it looked like they were just playing games.


      “You there!” the old man called out, looking in Biku’s direction. “Won’t you come and help?”


      The old man seemed to be entreating Biku for assistance. Biku sped toward them, stepping too lightly for a man running on sand. He stopped between the dog and the old man; it leaped at him. Biku stood firm, simply catching the dog in his arms. The growling stopped. Still holding the dog, Biku turned to face the old man. The dog was absolutely still.


      “Ahh!” the old man let out a croon of admiration, but he seemed to be more interested in Biku’s feminine looks than the technique he had demonstrated on the dog. His eyes sparkled beneath wrinkled skin. His hair and beard were a perfect, pure, healthy white. He wore jeans and a loose summer shirt draped over an insubstantial upper body. The old man’s style of dress was youthful, but it seemed strangely appropriate, a perfect fit even. His back was dead straight. Biku put the dog gently down on the sand. “Is it dead?” the old man asked.


      “Just unconscious.”


      “Good. I wouldn’t sleep well if it had died because of an old man’s mischief.”


      “You attacked it on purpose,” Biku said as he looked up from the dog toward the old man.


      “Well, I thought you’d appreciate an excuse to come over,” the old man answered frankly.


      “Impressive.” For the first time, Biku’s lips curled into a wry grin. The power of the expression hinted at maturity beyond his youthful appearance. Biku introduced himself to the old man, “And you must be Gensai Sakuma?”


      The man nodded then spoke again, “Let’s hear your business then.” He stared directly into Biku’s eyes.


      “I wish to meet with Hosuke Kumon.”


      “I see.”


      “I was told that you would know his whereabouts.”


      “Hosuke...hmm.” Gensai’s eyes narrowed to a smile, like a father hearing news of a wayward but deeply loved son.


      “If I know Hosuke, he’ll be in the mountains about now.”


      “The mountains?”


      “A habit of his, you know, to withdraw into the mountains after a job. He won’t be back for a while I’d say.”


      “Which mountains?”


      “Hmm...” Gensai turned to the sea before answering, as though testing Biku’s patience, “...you plan to go looking?”


      “Yes.”


      “Not an easy task.” Gensai slowly shook his head, his white hair was ruffled by the sea breeze.


      “Difficult or not, I have to meet with him.” While he maintained a gentle tone, there was something decisive in the way Biku spoke.


      For some time, Gensai stood in silence. He scrunched his eyes, quietly studying the horizon off to the right, tracing his eyes out to sea along the outline of the Manazuru Peninsula. Then, seeming to recall Biku’s presence, Gensai finally spoke, “Strange.”


      Biku raised an eyebrow.


      “You used a strange artistry just now.”


      “Artistry?”


      “On the dog there.”


      “It was nothing special.”


      “Ah humility. You couldn’t have done that without some serious talent.” Gensai laughed.


      This was a curious old man. There was something nebulous about him, elusive. I wonder how he’d react if I attacked him now. Biku felt a sudden urge to try it. He had no idea how it would go. The old man might just parry his attacks with ease; then again, he might be easily overpowered and end up, disappointingly, groveling in the sand.


      “Are you trying to intimidate me?” Gensai muttered, out of the blue.


      “Intimidate you?”


      “It’s not nice to bully your elders...not good to test people.”


      “So you can read minds too?” Biku maintained his outward cool, but he was astonished. The old man had effortlessly read the motives behind the slight shift in the tension of his muscles.


      “Nothing so impressive.”


      “Now I really want to try and see.”


      “Now, hold on there,” Gensai took a light step back. He put a hand to his silvery-white hair and scratched at his scalp. He frowned, looking Biku over, like the director of a TV show assessing the quality of an actor. “Alright then.” The old man nodded. “I think it’ll be interesting to have you and Hosuke meet.”


      “Then if you could kindly--”


      “Let’s take our time here.” Gensai rapped the dog’s back with the end of his cane. It looked up, confused, and took in its surroundings. It jumped up and bolted as soon as it noticed the two men. Gensai watched it go then spoke again, “To tell you the truth, I don’t know where Hosuke is right now. It’s been a month since he entered the mountains. Left to his own devices he’ll be out there for another month or so. You could drop that man buck-naked into the wilderness and he’d come back fat, you know, that’s how he is. By now, he could be anywhere.”


      “He sounds...eccentric.”


      “Indeed.”


      “How eccentric, specifically?”


      “Hard to elaborate, really.” Gensai shook his head. His eyes were warm, full of a strange affection for this man Hosuke Kumon.


      “Do you have an idea of where he went first?”


      “Yes, more or less. I believe it was somewhere near Tateyama.”


      “Tateyama?” A look of suspicion crossed Biku’s face. “Tateyama, As in the Tateyama Range?” he asked. Tateyama: part of a mountain range strung across the top of the North Japan Alps. Mt. Onanji, the highest of the range, towers at 3,015 meters. North from there is the tall, rocky peak of Tsurugidake at 2,998 meters and the trinity of Gyokuryu-dake, Kashimayariga-dake and Jiiga-dake surrounding the Kurobe Gorge.


      “The same. You should know that you’re not the first to have come looking for Hosuke.”


      Biku paused.


      “Three tough-looking guys showed up two days ago. They had one of these.” Gensai ran an index finger across his cheek mimicking a scar. “They gave me a nice present, so I told them what I just told you. Ring a bell?”


      “No.”


      “They were in a rush, said they’d go looking for him in the mountains. I assume you will too?”


      “Yes.”


      “Then you may well bump into each other out there. Two of them are nothing to worry about. The other,” Gensai pointed a finger to his chin, “The one with a scar here, he seemed fairly proficient.”


      “If possible, I would like to avoid them altogether.”


      “In that case, how about accompanying me instead?”


      Biku tilted his head.


      “To Kawasaki. I told you they brought me a souvenir: a month’s free pass to a ‘massage’ parlor under their patronage. Care to join me?”


      “Thank you, but I have to--”


      “Don’t like girls? If not, you could be mine instead.” Gensai’s smile was full of natural charm.


      “Perhaps we can discuss this afterward.”


      “A shame,” Gensai replied in a neutral tone. It was impossible to tell if he was being serious or just teasing.


      The sea breeze continued to buffet against their hair, Gensai’s white and Biku’s black.
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      The wind was cold.


      Low afternoon sunlight flooded through the shallow valley. Traces of snow still lined the valley floor even as the colors of newly green leaves were beginning to deepen. A sizable boulder poked through the snow toward the middle of the valley on a steep slope. Biku, the man named after the Kujaku Myo’o, a legendary deity believed to exorcise evil spirits and restore order, stood on top of the boulder scanning the ridgeline above. The soft green of the valley was startlingly bright.


      It was the eighth of July. Nine days had passed since he had entered into the Alps. He had yet to track down Hosuke Kumon. “Remember, you won’t find him unless you really mean it,” Biku recalled Gensai’s words as they were parting ways in Odawara. He had not come across a decent trail for days, and since leaving it had rained for all but three. He wore woolen hiking trousers and a cotton shirt with a small, balanced rucksack on his back. He was traveling light. Nothing about his appearance suggested he had been wandering through the mountains for nearly ten days.


      Hosuke Kumon was, as Gensai had warned him, proving eccentric. Biku had become increasingly certain of this over the past few days, and now he had begun to follow the man’s tracks. It was four days ago that he had chanced across a print that looked like it could have been left by Hosuke. From there, he had managed to follow a partial trail to this point, but the trail was nonsensical. Even wild animals leave tracks, but Hosuke Kumon’s made absolutely no sense. They were utterly devoid of purpose. Every now and then he would suddenly turn back on himself, or willfully scale a vertiginous cliff face. He seemed to have no desire to reach any mountain peaks, and he hardly ever came near pre-existing trails. Of course, his avoidance of such paths was precisely one of the reasons Biku had been able to track him this far. If he had used normal hiking routes, his tracks would have been lost among those of other hikers. It was close to a miracle that he had been able to narrow the search down to this valley.


      Hosuke Kumon seemed to have travelled from Shinshu, over Mt. Shiro’uma, and then spent a few weeks meandering the lowlands around the Tateyama range. Biku had learned this by following a trail of campfire-charred grass, scattered footprints, and areas where edible plants had been harvested. While most of the footprints had been washed away in the rains, some stood out all the more for it. Of course, there was no guarantee that the tracks belonged to Hosuke Kumon, but the chances that they were his were relatively high; Biku found them in places he doubted regular hikers would think to visit. Biku had followed the Lower Corridor from Kurobe into the Kuranosuke Valley and now stood in the valley beyond.


      Occasionally, Hosuke Kumon would stop and eat a rabbit he had caught. The campfire sites had been littered with rabbit bones and fur. Hosuke appeared to be using a snare made from a kind of nylon thread. A few of the dead rabbits had nooses around them still cutting into the neck or legs. If he was able to find a freshly laid snare, Biku felt sure that Hosuke Kumon would come his way, it would just be a matter of waiting.


      He clambered down the boulder, back onto the snow-covered grass below. He flung his rucksack over his shoulders and started to walk. The rims of his mountain boots cut a light rhythm in the snow as he ascended the slope. The hillside veered steeply; there were no decent paths. A single slip and Biku would slide down the snow for 100 or so meters before slamming into rocks. Without a doubt, the fall would kill him. Seemingly heedless of this, Biku sustained an almost casual step as he scrambled upward; he was not even using a pick. His plan was to hike to the ridge and make his way down to the far side valley heading toward Tsurugisawa. He maintained a constant pace as he continued the ascent. Finally, he reached the ridgeline. Beyond the green valley was the rocky peak of Mt. Tateyama, still covered in a patchwork of snow, closer than he had expected.


      That was when he heard a voice... A woman screaming.
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      There is a narrow mountain path that leads from the ridge above Tsurugisawa into the Kuranosuke Valley.


      The path is untamed, even for the Kurobe area. It passes through the snow-covered valley of Tsurugisawa, stretching upward until arriving at the Tsurugi Lodge, a mecca for hikers, but only a few people walk the entire route, even in mid-summer. Still fewer would brave it now in the middle of the monsoon season.


      Yet, two people were making their way along the route, a man and a woman, Takashi Ishida and Emi Ono. They had hiked over Mt. Oyama in the Tateyama range from Murodo and from there cut across to Tsurugidake. Finally, they descended from Tsurugisawa and began following their current path. Their schedule was relaxed, designed to give plenty of time. They had already spent one night at Murodo and another at the Tsurugi Lodge. Ishida was accustomed to the mountains, and he had walked the route before. It was Emi’s first time in the area, but she felt confident. Having hiked up the peaks of Hodaka and Jonendake at Kamikochi a number of times, she was no slouch. They were both students of the same university in Tokyo.


      At a point halfway to the ridge, Emi called out, “Look!” A rabbit was crouching in the shade of some rocks just 7 meters ahead of them. A wild rabbit, its fur was almost brown in color.


      “I bet it’ll bolt in a second,” the man replied. But it was still, even when they were almost upon it. It finally moved when they were only a meter or so away, but its movement was awkward, dragging its right leg behind it. The rabbit was injured.


      “Look, it’s pulling a branch.” Emi pointed a finger. A small branch trailed half a meter or so behind the fleeing creature. It appeared to be connected to the rabbit’s leg by some kind of thread. It had stumbled into a snare and managed to drag itself this far with the branch in tow. “It’ll die if we don’t get that thing off it,” she said.


      Ishida started after it still carrying his rucksack. Emi followed close behind. He came close to catching it a few times, but each time the rabbit escaped. It should have been easy enough, he just needed to get his foot on the branch, or maybe it would just get stuck somewhere, but it was not happening. The rabbit was injured, but it was still a wild animal. It was not going to be easy for someone unprepared like Ishida to catch it with only their hands. Before he knew it, they had strayed from the path but not far enough to get lost. They still had plenty of time. The rabbit dived under a collapsed tree and the branch snagged. Ishida kept a foot on the branch while Emi hoisted the rabbit up.


      “It’s some kind of synthetic,” she said. Nylon loops usually work themselves loose but this noose was taut, eating into the rabbit’s leg. “Poor thing,” she stroked its head. The frightened creature trembled in her hands.


      Ishida pulled out his hiking knife. Just as he finished cutting the noose free, he heard a man’s voice, “And just what do you think you’re doing there?”


      Ishida and Emi jumped, spinning toward the direction of the voice. Three men were perched in the undergrowth among the trees. They looked more or less like a group of hikers, but something about them was clearly wrong. Two of them were smiling, but the smile did not extend to their eyes. Their eyes were full of violence--the hungry eyes of predators that had found prey.


      The third man, the one standing to the right, was not smiling. He looked over the two of them, eyes devoid of emotion. The effect was even more disconcerting than the smiles of the others. He had a scar on his chin, clearly from a knife wound. The scar was the type that spoke to any normal person’s subconscious, warning them to steer clear. It was a scar now, but the wound would have probably cut all the way to the bone, the kind of scar that demanded respect. It was clear from their appearance that they made a profession of violence.


      Emi found herself taking a step backward, her legs responding to the strange feeling originating from the men. Her arms fell to her sides and the rabbit leaped free. It bounded away at a speed uncanny for three legs, and then it was gone.


      “There goes our fucking dinner,” muttered one of the grinning men, the taller of the two.


      “How fucking depressing,” said the shorter man. He rubbed his right hand over his cheek.


      “Umm...was that your rabbit?” Ishida asked. His voice betrayed tension, trembling slightly. The man’s smile broadened as he picked up on Ishida’s fear.


      “More or less.” The man with the scar on his chin watched as the other two men moved forward. Emi shuffled closer to Ishida, grabbing his arm with both her hands. The taller of the two men glared at her pale hands.


      “Umm,” Ishida muttered.


      He sounded ridiculous, unable think of anything to say. The noncommittal sound had come out automatically, some kind of mix between a greeting and an apology. The two men ran their sticky gazes over Emi’s body like they were assessing the value of the flesh under her clothes.


      “If you’ve got any food, we’d appreciate the gift,” the taller man spoke again, his eyes still on Emi.


      Ishida had three meals of instant noodles and some biscuits as emergency rations in his rucksack, and Emi had some apples and chocolate.


      “We don’t have any,” he replied.


      “If you want money, we’ve got it,” the man said, ignoring him. The shorter man plucked the hiking knife from his hand.


      “What are you doing?”


      “How’d you expect us to have a conversation while you’re holding a dangerous thing like this?” He brandished the knife in Ishida’s face.


      “Hiroshi! Make sure you ask what we need to ask first.” For the first time, the man with the scar called out.


      “Sure, no worries Iba,” the shorter one, Hiroshi, answered him. It seemed the one with the scar, the one he had called Iba, was in charge of the group. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen a man wandering the area by himself, hmm?” Hiroshi asked.


      “What kind of man?”


      “His name’s Hosuke Kumon. Looks different than you hiker types.”


      “We’ve only seen normal hikers,” Ishida answered honestly.


      “Don’t sweat it. Didn’t think for a minute you would have,” as Hiroshi spoke, the tall man suddenly reached out to grope Emi’s breasts.


      Emi stopped a scream halfway up her throat; she pulled harder at Ishida’s arm.


      “Please, stop!” he yelled.


      “I thought I’d told you, if you want money, we’ve got it.”


      “We’ll be generous after we’re done ramming this one.” The two men broke into laughter for the first time.


      “I bet your boyfriend here’s fucked you enough, huh? Bet you know a few moves alright.”


      “Even if you don’t, the name’s Yajima, and I am a fuckin’ pro. I’ll teach you good.” The tall one laughed in response.


      Hiroshi positioned the knife along Ishida’s throat. The man that had called himself Yajima made a sudden move to grab Emi.


      She let out a piercing scream--the scream that alerted Biku.
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      Yakima’s buttocks danced between Emi’s widely spread legs.


      Each thrust ground against the insides of her white thighs, forcing her legs wider still. His right hand kneaded her generous breasts, tightly squeezing her nipples, glistening wet with his saliva, between his index finger and thumb. She forced her eyes closed, enduring the misery. He had forced his cock into her with only spit as lubrication. The pain was razor-edged. He pounded inside her relentlessly. Tears came to the corners of her eyes.


      It was not the first time she had a man inside her. She had slept with Ishida a number of times and two men before him, but none of that helped to soften the pain she was experiencing now. She only prayed that Ishida had closed his eyes, but at the same time she felt regret. She knew that there was nothing he could do to the three men while he had a knife to his throat. Even if he tried, she knew that nothing would come of it. She understood, but she wanted him to put up a fight nonetheless. She knew their relationship would be over. After this, there would be no way to go back to things as they were before.


      Ishida was backed up against a tree, knife still at his throat, watching the two of them with blind stupor, unable to look away. Even as he held the knife, Hiroshi was watching Yajima and Emi with an animal thirst in his eyes. Only Iba maintained the same expression as before; he looked on impassively.


      Biku watched the five of them from the shadow of the trees. It was immediately clear that they were the three men Gensai had spoken of. Easy enough to work out what had happened: the three men had stumbled across the two hikers while out searching for Hosuke Kumon. The couple’s downfall had been the fact that one of them happened to be female. Biku felt no particular desire to help. The rape had begun by the time he had arrived. Helping them now would not change that. Beside, there was no guarantee that he would be able to help. It would be careless to reveal himself before he had learned more about the three men. There was always the possibility that one of them concealed a gun. It was unlikely that they would kill the hikers. If the men went their own way after having their fun, that would be that.


      The girl moaned. Biku could not tell whether it was from pain or whether her body had begun to respond to the man, letting out a moan of pleasure, but the moan signaled a sudden change in the status quo. Ishida noticed that Hiroshi had become preoccupied with watching; he seized the chance, knocking him backward. Hiroshi tumbled onto his back and the knife fell to the grass. Ishida grabbed it and charged at Hiroshi, screaming wildly.


      Iba, who had remained still until now, burst into sudden motion. Ishida flew backward. Iba had used his legs to kick him into the air; it happened in an instant, the speed of his attack was breathtaking, revealing the man to have more experience than training alone. He had not appeared to put much strength into the kick, but it had been enough to knock a large man clear into the air. The man’s skill was impressive.


      Ishida clutched his stomach as he vomited its contents. Hiroshi had got back up and slammed his foot down on Ishida’s back.


      “Well that was fucking stupid.” Hiroshi’s eyes were stretched wide as he dug his boot tip into Ishida’s face. He looked like a crazed beast. Blood flowed red over Ishida’s face. “This is what happens when you spend your time doing nothing but chasing trapped...fucking...rabbits!” Hiroshi screamed, continuing to lay his boot into Ishida.


      Yajima had cut short the rape to stand and watch. Only Iba’s stare remained cold, still fixed on Hiroshi and Ishida. Trapped rabbits. The words had piqued Biku’s attention. Now that sounds like Hosuke Kumon, he thought. He made his decision and drew himself up.


      “I think that’s probably enough for today,” Biku suggested coolly as he strolled in toward the five of them.


      



  





Three


      The Dark Man
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      Five pairs of eyes turned to stare at Biku.


      Hiroshi looked dumbfounded, foot still dug into Ishida’s stomach. Yajima’s cock hung half-erect having lost momentum. Emi Ono and her partner Ishida looked confused, unable to process the sudden turn of events. Iba’s expression remained largely unchanged; his only response had been to raise his eyebrows slightly. He assessed Biku with a razor-like gaze.


      “Who the fuck are you?” Hiroshi said, twisting the edge of his lips. His tone contained an equal measure of puzzlement and threat.


      “Just someone passing. I saw something a little unpleasant, so,” Biku answered, casually deflecting the question.


      An obvious hesitation flashed across Hiroshi’s eyes. Biku’s choice of wording had been too understated. He had seen three rough looking men assaulting a couple of hikers, there was no other way to interpret it. They were far from any trails, so the chance of someone just passing by was almost nonexistent. This was not the city, where a scream might cause others to come and help. Yet this man had suddenly appeared claiming to have seen something a little unpleasant.


      “Who are you?” Hiroshi spat the same question.


      “Just a person out on a hike.”


      “What do you want here?”


      “To suggest that you leave it at that.” Hiroshi finally took notice of Biku’s dazzling features, impressive like a peacock with its tail spread open. He was momentarily taken aback.


      “Are you a fucking woman?”


      “Would you like to rape me too?” A smile graced Biku’s red lips. The voice that emerged was obviously a man’s. Ishida was still sprawled on the grass, clutching his stomach from Hiroshi’s repeated attacks. He looked up at Biku. Blood trickled from his mouth and nose.


      “Go to the girl’s side,” Biku ordered. Ishida got up and stumbled his way next to Emi. Yajima pulled his pants up and shuffled toward Hiroshi. “So, you decided to get in our way,” he said.


      “Something like that. You’re a bit quicker on the uptake than your friend here.”


      Hiroshi flushed red. “You want to fuck with me?” he growled in a deep voice. All signs of hesitation had vanished.


      “So, you noticed,” Biku derided.


      “Motherfucker!” Hiroshi yelled. He squatted suddenly, reaching for the knife still lying on the grass.


      Biku brought his mountain boot slamming down, crushing the knife and hand together. Hiroshi wailed.


      “What do you think you’re doing?” Yajima was next to Biku in a flash. Biku tipped his head to one side, easily avoiding Yajima’s fist. Yajima was thrown completely off balance.


      “Fucker!” Yajima threw a flurry of punches and kicks; Biku eluded them all. Dodging with his upper body, he pivoted his right foot on Hiroshi’s hand just enough to cause all of Yajima’s attacks to miss. Biku’s movements were a lesson in economy. Each time he spun, Hiroshi would cry out as Biku’s boot cut deeper into the back of his hand. The pain must have been considerable; his face was contorted in torment. Biku had never expected them to just give up on the girl, regardless of what he said, so he had readied himself for a fight. The two he was engaged with were not going to be a problem. Provided they did not try to run, they would be easy enough to deal with. The only unknown factor was the one that remained. Iba was doing nothing to help his friends despite their being obviously outclassed. He just stood there, his reptile-like eyes trained on Biku.


      “Are you just going to watch?” Biku asked, bringing his eyes to meet Iba’s gaze. Yajima’s attacks caused him no more hassle than a boisterous puppy.


      “They started it,” Iba replied coolly.


      “Iba.” Yajima looked over at him. He was breathing heavily, already gasping for air. Biku pulled his foot away. Hiroshi rushed to grab the knife with his other hand, stumbling backward. He stood, eyes alight with hatred. Biku’s boot was printed on the back of his hand. The skin was torn and bloody.


      Biku strolled toward him. He could have been walking up to a vending machine to buy a can of soda, heedless, like the wind. Biku was on Hiroshi before he even had time to react.


      “Cocksucker!” Hiroshi exploded into motion slicing the mountain knife up in front of him. The speed was dazzling.


      Biku’s response was, in contrast, almost disappointingly slight. He shifted his right leg to the back and caught Hiroshi’s left arm, and the knife that had grazed the air before him, in his right hand. There was a deep pop as the knife fell from Hiroshi’s hand. His left arm hung limp, visibly longer than his right. He grabbed his arm and screamed. Biku had cleanly dislocated the man’s shoulder.


      Yajima barked, “What the fuck have you--”


      “Alright, that’s enough,” Iba muttered, breaking his silence.


      He walked up to Hiroshi. The man had gone pale, oily drops of sweat bristled across his forehead. Iba took hold of Hiroshi’s dislocated arm from behind. He pulled. There was another pop as Hiroshi’s arm snapped back into the joint.


      “Fuck you!” Hiroshi’s voice was shrill like a bird. Color began returning to his face.


      Iba raised a hand to recommend he stop. “That’s enough. You might not get away with a dislocated shoulder next time. I can’t fix broken bones.”


      “I don’t particularly wish to continue this either,” Biku noted.


      “I’ve got no interest in rape at a place like this, but I didn’t see any reason to stop these two from having their fun. Now that you’ve shown up, I think we’ll cut our losses.”


      “Iba...”


      “If you want to take this guy on, go ahead. Personally, I’d rather not injure myself before we’re done with our work here.”


      Hiroshi fell silent, Yajima looked devastated, but they didn’t seem ready to oppose him. The two of them stared at the ground, sulking.


      “Okay, we’re leaving,” Iba said. He spoke quietly, but there was something final in his tone. Iba turned and the other two followed him. Until that moment, when he turned his back to walk away, Iba had not once looked away from Biku.


      “Thank you so much,” Ishida said after the three men had gone, his voice was full of relief. The girl had put her torn-off clothes back on. She sat on the ground staring vacantly down in silence.


      “It was nothing, but I do have a few questions.” Ishida cocked his head to one side, suddenly suspicious. His eyes flicked briefly to the girl and back. He was still worried about her. Biku ignored the gesture and continued, “I overheard the men saying you were chasing a rabbit that had been caught in a snare.”


      “Yes.” Ishida nodded. He started to look around for something. “Here,” he picked a small branch up from the undergrowth nearby, “I’m not sure if it’s a snare, but this was cutting into the rabbit’s leg.” Ishida and Emi had strayed from the path while trying to catch the rabbit when they stumbled across the three men. Ishida’s face was wrapped in bitterness.


      Biku took the branch. The thread hung from the center; it had been tied in a loop. Part of the loop had been torn, but it still held the shape of a noose. So it’s you, Hosuke Kumon, Biku thought. He was in this area after all. He would have laid more than one rabbit snare. All Biku had to do was find one of them and wait until Hosuke came to him.


      “I’m looking for someone. This snare is probably his work.”


      A frightened look crossed Ishida’s face. “W..would that person’s name happen to be Hosuke Kumon?” he stumbled over the words.


      “How do you know that name?”


      “Those men...that was who they were looking for.”
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      Biku ambled through a forest of birch and silver fir.


      The mountainside slanted off to his right. He scanned the area as he brushed through the knee-high undergrowth, mostly bamboo grass. If Hosuke Kumon had left even the slightest trace, he was intent on finding it. There was not much time. Like Biku, the other men were out here looking for him. He had to find Hosuke before them.


      It was unclear how much information they had regarding his whereabouts. Most likely they knew as little as he did. He was almost certain that they were the same men that Gensai Sakuma had mentioned back at the Odawara coast. Gensai had warned Biku about a man with a scar on his jaw; that such a man was among them confirmed his suspicions. They had not been carrying anything, which meant that they had set up camp nearby, and they would be using that as a base to scout for Hosuke Kumon. There could be more of them back at the camp.


      The question was whether they had made the connection between Hosuke and the rabbit. It was hard to be certain. He recalled the coldness of Iba’s stare. He had not looked away, even once. He might have caught on to the snare, and he would have his suspicions about Biku as well, having suddenly appeared in the middle of nowhere. It had been pretty obvious that he was not a regular hiker. Who were they? They would want to know the same of him. Biku knew they were looking for Hosuke Kumon, but they would not know that he was here for the same purpose. That, at the very least, gave him the edge.


      Why were they looking for him? They were probably here to recruit him, just as he was. Hosuke Kumon was one of a very small number of unlicensed, but incredibly talented Psyche Divers.


      Increasing numbers of Rhododendron poked out from the steeply inclined undergrowth. Gradually, the slope began to level out. Biku spied something, what he had been looking for, a rabbit hung suspended from one of the trees, a thick nylon thread cutting into its neck.


      “It seems we will meet after all.” A stunning smile spread across Biku’s red lips.
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      Ishida and Emi hiked across the narrow trail in silence.


      Neither could bring themselves to speak. All they could do was silently move. Emi took the lead while Ishida followed closely behind. Each knew what the other was thinking, but the subject could not be broached. If they were to speak, they would have to discuss what had happened. It would be too obvious to try forcing a conversation about anything else. It was better to say nothing.


      They were close to the mountain pass. The trail traced a gentle curve. Emi halted suddenly. She managed to hold back a scream; a muffled, cramped noise stuck in her throat. Ishida immediately saw the cause: a man stood on an outcrop of rocks before them, Iba.


      “My apologies. There was still something we wanted to ask you.” Ishida started to back away, but his rucksack impacted against something hard. He let out a tense shout. Without his realizing, a huge mass of flesh had come to stand directly behind him. The thing was easily over two meters tall, covered entirely in black clothing. Thick muscles swelled underneath. The body emanated a vast, nightmarish sense of power; feral eyes, glaring behind matted hair, were trained on Ishida. Ishida’s urge to run dissipated completely.


      Three other people appeared from behind the trees to either side while Iba clambered down from the rocks, Hiroshi, Yajima, and the last one appeared to be female. She wore a black veil over her face. The thin cloth was a hood, covering her head, with only an opening for her eyes, they were stunning. She wore the same black clothes as the man behind Ishida, a black shirt and black jeans, but it was clear that she was female from the swelling of her chest and the shape of her body. There was something deeply sexual about her. The line of her waist was enthralling.


      “What do you want?” Ishida asked.


      “We’d like to know who that man was just now. And, of course, what you were talking about afterward,” Iba replied.


      “Uh, well...” Ishida pulled Emi in toward him. Her shoulders were trembling. She grabbed Ishida’s hand as he rested it on her shoulder, “...he was looking for someone called Hosuke Kumon, like you. That’s it. That’s all we spoke about.”


      “I know there’s more,” Iba’s voice was quiet but it held a greater sense of power than Yajima’s angry shouting.


      “Ab...about the rabbit. He said that the snare was probably Hosuke Kumon’s.”


      “Interesting,” Iba said, his voice frighteningly gentle. Yajima turned his molasses-like gaze toward Emi, chuckling obscenely. In that instant she bolted from Ishida’s arms.


      “Oh no, you’re not getting away.” Hiroshi stuck his leg out, tripping her.


      She spun around and tumbled forward, the back of her head struck a rock on the ground with a nasty crack. She stopped moving.


      “Emi!” Ishida screeched, his voice trembling in pain.


      He made to run over to her, but the dark-clothed giant reached out from behind and grabbed hold of him. Its strength was unbelievable. Hiroshi crouched over her. He stood slowly, a narrow smile on his face.


      “Shit. No more fucking this one.”


      “What’d you say?”


      “That she’s kicked the bucket, asshole.”


      “Murderer!” Ishida howled with all his energy. He struggled in desperation, trying to get free, but he was unable to budge.


      “A pity,” Iba said quietly, “now we’ll have to take care of you too.” The giant placed a hand over Ishida’s head before he had even finished the sentence. Ishida convulsed in agony as the giant’s nails dug into his temples and forehead.


      “Don’t worry. We’ll bury you with the girl.” An appalling grin formed to the sides of Iba’s mouth.


      Ishida howled, but the scream came to a sudden stop. The giant, still grasping Ishida’s head, had twisted his neck. There was a horrific snap as Ishida’s head spun backward. His body faced forward, but Ishida’s tearful face stared at the giant’s chest.
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      The wind had shifted by nightfall.


      A faint scent of pine merged with the smell of rocks and snow. Biku finished his coffee and replaced the pan. The rabbit roasting in the flames infused the air with a succulent smell. He took a skewer of meat and carried it to his mouth. It was cooked perfectly. He had used little seasoning, only some salt.


      Although it was the beginning of July, the valley’s Rhododendron were still flowering here and there. It was still early summer. Above two thousand meters the desolate, bloody smell of flora and fauna becomes diluted, even in the mountains. All that remains is transparency, an absence of the sense of life desperately feeding off itself. The summer snow was a much better fit for the mountains than blood and mucus.


      The firelight flickered over Biku’s pale cheeks. The whiteness of his skin resembled waxwork. The outline of his face was elegantly slender. Under the right circumstances he could easily impersonate a woman, and no other woman would compare. Gay men would either drool over his looks or burn with jealousy. To call him beautiful would be an understatement, Biku’s handsomeness was otherworldly, there was something darkly bewitching about him as the orange firelight reflected in his glistening, dark pupils.


      He watched the flames and waited, confident that Hosuke Kumon would find him. He had set up camp where he found the rabbit snared in a trap. He was eating the rabbit. I wonder how he’ll react. Biku felt a strange anticipation. Whenever you’re ready. Biku was fully prepared.


      He sat in the center of a Sacrosanct Barrier, a circular area with a ten-meter radius. Biku had evoked it himself, leaving strands of his hair at the four cardinal points around him, north, south, east and west, each exactly ten meters away from the center. The hairs functioned as anchor points surrounding Biku in something like a spider web of psychic energy. Biku would be alerted the moment someone crossed it.


      He sat, biding his time as the wind whistled through the darkness above the canopy of silver fir. Then, as he reached for another skewer of rabbit, Biku noticed something--a figure standing in the darkness to his right. He felt a sudden chill of fear, but it dissipated almost as soon as it arrived. He had perceived a sudden assault of tremendous lethal energy. It seemed to originate from the shadowy figure, but he immediately recognized it as his own. Whatever this shadow was, it had deflected Biku’s energy back. He had literally jumped at his own shadow. This tiger had caught him off guard.


      The dark figure just stood there. It had not been there when Biku had arrived. The figure had somehow managed to penetrate this far into the psychic web without touching it. Why couldn’t I sense him? The answer was clear. Ahh... Biku nodded to himself. The black figure was to his northeast. The northeast led to the kimon, the gate of the devil. It was the Sacrosanct Barrier’s only flaw. Coming from the northeast there would be a corridor wide enough for a man with his arms spread to cross. The shadowy figure had come directly through the devil’s gate. In order to seal the corridor, Biku needed to place another anchor point, another lock of hair directly at the north-easternmost point of the barrier, in the direction of the devil’s gate, but he had neglected to do so. It was no coincidence that the temple of Enryakuji had been built to the northeast of Kyoto on Mt. Hiei. It was there to protect the Imperial Dynasties from the kimon.


      Even accepting that the barrier Biku had evoked was flawed, it would still take more than mere luck to navigate this far through it unnoticed. The probability of someone navigating ten meters without giving themself away was close to zero, especially in the mountains where the narrow path was full of obstacles, even more so in the dead of night. Had this man just been lucky? Impossible, Biku dismissed the idea. The dark figure had done it--he had skillfully steered himself through the narrow passage.


      “You must be Hosuke Kumon,” Biku said.


      There was no reply. A part of the shadow twitched; a sound of scraping travelled through the darkness. The shadowy figure seemed to be scratching its head. The bulky form stepped forward. The man walked up to the fire, positioning it between the two of them. He came to a stop.


      The man in the firelight was covered in a thin layer of dirt. He was about the same height as Biku, 178 centimeters. Despite this, his build was far more bulky. He stood with a slight slouch. He looked like a physical laborer, the type with a story, there was always one like him. His eyes regarded Biku with something of an odd spark in them. He had an impressive beard. He probably had not shaved since withdrawing into the mountains.


      His clothing, his skin...everything gave the impression that he had absorbed the mountain to his core. He looked exactly like someone would if they had been wandering lost in the mountains, but at the same time he did not betray even the slightest hint of fatigue. If anything, he was overflowing with a peculiar sense of energy, but the energy did not seem to be anything animal. It was transparent, as though someone had taken a chunk out of the mountain and chiseled it into human form.


      Biku attempted to channel his energy toward the man, but it was as though the man had no physical presence. It was not that he hid himself with magic, more that his form had blended with the mountain. Like the mountain air, the man’s aura was crystal clear. To discern his presence in the darkness would be no simple feat.


      “Hosuke Kumon, right?” Biku repeated.


      The man nodded. They stared across the firelight. Hosuke’s eyes were pools of glass. His expression was difficult to read; Biku was unable to tell if he was angry or enjoying himself.


      “So you’re the one that’s been following me.” An enormous sense of power resided in his eyes.


      “Yes,” Biku answered, returning the stare, “For nine days now.”


      “Hmm.” Hosuke crouched and reached out for one of the skewers. “Not easy,” he muttered to himself as he took a bite of the meat. His teeth looked shockingly strong. He swallowed the meat and licked his fingers as he scanned the area. “This was yours too?” He was referring to the Sacrosanct Barrier Biku had evoked.


      “You picked up on that, I see.”


      “Impressive,” Hosuke said with genuine admiration. Of course, Biku knew that Hosuke Kumon, the man that had just strolled through the barrier’s blind spot, was no slouch himself.


      Then, the two of them noticed something. Something else. Something was coming closer through the darkness. A faint sound, something heavy trampling through grass...something large brushing against the branches of the shrubs and still approaching. A strong, animal smell wafted into the air.


      “Ah, a bear,” Biku stated. He did not try to stand. He poured some coffee into the pot on the stove and placed it on the ground in front of Hosuke. “How about it?” His sharp eyes focused on the man, watching for his response.


      His question had been purposefully vague; he could have been asking if Hosuke wanted coffee or he could have been asking if he was afraid of the coming bear. Biku wanted to see how this strange man would react. His reaction would allow him to judge the extent of his talents.


      “Don’t mind if I do.” Hosuke took the cup in his hands. Nothing in his expression had changed. Casual acceptance, that was the extent of his reaction. Usually the mention of a bear was enough drain the color from a man’s face. “Delicious,” Hosuke muttered, taking a sip, “it’s been a while.” He looked directly at Biku. He seemed to be smiling under his beard.


      So, he’s testing me too, thought Biku. Just as he was using the bear in an attempt to gauge Hosuke’s capabilities, so was Hosuke ready to test Biku in his own way. Alright then. Biku smiled for the first time, his red lips pulled into a tight line. The smile was enough to make anyone shiver, cold and seductive in equal measure. It was the kind of smile you might see gracing an image of Buddha, an expression of cunning. The sound of the creature continued to approach through the darkness.


      “Strange, isn’t it?” Biku said.


      “Indeed.” Hosuke sipped at his coffee taking no apparent notice of the danger.


      They both knew that it was almost unheard of for a wild bear to approach them like this. All wild animals, bears included, have an instinctive fear of humans. In almost all cases, if the animal notices their presence first, it would choose to avoid them. Bear attacks occur mostly when they are caught off guard. This happens when the two have wandered close without noticing each other. Even then the bear will choose to turn away if there is enough distance between them. A little closer and the bear will enter into a staring match. Even then, the bear will still look for a chance to get away. The worst-case scenario only occurs when someone stumbles right in front of a bear, particularly if the bear has a cub with it or the person surprises it by shouting out.


      In Honshu, home to the Asian black bear, such human error is responsible for the majority of bear attacks. The mountains are bear territory and humans are the trespassers. The fact is that animals fear the invading humans. But this bear continued to approach them, that was the strangeness Biku referred to. There was no chance that the bear had failed to notice them. They had a campfire.


      There were a few possible scenarios. The first was that the bear was on the verge of starvation, a possibility if the bear was old and no longer able to hunt; it would be drawn by the smell of the meat. There had been cases where bears had stuck their heads into hikers’ tents while foraging for food.


      Another possibility was that the bear had been wounded. If it had been shot by a poacher, but the bullet missed its vital organs and the bullet was lodged against a nerve, the bear would be in constant pain. That would impede the bear’s judgment, and the pain would make it difficult for the bear to hunt. Hungry, injured, and full of anger...those factors combined would give rise to the most dangerous type of predator in the mountains. If the bear approaching them was in that state, the two of them were in extreme danger.


      “I’ll let you handle this,” Biku said. He was looking forward to the spectacle.


      Hosuke sat scratching his head. Before long, the gigantic black beast was upon them. It snorted heavily through its nose. Its large frame shuffled through the darkness. The firelight cast the dark outline of its body in a faint resolve. Hosuke gathered himself up, holding the remaining skewers from the fire together with the remains of the uncooked rabbit. He moved with fluidity that made it look like he was being carried forward by an unseen breeze. Instead of heading toward the bear, he was circling around to a point a few meters away from it. A deep growl issued from the bear’s throat. The growl could have been a mark of hesitation. At the very least, it was not obvious provocation. Hosuke crouched low and lay flat on his stomach, now just a few meters away from the bear. He used his elbows to prop his torso up so that he faced the bear. If the bear attacked now he would be utterly helpless.


      In a confrontation between animals relative eye height takes on great importance. Looking down from a higher point is an open sign of aggression. Hosuke had positioned himself far lower than his opponent. He took the meat he had been carrying and carefully put it between himself and the bear. The bear growled deeply in response. It stepped from side to side, but the movement was clearly one of caution. It approached slowly. Hosuke had begun to mutter something in a low voice, but Biku was unable to make out the words from where he sat. The bear was right before him now and began to feast on the meat. Biku watched as Hosuke reached out and touched the bear’s right leg with his hand. The bear growled as its leg twitched. Hosuke withdrew his hand. When the bear finished eating, it turned and left as though nothing had happened. Hosuke drew his bulky frame up and stood there scratching at his head. Biku had witnessed something remarkable.


      “Can you talk to bears?” Biku asked when Hosuke came back.


      “Nope.” Hosuke folded his legs, settling into the same space as before. “That was Japanese.”


      “What did you say to it?”


      “I was singing a lullaby.”


      “And the bear understood it?”


      “How should I know?” Hosuke muttered appearing bored. If it was an act, his performance was flawless. Hosuke glanced around the fire. The rabbit was all gone. “Guess I used it all.” He made an infantile face.


      “Would you like me to prepare something?”


      “Nah.” Hosuke rummaged through one of his pockets and pulled out a skewer of rabbit meat. “I kept one to the side.” He smiled for the first time. It was a dangerously endearing smile. Biku still could not gauge whether the man was being serious or just playing with him. “That bear,” Hosuke started, mouth stuffed with the meat, “had a bullet wound in its leg. A year old, thereabouts.”


      Biku looked up when Hosuke had finished eating. “It appears that we have guests,” he said.


      “So it seems,” Hosuke murmured back.
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      They saw the torchlight first, three bright points approaching them through spaces between the trees.


      Finally, three men appeared. Biku knew them from earlier, the trio of Iba, Yajima, and Hiroshi. They turned off their torches. Their faces seemed to float in the dim firelight. Iba stood in the center while Hiroshi flanked his right and Yajima his left. Another figure appeared soon after them, huge and cloaked in darkness. It was the shadowy figure of a ridiculously large man. He did not seem to need a flashlight; his eyes were perhaps adjusted to the dark. The man carried a woman in his hands. They were both dressed in black. The woman wore a hood-like cloth over her head, like the dress of women in the Islamic Middle East, designed to conceal her face from strangers. Her eyes were visible through a single, crescent-shaped opening. The man came to a stop behind the other three. He lowered the woman down with gentleness at odds with his enormity. The woman nestled herself to his side. They hardly made a sound. She looked directly at Biku and Hosuke. The color of the campfire flickered an invitation in her black eyes.


      “I had a feeling it would be you,” Biku said, still seated.


      “We meet again,” Iba replied, quietly intimidating. Yajima and Hiroshi smiled threateningly at his sides, eyes watering with excitement.


      “I thought I could smell something good. Look who it’s led us to.” Hiroshi chuckled.


      “I assume the other gentleman is Hosuke Kumon?” Iba asked.


      Hosuke nodded.


      “Perfect. I suspected this one would beat us to it. Well, we may have missed you during our first introductions, but we’re all here now. I couldn’t bear the thought of you leaving with this guy first, had me in a cold sweat. Looks like searching through the night paid off after all.” He seemed to know that Biku had been looking for Hosuke.


      “Let me guess, you followed the two hikers,” Biku said.


      Iba said nothing, his silence confirmation enough. They had probably tracked the two hikers down and ambushed them. Iba had suspected Biku the whole time, which is why they had given up so easily before; their plan had been to wait for him to leave, pick up the other two, and question them; the two hikers would tell them Biku was looking for the same man. Biku found it hard to imagine that they had just let them go. He imagined the appalling scene, the two men tormenting the woman again.


      “What did you do with them?”


      Hiroshi and Yajima grinned sadistically.


      “You killed them.” They were silent.


      “Anyway,” Iba said, addressing Hosuke, “have the two of you come to an agreement?”


      “An agreement?”


      “It would seem not.” Iba grinned. The man and woman behind him seemed to be hanging back, observing. The huge man’s aura was abnormal somehow. Even standing still his cells generated so much energy that it felt like he might explode any minute. It was hard to imagine anyone being able to withstand the full extent of his power.


      “It seems that the fact I found him first isn’t going to count for anything.” Biku sighed.


      “This is fun.” Hosuke Kumon nodded as though he had finally worked it out. “You’re all here to ask me to dive, right?”


      “Right,” Iba said.


      “Well, if it’s work we’re talking about, it’ll come down to the cash.” Hosuke was suddenly full of bravado. “It depends on how much you offer, I’ll go with the highest bidder. It’s pretty clear the job’s not going to be on the level. Not if you’ve come looking for me.”


      “I’ll double what they offer,” Biku said.


      “Same here, we’ll double whatever he says,” Iba replied without hesitation.


      “Hah! Excellent,” Hosuke said. He turned to Biku, then Iba and the two behind him. He smiled, showing white teeth behind his thick lips. “We’re not going to settle this with money, then.”


      Biku and Iba gave him a puzzled look.


      “A fight it is,” Hosuke said quietly. “Whoever wins gets the job. It’s going to come to that anyway, right?”


      Biku winced. Hosuke was full of surprises, but his logic was sound. He had never expected the matter to be settled through civil discussion. Biku had tested Hosuke, and now Hosuke was testing him. Decided.


      “Well, shall we?” Biku got to his feet. Hiroshi and Yajima scattered off to the side, leaving Iba standing alone. Knives glinted in their hands. “You could all come at once?” Biku said, testing to see if the two behind Iba would react. They were still. “Holding back for the main event I see.”


      “Quite the clown,” Iba said.


      “Time for revenge.”


      “We won’t go as easy on you this time.” At the same time, Hiroshi and Yajima crouched low. Hiroshi’s cheeks trembled with nerves.


      “Time for the prelude.” Biku launched himself forward, moving with an easy, birdlike rhythm. He streamed forward, liquid smooth. Hiroshi stood before him, while Yajima circled to the rear. Yajima flung himself at Biku from behind, screeching like a bird. Biku’s frame blurred to the side and Yajima charged right through him collapsing in a stumbling heap at Hiroshi’s feet. He stopped moving. Biku had tapped the base of his hand against the back of Yajima’s skull, holding back most of his strength. He held Yajima’s knife in his hand. Biku had been blindingly fast.


      Hiroshi’s eyes were bloodshot. “Y...you..you!” He choked on the words. He pitched wildly forward, targeting Biku. Biku exhaled, smooth and sharp. He sidestepped before kicking up, connecting with Hiroshi’s arm holding the blade. There was a sound like the snapping of a dead branch. Hiroshi stopped, bolt upright, staring at his arm with disbelief; it bent at a grotesque angle between the wrist and elbow, bone jutting out. The knife he had planned to plunge into Biku’s chest was now being held directly under his nose. He crumpled to the floor and began to scream.


      “Mah...my fucking arm!” He thrashed in the grass wailing in agony. His face had turned purple and swollen as though he had been poisoned.


      Iba burst into motion. He sounded off as he flew into the air aiming a deadly roundhouse at Biku’s head. The height was phenomenal considering he was in hiking boots. Biku ducked. The kick sliced through the air above his head cutting through a few strands of hair. A pocket of tightly packed air blew in its wake. Iba landed. Now it was Biku’s turn to attack, but Iba threw himself to the ground rolling two, three times, and then leaped into the bushes.


      “Ok,” Iba’s voice sounded from behind the trees, “you’re too good for me.”


      “Something wrong?”


      “I’m bowing out now. I’m done fighting.”


      “Sure,” Biku said, keeping an eye on the undergrowth Iba had jumped through. Iba pushed the grass aside and walked out. He was limping slightly with his right leg. Biku had struck it with the side of his hand as it passed over his head.


      “If you can dodge that kick, I’ve got nothing else.” He had Yajima’s knife in his hand, the knife Biku had been holding. Biku had launched it at Iba as the man had tumbled into the bushes. “This thing came flying in too.”


      “It seems I missed.”


      “It flew right by my nose. Took a few years off.”


      The knife was in the air before he even finished the sentence. The metal-white light hurtled directly toward Biku’s face. Biku casually tipped his head; the knife flew into the darkness behind him.


      “Didn’t think it’d get you,” Iba said, his eyes a narrow line. There was something oddly playful about him despite having clearly thrown the knife with the full intent to kill. Iba crouched down, balancing on his toes. It seemed he still planned to fight.


      Then something happened. The bear, the same one that had left them earlier, returned. It found Hiroshi first. It emerged a few meters ahead of the spot where he was crouched, still nursing his broken arm. His scream sounded like something was ripping his intestines out.


      “B...bear! It’s a fucking bear!” He jumped to his feet squealing. His eyes were stretched wide, almost ready to pop out. Panic had pulled his face taut, legs and arms tangled as he struggled to find balance. Screaming and standing up cost him his life. The bear assumed his frenzy for its own, rearing up tall on its hind legs. It was spectacular, at least 150 kilograms. It swiped its front legs across Hiroshi’s head, cutting his scream dead. There was the sound of flesh and bone being crushed and a scattering of blood and chunks of brain matter. His head had deformed. The top half was gone completely. His death had been instantaneous. The bear roared again. The white, moon-shaped ring of fur around its neck was dyed red with blood. It geared up to charge at its next target, Biku.


      Biku had picked one of the skewers from the ground. He held it in his right hand and in his left, a lit branch from the campfire. He prepared himself, holding the flaming branch toward the advancing creature. The hairs around the bear’s neck bristled. Its body looked to have swollen to double its original size. It charged.


      Just as the bear was about to smash into him, Biku jumped gracefully into the air. The lit branch spun a red spiral of light in the dark. It collided with the trunk of a nearby silver fir, scattering a constellation of fiery motes. Biku somersaulted through the air landing neatly on all fours. The skewer he had in his right hand stuck out from the bear’s left eye, protruding at a sickening angle. Biku had stabbed it into the creature’s eye, using the fire to distract it.


      The bear pawed at its face, howling in a crazed rage. The noise brought Yajima back to consciousness. The bear was right there in front of him. He screamed and got up to run, but the bear responded. Yajima picked up Hiroshi’s fallen knife and hurled it in a desperate attempt to stall the charging beast. It missed by a large margin; in the distance, it struck the shoulder of the woman dressed in black. As the bear attacked, Yajima raised his arms to protect his head from its front legs. His arm thumped to the ground, ripped off at the shoulder.


      There was a roar louder than the enraged howling of the bear, a demented, bestial sound. The roar grew in intensity physically shaking the air across the darkness. The sound seemed to originate from the hulking dark giant that had been silently observing until this point. Biku watched as its body started to transform, its muscles bunched together, swelling over its frame. It jerked forward, back hunched, crooked and distorted, its head jutting out. Demonic eyes glared at the bear and Yajima. The transformation was astounding.


      Hearing a roar to match its own, the bear reared up tall. The two giant beasts faced off. In terms of bulk they were an even match; the man looked about 150 kilograms, standing taller even than the bear. When the two bodies were about to clash, he spun behind the bear. His speed was dazzling, completely at odds with his massive frame, faster than this wild animal. The moment he was behind the bear he locked in a full nelson, threading his arms under the bear’s before bringing them back up and locking them behind its head. The man erupted in a visceral, quaking roar as he lifted the bear off the ground. His strength was incredible. Holding the bear suspended, he charged toward the trunk of a huge fir. There was a dull thud as the bear’s head connected with the tree. The man continued smashing in an insane frenzy, he had not stopped even as Biku counted into double figures. There was a thick crunch as the bear’s neck snapped; its head was a blooded pulp. It crumpled to the ground with a thump.


      “Fuck!” this time Yajima was screaming. He staggered to his feet, using his hand to try and stem the blood gushing from his torn-off shoulder. The man turned beast stalked toward him, taking its time.


      “Ss..somebody help me...it wasn’t on purpose...I didn’t mean to hit her!” the words came out as barely formed whimpers.


      “Enough, Hanko!” the woman shouted, her voice shrill.


      But the beast continued to advance. He placed a hand over Yajima’s head and wrenched it to one side. Yajima’s head snapped up. His mouth formed an empty scream as he stared at the sky. His body collapsed to the grass.


      Hanko sped to the woman’s side. Iba had already stopped the flow of blood. Hanko scooped her into his arms.


      “Unfortunately we’ll have to concede victory today,” Iba yelled.


      Hanko loped away, the woman in his arms. His speed was incredible. Iba chased after them. They disappeared into the darkness leaving Biku and Hosuke standing among the scattered bodies of the bear and the two men.


      



  





Four


      The Nightmare Hunter
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      A tiny sound accompanied the twisting of a doorknob in the dark.


      The door opened a fraction and a dark shadow slipped through before closing again. The lock slid into place with a small metallic click. The shadow silently moved over thick carpet. There was a bed next to the window. The curtains were closed. Shafts of moonlight bled through the gaps of the fabric, casting a halo of pale incandescence around the bed. The blankets swelled toward the middle of the bed, someone was sleeping. It was Hosuke Kumon.


      He was already aware of the intruder, having woken the moment the person arrived at the other side of the door. The intruder was silent, but he still could sense its presence; an amateur, it seemed like the intruder did not know how to conceal the tension of its presence in the air. Maybe it felt there was no need. To Hosuke, it was as if someone had walked into the room with a radio blaring, obvious if you knew how to read the signs.


      The intruder was a woman, and it was clear that she meant him no harm. A faintly sweet scent permeated the air. She moved slowly, stealthily toward the bed. When she peered into Hosuke’s face she suppressed a giggle. She crouched on the carpet and snuck a hand under the sheets, reaching for his groin. Hosuke was naked. Her hand traced along his bare flesh.


      “I don’t recall ordering a massage,” Hosuke said suddenly.


      The woman hurriedly withdrew her hand. “Oh...you’re awake.”


      “Woken, by you.”


      He sat up and stuffed a hand into the ruffled mess of his hair, noisily scratching at his scalp. The sound filled the room as the dim light from the curtains revealed his face. His untended beard was gone, revealing a tough-looking square chin. He had a pug nose and thick lips; playful eyes poked out from under his hair. He was not handsome, but he did not lack charm; there was something attractive about him. The pug nose was a perfect fit with his bold features. Overall, the effect was well balanced, the kind of face you wanted to see smiling. Moonlight reflected in the woman’s eyes, glistening pools of black in the darkness, as she looked at him. The eyes harbored no apprehension. She was still young, wearing jeans, probably in her late teens. Her features maintained an air of innocence. It was just twelve days earlier that she had been in this same room face buried in Biku’s crotch.


      “Your hair’s a mess,” she said, cocking her head to one side.


      “I didn’t have a chance to dry it before bed,” Hosuke replied, combing his thick fingers through his hair. The mess was too much for his fingers to fix. “I did my best, but there you go.” He stopped fiddling with his hair and crossed his legs. The sheets covered him from the waist down but his upper body was bare. His chest was thick, almost as deep as his shoulders were wide. Heavy shadows fell between his muscles.


      “You’re not going to ask why I came?”


      “Would you tell me if I did?”


      “Of course.”


      “Why did you come here?”


      “I wanted to wake you up.”


      “Well, I’m fully awake now.”


      “No, not like that.” She smiled, there was a naughty spark in her eyes. “I was talking about a particular part of you.” She slipped a hand under the blanket tracing a line to his crotch. “Mmmm...” her hand stopped, having found what it was looking for.


      “As I said, fully,” Hosuke jibed, maintaining his playful expression. The young girl slowly wrapped her fingers around his hot, hardened penis, gauging its size.


      “Wow,” her perfect lips cried with admiration.


      “So tell me,” Hosuke said.


      “Hmm?”


      “No-one mentioned any fringe benefits. Did someone send you, or are you here on your own?”


      “Well, that’s a little complicated,” the girl answered, still massaging him with her hand. “Someone told me there was a person I might find interesting here and suggested I try him out.”


      “And that someone was Biku?”


      “Yeah. He asked me if I wouldn’t mind sneaking in. He wanted to know how you like to sleep with your women.”


      “Hmm.”


      “He says you can judge most men by the way they treat women.”


      “Interesting hobby he’s got there.”


      “So, what do you think?”


      “About what?”


      “Want me?” The young girl flashed a cherubic smile.


      “Hmm, that’s difficult.” He scratched his head. It seemed to be a habit.


      “Really? Even with this?” The girl wrapped her soft hand over the tip of Hosuke’s penis, flicking her fingers delicately across the surface. Her technique, wherever she had learned it, suggested more experience than he had guessed by looking at her.


      “That does make things awkward.”


      “So, what’s holding you back?”


      “I only sleep with two types of women: women I’ve paid for and women that are nuts for me.”


      “I like you. Don’t you like me?”


      “I don’t even know your name.”


      “But I know yours. Ho-su-ke Ku-mon. You can call me Yuko. Hey, are you some kind of ethics freak?”


      “Just a romantic, and I don’t feel like getting into debt with your boss.”


      “I’m here of my own free will.” Yuko ducked her head under the sheets and took him into her mouth. He felt a warm moistness wrap itself around him. She let her mouth trace up and down his shaft, teasing it with the tip of her tongue.


      “Fuck it,” Hosuke grumbled, making up his mind. There was something childlike about him. He tore the blanket off revealing Yuko, her mouth around him. “Take your clothes off.”


      She looked up and smiled. The tip of his penis glistened in the soft light below her lips. She crawled onto the bed and got onto her feet, stripping off her clothes.


      “It’s been a while, I’ve kinda forgotten how this goes. We’ll go once, then take our time as I start to get the hang of it again.” Hosuke pulled her in so that she straddled his face. Yuko pushed her hips forward, exposing her gently parted lips to him. Hosuke flicked his tongue over the surface, then further in. She let out a quiet moan and arched her hips, rubbing herself against him. She was already hot and moist. Her hips began to tremble. Her knees softened, ready to sink into the bed. Hosuke put his arms around her buttocks and lifted her onto him. He felt his engorged dick penetrate her warm lips.


      “Mmm...” Yuko leant into him, rubbing her firm breasts against his chest. Hosuke roughly took them in his hands. Her nipples hardened under his touch.
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      Tokyo. The penthouse of an exclusive apartment building in Aoyama.


      Hosuke Kumon sat facing an old man across a meticulously varnished, heavy-looking wooden table. The man appeared to be around 80 years old. The room exuded wealth. Everything, from the carpet to the sofa Hosuke sat on, had been imported, and it was all handmade, rare even for the showy offices of corporate juggernauts. Beyond the window was an expansive view of the city at night.


      The view was stunning. The city glittered below them like a field of diamonds. It was nothing like the squalid, teeming junkyard that was the real city. The air-conditioned space was sectioned off from the cacophonous noise of the streets, the stench of sweat. It was witness only to glittering diamonds. Presiding over this view everyday would be enough to convince anyone they had achieved something.


      The previous evening Hosuke had followed Biku out of the mountains and spent a night in the building. He spent some time enjoying the company of the young girl that snuck into his room in the middle of the night, Yuko, then slept until evening. His room was adjacent. When he woke, a suited man brought him a sumptuous meal. He devoured the food and took a hot shower, then the man delivered him here.


      Biku had been waiting, immaculately dressed in a suit. The sense of formality seemed to further accentuate his beauty. Biku stood silently watching Hosuke and the old man from his position at the window.


      Hosuke sat cross-legged in jeans, eyes trained on the old man. They had completed their introductions. The old man’s name was Enjaku. He was a Shingon monk from Mt. Koya. He was dressed in his official purple robes, apparently having changed after reaching the building. He seemed to hold a very high position at Mt. Koya. The way he carried himself, Hosuke would not have been surprised if he was the temple’s head monk.


      “The situation is as I have outlined,” Enjaku repeated. He had already said this a number of times. He pronounced each syllable with distinct clarity and impressively so; he did not speak like an old man, but there was a stubborn formality to his speech. It carried a sense of grief. He looked deathly ill, skin parched and the flesh around his cheeks stretched. There was an ethereal glint in his eyes as though force of mind alone was keeping his anxiety-wracked body together. He sighed heavily, relaxing his hands, which had been clenched into fists on his knees.


      The situation the old man referred to was the theft of something invaluable from the temple at Mt. Koya. A monk, Jichiei, had been the first to make the discovery, but he had been killed, his head wrenched backward by something with preternatural strength. They had found another man at the scene, physically unharmed but unconscious, most likely an accomplice. It was assumed that the others had abandoned him, maybe there had been an accident during the theft. This had all taken place at two in the morning on June 20, already over half a month ago.


      “So, you’re telling me this man has yet to regain consciousness,” Hosuke said.


      “Correct.” They wanted Hosuke to dive into the unconscious man’s mind so that he could dredge up his identity.


      “Have you notified the police?”


      “We have told them nothing.” Enjaku’s fists tightened. “We have no wish to make this public.”


      “Why?”


      “Because of the nature of the item stolen.”


      “What was stolen?”


      “I...” The old man’s face twisted in apparent conflict, “...we have not yet reached the point where I can reveal this to you.”


      Hosuke was silent.


      “We are prepared to discuss it further once you have accepted the job.”


      Hosuke sighed. “Sounds fishy.”


      He stroked his chin. He had shaved his beard clean off and even combed his hair; all traces of dirt from the mountains had been washed away. His 30 year-old features looked uncomfortable, like he missed the dirt now that it was gone. His thick chest gently rose and fell under a new cotton shirt. He seemed ill at ease in the room, but even more so inside his own clean body.


      “You’re not really selling this very well.” Hosuke turned to look at Biku, still watching from his place at the window. He seemed content to stand back and let Enjaku carry the meeting. If anything, it looked like he was enjoying the proceedings.


      “Mr. Kumon, please,” the old man entreated.


      “It’s just...” Hosuke relaxed back into the sofa, releasing some of the tension from his shoulders. “...look, I hate all this secrecy crap. If you can’t tell me what was stolen, I can’t give you my answer.” He reached up and began to scratch his scalp. He had been resisting the urge the entire time. He ruffled his hair into a mess.


      “If you do not deem the compensation sufficient, we are able to further increase the amount discussed.”


      “That’s all well and good, but it’s not about the cash.”


      Enjaku looked deflated.


      “I mean...why me?” Hosuke sat up again, leaning forward. “I’m sure there are other people that would dive to your heart’s content, especially for the amount you’re offering.” Why had Biku gone to go to all that trouble to search for him that deep in the mountains? If the job was as simple as the old man made it seem, B or even C-grade Divers would suffice. Why had they gone to such lengths to seek out an unlicensed Diver?


      “Actually,” the old man sucked in his cheeks, “we already sent someone in.”


      “You what?”


      “And”


      “And?”


      “He hasn’t returned.”


      Hosuke raised an eyebrow.


      “He is A-grade, Mr. Kumon, and he is still in there. I am sure you know what this means.”
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      Psyche Diver: A person who is able to send his or her own consciousness directly into another person’s mind to gather information; this can be used, for example, in the treatment of mental disease.


      Anyone can dive into a human mind with the use of a Psyche Converter, but not everyone can retrieve useful information. Information in the human mind exists in a state of constant flux. It mutates and warps, merging with other chunks of data to leave an impression without meaning in any conventional sense. Depending on the mental state and character of the Diver and host, the same object can appear in an almost unlimited number of forms. The word ‘appear’ is used metaphorically, it would be more accurate to say the object takes on a feeling.


      Imagine someone with no experience hunting or being outdoors asked to hunt for a specific animal in the mountains, a unique type of antelope, for example. Not just any antelope, but this antelope. The task would be next to impossible. If this example was transposed from the mountains to the mindscape of the human subconscious, there would no longer be any guarantee that the antelope would even resemble its original form. The hunter would be tracking a shapeless object with only fragments of awareness such as a day old footprint or some excrement as a guide. On top of that, a dive is much like injecting a foreign object into the host’s body. A tiny grain of sand forced into the flesh is enough to be painful and cause the immune system to react. Just like the skin, the same is true for the mind, it mounts resistance against intrusion. For this reason, Divers often face real, physical danger.


      Extended dives can affect a Diver’s very personality. A Diver could become permanently crippled if he was stranded without a protective psyche suit for a period of days, even if he were able to eventually resurface. Divers are physical laborers of the mind. They are required to exhibit a high sensitivity to their surroundings, yet possess a mentality as tough as steel. Only a select few have what it takes to be successful Divers.


      Now, an A-grade Diver had been trapped inside someone’s subconscious for over ten days. There was an edge to the way the old man presented the information, as though he was trying to provoke Hosuke to rise to the challenge.


      “And you think I would be able to pull it off,” Hosuke said after a period of silence.


      “Exactly.”


      “I wouldn’t want you to overestimate me. You know what A-grade Divers are. You can’t get to that level through training. You need to be born with talent and graduate an impossibly tough regimen. A-grade Divers aren’t like normal people; their skill borders on superhuman. Why would you imagine an unlicensed Diver like me could succeed where an A-grader failed?”


      “Come now Mr. Kumon, I am sure you are perfectly aware of your talents.” The old man fixed his gaze on Hosuke, eyes improbably astute for his age. “We have taken the liberty of researching your history. People still talk about your work at NASA; I can only imagine the skill it must have taken to cure Colonel Jones’ mental condition after the Psyche Converter failed in the middle of the dive, and you still enjoy a fine reputation in France after the exorcism you performed two years ago. Professor Rozimoff’s...eccentricities...have much improved in the time since. I believe that was when you pioneered the technique that has since become known as the Pearl Treatment.”


      Hosuke sighed. The ‘devil’ that had possessed Professor Rozimoff had been a deeply buried facet of his own psyche. His problem had been unique. As an infant he had used a knife to cut his mother’s genitalia in her sleep. The memory had lodged itself deep inside his subconscious, becoming a nucleus that underwent a gradual transformation into a demonic presence. After the incident, his mother had poured her energy into instilling in him the teachings of the Bible, but this only worsened his guilt and, conversely, nurtured the further development of the demonic personality inside him. It is a fact that the more devout a Christian becomes, the more prone they become to possession.


      When he dived into the professor’s mind, the demon’s face had been a disgusting caricature of the man’s own mother. Fountains of blood poured from oversized genitals between her legs and her anus was blistered with a cross protruding out of it. Hosuke had used brute force to pin the demon down and covered it with secretions of the professor’s consciousness. Finally, he created a river to continue drawing the secretions into the demon. Over the course of a few years the secretions would gradually assimilate the demon, reducing it to a mostly harmless mental scar. In the meantime, the redirection of unnecessary mental secretions would prevent the professor from lingering on dangerous patterns of thought.


      Enjaku listed a few more examples of Hosuke’s previous work. “Well, what do you think?”


      “Impressive,” Hosuke said looking genuinely amazed.


      “We have useful connections. Nothing to boast about, of course.”


      “Obviously, I’m no match for you. Wouldn’t surprise me if you knew the number of hairs on my ass.”


      “Freelancers are greatly underestimated by the Divers Syndicate in Japan. This is particularly true, I fear, in your case. However, we place you in very high esteem indeed.”


      “Quite the honor.”


      “Not at all.”


      “So here’s the thing,” Hosuke stroked a thick finger along his cheek, still yearning for his beard, “I hate to beat a dead horse here, but I’m not going to give you an answer until you tell me what was stolen. I have my own rules.”


      “But you will accept?”


      “That’s not what I’m saying.”


      “Then I cannot tell you.” The man was stubborn. Hosuke was all but ready to accept the job. The pay was good and he was intrigued by the fact that an A-grade Diver had become stranded, but to accept before he knew what had been stolen would be careless. A man was dead and a Diver was on the brink of being crippled. Yet, despite this, these people wanted to keep everything from the public eye. The last thing Hosuke wanted was to get caught up in some bizarre feud.


      “It’s Kukai.” Biku broke his long silence. The blood drained from Enjaku’s cheeks. His face darkened like dried parchment.


      “Silence!”


      Biku turned to face Hosuke, impassive as though he had not heard the man’s exclamation. “Kukai: the self-mummified corpse of Kobo Daishi, his sokushinbutsu.”


      “Well now!” Hosuke blurted out. Enjaku let out a wordless groan. Biku’s crimson lips curved into a smile.
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      Kobo Daishi was born more than twelve centuries ago as Kukai in the 5th year of the Houki era.


      In the history of Japanese religion he was a singularly charismatic presence. It was through him that Esoteric Buddhism reached its peak, after its origins in India thousands of years earlier and its gradual transmission to the islands of the Far East.


      If Saicho and his other religious contemporaries were like priceless gems, Kukai became the incandescent ball of fire that blazed at their heart. His intense dynamism transcended all previous conceptions of beauty, wisdom and religious awakening.


      Esoteric Buddhism had its beginnings with the affirmation of human blood and the belief that Enlightenment was possible even while inhabiting the flesh-and-blood world of mortal existence; this was achieved via a process known as sokushinjyobutsu, whereby the practitioner was able to maintain a link with humanity. Accordingly, Esoteric Buddhism has not, from its inception, negated other religions but has considered them all as different forms of Esoteric Buddhism.


      As part of his quest to seek further insight into Esoteric Buddhism, Kukai crossed to China at the age of 31, journeying aboard the same ship as a group that included Saicho, the founder of the temple at Mt. Hiei. When he entered the capital of Chang’an he was accorded the honor of receiving instruction from Master Huiguo of the Qinglong Temple. It was there that he was consecrated under the twin mandalas of the Womb and Diamond Realms. To say that he received instruction is perhaps a misnomer. Kukai’s genius was unmatched; it was as though he had simply absorbed everything Huiguo had to teach. Kukai stayed in China for close to two years. It was toward the end of his first year that he reached the Qinglong Temple and made Huiguo’s acquaintance.


      “How excellent, how excellent!” It is said that these were Huiguo’s words as he welcomed Kukai and rejoiced to have finally made his acquaintance. Esoteric Buddhism became Kukai’s flesh and blood; he poured himself into the study with an intensity that suggested he was intent on devouring Huiguo’s very soul. Huiguo passed away at the age of 60 during the December of Kukai’s consecration. Among Huiguo’s many thousands of disciples, Kukai was chosen to pen his epitaph. The only other disciple to have received instruction in both mandalas of the Womb and Diamond Realms was the high monk Yiming, who had already passed away by the time Kukai arrived in China.


      At the time, China perceived Japan as backward. It was an incredible turn of events that Kukai, a student from Japan, one that was close to anonymous compared to the likes of Saicho, had not only received instruction in the two mandalas but had also been entrusted, over his other disciples, with the task of composing Huiguo’s epitaph. It was testament to the Kukai’s almost preternatural charm, so powerful that many thought it was a form of magic.


      Even though most people remained unaware of the detail of Kukai’s teachings and the fact that he was the one responsible for spreading the first systematized doctrine of Esoteric Buddhism upon his return to Japan, the name most commonly associated with him, Kobo Daishi, became a household figure and appears in many legendary anecdotes. It was said, for example, that water would spring wherever his staff struck the ground, that he could heal the sick with touch alone, and that he was able to tame fierce demons, converting them into his followers. Countless such legends proliferated throughout Japan, and people did not have to consult weighty tomes like the Konjaku Monogatari to find them. After his death, Shingon Esoteric Buddhism would go on to form over 200 different schools. Today, the Mt. Koya school alone has over three thousand temples devoted to it.


      And now, Kukai’s body had been stolen.


      “Kukai,” Hosuke muttered.


      “Yes,” Enjaku said, holding back the irritation in his voice. His face had slowly regained its color. His breathing was more composed, but his features hinted at an exhaustion that was greater than before. “Have you heard the word Yuina before?”


      “Yuina?”


      “It is the title of an appointment within our order at Mt. Koya.”


      “An appointment?”


      “Yes. I wonder if you are aware that at Mt. Koya, no matter what service is being performed, there is always a monk dressed in an amaranthine robe. That is the Yuina. The amaranthine robe is transferred from generation to generation each time a new monk succeeds the role. The robe is a symbol of the position. It is the Yuina’s role to watch over Kukai. He resides in a burial chamber beneath the mausoleum of the Inner Sanctuary.”


      The mausoleum’s conical roof is fashioned from cypress bark. Inside the building, about 4.5 meters below ground and roughly 1.8 meters long on each side, was a tomb of 5 stone sections of different shapes and sizes. This is the room that Kukai was said to have entered for his final meditation, or samadhi. The Yuina’s role is to provide Kukai with a change of garment and to carry offerings of food each morning and evening, as would have been performed if he were alive. The Yuina’s status equals that of the head priest, and each generation of Yuina is sworn to secrecy regarding their observations in the burial chamber, which applies to their colleagues and friends at the temple as well as their family. People, of course, have been known to speculate.


      History records only two examples where someone other than the Yuina has gained entrance to the burial chamber. In official records, the first was the monk Kanken from the Toji temple in the 19th year of the Engi era (919 AD), 84 years after Kukai entered his final meditation. In the Konjaku Monogatari, the episode is described in the following way:


      As I entered the Shrine of Reposed Contemplation, a dense fog gathered and it became as dark as night. I could see nothing. After a moment, the fog began to clear. A wind stirred, gusting through [Kukai’s] decayed robes; they billowed as dust into the air. It settled into the form of the Grand Master himself. His hair had grown to a shaku in length. I bathed and dressed myself in clean robes before returning to the room, where I began to trim the Master’s locks with a fresh blade.


      According to the Eiga Monogatari, Michinaga Fujiwara was said to have entered the burial chamber in October of the third year of the Jian era (1023AD). Kukai is described to have had ‘lustrous locks of hair’ and to have appeared as though he were ‘merely asleep’. Both extracts mention that Kukai’s hair had continued to grow after his death. Other historical texts, such as the Shoku Nihonkouki, suggest that his body had been cremated, through references to his ‘consumption’. The truth behind these stories remains unknown.


      Only the Yuina know whether his mummified body actually exists or whether their role is merely ritualistic. Within Mt. Koya, the monks believe that Kukai is still alive, abiding within the mausoleum in a state of eternal meditation. If you were to ask why they believe this to be so, they would simply reply that it is part of their teachings.


      “So, you’re saying that Kukai’s mummified body actually exists,” Hosuke mused.


      “That’s right.” Enjaku nodded. “I have previously held the position of Yuina.”


      “Now we’re getting somewhere.”


      “So...”


      “Now I understand why you don’t want this to go public.” In many respects, Mt. Koya was nothing without Kukai’s body. If it became known that his remains had been stolen, it could trigger the total collapse of Shingon Buddhism in its current form. This was not just some statue. Something that should have been impossible to steal had been stolen. It was something the temple just could not have allowed to happen. How could something that was not supposed to have existed in the first place be stolen?


      Hosuke raised his massive frame from the sofa. He glanced at Biku, scratching his head. “It looks like your little trip into the mountains was worth it.”


      “I see.” Biku looked back at Hosuke, bowing his head in response.


      “You will accept the proposition, then?” Enjaku said, standing as well.


      “Okay then, give me the details.” Hosuke’s eyes burned with excitement.
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      The room had been rigged with a huge machine connected to a computer.


      The Psyche Converter, a cutting-edge positron computer tomography device exclusively designed to interface with PET/CT brain scanners. While a dive was in progress, the machine was able to project a full-color image of activity in the subject’s brain onto a bank of monitors.


      “Awesome,” Hosuke Kumon said as Biku stood next to him.


      “It’s here on loan,” Biku replied, “but it’s quite special. One of the top three of its kind in Japan.”


      “I’d imagine so.” Hosuke whistled as he folded his arms. The technicians he had just been introduced to were, he knew immediately, the best in the business.


      A Psyche Converter synchronizes the brainwaves of a Diver with those of the subject. It is a combination of the most advanced technology at the frontier of electrical engineering and neurobiology. The device enables Divers to explore other people’s minds.


      While a dive is in progress, a visual facsimile of the subject’s brain activity is rendered and recorded by the PET/CT scanner. CT, or Computed Tomography, is a form of layered digital mapping. First the subject is administered a dextrose solution containing the positron-emitting radioisotope C11. The solution carries the C11 into the body emitting positrons as it enters. The positrons travel until they combine with nearby electrons, which cancel their mass and cause the emission of radioactive energy equal to the value of the mass. The radiation released inside the brain is measured by the positron scanner and translated into a real-time image.


      There were two beds attached to the rig, a man lay in one of them. The other was empty; it would be Hosuke’s. In just one hour he would execute a dive into the other man’s consciousness. The man looked young, probably in his mid-to-late 20’s. No inquiries had been made to help determine his identity, and he had nothing on his person that had helped.


      What did this man’s accomplices want with Kukai’s body? If it was money, they would have already issued their demands, but more than 20 days had passed and they had heard nothing. It did not make sense, just what had happened that night at Kukai’s tomb? Hosuke recalled something Enjaku had said after they had finished negotiating the contract the previous night.


      “Strange things have been known to happen there,” he had uttered the words out of the blue. “There’s a mysterious ki in the air, an energy of sorts. In modern terms I guess it’s a little like a magnetic field. It has always been strongest around the Grand Master himself. I have seen flashes of light and heard unintelligible mutterings. I have seen the air congeal and slither toward dark corners. Once, the air took on a wraith-like form, a ghostly figure. It is difficult to put into words.”


      “Hmm.”


      “I remember a few years ago, when I was still Yuina, there was a time when I discovered a monk at the chamber’s entrance. He was flat on the ground.”


      “Dead?”


      “Unconscious. When he came around it was as though someone had wiped his memories. From that day forward, he began losing his grip on reality.”


      “Do you think something happened inside the chamber?”


      “I cannot say,” Enjaku paused for a moment, “It’s not too difficult to get into the chamber if you have knowledge of the temple’s workings. We never discovered if he had breached the threshold of the chamber. The door was closed. He may have collapsed trying to enter the room, or he may have just happened to be in the vicinity when he passed out. The third possibility, of course, is that he had gained entrance to the chamber but was somehow knocked unconscious as he left, after closing the door behind him.”


      “Hmm.”


      “He was blessed with an incredibly sharp mind. His name was Geshin, a genius in many ways.”


      Hosuke felt the name tug at something in his memory. Was there a link between the current case and Geshin’s? The two men had both been discovered lying unconscious outside the mausoleum, but that was where the similarities ended. Geshin had lost his mind; the other man was still out. It could be either a similarity or a divergence. The only certainty was that Hosuke was about to dive into the mind of the latter.


      Hosuke hovered on the border of the man’s subconscious. His ‘presence’ was nothing more than a metaphor, having lost all semblance of physical mass, it was Hosuke’s consciousness that peered into the interior of the man’s mind from its perimeter. He saw only silence and darkness.


      He was at a loss, unable to find anything into which he could dive. Within the darkness there was a shape that contained a deeper darkness. It was a hole, a void in the shape of a person, a presence broadcast only by the emptiness within it. Like a hollow, only the outline was visible. There should have been faint elements of light pulsing across the surface, wisps of thought that would bubble up to the outer consciousness, but there was nothing. Something was very wrong. Even the mind of a newborn baby exhibited activity, but it just was not there.


      A Diver cannot work without a sea to dive into. The fact remained, however, that an A-grade Diver had already breached the black, maybe transparent, abyss that he perceived before him. Hosuke began to construct a psyche suit from elements of his own mind, placing his consciousness inside it. Then he jumped upward and began to slowly ascend. There was no resistance as he crossed into the interior of the man’s mind. This first area would be the surface consciousness, usually the most chaotic area of the human mind, but he encountered only darkness.


      Where the hell do I go? There was no way to get a feel for which way led ‘down’ toward the subconscious. He needed to locate something of the man’s self, part of a trauma would do, in order to determine direction. He moved tentatively forward. There was almost a total lack of mental pressure. He was at Level-1 depth, but he had not experienced even a tenth of the expected increase in pressure.


      Hosuke caught sight of a small, turquoise, fog-like sphere. Its form was slightly elliptical, oscillating as it drifted. Hosuke moved closer and tried touching it. No response, it was not related to emotion. Hosuke decided that it was probably a fragment of surface consciousness, a visual memory. Hosuke ‘ate’ a section of it.


      He saw desks, windows, and part of a room the man had seen somewhere. The contents of the room were warped, tangled, and fused together in a surreal way that reminded him of a Dali painting. This was basic stuff, the type of mental construct he typically used when building his psyche suit, nothing that could threaten a Diver.


      There was something unnatural in the way everything had melded together. It was not the type of distortion he was used to seeing. Hosuke suspected that the objects had come together from a sudden increase in mental pressure, some kind of shock event. Hosuke stretched the mist until it thinned, then he wrapped it around the exterior of his psyche suit for temporary protection if he were to stumble into an unfriendly element of the man’s self.


      He ventured forward.


      There was a subtle but definite rise in pressure as the density of mental flotsam continued to increase. Hosuke spent time inspecting each item. It was strange, nothing he came across bore any connection to the man’s emotion or self. The floating elements were all neutral and harmless.


      Hosuke stumbled over something invisible, a hole in the air, only visible from a particular direction. He saw something wriggling inside it, black, creepy, and sinister. It reminded Hosuke of the demon inside of Professor Rozimoff, but even the demon had contained vestiges of humanity. Whatever he was looking at now was utterly inhuman.


      As Hosuke moved to touch it, the thing suddenly pounced on him. It felt like he had put his hand in a hole only to have a viper strike out. It plunged its teeth into Hosuke’s psyche suit and began to coil around. Hosuke thought he could hear an abrasive whistling from the gaps between its teeth. He could almost smell the thing’s odious breath. Hosuke ripped it off of his suit, but it persisted, coming back biting each time. The thing was clearly mad with hunger like the physical embodiment of insanity, a hungry demon from a hell scroll. Hosuke removed a fragment of the blue surface consciousness from his psyche suit and covered the creature with it. That should hold it for a while.


      He collected his thoughts.


      The void he was in appeared to be the result of some kind of trauma, but for some reason the trauma was nowhere to be seen, and it had taken the majority of the man’s consciousness with it. He saw something red inside the hole, something flabby, like a half-decomposed jellyfish. Hosuke pulled it out. It was definitely alive. Faint tremors rippled over its surface as though it was trying to wriggle free from his grip.


      Bingo. It was connected to the man’s emotion, maybe his self. Hosuke removed a portion and ate it.


      It was a scream. It was horrific, grounding through his insides, causing him to gag as a retching wave of nausea surged over him. The scream did not translate into a sound; Hosuke was hit with the full naked force of the emotion behind it. It was the same scream that had woken Jichiei from his sleep over 20 days earlier.


      What the hell could make someone scream like this? There was no doubt that this was the man’s last scream, issued moments before he had lost consciousness.


      Hiyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy...


      The mental assault lasted only a few milliseconds. Hosuke experienced confusion, terror, lust; meaningless fragments of thought, images and sound in quick succession before they all blended together again:


      ...death (no!)


      terror (hateful)


      help! (hopeless)


      what (what)


      this (this)


      terror, beast, teeth, light!--screamscreamscream!


      why (death)


      me (death)


      woman (genitals)


      thrust (death)


      money (death)


      nothingness...


      All of that contained in one minuscule part of a scream, like all of the graffiti scribbled on the walls of public toilets in a big city, concentrated and released in an instant of horror. The man’s whole consciousness must have sparked red in that moment. Hosuke had stumbled across a single fragment of a greater whole. Like glue, the scream would have held together the various fragments of the man’s consciousness before it had been ripped apart; this was one of those parts.


      What happened outside the burial chamber that night? Where was the man’s mind? He had been attacked, that much was obvious now. But by what? Hosuke had no idea, and even if the man had been attacked, Hosuke found it difficult to understand how it would have resulted in the loss of his mind. The mind always persisted, even when the subject was unconscious, even when they suffered amnesia. Could whatever attacked this man have somehow launched a direct attack on his consciousness?


      The scream, still in the form of a flabby red jellyfish, squirmed into a ball as though in pain. Something black crawled out from inside like a grub bearing its head after eating through the host’s guts. It was the same as Hosuke had seen before, writhing, living excrement. It wriggled and glistened like a leech. Hosuke was sure it would have his hairs standing on end if he had been physically present. The creature had eaten its way through the jellyfish from the inside. There was no way it was part of the man’s consciousness. There was not a scrap of anything human about it. It belonged in hell.


      It attached itself to the surface of Hosuke’s psyche suit and began to worm its way upward. The sensation was like a caterpillar or a spider crawling over naked flesh. Hosuke grabbed it. It swelled in his hands with the consistency of a mollusk. He ate it.


      Eating it allowed Hosuke to absorb it; by doing so he was exposing it to a section of his own mind and combining the two. The sensation was like being forced to drink steaming vomit. He felt a faint twinge of pain. As Hosuke ate the creature, in return it took a bite out of his mind. It was only a scratch, the kind you might get walking through tall grass. Hosuke closed the tiny part of his suit he had opened in order to eat the creature. The taste still lingered on his tongue. It was sickening.


      ...destroy...destroy...destroy...


      The thing was gelatinous, driven by the sole desire to consume. There was something terrifyingly inhuman about it. Hosuke sensed that it was part of a greater whole, like a drop of sweat or fluid from something that was clearly not human. The creature had been impregnated with the thing’s ego.


      Hosuke readied himself to dive into the void left by the trauma. It would be easy enough, as the trauma itself no longer remained. Once inside he would find a way into the man’s self, if it still existed. He gathered a few more elements of surface consciousness and appended them to his psyche suit. If there was any trouble he could use them both as a weapon and a shield.


      The gap appeared spherical at first glance, but it was in fact a cross-section of the various layers of consciousness, a four-dimensional tree diagram with branches that delved into the multifarious levels of the mind. Hosuke knew that the roots of such trees often penetrated as deep as the self.


      He dived into the void.


      The scene that greeted him was utterly appalling.


      



  





Five


      Kurogosho’s Messenger
[image: ]
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      Sunlight filtered through a netting of foliage then streamed through the basement window, casting latticed shadows on the tatami.


      Every now and then a light breeze would disturb the leaves and cause the mottled pattern of light to shimmer. The tearoom was 4.5 tatami mats large. There was the sound of water quietly coming to a boil. Steam rose from an iron pot suspended over the brazier toward the center of the room. The room’s alcove contained a bamboo vase which held a single Alaskan bellflower, its tiny purple petals angled downward, ready to open. The dignified flower on the cusp of full bloom brought an elegant tension to the room. The space had been fashioned in the Soan style, using textures that were exclusively natural and wooden.


      The room was lavishly expensive, from the thatched Gamamushiro ceiling to the rounded pillars, although such details would not be obvious to a layman. Everything had been made from the highest-grade material. The sole ornaments were the flowers in the alcove and the Chinese scroll on the wall behind them. The scroll stood out like a sore thumb among the otherwise austere design of the room. It was not rendered in a style befitting a tearoom; painted in lavish colors the scroll depicted a pair of male and female deities copulating in a standing position. The scroll had been penned as a tribute to the god Heruka.


      Heruka looms imposingly in dark ultramarine blue to the center. A black and green female deity is sitting in his lap, head arched backward as the god penetrates her. Her legs are wrapped tightly around his waist. Heruka is fiercely bearing his teeth, with a priceless gem in his left hand and a cobalt pestle in his right. His innumerable arms fan out on each side holding particular ritualistic tools, human bodies skewered through the anus, and the severed head of Brahma. The god’s clothing is made from human heads of all races, and there are ten skulls affixed to his brow. Trails of blood form webs in his three open eyes as the crimson flames of a lotus flower burn in the background. The scroll was from a denomination of Esoteric Buddhism, in a style that was almost hateful in its rendition of eroticism.


      Four people sat assembled in this strange tearoom. There was a single female, and two of the remaining three were elderly men; one was decked out in formal Japanese dress preparing tea according to the traditional method. He appeared to be in his mid-70’s, completely bald apart from a few wispy gray hairs that extended toward the back of his head from behind his ears.


      He seemed completely at ease despite the formality of his dress. The man was not particularly bulky yet he emanated a sense of weight that made him appear larger than he was. The force that resonated from his frame was both strange and oppressive. His bearing was of great dignity, but somehow he communicated an underlying sense of raw, untethered energy. His handling of the bamboo whisk may have appeared careless to some, but his easy movements reflected an absolute mastery of the form. He placed the finished cup in front of a man wearing an immaculate suit.


      “Well, Toyama?” His voice resonated. Toyama took the bowl, appearing to be nervous. He was in his early 50’s. Carefully following the ritual’s protocols, Toyama drank from the bowl and replaced it before him.


      “The bowl is Kuro-oribe,” Toyama said in a voice that betrayed tension.


      “Hmm,” the old man narrowed his eyes, “you know about ceramics?”


      “I’m no expert but yes, a little.”


      “I’m clueless about it, myself.” Toyama gave the old man a confused look. “I’m sure someone told me the name when I bought it but it went straight out the other side, along with the price I paid.”


      “I see.”


      The old man’s eyes flashed with the hint of a smile. “Perhaps, then, you could help me with these.” The old man reached for two bowls on a stand next to him. “Well?” He lined them side-by-side before Toyama.


      “I’m sorry, what would you like me to do?” Toyama appeared to be at a loss as to what the old man wanted of him. He turned to focus on the two bowls; one was Shinoyaki, the other maybe Ekaratsu.


      “I care nothing for their names. Tell me which you believe the more valuable,” said the old man.


      “But.”


      “Relax, it’s just some light entertainment. Just say whatever comes to mind.” The summer was too hot for his suit, but that was not why sweat trickled down Toyama’s forehead. The old man watched his perspiration with interest. “Perhaps I should re-frame the question,tell me how much you would pay for them. Give me a price and I’ll sell them to you.”


      Toyama was sweating heavily.


      “Well? 20 million? A million? Maybe just 2 or 300 yen.”


      “I...I couldn’t,” Toyama started, “Master Kurogosho, please forgive me.” Toyama placed his hands on the tatami and kowtowed. The old man looked at the other two sitting behind Toyama, a diminutive old man and a young woman.


      “Enoh, how about you? What would you be willing to pay?”


      Enoh’s heavily wrinkled face contracted into a grin. He was almost half the size of Master Kurogosho and wore the black robes of Taoist priest over his slight frame. He was the only one present to be sitting casually with his legs crossed.


      “Let’s see,” he said. He brushed a veiny hand through the white hair on his temples. “First, I would have someone bring me premium Chinese sake, Lao-chu would be perfect.”


      “Yes?”


      “Then, I would have them fill the bowls with it.”


      “I see...”


      “I’d pay whatever the Lao-chu cost to fill them,” he said brazenly.


      “You dog.”


      “That’s all they are worth.”


      “Enoh, how dare you insult my handiwork by comparing it to the price of booze?” The old man laughed, replacing the bowls to the stand.


      “T...these are your own, Master Kurogosho?” Toyama said, wiping the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief. The bowls were extraordinary, all the more so for having been forged by an amateur.


      “Now, Toyama,” the old man said as he returned his gaze from the stand, “I hear that Kumon Hosuke has joined Mt. Koya. Is this true?”


      “It is. We had not anticipated that they would set their sights on the same Diver as us.”


      “Hmm.”


      “According to the agent we have following Tamura, he turned up with someone called Biku.”


      “The man that crossed Iba in the mountains. Who is he?”


      “We aren’t sure yet, but he does appear to have strong ties to Mt. Koya. If we had known that earlier, we never would have let Kumon Hosuke go with him.”


      “You had Hanko with you.”


      “We were attacked by a bear in the middle of the proceedings. Hanko took care of the bear, but Jakouin sustained an injury.”


      “Ah, that woman.”


      “If she had not been injured, we were confident that Hanko would have been able to handle the situation.”


      “Hanko and Jakouin,” the old man murmured and crossed his arms. He glanced at Enoh. “What do you make of this?”


      “There is nothing we can do about it,” he answered.


      “Would I be correct in assuming that you, as his trainer, and Jakouin are the only two able to exercise control over Hanko?”


      “That’s correct.” Enoh nodded.


      The old man uncrossed his arms and turned back to address Toyama, “Have they made the connection between Tamura and Iba?”


      “Not yet, it seems.”


      “I was appalled to hear that Tamura was still alive.”


      “We confirmed his pulse had stopped. It would appear that Mt. Koya found some way to resuscitate him. It is, of course, within the realm of possibility to restart a stopped heart depending on the cause and time of death.”


      “Mt. Koya.” The old man’s expression darkened slightly. “Have you managed to ascertain what happened to Tamura there?”


      “Not yet. Whatever happened, it happened the moment he made physical contact with Kukai.”


      “And now Kumon Hosuke is going to dive into Tamura?”


      “We believe so,” said Toyama.


      “How much information will they be able to extract from him?”


      “If Kumon Hosuke is as good as the rumors suggest, they will probably be able to gain access to...certain facts.”


      “Be more precise.”


      “If Tamura has seen your face, Master Kurogosho, they will be able to drag it out of him.”


      “Psyche Divers have that ability?”


      “The most important factor will be the manner in which Tamura saw you, Master Kurogosho. His memory of you won’t appear as a true-to-life photographic reflection. He will have memories of any number of faces aside from yours. For these reasons, it’s highly unlikely that they’ll be able to create the link between yourself and Kukai. That being said, if they were to spend months collating information and then commit it to some kind of processing system then they could possibly--”


      The old man listened to Toyama with his eyes shut. “Do you know any other Divers that may be of use?” he asked.


      “In Japan, very few. If we were to use licensed Divers we would no longer be able to guarantee the secrecy of the assignment. There is one by the name of Juta Busujima, but he’s in Brazil. We have made attempts to contact him but have yet to receive a response. There are other freelancers, but they are Tamura’s level of proficiency at best, mostly less so.”


      “Another died after Tamura, correct?”


      “Yes. Again, immediately upon making contact with Kukai.”


      The old man’s expression was growing more intense as a tangible anger coursed through him. “I assume this mess with Tamura’s body will be resolved today?”


      “Iba is already working on it,” Toyama said, bowing his head to the tatami. The old man made no effort to conceal the force collecting within him. He looked over to the woman. So far, she had remained completely silent.


      “Renobo,” he called to her.


      “Master,” she answered, bowing slightly.


      There was something deeply carnal about her sharp, narrow eyes. She sat formally on her knees, straight hair reaching the floor. Her lips were freakishly red. Her pale skin stood in stark contrast to the darkness of her hair and her ruby-red lips. She looked like an invertebrate, her pale skin suggesting that she had been raised in a dark cave. Her body was flush with a beguiling energy that surged outward, creating an almost palpable aura that warped the air around her. Her allure was beyond any normally practiced form of seduction. She exuded lust as though it was something she had been born with; it was completely organic to her.


      “I heard that someone was snooping around, trying to find out about Panshigaru,” the old man said.


      “Yes. We’ve picked him up, a reporter by the name of Yoichi Munakata. He was employed by a man called Senkichi Fuminari.”


      “Senkichi Fuminari?”


      “We haven’t come across the name before. Munakata doesn’t seem to know much about him either. Their contact was limited to phone conversations. Fuminari sent him a million yen upfront, delivered via registered courier service.”


      The old man raised his eyebrows slightly. “He knows too much, let’s clean up.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “We’ve learned what we can.” The old man stood. “Enoh, it’s been too long, it’s time you treat us to a display of your skills again.”


      2


      The four walked out to a spacious garden surrounded by a forest of larch trees.


      The odd birch tree punctuated the grounds; their positioning suggested that they were naturally occurring rather than planted. The garden was situated on a raised plateau and the air was free of humidity with a fresh, bracing wind that cut through the leaves. A white table and four chairs had been laid out in front of the central hall. Five men stood next to the arrangement, one was in jeans with the others surrounding him, blocking his escape. His captors were rugged-looking, everything about them suggested a casual familiarity with violence. They gave off an energy that was distinct from the untrained ferocity of small-time yakuza, or the purely physical intimidation of a wrestler or a heavyweight boxer. They were clearly professionals.


      The old man took a seat. Enoh, Renobo and Toyama continued to stand at his side. The four bodyguards stepped back, marooning the man in jeans.


      “Yoichi Munakata,” the old man said.


      “I’ve told you everything I know. Please, let me go,” Munakata whimpered.


      He was in his late 20’s. His hair was a mess, face covered with dark stubble. He was bruised and bloodied, watching the old man through sunken, bloodshot eyes. He looked like he was recovering from some illness. His lips were parched. He seemed to be struggling to stay upright. He had been tortured; over half of the fingernails were missing from his hands and his fingertips were red with congealed blood. The growth of his beard hinted at the length of his captivity.


      “If you are even half-capable of your job, the depth of your involvement should be obvious by now,” the old man’s voice was rich and full. Wind teased through the lines of white hair above his ears. The blood drained from Munakata’s face, his skin paled from the throat upward. He knew exactly what the words meant for him. “You’ve seen my face.” The old man narrowed his eyes.


      “You...you’re going to kill me.” Munakata’s voice was coarse. His legs were trembling. “Please, let me work for you. I’ll do anything,” the words issued from his mouth like droplets of blood.


      “There remains only one thing you can do for me now.” The old man grinned. Munakata’s reply stuck in his throat.


      “We are blessed with a fair wind,” the old man continued, smiling. “It is a beautiful day. Just look at the green of the trees, truly stunning. Soak it up Munakata, this will be your last opportunity.”


      While the old man was speaking, the bodyguards maintained their impassive expressions, Renobo her innocuous smile, but as her narrow eyes fell on Munakata they betrayed a feverish glint. Enoh looked as though he were watching a grandson about to receive an award, his eyes were creased with gentle lines. Toyama was the only one of their number that appeared uneasy.


      “No...don’t!” Munakata screamed, starting to back away. “Don’t kill me!” He stumbled and tripped over himself, falling backward. He appeared unable to regain his balance. His handsome features had transformed into something hideous.


      “Enoh, if you would,” the old man whispered softly.


      Enoh took a step forward. Wind buffeted the sleeves of his black robes revealing sinewy arms up to the elbow. He stood with a slight hunch, the effect made him appear even smaller than he was. He sent forth an eerie intensity. Munakata crawled across the grass, and as he did the blood that had congealed around his fingertips began to flow again, leaving a trail. He reached out for the trunk of a nearby beech tree and pulled himself up, staining the white of the bark with bloody handprints. Enoh began to approach, pacing over the grass on tiptoes, keeping an easy rhythm. It was like watching the steps to a dance.


      Munakata screamed and launched himself at Enoh in a wild frenzy. Enoh sprang up as the two were about to collide. He was like a bird taking flight. The tree above rustled as he came to rest on a slender branch above Munakata’s head, the branch yawed in a wide arc. Without looking back, Munakata started to sprint away. Enoh whistled and took flight, using the returning momentum of the yawing branch to launch himself forward. He soared gracefully through the air toward Munakata. “Kyaa!” An animal noise welled up from his throat as he dropped lazily down, striking Munakata, his body fell limply into Enoh’s arms.


      “It’s done,” the old man murmured.


      “Bring a bucket!” Enoh shouted. One of the bodyguards ran into the central hall. Enoh’s right hand had pierced Munakata’s throat; the hand stuck in there, slanted down and buried to the wrist as he supported Munakata’s weight from below. He held his other hand over Munakata’s mouth, using his elbow and shoulder to support the man’s frame. The bodyguard returned with a large plastic bucket.


      “Put it there,” Enoh laid Munakata’s body on the grass, placing it so that his head hung over the bucket. The other men steadied the bucket and lifted Munakata. Enoh pulled his hand away from the man’s mouth and a stream of blood fountained noisily out; the flow was tremendous. The liquid collected in the bucket, bubbling with a cherry-red froth. An awful stench wafted up with a wave of hot air. The bucket began to warm in the bodyguard’s hands. As the flow began slowing, Enoh pulled his other hand from Munakata’s throat. The wrinkled, sinewy hand was soaked with blood. Enoh wiped the blood over Munakata’s clothes.


      “That should do it,” Enoh began to walk back with the gait an old man out for a stroll in a park. A dazzling fire burned in Master Kurogosho’s eyes.


      “Renobo,” he looked up and turned to the woman, “you shall visit me tonight.”


      “It would be my pleasure, Master.” A carnal grin played over her crimson-glistening lips.


      “It is time for us to begin searching for the next sacrifice,” he said quietly.


      3


      The scene that stretched out before Kumon Hosuke was sickening.


      The man’s self was missing; instead Hosuke saw a repulsive mess of viscera, the inside of an animal that had its entrails torn to shreds.


      That was how Hosuke perceived the mental remains of the man that had been found lying unconscious outside the burial chamber at Mt. Koya. The remains of the man’s self that clung to the outermost shell of his ego were nothing more than a jumble of torn, bloody fragments. Maggots collected where the self should have been, mental refuse from the deepest ruts of consciousness, squirming as though being ejected out of a warm colon. Some were shaped like hearts, some like hair; they assembled in a clutter of differing shapes and colors: striking reds, blues, yellows, and other indeterminate hues. It was as though ten years of stagnant city sewage had been collected and churned up simultaneously. At some point the pieces had all been part of a single, unified self. Now its components were nothing more than chunks of cognitive meat drifting in the void.


      As Hosuke watched, the meat and viscera began to clump together and bond, forming a grotesque creature-like shape. The sight was difficult to interpret, even as a metaphor. In the mind, the same object can assume any number of meanings depending on the observer. Similarly, even a minute shift in the mental state of any given observer is enough to cause the same object to alter its appearance. At that moment, Hosuke observed the following:


      a twisted sneering desk the color of dripping blood with hate protruding from a drawer within a woman’s breasts which eats the taste of shit as it transforms into a speckled black sound before twisting inward and becoming a human hand that sprouts pubic hair which flowers into a gaping anus on the palm where the fingers are penises that crawl into the anus to be devoured as it screams a solid form and consumes itself before transforming into an ecstatic infinity of color and scatters out and away


      That was what Hosuke perceived visually, but each segment of information could have been construed in any number of ways. What he had just seen could have been nothing more than an ephemeral fragment of thought, something that had flashed across the man’s mind while winning a game of mahjong. Equally, it might have been a memory of flavor, perhaps of a bowl of ramen he once ate.


      It is rare for any single memory to resolve into a fixed visual form. Shapes, colors, and sounds are transformed into abstract emotion, and they interact in complex arrangements. The self is infinitely more elaborate than the surface consciousness; it contains the much deeper facets of the mind such as instinct and even the subconscious.


      Hosuke paid careful attention to everything floating around him; it was clear that something was wrong. The floating debris all showed signs of having been forcefully pulled apart, not having peeled away naturally from the self. It was looking increasingly likely that something had travelled through the man’s mind, devouring it in its wake. He noticed something like a black, parasitical maggot clinging to an element of matter. It was the same substance he had used to facilitate his dive from the entrance to the trauma; perhaps drool from the jaws of whatever abomination had eaten through the man’s mind, left behind as it had rampaged through the man’s cognitive muscle. Whatever the case, it was obvious that this thing had invaded from the outside.


      The fragments were too scattered, it would be difficult to glean any useful information from them. He had so many questions. Who was this man? What had happened to him? Why did he try to steal Kukai’s mummified body? Then there was the matter of the A-class Diver that had submerged himself in the man’s consciousness before him. The Diver was still connected to the Psyche Converter next to Hosuke’s physical body. His name was Kagawa, and his retrieval was part of Hosuke’s mission.


      What had happened to him? Hosuke found it hard to believe that it had been the black maggots. They were harmless enough if left alone; all that was needed was a psyche suit. Even a C-class Diver would be able to handle them.


      Hosuke continued to navigate through the thin atmosphere of the man’s empty self. Even though most of it was gone, there was not a complete mental vacuum. The deformed chunks of floating meat would eventually join to form a new self, but by then the man would have either lost his mind or fallen into a permanent coma. As things stood, it was impressive that the man was still alive. He had been in a near-death state when Biku’s men resuscitated him.


      Hosuke waded on, sampling the various pieces of detritus. The timeline was all over the place, and he had yet to find anything of use. One memory had been physical pain from when the man was an infant, while another had been from his childhood, perhaps his grieving for the death of a dog or a cat, and so on. If the order of his memories were intact, it would have been easy enough to filter for visual and aural memories from a particular time, but as things were that would be next to impossible. The only upside was that while the man’s mental trash had not been welcoming, it had also not been overly belligerent.


      Hosuke became aware of a localized physical pain. The sensation was not that of pain in the traditional sense, more like the recognition of a foreign body attempting to force itself through his skin. If Hosuke had been a first-time Diver and not a seasoned professional, the feeling would have registered as pain.


      Dozens of the black maggots had attached themselves to his body. One of them was attempting to breech his suit. To Hosuke they looked like rainforest-dwelling bloodsucker leeches; regardless of how well you protected your arms and neck a few would always manage to break through. He flicked it away, but no matter how many he disposed of, more would swarm in toward him.


      “Gii,” one of them shrieked.


      “Gii.”


      “Gii!” The squirming mass of black maggots began to cry out together, resonating with the first.


      “Kii, Kii!”


      “Kii, Kii!” Each made a tiny, thin noise and together the sound was loud enough to be annoying. The numbers continued to swell, as the creatures cried out in unison. All of the maggots in his vicinity began to converge; in a moment, Hosuke found himself surrounded by a vast number of the things. He had been discovered, fresh meat. They began to group and merge into each other, growing in size.


      “Kii!” They were no longer maggots or lice, the creatures had transformed into a swarm of starved rats. Their movements were sluggish, but Hosuke could feel their hunger stabbing at him like an endless series of pinpricks. They were like planaria, primitive organisms driven only by the need to consume.


      Hosuke took out some of the surface consciousness he had stored in his suit, soaked it in his scent, and carefully lobbed it toward the rats. It drifted toward them before suddenly popping, the sphere fissioning into dozens of smaller spheres. The rats went for the scent-impregnated matter as a single, writhing mass.


      Quite the bunch. The creatures had sparked his curiosity.


      Hosuke noticed something odd. Outside of their individual movements, all of the fragments of consciousness, even the rats, appeared to be rotating in a single orbit. Everything was following a centrifugal, circular motion, slow like a crawling slug. There was a vortex somewhere nearby.


      Hosuke searched for the nexus of the gradually rotating maelstrom when he spotted a thin membrane layered over the void. He watched as the mental atmosphere was gradually funneled through it.


      Just as there are many rooms and corridors within a house, there are also many compartments to the self. Hosuke suspected that he was gazing at the entrance to one such room, but the entrance before him had no shape. Entrances to rooms in the mind always reveal themselves in the shape of an object.


      Did this happen when the man lost his mind, or was it always like this? Probably the former, Hosuke thought. Whatever happened to cause the destruction of the man’s mind would have taken the entrance along with it. The membrane he was looking at was protective. It would have bandaged over the exposed gap in order to protect the interior, but something had forced its way in. The membrane had partially mended, but it was still thin where the intruder had broken in, enough to cause the one-directional flow of mental atmosphere. The membrane had stranded the black rats and other fragments of consciousness, they could not cross it.


      So what had gone through? Something with clear purpose. Maybe Yukio Kagawa, the Diver was still here, somewhere inside the man’s consciousness. Hosuke focused his thoughts and his outline began to flicker; he re-assumed his real-world physical appearance. He was free to take any form he wanted in the mind, but it was easiest to be himself. The mental effort required to maintain the form was only slightly more than that needed for the amorphous cloud shape he had been until now. Even his beard returned and his psyche suit recast itself as the dirt-encrusted clothes he had worn in the mountains only a few days ago.


      He swam down through the void until he came to rest on the membrane. Concepts such as gravitational up and down, of course, do not exist in the mind. Hosuke had decided that the membrane would be ‘down’ as an expedience; it just made things easier.


      He channeled his thoughts to the other side of the membrane, toward the entrance of the room. Even though it had collapsed, the memory of its form would still be present in the void. Hosuke was attempting to bring it back. Enough mental atmosphere was being sucked in to use as building blocks, probably enough to completely rebuild the entrance, and now that he had assumed human form again, the entrance would adapt itself in a way that was accessible to the human mind. Again, it just made his job easier.


      Something began to form in front of the membrane below Hosuke’s feet. It was a huge, charcoal-red slab of meat.


      Now there’s something. Hosuke stroked his beard. A woman’s genitals had appeared through the other side, black pubic hair shimmered across the void like a living organism. The partially opened split was moist and glossy, ruby curtains of flesh contracted like the mouth of some obscene fish; a viscous, sultry perfume wafted upward. It was the first complete image Hosuke had seen since entering the man’s empty self.


      Finally, progress. The sides of his mouth lifted upward, white teeth showed under his beard. It was the first time he had smiled since Diving into the man’s mind.
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      Hosuke swam through the warm, fleshy interior.


      The humid atmosphere had almost returned to a standard level of mental pressure. The corridor of flesh he was passing through, the entrance of which had been female genitalia, seemed to be relatively untouched by whatever had happened. Hosuke had not been particularly surprised to discover that the entrance had been a woman’s vagina. It suggested that the corridor led toward the man’s instinct or to a room near it. The black creatures would not be able to penetrate directly into the instinct.


      He wondered what would be waiting for him. Hosuke had fashioned a number of weapons in preparation. One of them, not particularly inspired but potentially useful inside the membrane, was a collection of the black creatures from outside.


      The mental pressure gradually increased, and the thick, sweet-perfumed soup of the air became progressively more viscous.


      Here we are. He came into an area bathed in crimson light, a womb. There was a baby of about two years drifting toward the center. It had curled its arms and legs into a ball, knees bunched to its head. The cavern was tinged with a husky, dark-red light. The mucous-like air was the amniotic fluid.


      Hosuke advanced toward the baby. Visually, it appeared to be almost double Hosuke’s size. The image was grotesquely real, its pure white body was spattered with thick globs of blood; it was a pale, blood-soaked baby. The globules were sections of atmosphere that had penetrated through the entrance and congealed on its skin like blood; they were gradually being absorbed into it. The corridor that Hosuke had come through was, for all intents and purposes, an umbilical chord. The baby was hugging a curious object to it, something like a stone the size of its head. The baby was asleep, breathing gently as it clutched the object to its belly.


      As I’d suspected. There was a crystalline field around the stone made from the same energy as the suit Hosuke was wearing. The difference was while Hosuke’s suit was his protection against the outside, the other had become a jail for whatever was inside. Instead of protecting the object, it was holding it captive.


      Hosuke took a ball wrapped in surface consciousness from his pocket. It was one of the black creatures. As Hosuke removed the barrier from the ball it began to wriggle, morphing into a black, rat-sized maggot. It squirmed through the air, heading toward the baby before glomming onto its back. One of the red globules began to shrink from around it as the creature appeared to begin feeding on the blood that had clotted on the baby’s white skin.


      The maggot shrieked. At the same time a horrific scream reverberated throughout the womb. The baby’s face had become disfigured with pain; the inside of its gaping mouth was a blood-like crimson. Its lips tore a line up to its ears. Dark-purple blood poured from the fresh wound. The baby opened bloodshot eyes. They were those of an adult.


      The stone tumbled from its arms. Hosuke pulled the maggot from the baby and floated toward the stone. He began to massage it. Over the course of a few minutes the stone started changing, gradually morphing into a cloudy, mist-like substance. It assumed a human shape. The transformation continued to a point, then stopped. Whoever it was, he was unable to form a clear image like Hosuke.


      Yukio Kagawa? Hosuke asked. His thought waves would reach the man directly. The man-shaped fog flickered one way, then the other. Hosuke was unable to tell if the man had nodded or shaken his head.


      Yukio Kagawa, right? Hosuke continued to massage the form with his hands. Eventually, a face began to resolve inside the mist; the man’s hair hung over his forehead, but his cheeks were too long, his eyes twisted out of position. The flaws were subtle, but they were enough to give the face a shockingly alien appearance.


      Kagawa, right? The face nodded, unable to issue a voice. His eyes shifted back to a more normal position.


      The stone, Kagawa said, the sound issuing in gusts from his throat, I was making a stone.


      What happened?


      It got me.


      What did?


      That thing. Kagawa looked across to the baby. Its eyes were closed again. It had curled into a tighter ball than before.


      The last part of the man’s self, Hosuke said. Kagawa took hold of one of the black balls containing the maggots.


      These things. They got to the baby. It wasn’t even a baby when I found it, just the last few bits of his self. They must have joined together. Kagawa tossed the ball back to Hosuke. I saved it from these bastards, but look at me now. I messed up. The man turned out to be...


      A Diver, right?


      You knew? Kagawa’s face took on a surprised expression. It lost coherence for a moment before reforming. Only because he’d covered you in a psyche suit.


      That’s right, completely out of the blue. I fucked up, let him trap me in the suit. After that, there was nothing I could do. I knew I’d lose my mind if I was left like that. Hell, it’s already started, just listen to me complaining!


      So you became the stone?


      That’s right.


      You couldn’t have escaped?


      Maybe, if I tried.


      So why didn’t you?


      I found something pretty interesting, and I would have had to use it up in order to escape. I knew there’d be another Diver coming, that was the promise if anything went wrong. So I waited, keeping the information intact. I waited for you to come... waited...wait...till you came...waited...wai...ted...wait...wai...wa...wa...w...w...


      Kagawa’s eyes, nose, and mouth started to warp out of position. His body convulsed. His eyes rolled to the back of his head as his body jerked in cramped spasms. Hosuke used both hands to steady him. His face was pale by the time he finally returned to normal.


      How many days have I been inside?


      Almost two weeks.


      Kagawa’s cheeks stiffened, this time a true reflection of his emotions. When a Diver assumes human form, emotions reveal themselves normally. He had realized that his time as a Diver would be up.


      I’d planned an escape if no-one came in three days but...why? Kagawa said, his mind elsewhere.


      You’re not A-class, Hosuke said quietly.


      I had to lie. It was the only way to get the job.


      Okay, it doesn’t matter.


      Where is this, anyway?


      Probably the instinct, wherever that happens to be. Instinct is present in all people, in all living things; it exists independent of learning and experience. Apart from a few rare cases where the subjects are burned under intolerable levels of stress it never fully disappears, not while the subject lives. It inhabits areas of the mind far deeper than the attributes of memory and character, and, even if it is somehow destroyed, as long as a person’s cells remain intact it is the first element of consciousness to rebuild itself. While the facets of knowledge and emotion belong to higher-level mammals, instinct is far more primal; the proto state of all organisms. It exists at the deepest levels and is by far the most resilient aspect of the mind.


      Do you know what the strongest part of instinct is? Hosuke asked. Kagawa was silent. The will for self-preservation. This baby was so full of fear it retreated into a mother of its own making. That’s an extension of the desire to return to the womb. He built a vagina as the entrance, and this is the uterus. That’s why he chose the form of a baby.


      People often curl into a fetal position when faced with immediate danger. The black creatures had been attacking the remains of the man’s self, and Kagawa had helped it. It would have latched itself to Kagawa. The situation was not unlike a drowning man clutching at his savior, bringing them both down.


      Desperate not to be deprived of this final element of hope the man had drawn on a skill already known to him and wrapped Kagawa in a psyche suit, then fled through the nearest doorway toward the instinct. Kagawa’s undoing had resulted from two factors: that the man had been a Diver, and that he had chosen to escape into instinct. Kagawa had sought to protect himself by taking the form of a stone, but the self had already breached his defenses.


      So that’s it for me, I won’t be able to dive professionally anymore. It’s a shame that I had to burden another Diver. Kagawa drew out a green string, dotted with tiny red particles.


      What’s that?


      I told you I’d found something of interest. Here it is..here itsss...iss..is... Kagawa’s body warped. His face collapsed. Hosuke used his hands to steady the man until he returned to his original form. It feels like I’m losing my mind.


      I think it’s time to get you out of here. Show me that first.


      Here, try eating it.


      Hosuke took the thread and ate it. Wow, he muttered as he absorbed its flavor.


      In that moment the two men were struck by a powerful shock wave. It was as though they had plummeted from one to hundreds of meters in depth, the force of cognitive pressure increased exponentially. A deep wail rumbled around them. It was the sound of instinct howling.


      Look! Hosuke shouted. The baby that had been curled straightened up and was glaring directly at the two Divers.


      What’s going on?


      Hosuke’s mental form experienced a powerful and inexpressible sense of displacement. It felt as though the man’s consciousness had solidified. He had experienced the feeling before, back when he had been working on Captain Jones and the Converter malfunctioned. It had been exactly the same.


      Their minds were falling out of alignment. The subject would be experiencing inordinate levels of cognitive pain, as though two pebbles had suddenly materialized inside him. If the man was unable to resynchronize he would lose his mind and probably never recover. Hosuke and Kagawa were in similar danger.


      The baby began to grow, buckling out of shape. The two Divers watched as it mutated into adult form, clumps of hair sprouting over its body. Teeth pushed out from the mouth, puncturing its lips. It began to flay at its chest as claws grew from its fingertips, lacerating through the flesh. The wounds dripped purple blood.


      The baby completed its transformation into a half-human monster.


      Hosuke grabbed the still immobilized Kagawa as the beast reared its blood-drenched head in agony. Something had gone wrong outside. He desperately searched for the exit. Any damage they suffered here would take an equal physical toll. Kagawa blurred red as he screamed. The demon charged at the two Divers, a torrent of blue flame.


      



  





Six


      Renobo: Forbidden Flesh
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      The Japanese-style room was 12.5 tatami mats square, as was the ceiling, which was further sectioned into 25 squares like a checkered Go board.


      Each square was half of a tatami mat and contained a single painting. The paintings were of the same couple in sexual union, a different position for each square. Each was unique and explicit in the depiction of the sex. In the center was a square containing an image of the Hindu god Heruka pleasuring the Goddess Varahi. It was the same as on the scroll in the tearoom, separate from this main house.


      A man and a woman laid on a futon spread across the center of the room. There was a single, dim lamp set on the tatami next to the pillow. There were no bulbs on the ceiling. The light was too dark for reading, but perfect for the appreciation of human flesh.


      The man was old. He was cross-legged in the center of the futon, completely naked. He sat with a heavy composure, his skin was taut and displayed none of the sagging that came with old age. The man was not young, but he exuded an air of strength. Faint strands of white hair reached around the sides of his impressively bald head. His skin was dark and healthy. His eyes flashed with an almost reptilian intensity. In one hand, he held a white vessel.


      The vessel looked like an oversized rice bowl and was filled to the brim with a blackish-red liquid. The old man brought it to his mouth, slurping the liquid with noisy relish. When he pulled the vessel away, his lips were utterly red. He lapped the liquid from his lips with a red tongue. Dots of red stuck in the spaces between his white teeth.


      He glanced to his lap, where a woman’s head bobbed up and down between his legs. She had his cock in her mouth and was busily attending to it with her tongue. She was stark naked. The old man’s gaze traced a line from her curved hips to her well-formed buttocks, pointed up in the air. Her skin was almost inhumanly pale; white, but not any normal shade of the color. It was the white of a cave-dwelling invertebrate, a creature that thrived in darkness and had never seen the light of day.


      Her long straight hair parted halfway down her back, draping over the futon in dark curtains. The obsidian black of the hair only emphasized the intense whiteness of her skin. The color was incredibly evocative under the dim light.


      “Renobo,” the old man said to her.


      She looked gently up. The old man’s erect penis slid into view from between her glistening, red lips. It pointed to the ceiling like that of a man still in his 20’s. As Renobo looked up, her lips lingered over the tip. Her eyes were shockingly narrow. They carried a nearly demonic, otherworldly luster.


      “Yes, Master Kurogosho.” Her lips brushed softly over his erection. She had wrapped her fine, white fingers around the base. Her other hand slid gently up and down its length.


      “You should try some too.” The old man held out the bowl.


      “Yoichi Munakata’s kapala?”


      “Indeed.”


      Renobo’s lips swelled perversely into a faint smile as the old man nodded. She sat up, exposing her generous, firm breasts. Her skin was pale to the point of being transparent, as though it were possible to see the blood underneath. Her nipples were swollen and thick, like the tip of a little finger, red as though they were coated with blood. She looked unbearably carnal. The light from the stand cast deep shadows across her cleavage, undeniably impressive. Her attractiveness was worlds apart from the effortless allure of models, transcending mere sexual energy. The woman was the veritable embodiment of eroticism; every pore in her body exuded sex.


      The room was pregnant with a heavy scent of incense. It was a powerful aphrodisiac, enough to drive a desire in anyone to orgasm repeatedly until completely drained.


      Renobo cupped the white bowl in her hands, the white of the bowl matching the white of her flesh. Instead of being round, the bowl was a slightly elongated ellipse. It was cold and slightly moist. It felt like it was not there at all. The black-red liquid it held was thick and soupy. Renobo put her lips to the edge and closed her eyes as she sipped its contents.


      “It’s so cold.” She ran her eyes over the vessel.


      “And the taste?”


      “Exquisite.”


      “It took some effort to keep the blood from congealing.”


      “From this afternoon?”


      “Indeed, I had them reserve the blood Enoh extracted.”


      “It’s amazing to think this is that man’s skull,” Renobo mused.


      “I had them hurry the preparation. I thought it would make a good accompaniment to our lovemaking tonight.”


      “It’s still coated with grease.”


      “Grease and regret. Integral to the taste,” said the old man. Renobo let her syrupy gaze crawl over the vessel in her hands. Her eyes glistened with mounting fever.


      The vessel had been fashioned from the skull of Yoichi Munakata, the man that had died under Enoh’s hand earlier that afternoon. It was filled with his blood. In ancient India, worshipers of the god Heruka called bowls fashioned in this manner kapala. They were sacred tools used in the ceremony of Samvara.


      Renobo placed the kapala on the tatami at the head of the futon. She reached between the old man’s legs, keeping her eyes focused on his. “We have Kukai now. At some point we are going to have to hold discussions with the Fuki, no doubt,” he said.


      “Naturally.”


      “And Kyofu Shirai of the Shinmeikai, we need to bring him under our control.”


      “Indeed,” Renobo nodded again.


      “I will release tonight,” the old man said.


      “It will be my honor to receive,” Renobo answered, her eyes lit up as she placed her lips over the tip of his erection. She took it deeper into her mouth and began to rock her head.


      The old man straightened his knees, groaning quietly. Renobo slid her legs back, snake-like, covering him with her own naked flesh, all the while maintaining the up and down motion of her head. She massaged her breasts into his thighs as she rubbed her upper body back and forth. The events of the afternoon had left her visibly excited. She straddled one of his knees with her hot, wide-open groin and began to gyrate her hips. A sound like fine silk came from deep inside her throat, the old man still in her mouth.


      There was a special meaning to the phrase the old man had used: ‘I will release tonight.’ He had not simply told her that he would ejaculate; it was a declaration that he would not be following the bedroom arts as proscribed by the Sendo Sect. The Sendo Sect uses a method where the man abstains from ejaculation in order to absorb energy from the woman’s body into his own. By not releasing, the man is able to store his own energy, allowing for a form of rejuvenation. In the Tachikawa School, the same technique is referred to as the Kansei Method. The old man had told Renobo that he was ready to indulge himself, meaning that he was not going to employ the techniques of the Kansei Method.


      Renobo was in exactly the same frame of mind. She turned her body around, keeping her mouth as a fulcrum, and spread her knees so that she sat over the old man’s face. He extended his tongue to the flesh before him. Renobo clenched her white buttocks and started to move her hips. The motion further incited the old man’s lust. The girl moaned, the sound still muffled by the appendage in her mouth.


      His tongue parted the woman’s warm, moistened lips and flicked across the surface of her clitoris. Renobo’s groaning went up a pitch. She stood up when she could no longer bear it, pulling away before coming to sit astride him once again. They were now face to face. She took hold of his shaft, still impossibly hard for an old man, and pushed the tip against her soaked vagina. She closed her narrow eyes and began to moan as she teased it around. She finally brought it to the center and sank her hips into him. Now it was the old man’s turn to groan. He thrust his hips up to meet her.


      Renobo’s motion picked up speed. Her breasts swung under his hands as he massaged them. Her nipples danced against his palms. She moved quicker still, violently grinding her pelvis into his. Her sharp, red tongue slithered around inside her half-open mouth like a snake attempting to divine pleasure from the air itself. Her breath reeked of blood.


      “Yes, yes! It won’t be long before we finally achieve immortality and the arts of the Kido. Where Toten failed, I will succeed.”


      “Please, please!” Renobo gave a sudden cry, her voice a sharp object as she arched backward. The old man thrust upward in response, ejaculating repeatedly.


      After a while a deep voice called from the corridor outside the sliding doors; someone had been biding his time until things were quiet. “Master Kurogosho,” the voice was monotone, expressionless.


      “What is it?” the old man replied, still caressing Renobo’s chest.


      “We received a call from Iba regarding today’s outcome.”


      “Who took the call, Toyama?”


      “Yes.”


      “Bring him here.”


      “Now, sir?”


      “Immediately. It’s fine,” the old man answered. He gathered himself up from the futon.
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      Toyama bustled into the corridor wearing the same suit as earlier in the day.


      Four men in black suits lined the walls, their ranks perfectly equidistant; the same four men that had surrounded Yoichi Munakata that afternoon. They were the old man’s personal bodyguards. They never spoke, and they never left his side.


      No matter how often he saw them, Toyama had never been able to feel at ease. It was the smell, a stench of death that clung to them. They were more than mere assassins. There was something far more chilling about them. They would all have had experience killing, and not just killing one or two people. The old man would not employ anyone as his bodyguard unless they were already fully accustomed with death.


      When a person is put in a situation where they need to kill for the first time, they are subjected to immense levels of stress. In many cases, the stress leads to a moment of indecision that causes a delay in reaction time. Sometimes, because of that a would-be killer ends up being the victim of their target. There was no chance that Master Kurogosho would employ such people as his bodyguards. His bodyguards would kill whenever necessary and with ruthless efficiency. They were the kind that could force a knife into someone’s throat without blinking an eye, and Toyama had no guarantee that their knives would not, one day, be turned toward him.


      Toyama was unable to quiet his nerves. He had been ordered by the old man to report as soon as Iba called in with news. He knew that delaying a report out of respect for the old man during his periods of intercourse could, conversely, anger him. That had certainly been the pattern so far. This time he had made sure to notify him of the communication, even though he knew the old man was with Renobo. Still, there was nothing he could do to hide his tension. He let the guards search him, then kneeled on the floor and called into the room.


      “I am here, Master.” His voice was shaky.


      “Enter.” The old man’s voice came in reply.


      “As you request.” Toyama slid the shoji aside and entered the room. The old man stood on the futon, buck naked, while Renobo was dabbing at his crotch with a wet towel. She, too, was completely undressed. The air in the dimly lit room was impregnated with an intoxicating scent: a mixture of sex and the suffocating odor of blood.


      “We have just heard from Iba.” Toyama sat in formal seiza, his legs folded under his knees on the tatami mat.


      “What did he say?” the old man inquired, making no attempt to conceal himself. Toyama caught sight of the blood-filled kapala by the bedside and hurriedly looked away.


      “He reported that everything has gone according to plan.”


      “Meaning Tamura’s been dealt with?”


      “Yes.” Toyama bowed. Renobo got up and started to cover the old man with his disregarded robe. The old man gestured for her to stop and sat, crossing his legs.


      “Not yet, we’ve only just started.” His cock was already half erect, despite having just ejaculated. Renobo gave him a smile. She knelt down and buried her head between his legs.


      “He’s also captured a woman it seems,” Toyama continued, unsure of where to look.


      “A woman?” the old man asked, clearly entertained by Toyama’s discomfort.


      “A woman that’s been visiting Biku’s place.”


      “Ahh.”


      “He has put her forward as a candidate for the ceremony, once we’ve finished questioning her.”


      “The ceremony is all well and good, but we don’t want the police on us.”


      “She has no fixed residence. She appears to be a drifter, wandering from place to place. There are no witnesses, so we shouldn’t expect any complications once we have disposed of the body.”


      “I see,” the old man muttered. Renobo looked up. The old man’s shaft was impressively vertical. She straddled him, bringing her buttocks slowly down until the old man penetrated her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and began pitching with her tight, white buttocks.


      “Can we assume now that Kumon Hosuke is free to assist us?” the old man asked.


      “Pardon me, Master?”


      “I believe he was being retained by Mt. Koya to dive into Tamura. Now that Tamura is dead, Kumon Hosuke should be a free agent again.”


      Toyama looked puzzled.


      “The problem is the extent to which he has gained knowledge of us. Instruct Iba to make contact with Kumon. We are fortunate in that it doesn’t they have made the link between Iba and us.”


      “It appears not.”


      “If that is the case, Iba should get Kumon to sign a contract with us. He is permitted to use force if the Diver doesn’t comply.”


      “Yes, Master.”


      “Now there’s the matter of the other one, Fuminari.”


      “We--”


      “Enoh will take care of him. It should be relatively simple if he is accompanied by one of my bodyguards...perhaps a few others,” the old man suggested.


      Renobo’s buttocks rocked faster and faster. She was directly in front of Toyama.


      “Hey,” the old man called out to him.


      “Yes, sir?”


      “We’re done,” he said. Toyama looked at the old man, confused. “I’m telling you that our talk is over.” Finally understanding, Toyama bowed his head down to the tatami.
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      A room in an apartment block.


      There was a phone on the office desk next to the window. A man sat watching it, arms crossed. The man was one of Master Kurogosho’s four bodyguards. His name was Yoji Tsushima. He had been sitting in the same position, staring at the phone, for the past hour. His eyes were dark.


      The phone rang. Tsushima let it ring three times before he picked up the receiver.


      “No,” Tsushima said in a deep voice before hanging up. Someone had dialed the wrong number.


      Tsushima re-crossed his arms, expression unchanged. The ashtray on one side of the table was completely clean. Tsushima hated smoking. The office belonged to the reporter Yoichi Munakata. Munakata had been due to receive a call at sometime between 13:00 and 14:00 from a man called Fuminari Senkichi. The two of them had set up a weekly exchange of information by phone. They had forced that much out of Munakata. He had told them that this man, Fuminari, had called him out of the blue a few months ago. The two had never met. When he picked up the call, the man had introduced himself as Fuminari:


      “I have a job for you,” he said. “I’ll pay a million yen upfront, another two when it’s done.”


      “What kind of job?” Munakata asked.


      “I want you to investigate a particular organization.”


      “What kind of organization?”


      “I’m not sure. My hunch is that it’s some sort of religious cult.”


      “Okay. Can you give me the name and the address of their HQ?”


      “Finding that out is going to be your job.” The man was asking him to pluck clouds from the sky. “Somewhere, here in Japan, there is a religious group that fits the description I am about to give you. I want you to find out its name and what it is they’re trying to do.”


      The description that Fuminari had given him was completely absurd. He had explained that, as part of some rite, they had hosted a mass orgy in the mountains, where a woman had been strung upside down to a cross and decapitated; they had drained her blood and cut out her heart. Then they poured the blood over the orgiastic bodies before actually eating the woman’s heart. It all sounded too far-fetched. The description was straight out of a medieval rite; Sabbat, or the Black Mass.


      “That’s your specialty, right?” Fuminari said. It was true that Munakata possessed extensive knowledge of Japan’s newer cult religions. At one point he had been reporting exclusively on the subject. He had even been commissioned by a major newspaper to perform in situ research at a number of the groups.


      Apart from his published articles, Munakata had also collated reams of detailed notes and anecdotes regarding a wide spectrum of the cults, but, unsurprisingly, none of them bore any resemblance to the organization Fuminari had described. While Japan upholds the freedom of religious practice, it would obviously not permit human sacrifice and cannibalism. There was simply no way an organization like that could exist on the official register.


      There had been rogue offshoots such as the Tachikawa school of Shingon Buddhism, which promoted sexual intercourse as a route to the attainment of Buddhahood, but that was in the past. Fuminari asked if it could be something like the medieval rite of Black Mass. “I’ve done some of my own research into the Tachikawa School and Sabbat. I guess the question is if there is a group somewhere that still does that shit.”


      “You’ve actually seen this?” Munakata asked.


      If it was true and such a group did exist, the discovery would be huge--a scoop to end all scoops. He had read of scandals like this outside of Japan. In one case, the founder of a religious sect similar to the new cult religions of Japan, slaughtered a well-known actress in her own home. In another, again in America, a newly formed group held a commune where they would stage round-the-clock orgies with its female members. The founders had finally poisoned their followers before committing suicide themselves. A huge number of people had died, and many were shot dead trying to escape.


      But scandals like that were rare in Japan. The worst case on record was the Arc of Jesus, and it had been relatively benign. A man had proclaimed himself as the leader of a new religion and canvassed women to come work for him. The girls all lived with him, and together they formed a roaming community that was always moving from one place to another.


      If Fuminari’s claims were real, this would be the first truly significant case in postwar Japan. All Munakata needed was a few testimonies, some photos. The story would be gold. The media would lap it up at any price.


      “So, are you gonna help?” Fuminari asked.


      “You’re not kidding, are you?” Munakata replied.


      “If you agree to take on the job I’ll give you some of the details I’ve dug up. If not, I’ll get someone else to help.” Fuminari pressed for an answer until Munakata finally agreed to take on the case. Their only communication would be a weekly phone call. Any documents or photos were to be sent to a P.O. box in the city, each time using a different post office. Those were the conditions he had laid out. “Remember, this could be dangerous. Be sure to take care of yourself,” Fuminari had said as he hung up.


      After his capture they had tortured him until he confessed everything, and now Tsushima sat here waiting for Fuminari’s call. The phone rang again. Tsushima let it ring for a moment before picking up the receiver.


      “Munakata?” a deep voice asked.


      “Fuminari, right?” Tsushima replied, matching his tone. There was a moment of silence before the deep voice sounded again.


      “Who are you? Where is Munakata?”


      “I’m standing in for him today, my name’s Shimada.”


      “Standing in for him?”


      “Yes.”


      “First I’ve heard of it.” Fuminari’s voice had become suddenly fierce.


      “Munakata has been held up, he won’t be able to make it in today.”


      “Held up by what?”


      “He didn’t give me the details. He called me last night asking me to take your call.”


      “Where is he now? I’ll contact him directly.”


      “I don’t know where he is right now. He didn’t volunteer that information.”


      “How did you get into his office?”


      “I have a spare key. We’ve worked together in the past. That’s why he asked me to come in today.”


      “What’s your relationship to Munakata?”


      “Colleague and friend.” Tsushima had not hesitated.


      “Sounds consistent, at least.”


      “Munakata left a message for you.”


      “Okay.”


      “He wanted to tell you that someone was tailing him, that his movements were therefore...restricted.”


      “Tailed? By who?”


      “He said you would know. He also said that he suspects they are keeping watch on his office.”


      “So that’s why you’re there instead of him.”


      “So it seems. He wanted to tell you that he managed to obtain a photo of an important figure in ‘Panshigaru’. He wants to hand it to you directly.”


      “I’d prefer he send it to the P.O. box, as per our agreement.”


      “Unfortunately, I can’t help you there.”


      “No, I guess not,” Fuminari sneered.


      “He said he’ll be waiting for you at a bar called Karula in Aoyama at 22:00 tomorrow.” Tsushima read out the phone number.


      “You expect me to believe this.”


      “I’m just the messenger. It’s up to you whether you go or not.”


      “Is that everything?”


      “That’s everything,” Tsushima answered. The line went dead.


      



  





Seven


      Hellbent on Revenge
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      A dream.


      The usual nightmare.


      A dream of being chased by an enormous black creature.


      In the mountains running away. All the while the creature gives chase.


      The beast remains hidden, but it is clearly there, as clearly as it is gaining on him...


      A terrible fear takes hold of his body. His legs are not moving properly.


      The creature that was chasing him from behind suddenly appears, in front.


      He dives toward it, screaming.


      But the creature is massive, three times his size.


      It is human shaped but feels like a beast.


      It seizes hold of him. It becomes impossible to move.


      He experiences a burst of agonizing pain.


      His left arm has been torn off.


      The beast holds his arm in its hand. It begins to nibble the tip of his little finger.


      The sound rings clearly in his ears--a grotesque, sickening sound.


      Even though the arm has been torn off, he writhes in agony each time the creature takes a bite.


      It takes forever for the creature to devour the little finger. Eventually it moves on to his ring finger.


      By the time it finishes his ring finger, the little finger he watched it eat has grown back.


      The creature returns to chewing the little finger.


      The cycle repeats as the creature feasts endlessly on the two fingers.


      All the time, he is watching.


      The pain from the fingers reaches a crescendo, becomes too much to bear.


      After the next finger, he knows the creature will come for him.


      They have stopped growing back.


      After the next finger...


      Fear and pain well up together, but the fingers grow back, and the beast returns to them.


      He wants to run while the creature is busy, but his body does not listen.


      A choking nausea rises up his throat, blocking the flow of air.


      His fingers are in agony...


      He retches, forcing the lump out of his throat.


      It emerges as a scream.


      Fuminari Senkichi’s eyes opened. His scream had pulled him out of the nightmare. He was covered in a boiling sweat. The ghosts of pain lingered in the fingers of his left hand. It was the ache of missing fingers, nothing but illusion. The memory of the pain was so intense it was hard to believe that the fingers were not there. Fuminari sat up in the bed.


      He flexed his left hand open and then closed it again; in the dark, he covered the fist with his right palm. His three remaining fingers were horribly deformed, covered in huge callouses. They were meaty, grotesque. Fuminari noisily ground his back teeth together. He felt an intense pressure ripple against his flesh. He had the same dream again. His vision went dark as he felt an almost maddening surge of hate and anger. He tensed with all his might, struggling to mute the emotion; it felt like it was trying to rip him apart, cell-by-cell. Most of the anger was directed inward, toward himself.


      His scream still echoed in the depths of his ears. It was different from the one in his dream. It was his scream from two years ago, that night in the mountains of Tanzawa. He had felt fear for the first time in his life when he saw his fingers in the mouth of that grotesque half-human creature.


      I wailed like a fucking girl, almost pissed myself--a fucking child. It was unforgivable. He wanted to self-destruct, to strangle himself to death. He had clung to the woman’s shoulder and fled the creature, trembling, dragging a useless leg behind. Kumiko...she died trying to protect me. But it was not the money. It was not that Kumiko had died. It was not even that the beast had eaten his fingers. Fuminari just couldn’t forgive himself for feeling scared.


      Revenge. With that word and the pain of his fingers as a crutch, Fuminari pulled himself together. He resolved to find the identity of the people behind that freakish ritual. He would hammer the beast to death with his bare hands.


      I’ll rip out the fucker’s dead heart, eat it while the blood’s still fresh.


      There was nothing else.


      He had returned two months later to find the money, all 100 million yen of it, exactly where it had been stashed. The two bodies were nowhere to be seen. Fuminari reclaimed the cash that had cost him Kumiko, his fingers, and his pride.


      He was amazed to have even survived. If he had killed Kumiko he could have lessened his burden enough to escape the creature, but he chose a different path. For her part, Kumiko could have fled while he had been fighting the creature, but she chose not to. Instead, she had put herself between them in an attempt to protect him.


      I was in love, Fuminari realized.


      She had been an amazing woman. With her looks, figure, and nerve she left nothing to be desired, perfect for a man like him. He could still see her buttocks, thrusting toward him with abandon as they fucked. More than her face it was that fit, slender body and the movement of her pale, white ass that he remembered the most. It felt like it was only yesterday.


      But she was gone.


      Fuminari had used the remaining money to treat his fingers then flew to Taiwan. He immersed himself in Kung Fu training with the intensity of a man possessed; divorcing himself from luxury, he focused solely on the strengthening of his fists and improving his technique and grit. He would hammer his maimed fist into piles of stone, heedless as blood sprayed from the torn and blistered flesh. He would continue until he reached bone and the bleeding ceased. Only then would the hammering stop. As soon as the wounds began to heal he would begin again. He repeated the cycle over and over, as a result, his hand became increasingly deformed.


      A fist is strongest around the little finger, not the thumb. Fuminari had lost the two smallest fingers, but his training rendered his left fist even stronger than before. He could crack a walnut in his three fingers with the minutest effort. Using only his index and middle fingers he could hold his entire frame suspended, over 140 kilograms. Once he was satisfied that he had honed his body into a lethal weapon, Fuminari returned to Japan.


      Even like this, am I any match for that freak? Still, the burden of doubt loomed heavily. He got up from the bed, his body soaked with a viscous sweat, and switched on the bedside light. Light traced over his muscular body. He was naked. His upper body looked shockingly powerful as he stood over 2 meters tall. Muscles bunched like rocks under his sweat-slicked skin. His neck was abnormally thick, his buttocks rugged and athletic. It was not the forcefully sculpted form of a bodybuilder, where the muscles appear large but tend to be fragile and lack speed. Fuminari’s muscle was overwhelmingly practical. His jaw was rigid, he looked as though he could take a direct punch from a heavyweight boxer and shrug it off. His eyes burned with the intensity of a cornered predator. He looked different, threatening, all vestiges of charm had disappeared from his features. He looked demonic.


      Fuminari walked to the bathroom. His movements were subtle and light, designed to conceal his predator-like strength. While his bulk had stayed mostly the same, his movements were lighter than two years ago. He took a hot shower, then returned to the bed and sat down, the springs made a dull creak. He flicked a cigarette into his mouth and lit up.


      When his head finally cleared, he cast his thoughts back to the afternoon’s phone call. He decided there was an 80 percent chance it was a trap. A single mistake and he would fall into their hands.


      At the end of the previous week’s call, Munakata had told him he had begun investigating an organization called Panshigaru. He was, it seemed, finally onto something. Munakata had only offered the name, Panshigaru, Fuminari suspected that the man knew more, but had decided to hold back the details. Perhaps his aspirations as a reporter had gotten the better of him and he was biding time until he collated enough information to hawk the story to the media, or perhaps he was considering the possibility of sponging Fuminari for more cash. Depending on how his investigations progressed, he could even be entertaining the possibility of blackmail. Most likely he was still undecided; he would continue gathering information, testing the waters. Then, once he had a critical amount, he would take the story to the highest bidder.


      Whatever he did, he would end up getting more than the million yen Fuminari had paid. Fuminari decided to treat the man’s reticence as evidence of the weight of the information he had stumbled upon.


      Fuminari had been ready to do whatever was necessary to extract the information from him if he had chosen not to volunteer the it over their last call, but someone else had picked up the phone, someone claiming to be a friend and co-worker of Munakata. It was obvious that the man had been lying. The story just did not fit with his voice. Like one beast sensing the presence of another, Fuminari recognized his own smell on the man.


      If the man on the phone was Panshigaru, then they already had Munakata. They would have tortured him, forcing him to tell them about Fuminari. If so, they were formidable opponents indeed.


      Fuminari felt the familiar, illusory ache of his missing fingers. His lips snaked up at the sides, uncovering fearsome teeth. His cigarette was broken in a v-shape. Fuminari had made his decision; he would take the bait.
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      Fuminari walked into the bar Karula at 9:30 in the evening.


      He found a chair next to the entrance, making sure to keep his back to the wall so no-one could attack him from behind. He would be able to make a quick escape if necessary. The place was a regular drinking hole, more so than he had expected. There were 30 or so customers dotted around the relatively large interior. Fuminari’s rationale for coming all the way out to the meeting, despite the risks, lay in his single advantage: the other side had never seen his face.


      He arrived early, before the designated meeting time of 10 o’clock. If Munakata did not show by half-past, he would walk. The other side, of course, would expect that. The question was how they planned to set him up before that happened.


      They were in the same boat: both sides would be trying to work out which customers belonged to the other. He had considered calling the bar at the due time, but nothing would have come of it if Munakata was not there. Instead, he would have lost the only thread he had that connected him to the enemy. So, he had decided to sit and wait for Munakata. If Munakata showed then all was good, and if not, Fuminari had a trap of his own prepared. Would they take the bait? Even if it came to a fight, he doubted they would kill him straight away. They would want to capture and torture him to find out why he had been employing people to research their organization.


      They wouldn’t achieve anything by killing me outright. This knowledge allowed Fuminari to step into the trap. He waited, sipping at a beer. The fabric of his short sleeve polo shirt stretched tight over his biceps, looking ready to split. He had black leather gloves on his hands.


      The clock showed 10, still no sign of Munakata. A couple of minutes later an announcement sounded over the bar’s speakers. “Mr. Munakata,” a female voice called out the reporter’s name, “you have a call. You can take it from the bar.”


      This was Fuminari’s idea. If Panshigaru had someone in the bar, they would surely pick up the phone. They would have planned for the contingency of Fuminari calling the bar.


      A man got up from his seat toward the back of the room. He was tall and of slender build, but he was not wiry; his frame was layered with solid muscle. A short sleeve polo shirt showed off his impressively muscled forearms.


      Fuminari had paid someone to make the call. He left the man strict instructions to say nothing, to wait for the other side to say something before hanging up. Fuminari wanted to convey the impression that he was phoning in an attempt to assess the situation. When whoever picked up the phone turned out not to be Munakata, he would just hang up. That was the story.


      The man that took the call returned to his seat at the back of the bar, picked up his bill and headed straight for the exit. They had fallen for his trap.


      The man left the bar. Fuminari tailed a few steps behind, ducking his head just enough to allow his giant frame to pass through the exit. The man stood off on the sidewalk ten meters to the right, looking for a taxi. They were on Aoyama Street and the sidewalk was still bustling with people. Fuminari started to walk, hardly making a sound. His thick legs bulged tightly against his jeans, the fabric looked like it might rip if he flexed. His muscles tensed and contracted, snakelike.


      Fuminari came to a stop behind the man and grabbed him by the arm. The man managed to refrain from calling out. Fuminari’s thick fingers dug into a pressure point on the inside of the man’s upper arm. The man’s silence was impressive, any normal person would be screaming by now. Fuminari maintained a constant pressure.


      “Tough guy, huh,” he whispered. The man turned to face Fuminari. All he saw was Fuminari’s huge chest. A look of incredulity flashed across his features as he took in Fuminari’s size. He slowly looked up.


      “So you’re Fuminari Senkichi,” he said stiffly.


      “Ah, I know that voice.”


      “My name is Shimada. We spoke on the phone,” Tsushima said.


      “Obviously. Mind if I borrow you for a while?” Fuminari increased the pressure on his arm. Beads of sweat formed on the man’s forehead.


      “That’s exactly what I wanted to ask of you.”


      “Hmm...” Fuminari’s lips edged up to one side, but the smile was void of his trademark charm. It was the ferocious smile of a monster, the smile of a lion brandishing its fangs to an enemy. “...so let’s talk.” Fuminari jerked the man’s arm and started to walk.


      The man followed in silence. Fuminari knew he could not afford to be complacent. He might be a lion, but this man was a wolf. If he relaxed his grip, even for an instant, the wolf would bury its fangs in his throat. Fuminari led the man down a narrow alley away from the main road. The cramped space was lined with high walls on either side, a blind spot in the city at night, leading to a dead end.


      “Now we’ve got plenty of time to catch up,” Fuminari said, pushing the man into the alley. He had his back to the entrance.


      “Plenty, indeed,” the man whispered. His tone had changed. Fuminari felt a menacing surge of energy focused on his back. Without a moment’s pause Fuminari pulled the man into him, switching their places in one quick motion. Fuminari stood with his back to the alley, the man his shield. Four men stood at the entrance.


      “Fuck!” Fuminari ground his teeth angrily; frustrated that his trap had been outdone. The enemy obviously had brains of their own.


      The man hurled his right elbow toward Fuminari’s temple with incredible speed. Fuminari ducked, avoiding the attack. The man’s left arm made a nasty cracking sound. Fuminari felt the vibrations of the crunch reverberate through his hand. The man had forced his body into an impossible position and dislocated his shoulder in the process; he had attacked knowing it would happen. The man attacked again, this time sending his heel toward Fuminari’s groin. Fuminari let the man’s arm go and leaped backward.


      The four men stood waiting, each with a knife in hand. It was obvious from their posture that fighting was everyday stuff for them.


      “Come quietly if you don’t want to be hurt,” the man said. His left arm hung uselessly.


      “Fuck off,” Fuminari shouted back. Imaginary pain sliced through his missing fingers as his face contorted, demonic. He could feel the cells in his body begin to combust, popping one by one, as he was overcome by a sudden and intense thirst for violence. He began to roar. The wild, animalistic cry vibrated through the night air. The men blurred into motion, as though drawn in by the noise, and charged at him. His right leg flew up, cutting through the dark. The edge of his foot impacted the jaw of the first man. The man smacked into the alley wall with a dull thud; bloody teeth flew out as his jawbone splintered. It was like a dog attacking a lion.


      Fuminari rammed the side of his hand into the next man’s wrist. The bones between the man’s elbow and wrist snapped as the knife that had been aiming for Fuminari pirouetted toward the ground. The shattered bone tore through the man’s muscle, piercing his flesh.


      Fuminari swept through the men with tornado-like speed. In the blink of an eye, three of them were sprawled on the ground. The only one still standing was glaring at his broken arm, incredulous. The man rolled to the floor and began to wail.


      “Don’t fucking run,” Fuminari barked at Tsushima, still rooted in the same spot, his arm dislocated. As he spoke, Fuminari felt an odd surge of energy, again originating from the entrance of the alley. It was the same as the force he had felt on his back moments earlier. A small, wizened figure stood at the entrance; the source of the sinister energy.


      “You, big guy,” the figure said dryly, “you’re pretty good!” It was Enoh; an odd smile played over his lips.


      “Who...what the fuck are you?” Fuminari mustered all the energy at his disposal and let it loose on the old man like a fireball. It manifested as a packet of burning air, an infernal storm. The man stood his ground, letting it brush past him as though it were a light breeze, grinning with huge teeth.


      “Just an old man.” Enoh began to walk toward Fuminari as though he had not a care in the world.
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      Fuminari felt a rush of elation.


      The feeling was still there; his fists were torn and splayed with blood, his flesh and bones ached. A numbness snaked down from his neck, tracing along his spine as he remembered the exhilaration of using his body to destroy another. It was almost sexual. For the first time in a long while Fuminari felt alive, his body flush with drunken excitement. Fuminari’s nostrils flared wide as he reveled in the scent of blood.


      Four men were sprawled on the ground around him. One was groaning, the other three lay completely motionless. Fuminari stood, legs solidly apart, in the center of the alley; he inched his right foot forward a fraction as he fixed a burning gaze on the old man strolling leisurely toward him.


      This diminutive old man, Enoh, appeared completely unfazed by the herculean force before him. The ferocity of Fuminari’s gaze alone was enough to send any normal person running, but the old man treated it as he would a soft breeze lapping against his face. The man’s aura was difficult to gauge, it was hard to tell if he was readying to attack or simply exhibiting curiosity. His energy was transparent like air.


      Fuminari’s body quaked as ripples of tension ran through him. He flexed his muscles with fearsome strength. A bubble of high-pressure energy enveloped his giant frame, almost setting fire to the air around him.


      Enoh came to an abrupt halt exactly one step from Fuminari’s combat range. A single step further and Fuminari would have exploded, at once releasing the energy tightly coiled throughout his body. The man’s opening gambit had simply been to provoke.


      The old man had come to a standstill, but his oddly oppressive energy continued unimpeded, sweeping forward as though cut free from Enoh’s body. The wave scattered just as it was about to envelop Fuminari. It coalesced into the air like mist, fog brushing over a white-hot iron ball.


      “Impressive,” Enoh said in a low voice. It could have been a reference to Fuminari’s dispersion of the energy wave; equally, it could have been a reflection of his quick work of the four men sprawled around them.


      “It was a struggle not to kill them.” Fuminari’s strong lips snarled upward, baring his teeth. One of the men was still groaning; Fuminari spat on his back.


      “Evidently.” A smile crossed Enoh’s wrinkled face. It appeared to contain a measure of affection.


      At 2 meters tall, Fuminari was huge; his arms were tight against his short sleeve polo shirt, muscles almost tearing through. In contrast, the old man was wiry, hardly 160 centimeters tall; he looked to have less than a third of Fuminari’s bulk. His limbs protruded from his robes like dry twigs. The air felt like it might buckle under the incredible tension between the two men as they faced up.


      “Who the fuck are you?” Fuminari growled.


      “My question exactly. Tell me, why would a giant such as yourself persist in nosing around other people’s business?”


      “So, you’re Panshigaru.” Enoh’s grin vanished.


      “How much have you worked out?” He took a casual half-step forward, lessening the distance between them. Fuminari held his ground. Tsushima, the man that had called himself Shimada, pulled himself up and shuffled across to stand behind Enoh to his right. His dislocated arm hung uselessly.


      “What did you do to Munakata?” Fuminari said, grinding his teeth.


      “Would you care to guess?” Enoh’s cold smile returned; it made Fuminari’s skin crawl.


      “You killed him.” Enoh didn’t reply. He took another step forward. His eyes were half closed as though he were nodding off. Fuminari felt his back break out in a cold sweat.


      “You know, I have a particular weakness for strong men,” Enoh said.


      “You’re not my type.” Fuminari bent his legs slightly, straightening his back; the stance would allow him to dodge an attack from any direction.


      “Please, don’t misunderstand me. To clarify, I enjoy killing strong men.” The words were all the more powerful for the casual tone with which he said them.


      “That’s a fucked-up hobby for an old fruit.” Fuminari could feel blood racing through his veins, beginning to boil.


      “Hah!”


      “I’ve got a strange pastime of my own, you know,” Fuminari said, keeping his voice low.


      “Oh?”


      “Helping senile old men find peace--” Fuminari’s massive frame was in motion before he finished the sentence, closing the final step between them. One of his legs flew up with explosive speed as he released the energy coiled throughout his body. His leg, thick as a log, audibly cut the air as it raced toward the old man’s upper-body.


      Enoh sprang up, pirouetting diagonally in midair. He flew like a monkey toward the left wall, collapsing his arms and legs into a ball. Fuminari gave chase, launching his gigantic frame into the air. The speed of his reaction meant he had already anticipated Enoh’s play.


      Just as the two bodies were about to collide Enoh screeched and kicked off the wall to his side. Fuminari’s deadly attack missed, slicing thin air. Enoh bounded up, to Fuminari’s right, striving for even greater height. The man’s agility was incredible. Fuminari lost his balance and hit the concrete on all fours. Enoh called out again, this time kicking off the next wall so that he flew in toward Fuminari. Fuminari tumbled to one side, avoiding the attack. He rolled into something--one of the unconscious men still lying on the ground.


      Fuminari was getting up when Enoh raced in with arachnid speed. Fuminari wheeled to his feet, pulling one of the fallen men with him. Enoh’s hand flashed in with astounding velocity; Fuminari used the man’s body to parry the attack.


      There was the sound of a hand being plunged into slushy mud. An uncomfortably warm liquid jetted over Fuminari’s face, followed by the sudden whiff of blood. Enoh had buried his right hand in the man’s throat; he left it there, impaled to the base of his thumb. The man’s body convulsed in Fuminari’s grip before all movement subsided. The sensation was horrifying. He glared at Enoh from over the man’s shoulders, eyes framed with sticky clots of blood. Enoh returned the stare with a cold grin. Only a few seconds had passed since Fuminari’s first attack.


      “What the fuck, old man?” Fuminari shouted. The old man’s level of skill meant that he would have had no trouble halting his attack midway. Even if he had connected, he could have at least avoided delivering a fatal blow, but he had not even tried. Without uttering a word, the old man made it clear that using his own men against him was futile, that the tactic would not slow him for even a moment. Enoh had displayed the extent of his resolve. Realizing this, Fuminari shouted out in disbelief.


      “Ah, you got the message?” the old man growled, withdrawing his hand. Blood spurted from the gaping wound and the man’s mouth. Fuminari howled as he felt every cell in his body balloon, explode. He let the man crumple into a puddle of his own blood, collapsing like a doll.


      “Come on then, old man!” Fuminari widened his stance so that he stood defenseless, fixed on a spot with his feet set apart. Enoh pounced, like a black wind. Fuminari felt a sharp pain stab through his abdomen. “Ugh!”


      In that moment Fuminari brought the sides of his hands down, cutting the air like knives. There was a dull impact. Enoh tumbled backward, rolling a number of times before launching himself upward, kicking off a wall in mid-air to land behind Fuminari. He was clutching his right arm.


      Fuminari had used his body as a distraction as he slammed the side of his hand into the old man’s arm. If Fuminari’s muscles had been any less conditioned, the old man’s attack would have cut through to his insides. The old man’s ability to slice through flesh with his bare hands was terrifying.


      He’s not going to go straight for the kill. The knowledge had allowed Fuminari to leave himself open to Enoh’s attack, an invitation of sorts.


      Fuminari did not give Enoh a moment’s rest. He sprinted in with all the power of a storm. He sent the tip of his foot hurtling toward Enoh’s jaw. As he did, he felt an agonizing jolt of pain rush through his abdomen where Enoh struck. The pain slowed Fuminari’s attack by the most infinitesimal of degrees.


      Enoh leaped up, his movement matching the speed of Fuminari’s kick. He brought his hands in, blocking the attack the moment before it impacted his jaw. Enoh appended the momentum of Fuminari’s attack to the spring of his own jump to vault further upward. He whirled almost lazily through the air, continuing up until he finally came to rest on one of the walls. He stopped there, somehow adhered to the vertical concrete.


      The wall was punctuated with a number of vertical slats, each a few centimeters wide and only a few millimeters deep. Enoh lodged his fingers in the grooves and was using them to support his full weight; it was it was difficult to conceive of the strength he would need to accomplish the feat. His fingers would have to be uncannily strong. Of course, no-one could pierce human flesh with their bare hands unless they already possessed abnormal strength in the first place.


      The old man began to ascend like a black spider, his arms and legs moving in eccentric patterns. Fuminari was sure he had connected a blow to the man’s right arm, but the man’s climb betrayed nothing of it. Enoh climbed beyond Fuminari’s reach. Fuminari whistled in awe.


      So this is what I’m up against; a motley crew of outrageous creatures, first that monster, now this old man. Shadows of pain bristled across his missing fingers. Dark flames burned his insides. Enoh came to a stop. “Gonna run away then, old man?” Fuminari roared.


      “Fuminari,” Enoh said, looking back down, “it appears that our altercation has not gone unnoticed. The police will be here soon.” The words were tinged with regret.


      “So you’re afraid of the police?” Fuminari snarled, baring his teeth.


      “I’m quite sure you wouldn’t welcome them yourself.”


      “Huh.” Fuminari glanced around, making sure not to drop his guard. Tsushima was next to the dead man. Two of the other men had come to and were already getting up. They would not be able to hide the blood, but, at this stage, they could still dress the scene to look like it had been a regular argument.


      “We didn’t expect you to be quite so...talented. Our mistake,” Enoh said. Two men appeared at the alley’s entrance. Fuminari assumed they had cars nearby; these were probably the drivers coming to check what was going on. Tsushima muttered something inaudible to them. Fuminari prepared to attack, but Enoh’s voice rang down from above his head.


      “Hold your ground.” His voice dripped with threat. For the first time Fuminari felt an unconcealed bloodlust emanate from the old man’s body. “We’re done for tonight. If you attempt to stop us, I will not hold back.”


      “Fine.” Fuminari’s jaw was clenched tight. “I’m not fond of the cops myself.” The men made quick work of cleaning up; they took the dead body and the unconscious men with them, leaving only Enoh and Fuminari in the alley. The black spider-like shape still clung to the wall, but the murderous aura had gone. A black shadow floated down landing at Fuminari’s feet. It was the black robe Enoh had been wearing. The man himself was nowhere to be seen.


      



  





Eight


      Vertigo: A Trap
[image: ]
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      A room at a high-rise Shinjuku hotel.


      Light from the city bled through open curtains. The lights were off, but the bright cityscape cast the room in dim phosphorescence. The soft glow was just right for a man and woman to engage in intercourse.


      A pale woman lay naked, convulsing on the bed, sheets cast aside. She was in her mid-20’s and her body was pleasantly curved. A man’s face was buried between her widely parted legs; his tongue swept over her hot, swollen bud as her head rocked back and forth. Every now and then she put a finger to her mouth and moaned sweetly. The powerful muscles of the man’s tanned back flexed in response to his movements, like stones colliding under his skin.


      “Hey,” the woman sat up, grabbing her breasts in bliss, “let me play with yours.” She reached down and ruffled her slender fingers through the man’s hair, all the time sliding her crotch into him. The man grunted. Kumon Hosuke looked up at her; his eyes were charming, still only half-serious. He had enjoyed playing with her, but now he realized the woman was fully turned on. A look of awkwardness crossed his eyes. “Come on, my turn.”


      She turned Hosuke so that he faced upward. She took his shaft, bent back over his stomach, in both hands. It was hard as rock. Even with both hands wrapped around it, the tip still stuck out. She let out a groan of appreciation and rubbed her cheeks lovingly into it, wetted the tip with her tongue, and took it into her mouth. After a few moments she looked up impatiently and brought herself up to sit on him. She guided the tip of his cock toward her wet opening.


      “Mmm.” She used her hips and arms to build momentum, stirring Hosuke’s erection inside her. She ground her swollen clitoris into him, pinching with her fingers, moaning sweetly as she sunk deeper toward him. She began to gyrate fiercely as she planted both hands on Hosuke’s broad chest, nails digging into his skin. He scooped her breasts and began to massage them.


      “I hope it feels okay,” Hosuke said. The woman replied by violently nodding her head. “Just make sure you enjoy yourself.”


      Hosuke looked up, there was something adolescent, almost childlike in his expression. He sat up and teased one of her nipples into his mouth, rolling his tongue over it. As he squeezed her breasts, the woman’s long, dark hair brushed softly against his arms. Somehow it was the caress of her hair that felt real, more so than the sensation between his legs. Fuminari pulled his mouth away and sidled the back of his thumbs into her moist nipples. He closed his eyes as images from earlier that day flashed through his mind:


      The green thread that Kagawa had passed him inside the other man’s mind had been a segment of visual memory; as soon as he ate it he knew that the image was a true representation, almost perfectly real, but it had been abnormal to the extreme. He had seen great herds of men and women through the darkness, entwined in orgy. The picture showed signs of deformation here and there, but he was seeing something that had clearly occurred in reality. Kagawa had done well to protect it from the clutches of the man’s self. But the memory had been abnormally powerful too.


      Rising among the crowd had been a cross with a woman hanging from it; she had been crucified upside down. Her head had been hacked off.


      Where could the man have witnessed such a thing? The scene was bizarre. Hosuke could have dug for more information if he had the luxury of time, but the accident forced a stop. Somebody had broken into the power room and destroyed the generator mid-dive. Backup systems were designed to come online in the case of a regular power outage, but they had been destroyed together with the power room. The result was a break down of the synchronization between the three minds. The recipient did not make it, simply dying from shock.


      It would have felt like suddenly being invaded by a foreign body. Stab wounds often end up killing their victim for reasons other than blood loss or the wound itself. In a surprising number of cases, the cause of death is identified as shock--the shock of having something thrust into their body. People can die from sudden exposure to icy water, and the mind is the same. The effect is equivalent to someone in mid-surgery coming to with no anesthetic.


      The man’s instinct had transformed from a baby into a demonic creature, shifting from protection to attack; it had been the man’s final struggle. Hosuke and Kagawa had survived while the man died, but Kagawa would never work as a Diver again. He had been inside the man’s mind for too long, and the power shutdown had taken its own, sizable toll.


      Hosuke had finished his report just a day before. He had precious little to work with, but managed to put something useful together nonetheless. The rest was up to the technicians and their computers. Hosuke did not expect them to uncover any significant leads. Still, there’s a fair amount of clinically interesting stuff in there.


      The woman let out a high-pitched moan and leaned into him as the inner-walls of her vagina contracted powerfully. Ah, missed the boat. Hosuke grinned sardonically, scratching at his head.


      “Not yet, right?” The woman’s breath was labored; the muscles on her back clenched tight. Shivers ran through her body twice, three times.


      “Nope.” Hosuke shook his head, impressed with her candidness.


      “What do you think of my body?” she asked. “You don’t like it?”


      “I do,” Hosuke murmured.


      “Mmm!” the woman moaned again. Hosuke’s still hard cock had twitched inside her. A look of pleasant surprise crossed her features; the movement must have been significant.


      “See?” Hosuke broke into an impudent grin. His white teeth flashed like those of a wild beast. The woman rubbed her breasts into his chest and began to gyrate her hips again, rubbing her crotch into him.


      “I want you to come with me this time.” Her voice pitched high before she could finish the sentence.


      “Uh, sure.” Hosuke nodded as she picked up speed. The woman was already beginning to feel that she could be open with this man, even though they had only met earlier that evening. He was not handsome per se, but he had a charm that made him easy to be around. Biku had organized the visit. After Shimizu had taken Hosuke to his hotel room he had come back with her in tow.


      It was, in a sense, contractual that he sleep with the girl. Biku seemed to have a number of girls at his disposal like Yuko and the girl with him now. Biku had said that he was unable to get in touch with Yuko, so he sent this girl around in her place.


      Hosuke came inside her. A short while later, the phone started to ring. He reached out and picked up the receiver while she lay still on top of him. It was an external call.


      “Mr. Kumon?” It was a deep male voice, one that Hosuke recognized. “I wonder if you remember me, we met a few days ago in the mountains.” It was Iba. He had half expected it. Like Biku, Iba had brought his own offer when they met that night.


      2


      “I remember you, scum,” Hosuke said.


      “We’ve been looking all over. I finally tracked you down,” said Iba.


      “How did you find me here?”


      “You finished your contract with the other party?”


      “Two days ago.”


      “Then I’d like to ask you to consider a job with us.”


      “First, answer my question then we can talk, alright?”


      “Question?”


      “Like I said, how the hell did you find out I was here?”


      Iba fell silent, a moment later he spoke again, “We scrubbed the known locations of Psyche Converters.”


      “Ah.”


      “As I’m sure you’re aware, there are only a few models even here in Japan. That is especially true for the more advanced ones.”


      “Uh huh.”


      “We got wind that one of the more advanced models had been rented out, room and all, so we looked into it further and there you were.”


      “That information was supposed to be confidential.”


      “We have some useful connections, of course.”


      “And I’m sure you don’t hold back from using threats either.”


      “Indeed,” Iba said brazenly.


      “Well, I guess your skills qualify you,” Hosuke mumbled.


      “Humbled, I’m sure,” Iba said with only the slightest change in tone. “If I may continue with our offer.”


      “Spit it out then.”


      “Would you be willing to work for us?”


      “Well my friend,” Hosuke said brightly, “that depends on the money.”


      “Yes.”


      “How much will you pay?”


      “How much would you take us on for?”


      “Depends on the job description.”


      “It’s a bit detailed for the phone.”


      “I see.”


      “We’re in the lobby. If it isn’t too much trouble, could we just come to your room?”


      Hosuke brushed his thick fingers through the hair of the woman still lying on top of him. “I’m a little preoccupied right now.”


      “A little fun?”


      “Just finished, you know?”


      “Perhaps we should try again tomorrow?”


      “No, it’s fine. Give me 30 minutes then come up,” Hosuke said, replacing the receiver.
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      Iba entered the room with another man in tow.


      He was dressed in a pair of new navy-blue trousers and a short sleeve pinstripe shirt. His hair had been neatly combed; he even had a tie. If it was not for the look in his eyes, he could have been an insurance salesman, but no amount of smiling could help conceal that scent or the daggers in his eyes; they were cold, like a reptile about to pounce on its prey. The other man wore a light summer suit and carried himself in the same way as Iba. Iba scanned the room, smiling self-consciously for a brief moment.


      “I’d half expected you to arrive with a suitcase,” Hosuke said. He sat on the bed, still naked from the waist up. He wore a pair of faded jeans. He had nudged a window open to clear the smell of sex from the room; a warm breeze flowed in. The outside air felt good.


      “I find the less we stand out the better, especially in places like this.” Iba sat himself on one of the chairs. He glanced to his companion and made some kind of gesture. “If you don’t mind.”


      The man walked over to the bathroom and swung the door open, peering cautiously inside.


      “Relax, there’s no-one here. I sent the girl home.”


      Iba turned the chair to face Hosuke, while the other man came back and stood behind him. Hosuke watched the two of them, silently amused.


      “There’s something I’d like to ask before we commence with today’s main business,” Iba said.


      “Go ahead.”


      “Could you tell us what it was you were doing for the others?”


      “I’m afraid not.”


      “I only ask because of what happened in the mountains. It left us...interested about exactly what it was they wanted of you. Either way, you appear to have finished earlier than expected.”


      “Yes, there was an accident.”


      “Accident?”


      “Someone snuck into the power room, blew the generators.”


      “Well well.”


      “Now you’re here, I can’t help but feel like your people were responsible.”


      “I assure you, that is not the case.”


      “Well, whatever. It’s done now.”


      “Could you tell us what the job was?”


      “I already told you, no. Let’s hear your proposal.” Hosuke drew his legs up so that he sat cross-legged on the bed. The two men glared at each other.


      “We want you to dive into something,” Iba offered.


      “Something?”


      “That’s right.”


      “Not a person?”


      “Indeed,” Iba left it at that.


      “And?”


      “Until we’re convinced you’re safe, I can’t go into any more detail. We can, however, go into significant detail in regard to your compensation.”


      “Safe huh? A dead body’s the safest, the least likely to talk, no?” One side of Hosuke’s thick mouth meandered into a grin. Iba’s definition of safe would first be to bring him under their control then dispose of him once he finished the contract; with that knowledge they were free to offer all the money he demanded.


      “We’re not going stay friendly if you try to kill me after the job,” Hosuke added with an air of innocence, neither fully joking nor serious.


      “The thought would never cross our minds.”


      “Fine, you guys just have that look and I’m not fond of complications. Tell me what the job is.”


      “I don’t have the authority to tell you.”


      “But it’s clear enough that you know.” Iba kept his mouth shut. He gave Hosuke a faint, chilling grin. The expression mirrored the sharpness of his dagger-like eyes.


      “You’re a good negotiator. I have to be careful to keep quiet, wouldn’t want to say anything without realizing it.”


      “Hm.” Hosuke scratched his head.


      “We’ve been under pressure recently; if you were to refuse our offer then--”


      “Then you’d resort to force to get what you wanted.”


      Iba smiled wryly. “Mr. Kumon, it appears that you prefer things to be as direct as possible.”


      “I guess so.”


      “Then please accept my apologies for having to rush you.” Iba raised a hand, gesturing to the man behind him. The man pulled out a gun. There was a silencer mounted to the barrel; it would reduce the force by half, but in a small room like this the weapon would be deadly enough. He leveled it at Hosuke. His aim was steady, no hint of hesitation, fingers poised and ready to pull the trigger if necessary; the man obviously had experience with guns, unlike the punks Iba had back in the mountains. It seemed that Iba’s partners had been bumped up a grade after the death of the last two.


      “There you go with the violent stuff,” Hosuke said, unimpressed.


      “It makes things so much easier, don’t you think?” Iba said, standing up.


      “Much appreciated.”


      “Shall we go?”


      “Can I at least put on some clothes?” Hosuke got off the bed and bent down to pick up his shirt from the floor. The man with the gun walked to the edge of the bed, keeping his eyes trained on Hosuke.


      “Don’t try anything funny,” he spoke for the first time. In that moment his legs buckled and he collapsed backward. There was a smart, painful thud as the back of his head smashed into the wall.


      “What the fuck?” Iba screamed. A man stood up from the other side of the bed, not the man with the gun. In his place was a man with pretty, almost feminine features, smiling elegantly. His hair hung in gentle waves over his forehead. It was Biku. He held the gun that had been in the other man’s hands. “You!”


      “Long time no see,” Biku said coolly.
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      “Couldn’t you have been a little more careful?” Hosuke complained to Biku from his position on the bed.


      Biku was playing with the gun. There was a hole through the shirt in Hosuke’s hands. He sighed loudly, poking a finger through it. The man managed to get off a shot as he collapsed; the bullet had gone straight through the fabric.


      “Sorry, it’s not so easy to do this stuff from under a bed.” Iba and the gunman were sat in chairs facing them, feet bound to the legs of the chairs. Their hands had been wrapped behind them, tied to the backs of the chairs. They sat in silence, expressionless. The man that hit his head on the wall as Biku swept his legs from under the bed appeared to be concussed. “Where should we start?” Biku said.


      “It’s pretty obvious that these are the guys responsible for blowing up the Psyche Converter,” Hosuke said, tossing the shirt away. “How did you know we’d come here?” Iba asked.


      “Honestly, we didn’t. We just had a hunch, that’s all.”


      Iba looked stunned.


      “So, let’s see... You were worried we were going to get some useful information from your guy, so you destroyed the power room. He died from shock as you had hoped, but it was too early to rest on your laurels. Naturally, you would want to find out exactly how much information Mr. Kumon here had retrieved during the dive. Natural, again, that you would attempt to make contact some point after the job was done.”


      “So you set a trap.”


      “We even went to the trouble of bringing in a girl for Mr. Kumon to create the appearance that he had finished his contract, but to have it go this smoothly! We couldn’t have hoped. Even better that we get to see a familiar face such as yours.”


      Iba bit into his lip.


      “We have so many questions. Let’s see: where is the item, why did you steal it, what is your organization, why do you require Mt. Kumon’s services? How about we answer those in order.”


      “What item?”


      “Oh come now. You don’t look like the type to have been kept in the dark.”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “Well, I’ve been told by the mountain not to go blurting this out, but I’ll make an exception in your case. The item in question is the mummified body of Kukai.”


      “Never heard of it.”


      “It would be inconvenient for you if you hadn’t. The mountain would most surely punish me if they found out I’d let that slip to someone that knew nothing.”


      Iba pinned his mouth shut. It wasn’t that he was sulking, he had likely been forbidden to talk about it. The man’s silence turned out to be formidable; his resolve greater than that of a normal person. From that point forward he remained totally silent, regardless of Biku’s line of questioning.


      “It seems we have no alternative. To paraphrase you from earlier, we need to implement a more direct approach.” Biku smiled as he spoke; he removed the bullets from the gun and emptied the powder out of the cartridges with practiced technique. The gunpowder collected into a small mountain on the table. Biku walked around to the back of the chairs and freed one arm of each man. “Put your hands out,” he said. The two men silently rested their free hands on the table. “Your nails are the longest,” Biku said to the gunman, still smiling. There was something nightmarish about the tone of his voice. He bound Iba’s hand back to the chair and turned to face Hosuke, who until now had enjoyed watching events from his place on the bed. “Mr. Kumon, could you please hold this man’s hand firmly to the table?”


      “Uh huh.” Hosuke tipped his head to Iba and the man in turn before getting off the bed, as he would to friends. Then he used both hands to clamp the man’s hand to the table, as Biku had asked. The man clenched his fingers tight, forming a fist. Biku slammed the butt of the gun down. There was a dull crunch, the sound of bones breaking.


      “Spread your fingers.” The man slowly opened his fingers. The pain was making it hard for him to move them properly. The top of his hand was red with blood. The man stifled an agonizing moan in the back of his throat. Thick beads of sweat collected on his forehead.


      “That is what happens if you don’t comply with my requests.” Biku began to pile gunpowder onto the man’s fingernail as the others watched on. The man already knew what Biku was about to do; all color had drained from his face. Biku finished and pulled a lighter out. He lit the flame with a look of anticipation. “Still don’t feel like talking?” Biku asked, beaming as he held the flame before the man.


      A pimple-sized bead of sweat glistened at the crest of the man’s nose as Biku inched the flame toward the man’s little finger. A red flash burst from the tip with a loud pop, the flame went out immediately. The man let out a wail, unable to hold back. The room filled with the sharp tang of gunpowder smoke and burnt flesh. Biku grabbed the man’s finger and began to bend it gradually back toward the top of the man’s hand. There was a thin sound like the snapping of dried twigs under cloth. The noise was repulsive.


      “We will do them in order until we reach your thumb; do let me know the moment you feel ready to talk,” Biku said, his voice soothing.


      Biku looked ravishing, he stood there without a single drop of sweat on his features. He was like an innocent young girl playing with a doll, as though he somehow lacked the empathic ability to feel the man’s pain. Blood trickled from the man’s mouth; he had bitten his lip from the pain. His face was a mask of agony, in stark contrast to Biku. It was appalling.


      “Shall we move onto the next one?” Biku asked coolly.


      Someone called out when he finished with the man’s middle finger. It was Hosuke, he had released the man’s hand and was frowning. “It’s no good.” He scratched at his scalp. “I don’t mean to complain to my benefactors and all, but I don’t dig this approach.” Hosuke’s eyes returned to the man’s hand on the table. Three of his fingers were singed purple; they had been snapped back until they pointed upward. It was grotesque.


      “I thought it was pretty sound,” Biku replied.


      “Can’t we just do it like regular punks?”


      Biku extinguished the flame. Iba, silent until that point, suddenly opened his mouth. “You, Biku.”


      “What can I do for you?” Biku turned to face him.


      “There was a girl in and out of your place, right?”


      “A girl?”


      “The little girl, not even 20.”


      “You mean Yuko.”


      “Do you know what she’s doing now?”


      “Not particularly,” Biku answered. Then, seeming to remember something, he continued. “Now you mention it, we haven’t been able to get in touch for a few days now. Your people have done something to her.”


      Iba grinned, snake-like. “She screams well, that kid,” he said.


      Biku smiled, as though he had put together the parts of a puzzle. “So that’s why!”


      “If you let us go, we could give her back to you.”


      “Such a shame. She was a nice girl.” Iba ground to a halt. “It seems like you’ve gone to a lot of effort, but I’m afraid there’s no deal. If you were to answer all of my questions first, of course, things would be different,” Biku said flatly.


      Iba clicked his tongue in frustration and looked away. Just as he did, something sharp and metallic sparked through the room. Biku ducked instantaneously. Something grazed the air above his head; a narrow-bladed knife impaled the floor. Knives continued to flash through the air.


      Iba had fallen backward, taking the chair with him. Hosuke took refuge in the shadows of the bed. One of the knives struck Iba in the shoulder. The other man remained still. Another knife had buried itself in his throat, his jaw hung slack. The four knives that had flown through the window had fanned out in a clean arc, each targeting one of the four men. Something moved outside the window, a massive black shadow; they were 80 meters above ground level. It streaked upward, vanishing off to the right.


      Hosuke raced to the window and peeled his eyes in the direction it had gone. An oddly formed black shape adhered itself to the building’s wall. It advanced with a crawling motion, spider-like in its movements. It left a sinister-looking black smog in its wake; the gas caught in the wind, buffeting Hosuke’s face, 80 meters above the cityscape of the night. The surface of the building wall was meshed with small grooves, the blocks jutting a few millimeters out. The edges were the only means to gain purchase against the wall.


      “Is it him?” Biku asked, poking his head out after Hosuke. The black shadow was heading toward the roof another 30 meters above them, moving with almost preternatural speed.


      “Awesome!” Hosuke could not help but smile. “Do me a favor and wait here,” he said to Biku, “I’m going after it.”


      Hosuke climbed out and took hold of the wall. The night wind ruffled through his hair as it blew up in eddies from the ground below.


      “It’s about time I had some fun,” Hosuke called out excitedly, like a kid that had discovered some exciting game. He shuffled up, following the contours of the wall, giving chase to the dark shadow.
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      The dark shape ascended the wall like an oversized, venomous spider.


      It moved with free-flowing, sinuous gestures. Hosuke followed behind, just five meters below it. The slightest lapse of concentration would send him plummeting 80 meters into the concrete below; he would explode like blood-soaked mincemeat. Instant death. Fall headfirst and it would be near impossible to distinguish even a parent and child from the resulting mess--not a pleasant way to go. The block-shaped protrusions in the wall lent the only grip, and they projected no more than three millimeters. No-one could scale the wall without extraordinary confidence and reserves of brute strength.


      Newspapers often run stories of practiced climbers scaling skyscrapers in New York, Tokyo, and other cities, but in almost every case the climbers kept tools they could use in an emergency or to rest with. They also wear purpose-built climbing boots with spikes. Hosuke was barefoot and bare chested to boot. And he had no climbing gear.


      But the same was true of the dark form that moved ahead of him. Its bulk was greater than Hosuke’s; it would need even greater strength in its arms. It was hard to conceive of such power. World-class climbers can support their entire bodyweight with two fingers on just a few millimeters of jutting rock. Hosuke and the dark shadow were exhibiting equal, or greater, skill. The feat necessitated huge reserves of strength and, moreover, an almost exquisite sense of balance.


      The wind pounded against Hosuke’s naked chest as he hung 90 meters above the ground. It felt good, his first taste of freedom in a while provided him with a thrilling surge of adrenalin. At the same time, he was managing to close the gap between himself and the creature, albeit gradually.


      The creature came to a sudden halt. It had picked up on Hosuke’s pursuit. It peered down, regarding him over its shoulder. Hosuke saw its eyes flash briefly, piercing through the darkness. The creature looked back up, as though disregarding Hosuke’s presence. It began to pick up speed. In the time the creature had been still, Hosuke had narrowed the gap between them to less than two meters. He was positioned horizontally aside it, a body’s width apart.


      They were even closer together by the time they reached the lip of the roof, but neither was in a position to attack. Being close enough to attack meant they were close enough to grab each other. The first to loose their footing would grab the other and they would both fall, smashing into the concrete together. Whoever reached the roof first would gain an overwhelming advantage. That was what they were both aiming for.


      They touched the edge of the rooftop with almost perfect synchronicity. The dark shadow swung in like a pendulum, one of its long legs soared up toward Hosuke from below. Hosuke silently kicked off the wall. The creature’s attack shot through the space between him and the wall like a tornado. From his swinging position, Hosuke used all the strength in his arms to vault up, he somersaulted once and landed feet first on the roof.


      The creature loomed before him as a red light flickered above, a flashing reminder of the building’s height. The two bodies were bathed in its glow. Hosuke was naked from the waist up; the black creature was in dark gray clothing fit tightly around its frame. An animalistic ferocity swelled from its enormous bulk, visceral enough to almost tear through its clothes. The feeling was like a swarming cloud of deadly insects.


      The black creature launched a series of attacks in quick succession. Its technique was peculiar, belonging to no particular style, more animal than human. The timing and angles of attack were warped somehow, they flowed with unnatural rhythm. Each attack brought with it the visceral sense that the creature was something human that had been forcibly perverted; the feeling punched at him like high-pressured pockets of air.


      A number Chinese martial arts schools are built around the movements of animals and insects like the monkey or the praying mantis--but even then the schools maintain a fundamental regard for the natural structure and rhythm of the human body. The black shadow’s technique was in clear violation of these principles; it fought like a beast.


      So far Hosuke had managed to dodge each attack successfully. The creature was unable land a single blow. Hosuke had yet to launch a single attack.


      The black creature stalled. The two of them faced each other meters apart in the red light. It was experiencing a kind of confusion. It could not get hold of the man; it was like fighting air. The man was clearly there, but it was as though he had no substance. It was the same feeling that Biku experienced when he met Hosuke for the first time in Tateyama. Hosuke seemed to have the ability to dissolve his presence and melt into the air. Now, on the roof of this building over 100 meters above ground, he was putting on an impressive demonstration of the skill.


      He did not appear to be using any particular shrouding technique, but his aura was as transparent as the air around him. And it stayed that way, even when the creature attacked. The best time to attack is when an opponent is afraid or when they launch an attack themselves, but the creature was unable to sense either fear or hostility from Hosuke. When physically threatened, a person’s transparent energy clouds over, but that was not happening with Hosuke. Regardless of whether he had been born with the skill or acquired it through training, it was what made him an A-class Psyche Diver.


      “You’re called Hanko, right?” Hosuke’s thick lips smiled. For the first time, a phantom-like aura of alternating colors flowed out from Hosuke’s transparent form, like a cloud billowing under a continuous stream of air. Hosuke appeared to have full control over the manipulation his aura. “Ha ha, this is just too much fun.” Hosuke smiled, curving one side of his mouth upward. It looked like his mouth was watering, like he was about to lap up his saliva.


      The black creature, Hanko, began to pant heavily in response, exhaling darkness itself. The thick animal smell of its breath carried on the wind.


      “Give me your best. Try and take me out, if you can,” Hosuke bated in a low, melodic voice. A colorful aura shimmered out from his muscular torso. It was as though layers of gently glowing cellophane were peeling away from his muscles and floating upward in a cascade of color. It flowered through the night air like an aurora.


      Even twisted in a hunch, Hanko towered above Hosuke. Hosuke’s bulk was only half that of the monster. He could still recall the image of Hanko clobbering a bear to death before his eyes. Its head had been nothing more than a bloody, tattered pulp by the time he cast it away. It was that mix of brute strength and tremendous skill that allowed Hanko to take on wild animals on an equal footing. That was only ten days ago.


      Hanko charged, hurling a gigantic meaty fist in Hosuke’s direction. Hosuke dodged, leaping to the left. One of Hanko’s hands blurred and something like a black thread flew toward Hosuke’s face. He tried to knock it away with his right arm, but it began to wrap itself around him. It was not a whip, more like a thread woven from thin strands of leather. The beast pulled him in with tremendous power. Hosuke allowed it, launching into a sprint toward Hanko. He scooped up the remaining slack and hooked the thread into a loop before leaping up. He sailed over Hanko’s head, lassoing the creature’s neck. He landed on the concrete floor and violently heaved his bound arm forward, roaring from the exertion. The thread dug into Hanko’s throat.


      Hanko resisted, pulling away from Hosuke even as the noose tightened around its neck. The line cut deeper. The beast was trying to tip Hosuke backward. The power of its neck was unbelievable. Hosuke quickly unraveled the thread from his arm. Hanko roped it in with both hands; the beast had regained possession of the weapon.


      Something metallic glinted through the air, hurtling toward Hanko’s face as it reflected the red light of the tower. Hanko deflected it with a flick of the thread between his hands. It rebounded into the air, flashing through the darkness before clattering onto the concrete floor. It was one of the knives Hanko had thrown into the hotel room.


      “Perhaps I could join the fun?” Biku stood next to the entrance of the emergency escape, eyes cool. The night breeze teased the hair across his elegant, white cheeks. His bewitching, feminine looks contrasted with the maturity of his poise. Hanko circled around, keeping a wide birth. He was moving closer to Biku but maintaining distance from Hosuke. He began to accelerate. Biku stood his ground, completely still. He sent the knives flying, aimed directly at Hanko. The two piercing reflections of light stretched through the air as though they were being sucked into Hanko’s chest. The beast didn’t even slow. Biku tumbled to the side, rolling two, three times over the ground. The knives clashed successively into the concrete, falling just behind him. Hanko had plucked them out of the air in mid-run and launched a counterattack at Biku.


      The beast hurled itself off the edge of the roof, its massive frame disappeared into the darkness beyond the emergency stairs.


      “What the--” The two men charged toward the edge Hanko had disappeared over. They peered down. Hanko hung there, suspended by the leather chord. It was wrapped around the railing of the emergency staircase two floors down. The beast swung in, landing on the steps a floor below. It bolted down.


      “Quite the abomination,” Biku muttered. His pale cheeks looked slightly green.


      Hosuke could not even imagine the kind of strength needed to support a body weight of nearly 180 kilograms after a drop of two floors, but that was exactly what Hanko had just done, a full 100 meters above the ground.
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      Biku and Hosuke returned to the hotel room.


      They found the dead man and Iba, still tied to the chairs. Iba’s shirt was soaked red with blood from his shoulder. Hosuke fiddled with the leather chord Hanko had left on the railing. It was woven from a number of thin leather strands. He glanced at it every now and again.


      “So,” Biku said, looking directly at Iba, “I suppose we’re going to have to go looking for two human-sized trunks.” He sighed lightly.


      “What should we do about the stains on the carpet?” Hosuke said.


      “Ah yes. There’s someone I can call to fix that. We’ve got the room for another two days, that should be plenty of time to clear the stains,” he said calmly. “So Iba, how does it feel to have your own people make an attempt on your life?” Biku half smiled at the man.


      Iba remained silent.


      “So, what do I do now?” Hosuke said.


      “Ah, yes...”


      “I think we’re done here.”


      “What would you prefer to do?”


      “Say I were to just leave, I would be free to take the money and go?”


      “Of course.”


      “Hmm...” Hosuke spun the leather chord in his hands. “And you’ll be paying the amount we had agreed upon, despite the accident?”


      “Indeed.”


      “I don’t have any change.” Biku looked confused. “You’re paying too much.”


      “Not at all. And you risked your life for us tonight,” said Biku.


      “That was my pleasure.” Hosuke ran his right hand through his hair, scratching his scalp. “There’s just one thing that bugs me.”


      “And that would be?”


      “The girl, Yuko.”


      “Yuko?”


      “Earlier, Iba said they’d done something with her.”


      Biku glanced at Hosuke and smiled softly. “I see, you’ve fallen for her.”


      “No, that’s not it. But it bugs me. I just don’t feel good knowing a girl I fucked is being messed around with by a bunch of assholes.” Hosuke looked down, almost bashfully. He looked back at Biku. “Not that you’re any more demure than this lot.”


      Biku remained quiet.


      “There’s one other thing on my mind too.”


      “Yes?”


      “You saw it, that bogeyman. I just want to know why these bastards went and stole Kukai, why they came looking for me. I’m beginning to think it might just be a good idea to join their game, even if it’s risky, and who knows, if it turns out they need me I might get rich in the process.”


      “Yes, I see.”


      “For now, I’m with you, but if things get out of hand I’m leaving. I hope you won’t hold a grudge if that happens, Biku.”


      “Of course not. To summarize, depending on how things progress you may feel it prudent to join their side. Correct?”


      “Yeah, I guess that’s about right.”


      “Well, you could just help Iba now? They might give you a better job for it.” Hosuke smiled awkwardly and scratched his head.


      Biku grinned and cast his eyes to the body of the dead man, still sprawled across the floor. His eyes paused at the man’s throat for the briefest of moments. He clicked his tongue sharply. He had completely let his guard down.


      “Iba!” Iba was on his feet before Biku could turn to face him; he lunged at Biku from behind, wielding the knife that had been in the other man’s throat. While Biku had been away on the roof he had knocked over his chair and used his bound hands to pull the knife from the man’s throat, cutting himself loose.


      Biku swung around and slammed the base of his right fist into Iba’s temple. Iba collapsed like a stick, hitting the ground headfirst. He strained his eyes wide and stared entreatingly at Hosuke from the floor. “If you help me now, that money you mentioned is yours.”


      “I just told you, I’m not fond of guys that fuck with girls I’ve slept with.” Hosuke grinned wickedly.


      “Looks like I’m going to be able to force your confession after all,” Biku said.


      “Bastard!” Iba’s eyes fell on Biku’s left shoulder, he looked momentarily puzzled. The knife he had been holding protruded from it at a gross angle. A ring of blood spread across Biku’s shirt.


      “Ah, this?” Biku turned his head to glance at the knife sticking out of his shoulder. He wrapped his right hand around the hilt and jerked it out without even a flinch. Biku grinned coolly at Iba, brandishing the knife in his hand. It was red with his blood.


      “I forgot to tell you,” Biku said, his grin stretching into a bewitching smile, “I was born without the facility to sense pain, it’s unknown to me. A congenital indifference, they call it. It happens now and again, one in tens of millions of people.” Biku traced his tongue across the length of the blade, cleaning it of his blood.


      “That’s how you could do that shit without batting an eyelid,” Hosuke said, turning to look at the fingers of the gunman on the floor. Three of the fingers from his right hand had been snapped back toward the top of his hand. The tips were charred red with gunpowder burns.


      “Some methods work faster than a dive, when the subject is conscious, of course. Serums can force a confession, for example, but I’m more interested in exploring pain. I have no understanding of that world. What kind of expressions show pain, the pain that leads to such expressions. We have plenty of time for Iba to show us. In truth, I feel jealous of people that can feel pain.”


      That was Biku’s secret, the man also known as the Kujaku Myo’o. His voice was soft. His lips were dyed red with the blood from the knife. They formed an exquisitely beautiful smile. The look on Iba’s face made it clear that he too understood the secret behind the man’s coolness.


      “Now then...” Biku’s face lit up with the innocence of a young girl.


      



  





Nine


      Savage Fangs
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      11:30 at night.


      A quiet, narrow asphalt road. Only a few pedestrians and cars would pass by every 10 minutes or so. The area was filled with exclusive residential properties; their protective walls towered along the sides of the road. Among them was a spattering of middle-class apartment blocks. A few cars were parked along the street, skipping a space between them. The closest train station was around a 15-minute walk.


      A woman appeared after a few minutes, walking alone, away from the station. She was a slender-faced, youngish woman of about 25. There was something ruthless in her eyes, but not unpleasantly so. There was nothing to suggest that she was a streetwalker, no sign of dilapidation. Her makeup was immaculate, not too thick. She had been out drinking but made sure to have reapplied her lipstick. She was pretty. She looked like the type of woman that was strong and independent.


      A door to one of the parked cars swung open as she walked by. A man got out and bowed politely. “Excuse me, but could you help me find the nearest station?” the man said; he was blocking her path.


      It was suspicious. The car had been parked there the whole time, so it did not quite make sense that the man would be lost. He looked around quickly and, satisfied that no-one was around, lunged forward, covering her mouth with his hand. He began trying to push her into the car. The woman thrashed in resistance, but her cries were muffled, a second pair of hands emerged from the car and pulled her in. She was inside the car in less than five seconds. As soon as the door shut, the engine started and the car began to pull away. She sat trapped between the two men in the backseat, arms pinned down.


      “Make a fuss and you die,” the man that had spoken to her on the street growled, his hand still over her mouth. “Understood?”


      The woman used her eyes to tell him that she did. She had no idea what was happening, but she knew she did not want to end up dead. There were three of them including the driver. She regretted not having put up more of a fight before she had been bundled into the car, but it was too late now; she was inside, the door was closed. She would bide her time. She was frightened, but lucid enough to make the decision.


      Just as the car was about to shift into third gear, a man appeared in the headlights. He was a giant, massive, wearing jeans and a hemp sweater. He stood in the middle of the road with his legs casually apart, hands in his pockets. The driver blared the horn and slammed on the brakes.


      “Out of the fucking way, asshole!” he shouted, opening the window. The man smiled at him mockingly. “Can’t you fucking hear me?” the driver raged.


      “I hear you just fine.” The man’s voice was utterly composed. It was clear enough that he had not stopped the car by accident.


      “Well get the fuck out of the way then!”


      “Sure, if you let the woman go.”


      “What?”


      “I saw you force a woman into your car.”


      “It’s none of your business.” The man that had covered the woman’s mouth said, opening his window.


      “Actually, it is,” the giant answered. His huge frame seemed to tower over the car, muscles bunched tightly against the fabric of his sweater; it must have been specially made, nobody would mass produce sweaters that size. He was a whole chest taller than the car. He looked like he could pluck it into the air if they tried to run him over. It was not just that he was oversized; he emanated an abnormal sense of power.


      The woman could just about make out his face. His eyes were narrowed against the dazzling beam of the headlights. She did not recognize him.


      “So, how about you let Ryoko Kitano go?”


      She had been caught off guard; the giant had just called out her name. Who the hell were these men, what did they want with me?


      The moment he heard her name, the driver gunned the car forward. But the giant’s frame disappeared just as the car was about to smash into him. Something impacted the front windshield, and the driver’s view disappeared as the glass shattered, becoming opaque. The car screeched to a halt and a loud thud echoed from the roof. The driver looked into the rear-view mirror and let out a squeal. The gigantic man stood there with a smile on his face.


      “Fucker!” The man considered what had happened. The giant had leaped up just as the car was about to hit him, then pushed off the front windscreen and the roof to land behind them. There was a sizable dent in the roof, only to be expected if that giant had landed on it. Two men got out of the car: the driver and the man that had grabbed Ryoko Kitano from inside.


      “What do you want?” The driver took a step closer, but the giant moved first. He pulled his right hand from his pocket and slammed it down on the man’s neck, all without a word. The man collapsed, stiff as a pole. He had not even made a sound. The other man tried to run, but the giant grabbed him by the collar and hoisted him into the air, pulling him in until they were face to face. The giant’s strength was unbelievable. The man dangled in the air, a whole 30 centimeters off the ground. His toes were level with the giant’s shins. The giant’s black-gloved hands tightened around the man’s collar.


      “Sorry to put you out like this. Tell me, which of you three is the boss?” The man pointed to the car as he gasped for breath. “Humph.” The giant laughed and chucked the man to the side. The man’s head made a painful-sounding thump as it smacked backward into the asphalt. The giant walked over to the car and tapped a finger against the backseat window.


      “Hand the girl over.” His voice resonated through the air. The car doors were locked.


      “D..don’t come any closer. Try anything and she gets hurt, okay?” The man’s voice was shaking. He had a mountain knife in his hand. The woman looked pale. The giant glared in through the glass window.


      “That’s the spirit.” His thick lips formed a menacing smirk. The raw sense of power was on a different scale than the man with the knife.


      “G..go home! If you don’t--”


      “Hah! You’ll what?”


      “I’ll knife her.”


      The giant rocked with genuine laughter. “Fine. But in return I’ll rip off your ears and nose. Then, I’ll make you eat them. I look forward to hearing how they taste.”


      “I’m not messing around!” The man readied the knife across the pale skin of Ryoko Kitano’s throat.


      “Do what you want, as long as she’s still able to talk.” The roof of the car exploded with sound; the giant was hammering his fists into it. The man’s throat was stuffed with a scream.


      The giant continued to pound the roof. The attacks were relentless, like an avalanche of boulders, then they stopped. The giant was peering into the car, grinning. The door suddenly flew open. The giant’s thick hand flew inside and wrapped itself around the wrist the man held the knife in.


      The man screamed like a girl. The giant wrenched him clean out of the car before speaking to the woman. “Come on out.” She clambered out, watching him with confusion. “Good work opening the locks there. I was about to try smashing the window.”


      “You didn’t think he’d stab me?” she asked the giant, her face still pale.


      “As I said, I didn’t mind as long as you could speak.” Ryoko gaped in stunned silence. “A joke... I knew he wouldn’t go through with it.” Still holding the man by the wrist, the giant pressed a finger into the base of his neck. The man’s body went immediately limp. The giant cast the man over his shoulder. He walked a few paces before turning back to face Ryoko Kitano. “It’ll be best if you don’t go back to your apartment for a while. There’ll be more of these guys coming.”


      “What’s this all about?”


      “If you want answers, go back to your room and get ready to leave for a few days. Then come with me.”


      “How can you guarantee I’ll be safer with you than with these guys?” she asked, staring into the giant’s eyes.


      “A good question. And I have no intention of making that guarantee.” He smiled. There was danger in his smile; a ferocity that could not be hidden. If it was not for that, she suspected that smile would steal the hearts of most women.


      “If you decide not to come with me, I still need an hour of your time tonight. I have some questions about Yoichi Munakata. Either way, you should get out of your apartment. You need to sell it and move somewhere safe.” Ryoko did not know how to reply. “So, what’ll it be?”


      “I’ll come with you.” The mention of Munakata’s name had strengthened her resolve.


      “I’m parked just up from here, a white Bluebird. Come when you’ve made your arrangements.”


      As he was walking away, Ryoko Kitano called out to the giant, “I forgot to ask your name.”


      “Senkichi, Senkichi Fuminari,” he said levelly before continuing on his way.


      2


      The Bluebird pulled out.


      Ryoko Kitano was in the passenger seat across from Fuminari. The hostage was in the trunk. She had changed into jeans and a roughly knit summer sweater. The coarseness of the design matched his. He figured she had chosen it for that very reason.


      She had turned up with a single, slightly oversized travel bag. Fuminari had only needed to wait for 20 minutes. She was smart, she had probably used the time to make a few calls, get changed, and pack everything she needed. Fuminari doubted that most women finding themselves having to leave home with some guy they had never met would be able to get all that done in just 20 minutes, but Ryoko had managed it. Something about her reminded him of Kumiko. “Hmm.”


      Ryoko caught Fuminari smiling. “What?” she asked.


      “Oh, nothing. Just thinking of a woman I used to know.” A shock of pain seared through Fuminari’s left hand as he gripped the steering wheel, the ghosts of his missing fingers, illusory pain. The itch was a constant reminder that they were gone. Fuminari scratched at them, massaging the glove as if they were still there. Somehow, it helped lessen the pain.


      “Where are we going?” the woman asked.


      “Hakone. I rented a house. You’re free to bunk there for a while if you don’t have any other options. You’ll be able to get on with your work, too.”


      “Work?”


      “You’re a designer, right? I assume you can’t just stop working without getting shit.”


      “It’s okay, I just finished up a big project, we actually had the wrap party today. I did have a couple of flyer jobs, but I canceled them. It’ll be a hassle for my sponsor, but I’d been thinking of getting out of those for a while anyway. Worked out quite well, I guess.” The woman was decisive. She stopped talking and sat in silence. It felt as though she was silently urging Fuminari to say something.


      After a while, they merged onto the Tomei Expressway. Fuminari followed it until Gotenba; he was going to use the Otome Road to Sengokubara. “When was the last time you saw Munakata?” he asked.


      “The night of the 4th of July,” Ryoko said. The 4th of July, the last day Fuminari had spoken with him. They had been in contact over the phone earlier that afternoon; Ryoko had met him after.


      “How do you know Munakata?” she asked.


      “I’d asked him to do a job for me, but lost contact a couple of weeks back. The last time we spoke was on July 4th, after lunch.”


      “Same as me.”


      “You spoke to him last. You said you met up at night. Were you together until the 5th?”


      “Yes”


      “Did he give you anything to keep hold of?”


      “To keep hold of?”


      “A memo perhaps, a photograph, anything. Ring any bells?”


      “I don’t think so.”


      “You were lovers, right?”


      Ryoko was silent for a while before speaking again. “Not in the strictest sense. We had a physical relationship. We were pretty fond of each other, but I don’t think we were lovers. Maybe you’d say otherwise. We had, you know, an adult relationship.”


      “Either way, you were one of Munakata’s only friends, male or female.”


      “So it seems. But I don’t remember him giving me anything in particular.”


      “Right.”


      “Let me get this straight, both you and the guy in your trunk came looking for this thing that you think he might have given me?”


      “Pretty much.”


      Ryoko turned to face him. “Does it have something to do with ‘Panshigaru’?” she said slowly, putting emphasis on the word.


      “Yes, exactly. How do you know the name?”


      “He had mentioned it.”


      “What did he say?” Fuminari’s tone took on a harsh edge.


      “Um, hang on...yeah that’s right, I remember!” Ryoko said, the pitch of her voice rising.


      “You remember what?”


      “You wanted to know if he’d left me anything.”


      “You remember something?”


      “Possibly. But it wasn’t something he left me, not exactly. He forgot something in my room,” she said.


      “What?”


      “A pamphlet for some religious cult, a booklet-type thing.”


      “What was its name?”


      “Right, let’s see...the L.L.S. The Life and Light School.”


      “Where is it now?”


      “I’d like to tell you it’s in my room, but it’s not. Not anymore.”


      “What happened to it?”


      “I don’t know. It was stolen I think.”


      “What do you mean, stolen?”


      “Someone broke into the apartment while I was out. Messed up the whole place. They took 30 thousand yen in cash and a camera. That was when the pamphlet went missing.”


      “You’re sure?”


      “I think so.”


      “And the police?”


      “They were hardly concerned about the cash, let alone the pamphlet. They didn’t even add it to their list, just said they couldn’t imagine why anyone would steal a pamphlet, that I’d probably just lost it. I was fine with that. I mean, it was just a pamphlet.”


      “They got it wrong. The pamphlet was the real target, the rest was just to make it look like a regular break-in.”


      “But who wanted it?”


      “Whoever pays the bills of the unconscious guy in the trunk.” Fuminari dug his teeth into his thick lips.


      Illusory pain pulsed through his left hand.
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      There was a single bed in a small room.


      The only other furniture was a small table and a chair. There were no windows, but the room had two doors. One of the doors led out of the room and could not be opened from the inside, the other opened freely, leading to a bathroom with a toilet and a sink. There were no windows in the bathroom. A single carpet had been pulled across the floor, not quite furniture. It had a curious design, like a mural you might see at an esoteric temple in Tibet or Ladakh. It depicted gaudy and vivid renditions of male and female deities engaged in various modes of sexual intercourse. Some were having mutual oral sex, a few of the male deities mounted their female counterparts from behind.


      A young girl lay on the bed, Yuko.


      She had been abducted while out walking, thrown into a car and brought here where she had been locked up ever since. The lack of windows and clocks meant that she had no way to track the passing of time. She had tried to keep track of the number of times she was brought food, but she still had no idea how long had passed between meals. She was fed three times a day, maybe four. Of course, she had no clue why she was kidnapped. All she could gleam from the men that visited her was it was somehow related to Biku.


      She could guess. Her visitors were, without exception, men--some young, some almost elderly. With each visit they would rape her. Sometimes they would turn up while she was asleep, crawl into her bed, force her to turn over, and raise her buttocks before penetrating her from behind.


      Why is this happening? She had cried at first, but no-one paid any attention. When she attempted to resist, the men would pin her down and rape her all the same. She could scream and attempt to resist them, but they would force their way inside her regardless, and because her body was already privy to the joys of sex, it would automatically respond. It had only been the first couple of times that she had actually felt nothing.


      A woman had visited once. Her skin had been abnormally pale and her eyes narrow and slanted. There had been a cloying sense of unearthliness to her. She had arrived with two young men in tow and ordered them to remove Yuko’s clothes. She ran her pale hands over Yuko’s naked flesh. Her hands had been soft, almost sticky; she had clasped her red lips over Yuko’s nipples, teasing them with her tongue. Yuko had been unable to keep her moans in check as cold pleasure tingled down her spine. When the woman pulled away, she had just stood there, running her sticky gaze all over Yuko’s body.


      “She seems suitable,” she had said, the two men nodded in response. “I think we have our next girl.” Yuko remembered the words, whispered as the woman left. Yuko had no idea what the woman had been referring to. That had been two, maybe three days ago now.


      As she slept, Yuko dreamt of a single man, of his ruffled hair. Although she had only been with him once, he had been oddly charming. She had dreamt of him a number of times since her imprisonment, but she was unsure why. It could have been the peculiar scent of his body--yes, that was it. It was the smell of freedom, of a wild animal. His name was Hosuke Kumon.


      She dreamt of him now. Hosuke’s lips glided softly over her skin. Just as he was about to enter her, she heard the familiar creaking of the door. She wanted to hold onto the dream, but a male voice forced her from it. An old man was standing next to her bed. He slid open the belt of his trousers and pulled out his penis. It hung down, flaccid, like a shriveled caterpillar.


      “Suck it,” he said in a deep voice. Yuko got up from the bed and sidled onto her knees before him. Without a word, she took the man’s penis in her hand and guided it to her mouth. She was in her underwear. She flicked her tongue over the tip as she rubbed her fingers up and down his shaft. The man uttered a groan as she fingered the bridge of flesh below his anus. His cock began to harden inside her mouth. She released it when it had grown too big to fully take in.


      “Not yet.” The man pushed it back toward her mouth. As Yuko opened her youthful lips, the man grabbed her by the head and thrust his penis deep into her throat. She retched, almost throwing up, but the man pumped his hips regardless. Tears began to pour from her eyes. After a long while he finally pulled away. “Undress,” he ordered.


      Yuko stripped off her underwear, revealing young breasts and smooth white buttocks. The man shoved her back onto the bed and pulled her so that she was poised on its edge. He took an ankle in each hand and hoisted her legs upward, spreading them in a wide ‘v’. Yuko’s pink flesh lay exposed below her fine pubic hair. He hooked her legs over his shoulders and took his cock in his hand, thrusting into her. She was still dry. If he hadn’t been soaked in her saliva it would have been impossible. He thrust deeper, chafing her the whole time. Yuko closed her eyes and drew an image of the man in her dreams. She imagined Hosuke crying, his smile faltered. The old man shook as he came. He muttered something as he pulled up his trousers.


      “Almost ready.” He sounded like he was talking to himself, but the words were clearly meant for her. She had no idea what was ‘almost ready’. She asked him.


      “For the rite,” the man replied, smiling for the first time.


      But it wasn’t a real smile, just a reptilian expression that happened to resemble one. It felt as though some creepy black insect had just crawled over her face. She had no idea that the rite he was referring to was the Black Mass of the Heruka worshippers, the very same ritual that Senkichi Fuminari had witnessed two summers ago.


      



  





Ten


      Into the Den of the Amorous Beast
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      The room was spacious and bare.


      The walls and floors were exposed concrete; there were no windows, only a single door. Light came from a solitary bulb suspended from the ceiling, the yellowish gleam falling on a man sitting in the corner. There were no chairs, he was crumpled directly on the concrete floor, back to the wall. He sat legs crossed, hands on his knees. Every now and again he would peer nervously around the room, and sometimes he would just glare at the door and cough up some phlegm, but neither state took hold for very long. He looked 35, maybe 36, but he could have been older. He was well built, but he could not hide the way his flesh had begun to sag. The door swung open, pushed by thick arms. A huge man came in, more like a grizzly bear. He ducked to avoid hitting the frame before closing the door behind him.


      He was more than just big; his entire skeleton was covered with powerful, armor-like muscle. Muscle, carefully developed for fighting, bulged underneath his short sleeve sweater, tough and fast, hinting at explosive power. The oppressive force of his body flooded the room. The man was Fuminari. His mouth coiled into a ferocious smile. It was the smile of a lion catching the scent of blood.


      “So, you’ve come around,” Fuminari said. The man turned away, desperate. Fuminari held two light bulbs in his left hand. They clanked softly together; in his huge palm they appeared no larger than the size of an egg. “I found these wonderful little things. Thought you’d like to see them.” Fuminari put them down, taking care not to break them on the concrete.


      “You son of a bitch, what the hell do you think you’re doing locking me up in a place like this?” the man said, standing.


      “What happens depends on you, I guess.”


      “What does that mean?” The man could not even conceive of resisting. The absolute terror of his abduction, just as he was attempting to abduct Ryoko Kitano, was too fresh. He remembered how the giant had leaped over the car as it raced toward him, even landing a kick on the front windscreen, cracking the glass. Then the giant pounded his fists against the roof and plucked him from the car like a rat from a tin can.


      “Where am I?”


      “Probably the last place you’ll ever see.”


      “Who the fuck are you? What do you want?”


      “Listen, I don’t want any misunderstandings. You’re here because I have some questions for you. Not the other way around.” The grin. Fuminari took a couple of steps toward the man. He was wearing black gloves; there was something odd about them. The man stumbled backward. “Scared?” Fuminari growled.


      “Fuck you!”


      “You’re free to try your luck if you’re so sure of yourself, I’m not hiding any weapons. We’re both unarmed. Overpower me and you’re free to leave.”


      The man was silent.


      “Yoshio Ozaki, right?” Fuminari said, altering his tone in the wake of the man’s silence. The color drained from Ozaki’s face.


      “How do you know that?”


      “You’re the private detective, why don’t you tell me.”


      “How the hell do you know my name?”


      “Hm...” Fuminari pulled something from his back pocket; he balanced a white card between his index and middle fingers.


      “What is that?”


      “Your business card. At least I think it’s yours, there was a bunch of the them stuffed in your chest pocket.”


      “You bastard...while I was unconscious.”


      “Sure, I took the liberty to rifle your pockets. And here I was thinking that detective agencies only handled adultery. A side-business in kidnapping, who knew?”


      Ozaki said nothing.


      “Now you know not to carry your business card when you’re up to no good.” Ozaki watched Fuminari in silence; the fear was obvious in his eyes. Fuminari moved a step closer. “Well then, let me ask you a few questions.” Ozaki launched himself at Fuminari, spreading the fingers of his right hand, he punched at Fuminari’s eyes. They would have been dead on target if Fuminari had not moved.


      Fuminari tipped his head casually to one side, avoiding the blow, then slashed the business card across Ozaki’s face, splitting the his cheek clean open. Fuminari had managed to slice his face with the business card. A pink split like a woman’s genitals formed on Ozaki’s cheek, blood began to collect around the wound before tracing a number of lines down to his chin. Ozaki wiped a hand across his cheek, smearing the red blood across half of his face. He saw the blood on his hand; there was a moment of shock before he squealed a half-choked wail.


      “Ready for my questions, then?” Fuminari grabbed Ozaki’s collar in one hand and pulled him toward the center of the room. He lifted the man in the air until his toes stretched desperately for the ground. “We’ve established you’re not the brains behind this operation. So tell me, who’s your boss?” Fuminari brought Ozaki’s face inwards.


      Ozaki kept quiet.


      “You’ll talk either way. Do yourself a favor and let it out, you’ll save yourself a lot of pain.”


      Nothing.


      “I should warn you, I have trouble holding back. I can be clumsy.” Fuminari gradually straightened his arm, still holding the man by the scruff of his neck. Even fully extended, he was still able to hold the man in the air. His strength was terrifying. Fuminari slammed a knee into Ozaki’s stomach and let him go. Ozaki crumpled into a ball, clutching at his abdomen. Fuminari picked a bulb from the floor and, grabbing the man’s jaw with his left hand, he squeezed. There was an audible crunch of bone. “Open wide,” he said. The man half struggled to free himself from Fuminari’s grip, but opened his mouth nonetheless. Fuminari forced one of the bulbs inside. “There you go!”


      The gold screw stuck out from Ozaki’s mouth like some practical joke. His eyes were bloodshot. Fuminari released his grip before sending his right fist smashing into Ozaki’s jawbone. There was a crunch inside his mouth as the bulb shattered. Ozaki screamed, the scream becoming an endless wail.


      Fuminari used one hand to stabilize the man’s chin as he eased the shell of the bulb out with the other. It came out with broken glass, filament still attached, soaked with blood. The man’s head sagged, he collapsed onto all fours as Fuminari let go, his mouth gaping open over the concrete. He shook his head and wailed. Blood-soaked fragments of all sizes of rounded glass dribbled out. Droplets of thick, bloodied saliva trickled over red glass piled on the floor. Tears poured from the corners of his eyes. He could not get rid of the remaining glass in his mouth without moving his tongue, and moving his tongue would just worsen the cuts inside his mouth. Both his tongue and the walls of his mouth were torn to shreds. The man stuck his tongue out. It was pierced with a huge number of razor-sharp splinters covered in blood. He dragged it against his upper teeth in an attempt to brush away the fragments. All he accomplished was to drag the glass along his tongue and deepen the cuts.


      “Nod your head if you’re ready to talk. I’ll bring you a bucket full of water.” The man nodded in a wild frenzy, still staring at the floor. Fuminari brought a bucket and the man submerged his face in it. He stayed like that for a long while. After managing to free some of the glass shards, the man eventually looked back up. The water was completely red.


      “Now, who told you to kidnap Ryoko Kitano?” Fuminari asked.


      “Ish...Ishibashi, a man cawed Ishibashi.” The remaining fragments of glass were stabbing at his tongue; the man was in obvious pain.


      “Ishibashi? Who is he?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “Hah!” Fuminari crouched down and placed a finger under the man’s jaw, levering the man’s head upward. “Don’t fuck with me. It’s your job to look into people’s backgrounds. You’re not asking me to believe that you took on a dodgy kidnapping job without checking into the background of your employer, are you?”


      Ozaki hesitated.


      “You don’t want to underestimate me. You want me to do the same with that bulb up your asshole?”


      Ozaki’s eyes widened.


      “I’ll make it so you’d rather wring your mother’s neck than take a shit.”


      “Wait, okay.”


      “Ready to talk?”


      “His name’s Akio Ishibashi, Shutaro Toyama’s secretary.”


      “Shutaro Toyama? As in Shutaro Toyama, the Diet member?”


      “Yes.” Shutaro Toyama was an elected representative for the New Conservatives, a leading figure in one of the party’s more influential factions. Each time there was an election, there were accusations of bribery, but he had never been indicted, and each time it was those working for him that ended up taking the flak.


      “And how the hell does a turd like you get to be pals with a representative’s secretary?”


      “It was five years ago. I was out on an adultery case when I see Toyama leaving a hotel with a woman. They were incognito, wearing sunglasses, but I knew it was him; he was with the singer Natsuyo Kuwabara.


      “Oh.” Fuminari smiled at the intrigue. Natsuyo Kuwabara was a well-known Enka singer. Even in her 30’s she still outshone her contemporaries with her looks and talent. She had been popular with the tabloids for her affairs with other singers and big-name producers, but the articles had all but dried up of late. “Let me guess, you snapped some photos and tried to blackmail him.”


      “Right. That’s when I met his secretary, Ishibashi. I’ve never met Toyama in person. Ishibashi said he’d pay double the asking price, but in return he wanted me to work for them. The jobs were bad, they had me by the balls.”


      “What kind of bad?” Ozaki fell silent. Fuminari lunged forward and wrapped the three fingers of his left hand around the man’s throat, squeezing. When he finally let go Ozaki broke into a violent coughing fit. Fuminari’s fingers had been trained to the point of being hard as rock. He had not stopped since Hanko had taken away two of his fingers. His remaining three digits could crush a walnut.


      “Murder,” Ozaki said, clearing his throat.


      “A key witness to his spreading money around during a particular election. I was to kill him, dress it up as a car accident.”


      “So you and Toyama are partners in crime. Great job with the blackmail, fuckwit. Make a mistake and your ass is in jail, Toyama’s clean. Worst case, he could shift the blame to Ishibashi, end of story.”


      “Ishibashi kept in contact a few times a year since then, more requests to do their dirty work. Toyama doesn’t know about most of it, maybe all of it.”


      “Do you know about Yoichi Munakata?” Ozaki looked down. “I’ll take that as a yes.” Ozaki spat a globule of bloody saliva to the floor. He kept rinsing his mouth with water from the bucket between sentences, but his mouth would quickly fill with blood.


      “We picked him up a while back, handed him to Ishibashi. I don’t know what’s happened to him since.”


      “You think he’s been killed?”


      “I wouldn’t be surprised.”


      “Have you ever heard of Panshigaru?”


      “No, I don’t think so.”


      “Okay. Have you seen Toyama with any weird-looking, religious types?”


      “No...although I did see a monk visiting Ishibashi once, kind of strange-looking. He was leaving the office when I arrived.”


      “So the secretary has his own office.”


      “I don’t know the details, but it looks that way.”


      “Tell me more about the monk.”


      “When he was leaving I heard Ishibashi call him Geshin. There was something odd about him. That’s all I remember.”


      “Oh yeah?” Fuminari removed the glove from his left hand, revealing that his two smallest fingers were missing.


      “Your fingers.” Ozaki swallowed loudly. He had not noticed until this point because of the stuffing in Fuminari’s gloves. His hand was grotesque.


      “Not the handiwork of some Yakuza punk.” Fuminari grimaced, as though in pain. His eyes flashed violently. “What do you think happened?” Fuminari lodged his gloved hand under Ozaki’s jaw, pulling him slowly to his feet. “They were eaten, right in front of me,” Fuminari almost sang the words as he slid his left hand under the man’s raised jawline.


      “What the fuck are you doing?”


      “Ha ha.” Fuminari’s lips formed a smile.


      “Are you going to kill--,” the sentence ended abruptly. Fuminari’s three fingers squeezed tight into Ozaki’s throat. Fuminari grinned into Ozaki’s ear, speaking in a soft whisper.


      “Don’t worry. I’ll make it painless, call it thanks for your cooperation.” Ozaki’s jaw made a horrific crunching sound. His head had been twisted sideways, like a doll, as though he was pondering his own fate. A muffled sound came from the door behind Fuminari, a woman trying not to scream.


      “Ryoko.” He turned on his feet. Ryoko Kitano stood next to the open door, utterly pale. “You saw.” She nodded, her lips quivering. “I warned you not to come down here.” Fuminari’s voice was burdened, dark.
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      He was back within the hour.


      Fuminari showered and dried himself before ascending to the second floor, walking into the room where Ryoko was staying. The lights were off, but the illumination trickling through the curtains kept it from being totally dark. The eastern skyline of the city was already brightening. There was a person-shaped swell under the bed sheets; it was Ryoko, laying with her back to Fuminari.


      “I know you’re awake,” Fuminari said. He had wrapped a towel around his waist, but his powerful upper-body was bare. “I’ve dealt with the body. Buried him in the mountains.” Fuminari placed both hands on the bed.


      “Why did you have to kill him?” Ryoko whispered, still with her back to him.


      “For my own survival.” Ryoko lay silently. “I couldn’t let him go--it’s kill or be killed. The same applies to you now.”


      “But to murder someone.”


      “Look, we’re not in some girly drama group, you don’t get second chances in this life. You heard what he said about Munakata--he’s already dead. We’ve been hurled into a cage with hungry tigers and no-one’s coming to help us. We’re nothing more than food, so we better eat them first. That’s all there is now.”


      Ryoko turned around to look up at him. The twilight of the window reflected tears in her black eyes. She sidled up to Fuminari’s arm. The bed sheets fell away, revealing her naked upper-body. Her well-formed breasts flattened as they pressed up against him. She took his left arm with one hand, his palm in the other. She brushed over the scar where his fingers were missing, as though seeking confirmation. Her warm breasts pushed into his chest. She was trembling slightly. She stood from the bed and hugged him close. Occasional shudders ran through her delicate frame as she buried herself in his body.


      She had seen death for the first time, and she was under the same roof as its herald. The abnormality of the situation was playing havoc with her sense of equilibrium. He was also the man that had saved her from the kidnappers. She clung to him, completely naked. She was slender, but her hips and chest were well developed.


      “Take me...please, take me.” She clung tighter, rubbing her body into him. She brought a hand down his back and pulled his towel off. She got onto her knees and reached out for his cock, holding it gently in her hands. She opened her mouth and slowly took it in, flicking with her tongue as her head bobbed. Fuminari stood glaring at the space in front of him in agony. After a while Ryoko stopped and looked up at him. His face was demonic. He was still limp as she pulled her mouth away.


      “Fuminari...you...” Ryoko’s voice was hoarse.


      “That’s right,” Fuminari muttered, biting down on his lips, “it doesn’t work.” Ever since Hanko robbed him of his fingers, Fuminari had been unable to get an erection. Fuminari ground his back teeth together, the sound echoed through the half-light of the room. Ryoko tried again, taking him into her mouth. Pain jolted through Fuminari’s left hand. It was the illusory pain of his missing fingers. She continued to stroke it with her mouth and hands, even reaching around to finger around his anus.


      “It’s okay.” Fuminari took her head in his hands and made her stand up. He hoisted her into the air and put her down on the bed, spreading her legs wide. Her buttocks tensed and her hips began to shiver with small, delicate movements. She began to moan. She was already dripping wet, the tops of her thighs moist. He buried his face in the soaked parting between her legs. He worked with a ferocity that seemed to harbor a burning hate for female flesh; he licked her, sucked her, bit her. She came almost immediately. Fuminari continued with desperate greed, his face contorted into something hellish.


      I’m going to kill it... he thought. Whatever happens, I’m going to kill that motherfucking freak. The single burning desire was all that sustained him. No matter how long he feasted on the woman’s sex, his appetite was bottomless.


      3


      A gigantic black creature lurked in the darkness.


      The creature kept its breathing in check, shrouding its aura in darkness as it waited among the trees that lined the garden, biding time for its prey to arrive. The creature was Fuminari Senkichi. His oversized frame blended impressively with the night. The house was not particularly large, but the grounds surrounding it were expansive. Its outer reaches were lined with Japanese Cypress, behind them was a protective wall encircling the whole property. The place seemed too opulent for a single inhabitant.


      Three hours had passed since Fuminari hid himself in the trees. It was 11pm. The buzzing of summer insects vibrated in the air, the night breeze was uncharacteristically cool for July.


      After another 30 minutes a car pulled up to the iron gates. A man in a suit got out. There was the sound of a door closing and the car moving forward, then the gates slid open, closing again soon after. The man emerged alone and began to walk toward the entrance of the house. When he opened the door, Fuminari Senkichi was already behind him.


      Fuminari pushed the man’s back, sending him tumbling through the just-opened door; he had snuck behind with the agility of a jungle cat. Fuminari’s thick lips burgeoned into a smile, brandishing teeth as he closed the door behind him.


      “Akio Ishibashi, correct?” he growled deeply.


      Ishibashi looked momentarily stunned, but regained his composure with impressive speed. “And you might be?” he replied, voice steady.


      “A man with a purpose,” Fuminari said.


      “May I turn on the lights?”


      “Go ahead. Try anything and I’ll beat you to an inch of your life.”


      “Of course.” As he spoke Fuminari heard the click of a switch, and the entrance was suddenly bathed in light. Ishibashi was short, only 160 centimeters or so. Fuminari was probably double his weight. The man wore a light summer suit; his tie was fastened despite having been on his way home. He wore black, thick-rimmed glasses. His hair was trimmed short and parted cleanly to one side.


      The man appeared intelligent, but Fuminari could tell it was just a facade, that just a layer beneath resided a devious snake. His appearance was that of any other businessman on the street, but the way he was handling the current situation separated him from that crowd.


      “You’re a big guy,” Ishibashi said.


      Fuminari wore a pair of black slacks and a black long-sleeve shirt. His shoes were black, so were the gloves on his hands. “Impressive composure. I’m starting to enjoy myself.”


      “What do you want?” asked Ishibashi.


      “I have a hunch you already know what I’m after.”


      “Not a clue.”


      “You know a guy called Ozaki?”


      “Ozaki?” Ishibashi frowned, knotting his brow.


      “Ozaki Yoshio. Don’t dick around.”


      “Ah yes, of course, the private detective.”


      “That’s better.”


      “I have employed his services for our research a few times, it is only natural that I know his name.”


      “By ‘services’, you mean kidnapping of course.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “What other use would you have for a dead-end detective like Ozaki? You abducted the reporter Yoichi Munakata, and you attempted to abduct his friend, Ryoko Kitano.”


      “Preposterous. He did these things?” Ishibashi’s play acting was impressive.


      “Yeah, he did.”


      “Even if it were true, it has nothing to do with me. It must have been something he took upon himself to do.”


      “Hm.” Fuminari grinned, intrigued. He was suddenly right next to Ishibashi, towering above him. “I happened to hear this directly from Ozaki’s mouth.”


      “Then you should have him testify in court. If you cannot, his words are all but meaningless, whatever the truth may be.”


      “You can feign ignorance all you want, it makes no difference. We’ve got the whole night. I’ll make you confess, and I’ll take my time.”


      “I will have you arrested for trespassing.”


      “Go ahead, if you can, that is. Beside, I’m pretty sure you’re no fan of the cops yourself.” Fuminari pressed his hands into Ishibashi’s shoulders, slowly strengthening his grip. Ishibashi’s face contorted in pain. “I’m sure you like massages. I’ll rub you down until your bones creak.” Fuminari lifted Ishibashi by the shoulders and stepped up to the entrance hall. He kept his shoes on.


      “Could you at least take your shoes off, perhaps?” Ishibashi’s voice finally began to tremble from the pain.


      “Sorry, it’s a habit. I need to make sure I can run if I need to.” Fuminari sneered, drawing his face close to Ishibashi’s. He put him back on the floor.


      Ishibashi removed his shoes and placed them in the alcove before turning back to Fuminari. He looked around 35, but his calm was disproportionate to his age. “If you want to talk I will listen. Would you care to join me in the study?” He started to walk ahead.


      “Wait.” Fuminari grabbed Ishibashi’s arm and twisted it behind. “I’m an intruder in your house, I don’t know what you’ve got stashed. What if you’ve got a gun hidden somewhere? You don’t expect me to just let you wander about freely, do you?”


      Ishibashi’s resilience was worthy of praise. Any normal person would have cried out in pain having their arm twisted like that, but there was not even a whimper.


      “I can see it’s going to be a fun night.” Fuminari walked slowly down the corridor, keeping Ishibashi in front of him.


      “Here we are, the study.” Ishibashi came to a stop in front of a heavy-looking wooden door.


      “Turn on the lights, then open the door,” Fuminari said.


      “They’re on the inside.”


      “Then you’ll go in first, slowly. If you try anything funny I’ll break your neck.” Fuminari trailed Ishibashi as they entered the room. “Turn them on.” The moment he said the words Fuminari felt the hairs on the back of his neck prick up.


      “Fuck!” Fuminari shouted as he jumped into a low squat. Ishibashi’s arm snapped with a nasty crunch. From his crouch Fuminari launched his left leg backward, it made a direct impact, his ankle smashed into someone’s chest, probably breaking a rib. The lights turned on at almost the exact moment the man’s body thudded to the floor. Three men stood apart from each other with guns trained on him. The other lay unconscious near the door.


      “Looks like you got me,” Fuminari muttered. There was nothing he could do with three guns on him in close quarters. Even if they missed, they were positioned so they would have to be massively off target to hit one of their own.


      “You would be smart to let me go. I have no value as a hostage. These men would not hesitate to kill both of us if the alternative was to lose you,” Ishibashi said, the pain had left him covered in a greasy sweat.


      Fuminari sensed he was telling the truth. It was clear enough from their eyes, the way they stood guns ready. They had the same foul stench about them as Tsushima, the man whose arm he had broken when they had fought in Aoyama. Tsushima had attacked Fuminari with the full knowledge that he was sacrificing his arm. These men had the same look. The only question was whether they needed him alive.


      If they wanted him dead, his only recourse was to fight for his life using Ishibashi as a shield. If they had lined up diagonally with Fuminari in the center, or if they all faced one direction, he would have a fighting chance. It would be the same as facing a single gunman. If they failed to get him with a fatal shot, he should at least be able to knock them down. Landing a fatal shot on a moving target is incredibly difficult.


      But he could not do it from his current position. He would be taken down by two of the others while he was still busy with the first. The man that attacked Fuminari from behind had been nothing but a decoy to distract him from the gunmen.


      I fell for their trap, he thought, but they’re not going to kill me straight away. If that was their plan they would have done it already. They only had to accept that they would hit Ishibashi too, and then sink bullets into both of them. They could finish the job once he was immobilized. Ishibashi would be injured in the process, but they did not look like they would care too much. No, they were planning to capture him, then force him to reveal why he was looking into them; only then would they kill him. That had to be it. Fuminari let Ishibashi’s hand go; he slowly rose to his feet. “Okay, you’ve got me.”


      Ishibashi stood unsteadily, cradling his broken arm, he collapsed painfully back to the floor. Nobody moved to help. They were not going to give even a moment’s window to Fuminari. They stood fast, guns on him. If they had showed even the slightest weakness, he had been ready to launch his counter-strike, but he could see it was not going to happen.


      “Senkichi Fuminari, I assume.” Ishibashi was panting.


      “I thought you might recognize me. Difficult to maintain a disguise when I’m built like this.”


      “I heard that some ridiculous hulk had hauled Ozaki in. So it was only natural to expect you to show up here too.”


      “So you set a trap.”


      “At a number of places, not just here. My office and Toyama’s place as well.”


      “Guess I slipped up.”


      “You have been doing well, considering you’re working by yourself. Enoh is head over heels with you. He said he was hoping to have the chance to finish you off himself.”


      “Enoh?”


      “The old man you battled with not too long ago, in Aoyama.”


      “Enoh...so that’s the old fruit’s name.”


      Ishibashi got up and walked to the desk near the window, still shaky on his feet. He took the phone in his good hand and sandwiched it between his shoulder and neck. He dialed a number, panting heavily. The three men kept their guard up the whole time.


      “Fuminari is with us. We will drive him to the agreed location now,” Ishibashi said briefly before replacing the receiver.


      “Taking every precaution,” Fuminari said.


      “We just pay proper respect to the strength of the body. After all, we have people like Enoh on our side. He warned us to be very cautious around you, you have him to thank for the three gunmen here. Enoh was waiting for you at my office. He will be quite disappointed to find out that we got you instead.”


      They heard a car pull up outside. Two men came in. When they blindfolded him, Fuminari began to regret his decision.


      Maybe I should have tried to take them down while I had Ishibashi. They bundled him into the car. It pulled away without pause.


      It felt as though he was being driven into the depths of darkness.
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      Fuminari was ushered into a chair, hands tied behind him.


      They had driven for close to an hour before arriving at this place. He had no idea where they were. All he knew was that he had been led into a building and then into a room inside the building... And that he was tied up. They had used a climbing rope to tie him; no human strength would be enough to tear it apart.


      After 30 minutes of being left alone, he sensed a few people enter the room. The people lifted him, together with the chair. They were going to carry him to another room. When they put him down again he felt the presence of a larger group of people around him. Someone removed his blindfold.


      Fuminari scowled, blinking at the sudden light. He was in a western-style room of some grand house. Eight people sat off to one side where there were some sofas and tables. Standing among them he saw the three men that had trained guns on him earlier. Ishibashi was nowhere to be seen, he had probably been rushed off to the hospital. Apart from the three men, Fuminari recognized another face: Enoh.


      Enoh sat cross-legged on the carpeted floor with a cup of sake. Fuminari felt like he was a catch on display, a side dish to accompany the man’s drink. There were two other men and two women. One of the women had abnormally white skin and long, black hair. Her body gave off a strange energy, like the energy of a female in heat, enough to arouse any passing male; the force wrapped itself around her like a shimmering heat wave. Her lips, in contrast to her white skin, were bloody crimson. It appeared to be their natural color, not from lipstick. Her mouth curled into a seductive grin as she evaluated Fuminari with a lusty stare. The other woman wore a black cloth that covered her entire body. Only her eyes and the skin from her pale wrists down were visible. She wore a veil across her face, concealing it from the nose down. Another section of cloth covered her head. The elliptical space around her eyes was the only section, bar her hands, that allowed her to be seen. She glared at Fuminari, her eyes piercing. Her pupils were black and unforgiving. Her eyes together with the line of her nose hinted that the woman underneath was probably quite beautiful.


      Of the two men he was seeing for the first time, one was a monk. His head was shaved clean. He was in his late 30’s. There was intelligence in his eyes, but every now and again something that resembled hysteria would bubble to the surface.


      Geshin, Fuminari thought.


      The final man’s eyes flitted uncomfortably between the others and Fuminari. While everyone else in the room had an air of abnormality about them, this man alone seemed normal. It was clear that he was the lowest ranked among them.


      “Long time no see,” Fuminari called out to Enoh.


      “It was a shame. I’d wanted to use something far more interesting than guns for you.” Enoh chuckled, bringing the cup of the sake to his mouth.


      “My thoughts exactly.”


      “If you’d come my way I would have done you the favor of burying my hand deep in that throat of yours.”


      “If you untie me you could try me on right now.”


      “And if it was my decision I would; alas, such is not the case.”


      “Scared?” Fuminari bated with a grin.


      “Scared indeed. To find a man such as yourself lurking in the wild, the world is not completely forsaken after all.”


      “First time I’ve met an old crony of your like too.”


      “Such a pleasure to hear.”


      “So, what do you plan to do with me?”


      “We’ll probably keep you on display for a while, or perhaps you’re ready to tell us why you’ve been snooping into our business?”


      “I’ll consider it, if you tell me who the hell you guys are first.”


      “You’ll find out soon enough; Master Kurogosho will be here in person tomorrow.”


      “Who the fuck is Master Kurogosho?”


      “Your torment has been put on hold for a day! Master Kurogosho has expressed a desire to see you in person. Any fun to be had torturing you... Well, we’re just going to have to wait. That man there is just itching to start slicing you up.” Enoh jerked his chin toward the man with the shaved head. The man looked back at Fuminari with a chilling grin that suggested someone had promised fun to be had later.


      “Geshin, right?” Fuminari asked.


      “Ah,” Enoh narrowed his eyes, “you know his name.”


      “Learned it at school,” Fuminari countered lightly.


      “Renobo, what do you make of this man?” Enoh asked the woman with the strange sexual energy.


      “An oversized monkey that talks too much,” Renobo replied, her voice was cold.


      “And you’re a sex-crazed snake, right?” As Fuminari spoke Renobo turned to look at him, her eyes flush with sexual allure. “I bet you spend the whole day desperate to fuck.”


      “Correct. I can’t stop thinking about cock.”


      Fuminari sensed something like a white snake slithering beneath the surface of Renobo’s flesh. She got to her feet and sauntered across the room until she was just before him.


      “I’d just love to suck all that energy from you.” She placed her hands on his shoulders and brought her lips to his in a wet kiss. As she pulled away, blood trickled from Fuminari’s lower lip. She had bitten him with her white teeth. The blood traced a line from his lip to his jaw before dripping onto the carpeted floor. His blood deepened the red shade of her lips.


      “Delicious.” Renobo curled her lips up into a tight v-shaped smile.


      “I look forward to repaying the debt,” Fuminari said, his mouth already covered in blood. “I’ll strip you naked and ram a viper up your cunt.”


      His eyes burned with black flames.
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      Iba had finally given in.


      It was the second morning after his capture at night. By then, he was missing half of his teeth and most of the nails on his hands and feet. Biku had pulled them without anesthetic, using only bamboo slits and a pair of pliers.


      He had tied Iba up, then inserted salt-flaked bamboo under the man’s nails in order to prise them from the skin. The torture had been simple, but excruciatingly effective. The nerve endings at the end of a person’s fingers are particularly sensitive. To have bamboo slits tearing into them was agony, enough to force even the toughest man to cry out.


      Once he had separated the nails from the skin, Biku had used a set of pincers to twist them out. Then he had moved onto Iba’s teeth. Here Biku had used a narrow bit to drill holes into them, one by one, boring through the enamel and dentine until he hit nerve. He had then inserted a thin file into the holes and begun to rub.


      Biku’s stunning smile had never faltered. The smile was that of a child, completely lacking in guilt or self-reproach. He met Iba’s agonized screams with a look of simple curiosity, like a child examining an unfathomable creature.


      Iba had held out for two days; when he finally broke on the second morning, it had been more from the horror brought on by Biku’s aberrant smile than from the pain itself. It had eaten away at his will to fight.


      “You win,” Iba spat the words, his bloodied head drooping forwards even as he was bound to the chair. “I want some fucking painkillers, anesthetic.”


      “Of course. Once you answer my questions,” Biku replied coolly. Hosuke Kumon was standing against the far wall, arms folded as he watched.


      Biku paced lightly up to Iba, elegant as a peacock flaunting its plumage. A congenital indifference to pain. Biku, named after the great Kujaku Myo’o, had been born without the ability to feel pain. The knowledge made it easier to understand the abnormality of his innocent, schoolgirl-like expression. ‘Biku’ was not his official name at Mt. Koya, more of a nickname. It had arisen naturally as a side-effect of his prodigious talents and striking beauty, both so profound as to bring rumor of Kukai’s second coming. He was youthful looking but likely the same age as Hosuke, at least in his late twenties. He looked like a naively innocent teenager, yet one possessed with the mind of an adult. Even then, there was something hard to place about him.


      One of the cornerstones of the rigorous training undertaken as part of some esoteric religions lies in developing the ability to bear physical hardship; such training could include rigorous exercise in the mountains, or wading through freezing water when outside temperatures were twenty degrees below zero. The ability to overcome physical suffering is said to allow acolytes to develop beyond their mere physicality and elevate their conscious mind. The practice is mostly in line with the concept of asceticism; at the very least, the two systems exhibit close similarities.


      Biku was born beyond such forms of suffering. It is said that all suffering begins with pain, yet for Biku pain was irrelevant from the beginning. Kukai’s training was designed for a normal physiology; Biku’s unique traits placed him outside the system. He raced through the training at a speed many times that of his colleagues, improvising his own unique techniques even as he did. His tremendous progression was enabled because of his prodigious mind together with his unique physical traits. In this way, the genius esoteric monk Biku--the Kujaku Myo’o--was born.


      Biku’s expulsion from Mt. Koya had come four years ago. His dismissal was more voluntary than forced. He had been discovered practicing the Tachikawa methods. The Tachikawa School had been founded by Ninkan during the Heian period and was historically regarded as a dangerous sub-cult; it was a tributary of esoteric Buddhism formed around the notion that living Buddhahood could be attained through sexual union, or Fuji Myogo. When Biku’s practice had been exposed, he had made the decision to pre-empt his dismissal by leaving Mt. Koya of his own volition.


      Yet this did not mark the end of Biku’s relationship with Mt. Koya. The mountain proved reluctant to part with Biku’s particular gifts, also fearing that other sects might seek to exploit them. Mt. Koya decided to offer Biku a paycheck to fund his allegiance, together with the promise of possible reinstatement in the future. His role as a fixer of Mt. Koya’s problems developed as a natural extension of this special, outside status.


      It was belief in the magical powers of the esoteric religions that led to their adoption by the Japanese state over a thousand years ago. The religions consolidated their positions of favor by performing ritualistic incantations to rid the state of its enemies, while offering protection from curses directed its way.


      The Shingon sect used such incantations to predict changes in state powers and, on occasion, set them in motion; they exorcised demons.  Together with Saicho’s Tendai sect, their power nearly eclipsed the failing might of Nara Buddhism, becoming the second and third most influential religions of the age.  Even in the modern day, people flock to esoteric religions with requests for incantations.  Many are requests for exorcisms, while some ask for a curse to get rid of a particular person.  Difficulties can arise when the latter is refused, particularly when the requesting party belongs to organized crime.  It was after Biku’s skillful handling of one such case that Mt. Koya came to employ him in the role of managing such real-world problems when they arose.  Biku of the Plains--this was how the monks of the mountain came to refer to him, recognizing his role outside of, and yet within Mt. Koya.
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      “Go ahead, ask what you want!”


      Iba spat a gob of red phlegm on the floor. His face had swollen, turning a dark red. Missing teeth caused an abrasive whistle to accompany the words.


      “Let’s begin with the most pressing question. Where is Kukai’s body?” Biku asked, positioned so that he sat on the table in front of Iba. He had hardly slept over the last couple of days, but it did not show. His features were bright and healthy in stark contrast to Iba’s unnaturally dark and swollen visage. Biku crossed the white cotton jeans of his long, slender legs.


      “I have no idea.”


      “You know it was stolen.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Who stole it?”


      “Those Panshigaru assholes.”


      “Tell me what you know about Panshigaru.”


      “I don’t know details. It’s the name of an organization. Hanko, Jakou’in...they’re all Panshigaru.”


      “Jakou’in?”


      “The woman hiding her face, wearing black, back in the mountains that first time.”


      “These people from Panshigaru know the whereabouts of Kukai?”


      “Yeah, sure.”


      “Why did they steal Kukai?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “You can do better than that. You were working for them.”


      “I worked with them, but our organizations are different.”


      “Explain.”


      “They’re Panshigaru, I work for the Shinmeikai.”


      “Ah yes, the Shinmeikai.” Biku’s eyes flashed recognition; the Shinmeikai, a Yakuza crime syndicate that held influence over the whole Kanto region. “How are the Shinmeikai related to Panshigaru?”


      “Some of our top guys have links to Panshigaru. Even then, only a few in the Shinmeikai know of Panshigaru’s existence.”


      “How would you go about making contact with Panshigaru?”


      “That’s up to the top.”


      “So you wouldn’t know.”


      Iba said nothing. A playful smile ran across Biku’s crimson lips as he took the drill from the table and flicked on the power switch. The motor spun into action. “Shall we take it from the beginning?” Biku offered a shallow grin.


      The color bled from Iba’s face as his eyes dropped to the ground; he let out an anxious breath. “There’s one guy, Ishibashi. He’s got connections to the top. He might know more about Panshigaru.”


      “What does Ishibashi do?”


      “He’s Shutaro Toyama’s personal secretary.”


      “Toyama? Shutaro Toyama, the minister?”


      “Yeah.”


      “How’s he related to the Shinmeikai?”


      “I don’t know. But come on, it’s nothing new for a politician to be holding hands with the Yakuza.” Iba turned to look Biku in the face, apparently regaining some of his usual bravado.


      “Okay, let’s backtrack a little. Tell me more about Hanko.”


      “Hah, him!” Iba’s eyes fell over the scar on his left shoulder. He had sustained it after Hanko’s knife attack in the hotel room two nights ago. “He’s a freak.”


      “But it...he’s human?”


      “Yeah, he’s human alright.” Iba coughed up some more blood before looking up again. “Have you heard of the Jushi?” he asked.


      “Jushi...beast masters.” The answer came from Hosuke; he had been listening until now, leaning against the wall. He was dressed in torn jeans with a hemp shirt pulled over his thick chest.


      “You know the phrase?” Biku turned to him.


      “Sure. You’ve heard of ‘tensoku,’ the Chinese practice of feet binding?”


      “Yes,” Biku replied. Tensoku. A technique designed to prevent the natural growth of the feet. Girls were singled out during infancy and forced to wear small wooden shoes, forbidden to remove them until fully grown. This resulted in a deformity where their feet stayed an infant’s size even though their body was fully grown. The courts of ancient China placed a high value on the tiny feet of such women and they became the toys of aristocracy; records show that staff were maintained as professional feet binders during this period. The women whose feet had been bound in this way were hardly able to walk. On top of this, some were blinded and had their teeth completely removed so they could perform oral sex; they also received detailed teachings in the desires of the body. Historical records show that the women were often traded in auctions, fetching impressive premiums.


      “There was a similar technique in ancient China, one that necessitated an even greater level of skill; the art of transforming a person into a beast. The technique was originally developed for warfare. Children seen to have potential were thrown into a cage with a dangerous animal--a tiger, for example. Those that survived the ordeal were raised alongside the beast, manipulated so that they became a beast themselves; eventually their heart became one with the animal. The practitioners of the art were known as Jushi, beast masters.”


      “You know your stuff. That’s more than I know,” Iba said, wincing. Just talking was causing him considerable pain. “Panshigaru employs a Jushi of their own, an old man called Enoh. He made Hanko,” Iba continued, breathing harder.


      “You seem well informed.”


      “Just whispers, okay? But these things tend to be true.”


      “Okay. But why would Panshigaru want to steal Kukai? Feel free to rely on these whispers for your answer. Was it money? Something else?”


      “Fuck knows. Not to decorate some shitty alcove, that’s for sure.” Iba tried to grin, but he only managed a trembling grimace. Any normal man would have been on the floor in agony by now. Iba’s willpower was remarkable.


      “Agreed. Let me change the question. Why were you tasked to hire Kumon? What link is there between a Psyche Diver and Kukai’s self-mummified remains?”


      “Who knows.”


      “The playacting is not helping.”


      “I can’t know what I don’t know. I just heard that there was an accident, that two Divers got fucked up.”


      “An accident?”


      “An accident, sure. I don’t know anything else.” Iba curled his lips and ran his blood-stained tongue over the pits of his toothless gums. His eyes were beginning to lose focus. He was reaching the limits of his ability to endure pain.
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      Odawara. The Araku coast.


      Hosuke Kumon and Biku stood behind the old man as he gazed out to sea; they watched his gray hair billow in the wind. The old man’s name was Gensai Sakuma. According to Hosuke, the man was a master of booze and women. It was the same coastline Biku had visited to find Gensai back in June while searching for Hosuke. A month had yet to pass since then.


      After finally tracking Hosuke down, Biku had requested that he dive into the mind of a man found collapsed at the temple where the self-mummified remains of Kukai had been stolen. Hosuke had been forced to abort mid-dive after someone cut the power. The host had died but Hosuke managed to rescue a Psyche Diver named Kagawa. Kagawa had become trapped in the host's mind after diving in, suffering mental damage during the process. Regardless, Hosuke had managed a couple of useful discoveries.


      The first -- the man they had found unconscious outside Kukai’s chamber had also been a Psyche Diver. The second -- almost the entirety of his mind had been missing, having been literally consumed by something. Hosuke had discovered fragmented screams littered across his mind, remnants from when the attack had happened. A selection of images had been hardwired into the screams. They had appeared to belong to a kind of religious ritual, but the scene had been excessively deviant. Hosuke had seen a mass of naked men and women gathered in the mountains, engaged in some kind of mass orgy. Superimposed on the image had been a single naked woman strung upside down to a cross. Her head had been severed.


      Hosuke and Biku provided Gensai with an outline of what they had learnt, including details of the ritual. When they finished he grunted, nodding as he cast his gaze back out to sea. “Interesting,” he muttered, standing now with his back to them. It was exactly the same tone of voice that Hosuke had used after Biku initially explained the job. “Truly fascinating. I have no idea what any of this means, but that is precisely why it’s so intriguing!” The three of them stood under a hot sun. The bright, coastal air suggested an indifference that made it difficult to absorb the weight of their conversation. Nonetheless, Biku carved a wry smile, born of the realization that he had almost agreed out loud with Gensai’s comment--it was fascinating.


      “Have you made any progress regarding our discussion on the phone?” Biku asked.


      “Hah! That was eight o’clock this morning! You know, you woke me up. It’s been, what, seven hours since then?” Gensai pivoted on his feet, swinging easily back to face them. He was wearing white cotton jeans. His disheveled white hair seemed to dance in the breeze. The man’s skin was still taught, making his age all the more incredible. He had traditional geta on his feet but had matched them with a gaudy yellow t-shirt. The somewhat youthful get-up seemed a good fit.


      “So you haven’t discovered anything?”


      “I didn’t say that.”


      Biku waited in silence.


      “Only the minimum necessary to secure your debt, of course. Indeed, I have researched the Panshigaru.”


      “And you found something?”


      “Oh yes. Do you acknowledge your debt?”


      “Sure.”


      “Okay then, I’d like your butt as payment.”


      “My...butt?”


      “Don’t tell me you have forgotten your promise of yonder, made in this very place?”


      The words jogged Biku’s memory, he nodded. “Ah, that...”


      “Indeed.”


      “I’d forgotten all about it!” A smile traced across Biku’s lips.


      Gensai scowled, making a tutting sound. “Ah the shit I put up with. For my part, I’ve been fantasizing about you night on end.”


      “My apologies.” Biku dipped his head in a bow.


      “Don’t let this old guy reel you in, he’ll bugger you if he can,” Hosuke broke his silence. “We’re plenty in your debt, Gensai. Hurry up and let it out.”


      “Ah, Hosuke. A little blunt considering you’re addressing your master, no?”


      “You’re such a pain in the ass old man. Fine.” Hosuke ducked his head, scratching at his scalp as he did so. “Master Gensai.” He put special emphasis on the title.


      Gensai grunted in response, “So rude.” He reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. “Hosuke, this much you could do yourself. I went to the Odawara library and, lo and behold, found a book on Panshigaru. The book’s called ‘The Hidden Sangha of India.’ I found a section on Panshigaru inside, so I took a copy for you.” He waved the paper so that it flapped in the breeze.


      “Master, you impress as always.”


      Another grunt. “It’s too late now!” Gensai put the paper back into his pocket. “I’ll give you the paper if you do me a favor in return.”


      “Pay the copier fee?”


      “I think I can manage that much. No, I’d like the two of you to face up--here and now.” Gensai flashed a grin as he finished speaking.


      “Face up?” Biku repeated.


      “In summary, I would like the two of you to fight. Show me who’s the strongest. That’s the real reason our meeting is all the way out here.”


      Hosuke gave Biku a sharp look. Biku looked back at him, apparently unsure whether Gensai was being serious. “Biku, he means it.”


      “I very much do. Unless you stage a proper fight to prove who’s strongest, you’re not going to see this.”


      Biku smiled awkwardly. “I’d love you and Hosuke to meet,” he remembered Gensai’s words from before, spoken here at the Odawara coast. Only now he knew their true meaning.


      “Looks like you got us. Or maybe I should just go to the Odawara library and look up that book you mentioned. I’m sure it’s there, we could go  and have them show it to us.”


      The man grunted. “I may have showed a little too much of my hand. Alhough, there’s more, another choice nugget.”


      “And that is?”


      “I’ll tell you once you’ve shown me the two of you facing up.”


      “Looks like we have a problem,” Biku turned to face Hosuke.


      Hosuke smiled, as though looking forward to an unexpected game. “How about it, Biku? I don’t work for you anymore, after all.”


      “I guess so, why not,” came Biku’s smooth reply.


      “Hehe.” Hosuke rubbed his nose and gave Biku a sly grin.


      “Shall we decide the rules?” Biku asked.


      “I’m sure you two have the rules internalized by now. Gouge out your opponents’ eyes, crush their balls...anything goes,” Gensai said. He had shuffled off to one side leaving Biku and Hosuke standing alone. Hosuke had his back to the sea; Biku stood facing him.


      “It’s a good day, Biku.” Hosuke looked casually to the blue sky above them. He sucked some air through his nose, testing the wind. He did not look like a man about to launch into battle. “Whenever you’re ready, Biku. You can attack first.” Hosuke widened his stance in a subtle movement, both arms hung loosely at his sides. The two of them were only a couple of meters apart.


      Biku stood firm, keeping his eyes trained on Hosuke. Like Gensai, Hosuke was dressed in jeans and a white shirt that showed off his thick, darkly-tanned arms. An azure sea spread behind him, glinting in the sunlight. The outline of Oshima Island was a blue haze on the horizon. A column of white clouds towered vertically into the sky behind his head. Apart from this, the sky was an unbroken blue. The coastline was dotted with occasional figures of fishermen and a few people swimming in the sea. A couple of fishing boats trawled further out beyond them.


      Hosuke’s frame began to blend into the background. It was as though the energy given off by his dense bulk had just disappeared. Yet the man was not actively suppressing his aura. It had just become perfectly transparent. Hosuke was still visible to the naked eye, but his aura was gone. To Biku, it felt like someone had taken a Hosuke-shaped cutting out of the background and put it there before him.


      Biku had witnessed the same phenomenon the first time he had met Hosuke that night in the mountains of Tateyama. On the one hand, it felt that it would be easy enough to reach out and knock him down, but Biku could not shake the feeling that his fist would simply travel through the man like he was made of mist. That, if he did, the energy of the thunderhead billowing up behind him would funnel itself through him and explode out towards Biku himself.


      Biku was at a complete loss, it was like trying to pick a fight with scenery. In order to fight, he had to find a way of transforming Hosuke back into a physical entity, back from the background. Biku smiled faintly and extended his hands out towards Hosuke. He positioned his palms outwards and extended the index finger and thumb of each hand, linking them together to form a triangle. He positioned the triangle so that it framed Hosuke’s face then began to intone a Shingon chant; he cut his hands through the air, tracing four vertical lines followed by five horizontal, the shape of the kuji. He focused his spirit and pushed the energy through the triangle, out towards the form of Hosuke. The energy wave passed clean through Hosuke’s body to be absorbed into the casual expanse of the scene behind him.


      “I see,” Biku murmured, letting his hands drop, “after you if you please, Mr. Kumon,” Biku continued. He raised his hands before his chest and clenched his right hand into a fist. He extended his index finger and wrapped his left hand around it. He had bound them together in the seal of the Kongokai--the Diamond Realm-- referred to as Chiken’in in the world of esoteric cults. Biku maintained the position and closed his eyes.


      The two men stood without moving; the breeze gust through their hair, carrying the salt of the ocean. No one spoke. Neither was willing to commit to the first action. They held their respective stances for fifteen minutes.


      “Ach,” Gensai finally spoke, muttering, “that’s enough. Just how long were you planning to keep that up for?” His tone broadcast his disappointment.


      “Intriguing, indeed.” Biku unwound the seal.


      “Hehe.” Hosuke scratched his head.


      “I feel like I’ve been duped somehow,” Gensai clicked his tongue and sauntered back to where they stood. “Still, that was a good display, I haven’t seen anything like that in a while.” Gensai pulled the sheet of paper from his back pocket and handed it to Biku. “Take a read of that. It’s all about Panshigaru.”
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      Panshigaru, derived from Phansigars: a mysterious fraternity also known as the Thugs.


      Emergent in India between the twelfth and thirteenth century, the fraternity ritualized attacks on travelers, its members killing through a rite of strangulation. The term became popularized throughout Europe, and later the world, after Lord Conwallis’ occupation of the Mysore State in 1799. The word ‘phansigar’ has its origins in the Hindustani term ‘phasi’ (a snare, or noose), while ‘thugs’ is derived from the northern-Indian word for ‘deceiver’ or ‘con-artist’. The ‘Phansigars’ came to be referred to as ‘thugs’ due to their common use of deception to infiltrate groups of travelers. They would kill by wrapping a ‘phasi’, or snare, around their victims’ necks.


      The Greek historian Herodotus described a people that would fight using only a dagger and a looped braid of wrought leather, Persians from the Sagartii who were (later) recorded to have entered India during the Islamic conquest.  They moved in groups, killing their prey before looting the bodies. When planning their attacks, the Thugs--or Thugees--would dispatch scouts to ascertain the location of well-to-do travelers and prepare.  The main group would then pretend to be travelers that had lost their way,  entreating the travelers to allow them into their ranks; the Thugees would assume positions ahead of and behind the group. Those trailing the group would then wrap a strip of cloth called a Ruhmal around the travelers’ necks and pull. Another would push the traveler’s head forward while the third took hold of the legs. This is how they would manhandle their victims to the ground before killing them. Each time they killed, they would perform a ritual called the Tapoonee over the victims’ graves. Various estimates calculate that no less than a million people died at the hands of the Thugees. The Thugees worshiped the Hindu goddess Kali, one of the principal Hindu deities, the wife of Shiva and the goddess of death.


      As Britain consolidated its hold over India and the various spoils of civilization such as railroads and telegrams began to spread across the country, the basic infrastructure that had supported the Thugees’ modus operandi began to crumble. In 1830 the Governor General of India, Lord William Bentinck, issued an edict for the total extermination of Thugees throughout the country. In the modern day, the Thugee cult is claimed to have been either completely wiped out or reduced to a mere handful of followers.


      That was the extent of information contained in the copy Gensai had handed them regarding the Thugees and Phansigars.


      “Okay then,” Gensai began, “perhaps there is a link between the Phansigars and Panshigaru.”


      “It’s difficult to be sure, but that is most likely the case. I can’t imagine a word like ‘Panshigaru’ has many other meanings. And Hanko, the beast I mentioned, used something like a leather noose as a weapon.”


      “Ahh,” Gensai made a child-like noise. He was beaming at them. “The author of ‘The Secret Sangha of India,’ the book I took the copy from, was a woman.”


      “A woman, I see.”


      “I took the liberty of copying her details. It seems the book was autobiographical, based off of her own walking expeditions across India and the Middle East. Her name is Miwa Ishibashi.”


      “Ishibashi!?”


      “Aha, that sounds like it rings a bell.”


      “Had I not mentioned? We know that the Shinmeikai is somehow related to Panshigaru, and Shutaro Toyama’s secretary has the surname Ishibashi.”


      “Indeed?”


      “Feels like we’re closer to solving the puzzle,” Hosuke said.


      “Then let me share another nugget with you, the extra-special bit I mentioned earlier. Have you heard of an organization called the L.L.S., ‘The Life & Light School’?”


      “No,” Biku answered.


      “It’s a new cult religion, they also call it the ‘Life & Light Sangha’. Miwa Ishibashi is the founder. Knowing this, I guessed that you might like to meet her so I took the liberty of doing a little more research. She runs the school with a partner, someone called Geshin.”


      “Geshin!” Biku said, his voice suddenly sharp.


      “Ah, you know him?”


      “If it’s the same Geshin, he used to be in Mt. Koya. I’ve come across him before.”
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      I don’t want to die.


      Senkichi Fuminari ground his teeth noisily in the dark. His arms and legs had been bound by thick strands of mountain rope. The rope was 8 millimeter thick nylon, the type used by rock climbers. They had forced him into a heavy wooden chair and twisted his arms around the back before using the rope to bound him. The rope was too strong, even for the considerable strength of his arms. Climbing ropes are placed under a staggering amount of stress when a climber falls. The exact levels of stress vary depending on the distance fallen, but generally  the rope could be subjected to a force measured in tons. A climbing rope with a thickness of only 8mm is strong enough to weather this. Fuminari knew his attempts would be futile the moment he first tried to tear through the rope.


      Hours had passed since he had been brought into the building. During the first hour or so he had been under the scrutiny of Enoh, Renobo and six other people; now he was alone. He had been lifted to another room while strapped to the chair. The new room was underground, the floor concrete. They had locked the heavy, iron door shut. There was nothing else in the room; Fuminari had noted this when they had left him here, before they had plunged the lights into darkness. The same darkness through which he had heard the lock click shut.


      Even if he could get free of the ropes, there was no way he could break through the iron door. And even supposing it was possible, such a feat would take hours. The gunmen would be on him before it gave. Why didn’t I fight harder? He had been presented with a chance, the knife hidden in his pocket. That was the move he should have made, back at Ishibashi’s house, in the sights of the three gunmen. He felt sick with self-reproach. Now they had taken his knife and he only had his body as a weapon. The only reason he was still alive was because they wanted to know more about him and why he was so interested in Panshigaru.


      He knew he would be tortured. There was no chance these kind of people would want a civilized discussion. If he confessed he would be killed on the spot. If he refused, he would either die from continued torture or they would give up on him; either way he was dead. Enoh had said someone called Kurogosho would be arriving the next day...no, it was already after midnight--Kurogosho would arrive before the day was out. Fuminari’s torture would begin after they met. His mind conjured up the image of someone cutting through his penis, forcing the chunks of meat into his mouth.


      “Shit!” Fuminari shouted. He wrenched his mouth tight and began to shake his huge frame. The cut where Renobo had bitten down on his lips re-opened. He flicked his tongue over it and tasted warm, salty blood. He spat it to the floor, mixed with phlegm.


      Panshigaru. Fuminari had nothing on it. Ryoko had talked about them just that morning, after his fingers and tongue had brought her time and again to climax. She told him that Munakata had brought up the subject the last time they had met: “Have you heard of an organization called ‘Panshigaru’?” Ryoko had told him that she hadn’t. Munakata had given her a furtive smile; it was only natural she hadn’t, it was best that way. She had asked him about the organization afterwards, but Munakata had said nothing else. Then she had told Fuminari of the L.L.S., the pamphlet that had gone missing from her room, and of Akio Ishibashi.


      Fuminari wanted to wring his own neck for having come so far only to walk blindly into a trap. In the beginning, Fuminari had no interest in learning about the L.L.S. or about Panshigaru. His motivation had been limited to putting an end to the abomination that had deprived him of his fingers.


      But if the people that had captured him were somehow linked to the beast, they would only need to see the three-fingered hand under his gloves and they would know who he was. They would put two and two together, kill him there and then. Knowing the secret of his fingers would be enough, they would probably kill him without even bothering to torture him for information. Fuminari groaned. He felt blackened, charred under a flame of burning regret.


      Just then, through the darkness, he heard a slight noise. The sound of a key being inserted into the door’s lock. The iron door opened, someone came in. Fuminari’s nostrils reacted to the scent; strong, female. With it, the stifling odor of blood--lots of it. The light came on. The bitch Renobo stood directly before him, her lips formed a thin, bewitching smile. She was in a white gown, belt draped loosely around the swell of her buttocks. The front of the gown hung open to one side to expose a pale breast, the apparent source of the female stench. A smooth leg was visible through the slit of the dress below the belt. There was something staggering about the woman’s brazen sexuality. Her appearance alone would have been enough to overload any teenager with a hunger for women and an overabundance of lust.


      She was holding a white vessel in one hand while the other played underneath the gown around her chest, openly massaging the breast underneath. The sight of her hand rising and falling under the gown was vastly more erotic than seeing it bare. Her lips were a bloody red. She brought the vessel in her left hand to her mouth and lavishly supped at the liquid inside, washing it down her pale throat. Some trickled over the edges of the vessel, staining her gown red. It was blood; Renobo was drinking someone’s blood. She strode closer and leant over him until her obscene features were inches away. She opened her red lips and laughed, blowing her breath over him. The fishy stench of blood was overpowering.


      “Want to try some?” Renobo spilled some of the thick blood from the vessel over his face. The blood was cold. His face stained red, became demonic. “Should I let you in on what happened of Munakata?”


      Fuminari glared, saying nothing. Renobo let out a high-pitched laugh and gulped down the remaining blood from the vessel before holding it out for him to see. Fuminari noticed that the rim was not perfectly round. Instead, it followed an unsettlingly sinister curve.


      “This is him,” she said. “What you’re looking at now, this is Munakata. This is a kapala, cut from the man’s skull.” She let out a horrific, screeching howl. Fuminari felt the tiny blood-soaked hairs on his flesh stand on end.


      Renobo slipped the belt from her gown, still holding the kapala in her left hand. It fell to the ground, exposing everything underneath. She had absolutely nothing on. Her nipples were erect like red berries. He saw the blackness of her groin and the open petals of flesh underneath. Still standing directly in front of Fuminari, Renobo opened her legs wide and thrust her hips forward.


      “Take a good look. You can see, right? I’m dripping wet.”


      Renobo used a pale finger from her right hand to part the red flesh before slipping it inside. She began to massage herself, working her fingers slowly. Within moments her hand was soaked, glistening with viscous liquid. “It’s just like you said, I’m always thinking of what men like to ram in here. Of letting them have their way with me until they’ve had their fill.” She squirmed and coiled like an albino snake, drunk on her own flesh. Her skin was abnormally white. Flawlessly white, like a dark cave-dwelling invertebrate that had never seen the light of day.


      Her fingers picked up speed as her groaning increased in volume. She poured the remaining blood from the kapala over her groin and her fingers flicked with a renewed vigor. Both her groin and her fingers were stained red from the blood. She lowered the kapala to the floor and reached down between Fuminari’s legs, her other hand continuing to massage herself; she undid the zip on his trousers, her white hand plunging into his jeans. Fuminari let out a groan. The movement was almost unbearably carnal.


      There are two types of sexual allure -- that which is learned and that which is present from birth. Renobo’s was clearly of the latter class. Her particular flavor of sexual abandon was congenital, fundamental to her flesh and blood.


      Fuminari’s lips contorted as he groaned again, swallowing air. He shook his hips in an effort to free himself, but there was nothing he could do. He cried out, humiliated. He could feel the sensations, but his penis stayed limp. His forehead had become slick with sweat. He was getting turned on, despite remaining as soft as ever between his legs. His limp cock ejaculated copiously over Renobo’s hand. Her hand came to a halt. At the same time, she paused the movement of the hand between her own legs.


      “Well well!” Renobo gave him a blood-curdling smile, bringing her face up to meet his own; she glared into his eyes. “What’s wrong with it?” She reached down to his still soft cock and shook it with her hand. Fuminari turned away, grinding his teeth loudly. “Hmmm.” Renobo’s crimson tongue snaked over her lips. “Your proud little viper is no good for pounding cunt after all.”


      Fuminari howled in shame. Renobo let go of him and waved her hand in front of his eyes for him to see. Her fingers were covered with his semen. He had responded to her stimulation and ejaculated, even without an erection. Renobo’s blood-red tongue slithered over her fingers, lapping up the white liquid. She rubbed the remainder over Fuminari’s face, bursting into a sudden, high-pitched laugh.


      “I see, I see.” She glared into his eyes, then laughed again. She recovered her belt and the kapala from the floor, then turned out the light and left the room, closing the door behind her.


      The laughter rang in Fuminari’s ears long after he heard the quiet click of the lock in the darkness.


      6


      It was roughly an hour later when Fuminari heard the sound of the lock again.


      He heard the door being opened, slowly this time, and sensed someone enter the room. Again, he smelled the scent of a woman, but different from Renobo earlier. The woman held her breath, as though terrified of making a sound.


      “Who’s there?” Fuminari asked, keeping his voice quiet.


      The woman said nothing. There was a nervous perspiration in the darkness. She made no attempt to turn on the lights. The woman marshaled a few breaths in the dark then moved closer behind him, hesitant. She placed something metallic, cold, between his fingers. He immediately recognized it as a knife.


      “What the...” Fuminari whispered, his voice tight.


      “Use this, get out of here,” the woman whispered back, even quieter than Fuminari. There was something odd about the voice; it was accompanied by a rasping noise, a scraping of air. “Take the stairs outside the door, I left a window open to the right. Use it. Steer clear of Panshigaru in the future.” She said nothing more, leaving the room as quietly as she had entered. There was no sound of the door being locked.


      Was it a trap? That was Fuminari’s first thought. But he would not allow himself to hesitate. This was his only option.
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      A window had been left open at the end of an L-shaped corridor


      Outside, Fuminari could see the expansive grounds of the residence, only dimly visible in the moonlight. There was a wall ten meters away, two meters or so meters high. He knew then that the building he was in was sizable. He also knew that if he jumped from the window, he would make a sound on the grass when he landed, possibly loud enough for that old man, Enoh, to pick up on. Still, it was possible; he could jump down, make a run for the wall and vault clean over it.


      But who was she? His thoughts returned to the woman. Why help me? He could worry about that later. He hardened his resolve and reached out to the window. It was a little too narrow to let his huge frame out easily. He heard footsteps from the darkness to the right. Someone was walking his way from the other side of the corridor--a single pair of footsteps, and close enough that he would be discovered before he could get clean of the window. Fuminari’s decision was instantaneous; he concealed his frame against the corridor’s edge. As long as it wasn’t Enoh, he knew he could dispose of whoever it was before they could even make a sound. The footsteps were too clumsy for Enoh. Whoever it was held a torch, the beam directed towards the floor near the turn in the corridor. The footsteps drew nearer, then came to a sudden stop. They had noticed the open window. Footsteps again, the shape of a man came into view next to the window. The man was looking at the window, standing now with his back towards Fuminari. Fuminari moved stealthily behind him before wrapping a thick arm around the man’s neck, tensing with explosive power. At the same time, he grabbed the torch with his other hand; the last thing he wanted was for the man to drop it. The man’s legs hung suspended as Fuminari lifted him into the air while he crushed the man’s neck. The sound of his feet shuffling on the floor would probably be enough to alert Enoh.


      “Make a sound and I’ll snap your neck,” Fuminari whispered into the man’s ear, flexing his muscles against his neck; the man would hear the bones in his chin and neck groan under the stress. “I’m sure you can tell I’m serious,” Fuminari said. The man could hardly struggle as it was, let alone make a noise. He was fighting just to breathe, eyes wide open, almost popping out of their sockets. “Tell me about Kurogosho. Where is he, what’s he doing?” As he whispered, Fuminari released his hold by a fraction.


      The man sucked air into his throat. “P...preparing for the ritual.” He swallowed loudly, continuing to gasp for air.


      Fuminari flexed his arm, preventing him from doing so. “A ritual...” Images resurfaced, seen in the mountains two years ago, men and women engaged in an obscene, mass orgy. And he saw the monster.


      “A ritual...on the 3rd August.”


      Before he could realize, Fuminari had relaxed his grip around the man’s neck. The man screamed at the top of his voice. Fuminari cursed and tensed the muscles of his right arm. The man’s neck snapped with a dry crack. His body flapped three times, like a dying fish, before falling limp. Fuminari cast the body aside and squeezed his huge frame through the window before leaping out to the grounds below. He sensed a bustling, people stirred inside the building. He charged across the grass, heading straight for the enclosing wall. He vaulted clean over it and found himself in the middle of woods. He ducked into the cover of the undergrowth and briefly extended his awareness to scan his surroundings. “He escaped!” He could hear shouting inside the estate. He was about to charge deeper into the woods when something made him freeze. Someone was there, in the darkness just ahead of him.


      “Who’s there?” He flicked on the torch he had grabbed from the man, directing the beam towards the shadows before him. The beam revealed two men. One with messy hair, the other...somehow feminine with stunning features. He was looking at Hosuke Kumon and Biku.
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      Senkichi Fuminari leapt to one side having already switched off the torch in the previous instant.


      He crouched low in the grass and made to conceal his presence. His huge frame blended impressively into the darkness. He felt his body tense; he ground his back teeth together. He bit down hard, attempting to control the instinct to fight that had welled up inside him. Senkichi Fuminari was a wild beast that had just escaped its cage.


      The two men he had stumbled upon just moments earlier had scattered to either side, extinguishing all signs of their presence with the same speed he had shown. But as they had done so, Fuminari marked the locations of the sounds they had made. They were just a few meters ahead, one to the left, the other to his right, both using the undergrowth for cover. Their reactions had been impressive. Fuminari was sure they were aware of his own position, just as he was of theirs. Are they the enemy? Fuminari asked the question as he lay in the dark, keeping still.


      It was clear that there was nothing ordinary about them. He had no idea of the location of the residence, but he knew that no regular person would have business skulking around such woods in the dead of night. And then there was the way they responded to him; instantaneous, only possible with a mastery of martial arts. The commotion inside the wall was growing in intensity. This was no time for idling around. “Who’s there?” Fuminari called again, keeping his voice low.


      There was no response. Not that he had expected anyone dim-witted enough to volunteer their name just because he asked. Fuminari reached down with his right hand, gently sliding his knife from the belt around his waist.


      “The din back there about someone having escaped, that’s you?”


      A man’s voice called out suddenly, from the darkness ahead. The tone was perfectly relaxed, as though he had asked the question while smoking a cigarette in a cafe.


      “Yeah,” Fuminari answered, knife in hand.


      “If so, then we have no fight with you. Probably.”


      “I know a guy that was killed for his money by someone who said they were on his side.”


      “Aha.”


      “I killed him.”


      “I see,” the voice returned from the darkness, still completely at ease. It was somehow out of place.


      “Okay so you’re not with the enemy, show me some proof,” Fuminari said.


      “Proof?”


      “You’d have a torch, right? A lighter if not. Turn it on and stand up, point it at yourselves. Together.” There was no chance they would comply. Absolutely none, Fuminari thought. They would have no idea if this stranger might be planning to attack them through the dark. He just wanted to see how they reacted to his request, gauge the response. When the response came, it was the opposite of what he expected. 


      “Sure, okay.”


      The response was relaxed to the point of being anticlimactic. Fuminari heard someone chuckle faintly, just as he saw a gigantic black shadow rear heavily upwards. He had revealed himself with utter indifference, lacking any sense of wary. Fuminari was dumbfounded, he had never expected anyone crazy enough to reveal themselves at the request of a potentially hostile opponent.


      “And the other one?” Fuminari asked.


      “Little choice but to play along, I see.”


      He saw a slender figure rise a few meters to the left of the big guy.


      “Your lights?” Fuminari lodged the blade between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. It was the only knife he had. He intended to make short work of whomever was first to turn on their torch. Then he would make a break for it. He should be able to handle the other if he was alone. There was little time left, the people beyond the wall would be on them soon. He had to hurry.


      He had no real expectation that the men before him would just turn on their lights at his behest. He readied himself to throw the torch; he would use the distraction to run, or to move in and take them out with the knife. In the case of the latter he would direct the knife at one of them and charge the other, slamming him into the ground as the first reacted. The decision would be made the moment they reacted to the torch.


      Faint moonlight trickled over the ground beneath the canopy of trees. The stench of the undergrowth tickled Fuminari’s nose each time he drew in the dark night air. He had been here before...been a shadow in the dark turf, knife in hand.


      Memories of that night came flooding back. The night he had killed Muto and Kawaguchi of the Kokushigun and stolen the hundred million yen they had originally taken from Towa Bank. The night Fuminari and Kumiko had witnessed a group of people performing an outlandish ritual in the Tanzawa mountains, and of his clash with a monstrous beast-like creature. He had lain in wait, set a trap for the creature hunting them; he had made use of shadow, holding a knife in concealment. He had hurled the blade with all his might, but the monster had caught it mid-flight, sent it back at him. Fuminari felt a dull pain throb over his left hand, ghosts of the missing flesh of the fingers the beast had torn off and eaten. His forehead was slick with viscous sweat.


      A light came on in front of the larger shadow, a lighter flame. He saw a man’s face in the dark, his hair was long and in such a mess it was almost funny. In the same moment, Fuminari sent the knife flying in a beeline towards the man, Hosuke Kumon’s, head. The thin metallic flash burnished through the dark leaving a silver comet trail in its wake. The flame vanished with a sharp mineral click. Fuminari was already running, his back to the two men.


      He felt a powerful rush of hostile energy whip into the back of his head like a silk chord--a hissing of leaves from the branches above him. Fuminari pitched forwards, falling instinctively into a roll. He felt a burst of air scythe through the space directly behind his head in a razor whip. The force was enough to make his flesh crawl. Fuminari rolled back to his feet in a single, fluid motion. A shadow landed on the grass before him, readying to attack. It was the second man to have stood up, the slender one. Fuminari launched his right leg, thick as a log, sideways towards the man charging at him. The dark form ducked into the grass, coalescing into the darkness. Fuminari roared as his leg buzzed through thin air, overshooting the man. The attack could have torn a hole in the darkness itself. A direct hit would pulverize bone.


      “You seem hellbent on being unfriendly,” the slender form spoke from the undergrowth. It was Biku.


      “That’s a schoolboy error, turning on the light like that.”


      “We did tell you we’re not with them.”


      “Fuck that! If that last attack had got me in the head I’d be a fucking corpse right now.”


      “I could say the same of yours.”


      “Huh.” Fuminari straightened up and spat on the ground.


      “You’re very suspicious,” Biku said, maintaining his crouch.


      “I trust only the dead, they don’t lie. It’s a policy I have, never make an agreement with the living.” Fuminari curved his thick lips into a daring smile.


      As he did Hosuke Kumon appeared, walking over the grass towards them. “Wow, you’re a veritable giant!” He cooed with admiration, twirling something in his right hand as he came to stand next to the still-crouching form of Biku. The man’s guard was completely down, if Fuminari were to attack him like that, he would not stand a chance. Fuminari saw that the object in his hand was the knife he had thrown. Its tip was buried in the man’s lighter. Hosuke flicked the lighter on. There was a faint pop as the orange flame flickered into existence. It was still working, despite being impaled by a knife.


      Hosuke’s oddball features were thrown into relief by the flame, they were not handsome. He had a pug nose and his lips were thick-set. If anything, he fell on the side of ugly. But that did not mean he lacked charm. He was unwieldy, but Fuminari could tell there was something about the way he looked that drew people in. And the pug nose suited him perfectly. It was like a form of magnetism, something hardwired from birth. He was shrouded in a mysterious aura, something akin to warmth. At first he resembled a physical laborer, the type that hung around construction site canteens. He was dressed in a pair of dirt-encrusted jeans and a cotton shirt. His muscles were big, like he was built from solid rubble. He was watching Fuminari with eyes that somehow resembled the night-air itself, even as they reflected the lighter’s flame. Biku appeared to his side, his form gaining clarity nearer the dim light produced by the flame.


      “Are you a fucking woman?” Fuminari blurted. But he knew Biku was a man the moment the words left his mouth. Biku’s crimson lips parted in a slight, but evocative grin. The expression contained traces of innocence, like that of a young girl on the cusp of realizing her womanhood. His hair fell over his forehead in gentle waves. It was hardly surprising that Fuminari had momentarily confused him for a woman.


      “If I was, would you have considered raping me?” Biku spoke with a surprisingly powerful, male voice. He was completely covered in tight-fitting black cloth. His frame was slight in comparison to Hosuke’s, but there was no sense of frailty to it. Fuminari knew that tough sinews of spring-like muscle were coiled within his outwardly feminine frame. Otherwise, it would have been impossible for him to have attacked Fuminari as he just had. Biku slid one foot gracefully forward, the motion perfectly fluid.


      Fuminari felt a powerful, blast-heated energy stir inside him. He made no attempt to conceal the force as it broadcast from his frame. His size was extraordinary. He was two meters tall, weighing in at over 145 kilograms. He was in black trousers and a moss-green t-shirt. If Hosuke had been cut from smooth, natural stone, Fuminari was a roughly-hacked at boulder. His muscles gave the impression that someone had stuffed his t-shirt with oversized rubble. His shoulders were as wide as his chest was deep. The cloth of the t-shirt covering his upper arms looked tight enough to rip if he flexed even slightly. Above the muscular swell of his shoulders was a thick neck, above that, a rock-hard jaw. Like Hosuke, his lips were thick, but his frame was overall more balanced. He could put on a charming smile, attracting more than just a few women. But he lacked what Hosuke had in warmth. His face was a mask of lethal darkness. Never make an agreement with the living. His face was proof enough that he meant it.


      “When you came running, I thought it was that monster again,” Hosuke said, keeping his eyes on Fuminari’s enormous profile. Fuminari was a good couple of times his size.


      “Monster?” Fuminari’s face looked suddenly demonic. In his mind, he had just seen the gigantic, half-human abomination that tore off his fingers.


      “Yeah. They call it Hanko apparently,” Hosuke added lightly, as though reminiscing on an old friend. As he did, there was a sudden sense of people bearing down on them through the dark.


      “Shit,” Fuminari cursed. They’re coming. He would be lost if he had to face them from his current position. Especially if Enoh was among them.


      “So, what’s your move?” Hosuke smiled, apparently enjoying himself. He seemed to think nothing more of their predicament than he would a game of tag. The men from the compound had scattered to either side after crossing the threshold of the woods. They heard footsteps, two people closing in on them with incredible speed. “There he is!” One must have seen the light from Hosuke’s lighter.


      “A truce, then.”


      With the words, Hosuke flipped the lighter off. Fuminari’s last glimpse of Hosuke as his face melted into the darkness was of the man grinning. Fuminari kicked off the ground in the same moment, accelerating directly towards the incoming men. His huge frame moved with animal velocity. His right fist flew out, followed by his left leg. A sound of impacting flesh and crunching bone echoed through the night. Neither of the men had made a sound, only that of their bodies crumpling heavily to the grass. Fuminari had used the blade of his hand to effortlessly crush the neck of the first while launching a kick into the jaw of the other, sending the man flying backwards through the air as his lower teeth pierced his mouth. Fuminari was moving before they hit the floor. “We run, now!” he hissed. Biku and Hosuke were already in motion, speeding like wind through the dark.
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      The Koshu Road.


      A single passenger car made its way down Route 20, heading for Shinjuku. The car’s headlights tore sharp lines through the night. There were hardly any cars passing from the opposite direction. Dawn was less than two hours away as they quickly approached the moment when it would be closer to morning than it was to night. Biku was behind the wheel. Biku was behind the wheel, Hosuke was in the passenger seat next to him, while Fuminari was in the rear, glaring forwards with a heavy scowl.


      “Miwa Ishibashi?” he said. His arms were folded together, cramped despite having the back of the car to himself. He had just discovered that the building he had been held in was Miwa Ishibashi’s Hachioji residence.


      “That’s right,” the answer came from the driver, Biku.


      “And who the hell is she?”


      “We would be happy to tell you, but not until we know more about who you are. You may not be our enemy, Fuminari, but that doesn’t mean you’re our friend either.”


      “Huh,” Fuminari huffed, grimacing slightly. “So what’s the relationship between Miwa Ishibashi and Akio Ishibashi?” he asked.


      “Ah, you’ve come across him.”


      “Sure, Toyama Shutaro’s secretary.”


      “You sound well informed.”


      “Something tells me you guys are digging into Panshigaru too, huh?”


      “Bingo! That’s it exactly. So you already know about them.”


      “Some stuff, sure,” Fuminari muttered before falling quiet. They drove in silence for a while until Biku eventually opened his mouth to speak.


      “We’d like to know what you were doing escaping her residence. Would you feel receptive to a little exchange of information? We can tell you what we know, and in exchange you let us in on what you’ve discovered.”


      “That doesn’t sound too bad, although it puts me at a disadvantage.”


      “How so?”


      “Look I’m in your car being taken God knows where. I wouldn’t call it a particularly conducive environment for having talks on equal footing.”


      “If this worries you, we’d be happy to stop the car and let you out.”


      “We’re not quite there yet, I’m happy to go along with what you say. But let’s have you go first, since it’s your suggestion. And don’t worry, I know I won’t be getting the full story. Just tell me what you can. Then I’ll tell you what I know.” Fuminari had just finished his sentence when he heard snoring, coming from the passenger seat. Hosuke Kumon had fallen asleep. The man was snoring heavily, without any apparent reservation. “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” Fuminari muttered.


      “I’ve known him about a month now, this is pretty much how he rolls.”


      “You said his name was Hosuke Kumon?”


      “Yes.”


      “Who is he?”


      “He’s a Psyche Diver.”


      “Huh!”


      “You’ve heard of them, perhaps?”


      “Yeah. They dive into other peoples’ heads, search for stuff; huh, so this guy’s actually one of them.”


      “Yes, and an unlicensed one at that,” Biku said, his voice gave the impression he was enjoying himself.
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      Three men stood before the entrance of Biku’s apartment, Biku, Hosuke Kumon, and Senkichi Fuminari.


      During the ride over, Biku and Fuminari had finished their first round of exchanging information.


      Apart from the details regarding the theft of Kukai from Mt. Koya, Biku had provided Fuminari with an almost perfectly accurate rendering of what he knew. He had simply referred to the stolen property as being a ‘cultural artifact of national standing’. Fuminari, for his part, had given Biku the facts as he knew them, keeping almost nothing back. The only matter he concealed was that of his stealing money from the Kokushigun.


      There was a level of overlap in the information they shared, but each side had been able to harvest new data. It was from Biku that Fuminari learned that Miwa Ishibashi had written about Panshigaru in her book entitled ‘The Hidden Sangha of India,’ and that it was in her residence that he had been held prisoner. He had been surprised to hear that Mt. Koya was involved in all of this, but the greatest discovery was when he learnt that Hanko, the half-human monster that had eaten his fingers, was an abomination created by Enoh’s own hand; that Enoh was a beast master, or jushi.


      Biku learnt of a shadowy figure, known as Kurogosho, existing within the curtain of Panshigaru, and of the organization’s staging of grotesque, nighttime rituals deep in the mountains--of the mass groups of men and woman partaking in eerie, quasi-religious orgies...and of the carnage involved. Fuminari told him of how they would crucify an upturned and naked woman, how they would sever her head, drain her blood, and feast on her heart.


      It was, to an extent, familiar territory for Biku. At Mt. Koya he had been a practitioner of the secretive Tachikawa School, a practice that had led to his expulsion from the mountain. He had decided he could probably gather some information on the ritual Fuminari described from materials he had at hand. He guessed the ritual was esoteric, probably with strong connections to religion indigenous to India. He could assign Shimizu the task of gathering data; if there was information out there, he would get something within three days.
 

      Those were the gist of Biku’s thoughts as he reached for the door to his apartment. He made it a habit each time he returned to check if the door was properly locked. The handle gave under his hold. There was absolutely no resistance. The lock had been destroyed. He pushed the door and it swung open. The lights were already on.


      “Master Biku.” A man looked up, perched on a sofa towards the back of the room. The man was young, his face looked worn, but he was dressed in a neatly-pressed suit. He had loosened the tie around his neck.


      “What happened, Shimizu?” Biku asked.


      Hosuke came in after him followed straightaway by Fuminari’s massive frame; he had to duck his head to enter the room. The young man stood up and turned to look at Fuminari. The man was Tetsuo Shimizu, Hosuke already knew him from the first time Biku had brought him to the apartment after trekking back from the mountains. He performed various tasks on Biku’s behalf. Hosuke knew there were other men and women that made a habit of coming and going from the place. One of the women visitors, Yuko, the girl he had slept with, had been abducted by Iba and his gang; now she was being held somewhere against her will. Shimizu’s gaze hung on Fuminari, but not because of the sheer size of the man. He seemed to be wondering whether he could mention something in front of this man he had not seen before.


      “Don’t worry about Fuminari, he’s fine. Speak your mind,” Biku said.


      Shimizu opened his mouth slightly, nodding, “Iba was taken.”


      “What?” Biku’s voice betrayed a faint tension.


      “I called at 10:00 in the evening, but there was no answer. Takaoka and Tsurumi were supposed to be guarding Iba, but no-one picked up regardless of how much I called. I got here at 10:30. The lock had been smashed and Iba was nowhere to be seen.”


      “And Takaoka, Tsurumi?”


      “They were down, I found them in the room we held Iba. Takaoka was dead by the time I arrived.” Shimizu’s face went pale, a faint tremor ran over his lips. He looked terror-stricken. “Takaoka was lying downwards, but his head was pointed at the ceiling.” He emphasized each word.


      “What the?” the low rumbling voice was Fuminari’s.


      “Tsurumi was still alive when I got here.”


      “Did he say anything?”


      “Yes. He told me that around 9:30 he’d heard a strange sound at the door and went to check it out. The door had flown open and a man the size of the door frame burst in. He attacked without warning, hitting his chest and head. I had to confirm that he was talking about a man, at first he seemed convinced the intruder had been some kind of animal.”


      “A monster.” Fuminari shivered. He wrapped his black-gloved left hand over the glove of his right. His face clouded over as though he were suffering immense physical pain. The source appeared to originate inside his left glove.


      “Hanko was here,” Biku muttered.


      It was only lunchtime the previous day when Biku and Hosuke had left the apartment for Odawara to visit Gensai Sakuma. They had not returned until now, instead using the address Gensai had acquired to visit the headquarters of the L.L.S. where they had asked for an audience with Miwa Ishibashi. They had been been kept waiting in a room at the Roppongi headquarters until they were eventually told that she was out of the building with no means of contact; then they were kicked out. By then it was already late. They decided that, since they were out, they would look up the man that had edited her book, a Mr. Togawa, and pay him a visit.


      Togawa turned out to be the caretaker for a middle-class apartment block in the city. He was somewhere close to his sixties. He had been employed at a publisher when Miwa Ishibashi paid them an unscheduled visit twenty years ago. She was in her late thirties, arriving with a thick bundle of manuscript in hand. It was the first time they had met. He had only met her himself because his co-workers had been busy and he had a spare moment. “Take a look at the manuscript,” she had said. “If you like it, I would like you to publish it. I will return in a week for your response. If you don’t want to publish, I’ll take it back.” She had told him she would try and sell it to another publisher.


      The manuscript was titled, ‘The Hidden Sangha of India.’ She had brought the text already knowing that they printed a relatively high volume of religious materials. She had not been overly polite, neither had she been particularly arrogant, simply taking her leave directly after finishing what she had come to say.


      “She was confident in the book,” Togawa told Biku and Hosuke. “That girl, man she was sexy as hell.” He had read the manuscript the day before Miwa was due back. It consisted of a detailed analysis of various religions and cults indigenous to India. The first half covered ground that had been studied before, but the later sections described things he had never come across before. He found that even the earlier sections had been written with fresh perspective, full of insights that even accomplished scholars would struggle to attain. Her work was incredible. When Miwa had returned the next day, he told her they wanted to publish. He had only one question, which he asked her about.


      “You say in your work that your research was primary, based on years of walking around and visiting these places. Did you actually do that?”


      “I was there for almost a decade,” she had replied.


      The first edition of the book made a print run of five-thousand copies, selling out within the year. Despite the success, no more editions were printed. Miwa Ishibashi forbade it, refusing even to offer an explanation. All she had given him was a card bearing her address. She lived in the mountains, near Hachioji. The address she had given him was of a building located inside a large forested area that she claimed to own, apparently living there with her only son.


      Togawa had visited only once. He no longer remembered many of the details, but told them he could more or less work out the location of the building. He had summoned up what vague memories he had, and written them on a map. Biku and Hosuke had followed it and eventually stumbled on the property late that same night.


      Lights were on inside the building, despite the late hour. The air was tense, telling them that something was in the middle of happening. They had been ready to head home but gut feeling convinced them to venture closer to find out what it was. They had been waiting for a while when the light went out and the interior fell quiet. Fuminari exploded into the air, leaping clean over one of the boundary walls just as they were readying to leave. While they were out tracking Panshigaru, Panshigaru had kept busy too, taking advantage of Biku’s absence to stage an attack on his apartment and recover Iba.


      “Iba was gone. Tsurumi died within five minutes of my getting here,” Shimizu said.


      “Where are the bodies?” Biku asked, his voice dry.


      “At the Tsumura Hospital. We should receive the detailed death certificates sometime today.”


      “I see,” Biku said. He turned his dark eyes to face Hosuke and Fuminari, still behind him. “Please, use the sofa,” he suggested. Fuminari was astonished with the calm that Biku, this guy with a young girl’s features, was displaying. The man’s features suggested he was in his teens but Shimizu, probably already in his mid-twenties, was referring to him as ‘Master’. It was obvious that Biku’s looks did not reflect his true age, but even with that knowledge, Fuminari could not help but feel something immense in Biku’s nonchalant acceptance of his colleagues’ death, and he remembered the skills the man had displayed fighting when they first met outside the boundary wall.  He wasn’t Fuminari’s type, but there was something formidable about him nonetheless.  


      Then there was Hosuke Kumon, mysterious and nebulous like he was made from air. Back at the residence, Hosuke had voluntarily stood up and flicked on his lighter, the gesture had been almost polite. Fuminari had wondered if the man was somehow retarded. Even now, he could still hear the man snoring away in the car. But there was something innately likable about him.


      On the other hand, Fuminari was finding it difficult to warm to Biku. Beauty aside, the man exhibited an eerie cool, even a coldness. He knew they would have difficulty getting along. Fuminari took a seat, causing the leather sofa to sag deeply. Outside the window, the sky was already growing bright.


      “Well, whatever we’re going to do we know this place is dangerous,” Hosuke said, breaking his silence. He was on the sofa too, legs crossed. “Now those bastards know about it.” He scratched his head and rocked his upper body a little, as though testing the springs.


      Fuminari, who had been watching him until now, turned to look at the others in the room. “So, no-one’s going to ask about my place?” he volunteered.


      “Your place?”


      “Hakone. Thought I’d told you, I rent a lodge up there. There’s a girl that’ll cook, Ryoko. And don’t worry, I won’t charge rent.”


      An image of Ryoko crossed his mind, she looked uneasy.
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      Yuko was outside of the windowless room for the first time in a while.


      She had been escorted out by a man in black robes. “Come,” he said as he grabbed her by the hand, “Master Kurogosho wants to see you.” He had nothing else to say. When they left the room he told her to follow him down the long corridor. There was a window towards the middle. When Yuko peered out, she saw a dark sky and the black outlines of rustling branches. That was the first time she realized it was night. Even so, she was unable to decipher anything further like what time it was. The man came to a halt and Yuko stopped with him. They were standing directly next to a closed shoji door. The paper glowed dimly in the light coming from the end of the corridor. There was the sound of a woman’s voice inside, moaning. Yuko knew the sound. It was the sound that leaked from a woman’s throat when she climaxed during intercourse. A faint scent permeated through the shoji, carrying on the air, some kind of incense. She felt the scent insinuate itself inside her, breaching the cells of her body. It was primal, somehow, as though designed to awaken the dark beasts that reside deep within the human psyche. There was a sweet sensation as it permeated the interior of her womb.


      “She is here now, Master Kurogosho,” the man called through the shoji.


      A deep male voice returned from inside, “Good. Undress her and bring her in.”


      “Of course,” the man answered. He began to unbutton Yuko’s blouse, using what appeared to be practiced hands. More fucking, Yuko thought. She had already lost count of the number of times she had been raped since coming here. The men would force their engorged cocks into every orifice and fuck her until they climaxed. Some were kind to her, others less so. A few would simply caress her before taking their leave. Sometimes she would feel aroused, sometimes she felt nothing at all.


      This time was different, though. This was the first time she had been summoned from her room. During the walk she had felt uneasy, scared of what might happen to her. But now that she was here and being told to undress, she found herself feeling relief. At least this way she knew what was going to happen. The scent seemed to help her relax. The man continued to undress her, one item at a time. She obliged him by raising her legs when he wanted to slip off her panties. Now her pale body was fully exposed, her naked flesh seemed to glow in the half-light, as though her body had absorbed all the semen ejected into her and that, somehow, it had further purified her already-pale skin. Her skin bore no marks to attest to the pain she had undergone at the hands of so many lust-crazed men. If anything, it had become more lustrous, acquiring a sensuality that was beyond that of a girl in her teens. Her breasts seemed firmer, her waist more narrow.


      The man slid the shoji open. The perfume, faint until now, was immediately stronger, hitting her with a choking intensity. She felt like she was about to enter a tropical greenhouse.


      “Come in and close the shoji behind you.” It was the same voice as before, coming from deep inside the room, alongside the moans of the woman whose voice was like thin strands of chaffing silk.


      Yuko did as she was told, walking in and sliding the shoji shut behind her. She saw a single futon arranged on the floor in the center of the room. Beside the head was a stand with a small lamp on it. On the futon were two figures in motion, one male and one female. The woman had her knees on the futon, buttocks raised high in the air; the man, also on his knees, was impaling her from behind, his cock dark in the shadows. Her elbows rested over the futon, cradling her right cheek. Her head was turned to face Yuko. Yuko recognized the woman that had visited her before, the red lips she had pursed over Yuko’s nipples. The woman had lavished her pale hands over Yuko’s skin, over and over as though sucking something from her. Yuko could still remember the disturbingly chilling pleasure she had experienced. The woman’s moist black eyes were open, but she was not looking at Yuko. Her abnormally white frame shook as she writhed back and forth, as though flames lapped over her buttocks. It was like watching an albino snake in human form. Her large breasts were suspended in the air, only the hardened red of her berry-like nipples rested against the sheets. The ends nuzzled along the fabric each time the man slammed into her from behind.


      The man was old. Both of their bodies seemed to give off a bright layer of densely-packed energy. Each time the man’s penis thrust into her, her soaked lips would curl inwards and cling to it. Each time he pulled out, they would slide outwards, revealing flesh that was spotted red. Yuko watched from her position to their side. The sight was incredibly arousing.


      “More! More..!” The woman’s voice was weak. “Do it now, Master Kurogosho!” The woman let out a wet groan like a chunk of pleasure itself, drunk on the sound of her own voice. Her blood-red tongue darted out, seeking pleasure from the drops of sweat that had collected on her lips. She came multiple times as Yuko watched on.


      “Renobo,” the old man said, “you’re biting into me.” He reached down with his right hand and brought it under the woman’s abdomen, tweaking the swollen bead of flesh out from between her legs. He continued to thrust like a man possessed, a constant high-pitched wail emerging from the woman’s lips.


      Yuko found herself already wet--hot and dripping. She could feel it on the inside of her knees; she could hardly stand. It was all she could do to hold back from using her fingers to relieve herself.


      “Girl, come here,” the old man ordered.


      Yuko felt herself stagger forwards, she wanted the man’s hardness inside her as soon as possible. She felt as though the incense inhaled through her nose had somehow dissolved into her flesh and travelled through her veins before finally collecting in her womb. She lifted a leg to stand over Renobo’s waist and face the old man, then she used her fingers to part her vaginal lips before pushing her hips into his face. The man fed on her greedily.


      “This is it! The sweet nectar of immortality, Heruka!” the old man exclaimed as he pulled away for a breath, half-wailing as he once again buried his lips in her.


      Yuko threw out her chest as her pale, naked body arched backwards. She grabbed the old man’s head with both hands to stop herself from collapsing backwards as she climaxed over and over. The pleasure was like nothing she had ever known, so much so that she was hardly even aware of her wild screams of ecstasy. No matter how much she came, it was never enough. The never-ending pleasure surged upwards, coming from someplace deep inside her; it was as though her entire body had become the physical embodiment of sexual pleasure. And the orgasms never dried up. She came to suspect the incense would allow her to come indefinitely.


      “Tonight shall be the only occasion for our intercourse,” the old man said. He grabbed Yuko’s breasts.


      Yuko arched further backwards so that she was looking up towards the ceiling; she was greeted by a disquieting scene: crowds of men and women in primary colors, fucking in a myriad of sexual positions. She took in the scene like it was some kind of dream. A mosaic of male and female deities given to pleasure, with the god Heruka presiding at the centre. A gaudy mandala of sex. As she studied the interfusion of demon-like gods painted over the ceiling, it was as though she could hear them crying out in a single chorus of lust.
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      The banquet of fornication continued to Yuko’s side as she lay in a sleepy daze on the floor, legs spread untidily.


      Renobo was sitting over Kurogosho, now on his back, her hips rocking with a steady swinging motion.


      “I hear that Fuminari’s whereabouts continue to elude us, as do those of Biku and Hosuke,” Kurogosho said, his hands massaging the underside of Renobo’s breasts.


      “Yes,” Renobo replied, her voice warbling and song-like, her expression lost in the pleasure derived from their soft motions.


      “That is a shame. I had wanted to see the man’s face for myself.”


      “Enoh feels confident he will reappear soon enough,” Renobo said. She gave a muffled laugh.


      “What is it?”


      “He said he would stuff my cunt with vipers, but his was beyond useless.”


      “Hah!” Kurogosho chuckled, matching the woman’s movements above him. “We still don’t know who helped him escape?”


      “No-one could have broken that rope with brute force. Besides, the break-point was too clean. Someone gave him a knife, maybe cut him free. It could have been an outsider, but that doesn’t explain the open lock. We should consider the possibility that this was the work of an insider, someone with knowledge of the key’s location.”


      “Either way, we can take our time sniffing them and Fuminari out once the ritual is complete.”


      “And then we finally get to Kukai.”


      “Yes.” Kurogosho nodded.


      Renobo’s face suddenly darkened, still looking down at him. “I hear of ghosts in Kukai’s room.”


      “Nothing to be concerned with. Two, maybe three people have reported strange noises, seen spirits in the building. If anything, I feel reassured. It is evidence, after all, that Kukai remains alive.”


      “Of course."


      “But this Biku, he paid the L.L.S. headquarters a visit?”


      “Yes. The same day Fuminari escaped, earlier that evening.”


      “I take it that no one is being allowed in or out of the building any more.”


      “No-one has crossed the threshold since we locked it down.”


      “And the L.L.S.?”


      “Only director Jotaro Itsuki knows of the existence of Panshigaru or of my location. I have instructed him not to leave the building.”


      “And the Shinmeikai have arrived en-masse to guard Akio Ishibashi at the hospital. So the only option left is for them to pressure the leaders of the Shinmeikai, or go after Toyama directly.”


      “And there’s Geshin.”


      “Ah yes, of course.”


      “He comes from Mt. Koya, after all.”


      “He can be dealt with easily enough after we have completed our business with Kukai. Make sure to have your fun with him in the meantime.”


      “What should we do about Iba?”


      “Let us consider him after the ritual on August 3rd,” Kurogosho replied, picking up his speed. Renobo’s moans rose a pitch. It was the 31st of July, only three days away from the dark ritual.
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      August 1. Hakone.


      The thrumming of cicadas was a constant noise through the open window, two recognizably distinct sounds, the aburazemi and the ninizemi. In a while, their calls would be joined by the dry croaking of the evening cicada, the higurashi, but the hour was still too early for that. It was two in the afternoon, when the day’s heat was at its peak. Hot air, cooler than lower altitudes but stifling nonetheless, poured in through the open window, unabashedly joining the song of the cicada.


      There were five people in the room. These consisted of the four men Hosuke Kumon, Biku, Senkichi Fuminari and Tetsuo Shimizu; together with a lone woman, Ryoko Kitano. They gathered around a single table, each sitting in their preferred fashion.


      There was a single sheet of paper on the table, clearly a mandala from a school of esoteric Buddhism, but the mandala itself was far from commonplace. The rectangular sheet had been sectioned into a chessboard pattern of smaller rectangles with five sections to a side, making for a total of twenty-five rectangular segments. While it was clearly different, it resembled a mandala of the taizo-kai, the womb realm. The mandala was unlike anything that would be commonly recognized. Each rectangular division contained male and female bodies engaged in fornication. Yet the figures were not human. They were representations from the cannon of deities that graced murals across esoteric Buddhist temples, sects that included the Lama.


      The deities were intertwined in a melange of sexual positions. Such mandala often display an image of the Dainichi Nyorai or Mahavairocana to the center as a symbol of the fundamental principles of esoteric Buddhism, but the deity represented in this mandala was altogether different. It stood with its legs planted firmly on the ground, brandishing its teeth in an expression that could have been read as being either rage or delight. The deity had three eyes, the third of which was located in the center of its forehead, open and looking outwards. On top of having three eyes, the deity also had three heads. A wide delta of arms fanned out behind the male deity. Each hand carried a different object. One held a severed human head, another carried the head of Shiva--one of the principal deities of Hinduism. It wore a decorative belt around its waist, from which hung a chilling number of skulls.


      The deity was copulating with a female goddess. The goddess’ legs were splayed wide, wrapped around and clinging to the male’s buttocks. The male deity’s huge penis was visible as it penetrated her from underneath. The copy was monotone, but the image still managed to convey an immense sense of force as the two deities joined in what could be construed as either hatred or pleasure.


      “This copy is from the archives at Mt. Koya,” Shimizu said, his voice cutting through the humidity. “Usually, the figure in the center would be a rendering of the Dainichi Nyorai, or Mahavairocana. In this case, the deity is Heruka from the Hindu pantheon. The mandala can be seen as a sort of cosmology, in this case, one where Heruka is worshipped as the principle image. Looking at it this way, its function is the same as the original mandala with Dainichi Nyorai at the center. Yet this particular mandala differs fundamentally from the rest, as is clear to see, the ‘cosmology’ consists of couples engaged in sexual intercourse. It is said that sexual intercourse enabled the men and women inside the mandala to form a bond with the universe and thereby enable the arrival of Heruka from the heavens; in this case Heruka is symbolic of immortality.”


      Fuminari remained silent, but his eyes had taken on a fierce light as he glared at the mandala, biting down on his lips. He was remembering the scene he had witnessed that night two years ago of men and women engaged in orgy, back in the mountains of Nishi-Tanzawa.


      “It is claimed that such a ritual, as you see it here in the mandala,  actually took place in ancient India. Some people even say that rituals like this are still being carried out, hidden away in disparate parts of the country. The ritual is said to be the key with which it becomes possible to gain immortality. That immortality is bestowed on the man that takes Heruka’s place at the center of the ritual.”


      “Wow,” the exclamation came from Hosuke. His eyes were full of a child’s curiosity, looking almost amused as he stared at the image.


      “The women having sex around Heruka are known as Dakini. In the three-months leading up to the ritual, they use a jar to collect and store their menstrual blood. During the ritual they use it to either paint themselves, or they actually drink it; this is a point of contention for the academics. According to some sources--well, actually according to this one particular source,” he placed a copy of an aged book onto the table. The crimson binding was printed with a black font, ‘The Hidden Sangha of India: Miwa Ishibashi.’ “Offerings were sometimes made to Heruka, the sacrificing of a young woman during the ritual.”


      Fuminari let out a beast-like growl in response to the last sentence. Everyone turned to look at him. He was biting into his lips, his whole frame trembling. “This is it!” He stood up and slammed his fist onto the table, his giant frame shuddering. “This is what I saw!” His eyes burned like wild fire. The expression was terrifying, the kind that makes a person avert their gaze.


      “So this supposedly will be carried out on 3rd August?” Biku asked.


      “And I know where.” Fuminari’s voice was unnerving, a subterranean rumbling. Ryoko turned to look at him. His eyes were bloodshot, streaked red. “The Tanzawa mountains,” he spat the words, snarling. He looked like a man possessed.


      



  




Thirteen


      Chaos at the Dark Ritual
[image: Kanagawa]
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      The sun was already low, dipping close to the ridge of the mountains.


      The sky was still bright, but the surface of the man-made reservoir between the mountain walls was already veiled under a thin darkness. They were at Lake Tanzawa.


      The lake had formed when the Miho dam was erected to block the meandering course of the Kawauchi River that flowed through the deep heartlands of Tanzawa. The lake’s borders stretched over three valleys, tracing the lines of the rivers Yozuku, Nakagawa and Kurokura as they flowed into the dam. A Land Cruiser raced along a bridge strung above the water’s surface. The vehicle’s headlights shone through the mountain air, bouncing off the asphalt as they cut lines in the deepening darkness. Tetsuo Shimizu sat behind the wheel. Senkichi Fuminari was in the passenger seat, his vast frame taking up almost all of the available space around it. Biku and Hosuke Kumon were in the rear. They had come around forty kilometers since leaving the Tomei Expressway at the Oi-Matsuda interchange. After clearing the bridge, the Land Cruiser took a left and immediately entered a tunnel. The road snaked parallel to the Yozuku River, leading towards Asase.


      Fuminari’s eyes were fixed ahead and heavy. His mouth was shut tight, thick arms folded together. His huge chest rose and fell under them, in time with his soft breathing. He was watching the gradual encroach of the darkness. With it, he saw a mix of images, all from what he had witnessed in the dead of night at Nishi-Tanzawa. The wash of naked couples fucking in the firelight, the chorus of their lusty moans. The incense that reached down a person’s core and sucked out every base desire. The stench of blood. He could still hear the woman upturned on the cross, screaming as her heart was being hacked out. The ritual had been vile, beyond the realm of imagination.


      Among the religions of ancient India, there was a group that came to be known as the Samvara. The ritual Fuminari had witnessed originated within this particular group, although the details had been a grotesque deformation of the original format. The word ‘Samvara’ is Sanskrit, sometimes translated as ‘ultimate pleasure’. Other translations include ‘forbidden,’ or ‘religious discipline’. Fuminari had internalized it all. He had studied every scrap of material Shimizu had collected.


      Samvara, the peak of sexual pleasure, the joining with the universe. The Rishu Sutra explains the pleasures of sexual experience as being ‘equal to [that of being] a Bodhisattva.’ The word is synonymous with ‘ultimate pleasure’. India’s Samvara religions are essentially forms of Tantric Buddhism. Tantric Buddhism, an occult religion that follows the left-hand path. What, then, are religions that follow the left-hand path? Such religions are symbolized in the goddess Kali, wife of Shiva the malevolent creator of Hinduism, venerating a sexual energy referred to as ‘Shakti.’ This energy is also known as ‘Kundalini’ and symbolized by a snake; it is said to exist within every living, evolving organism.


      Left-hand path religions are built around the core belief that sexual pleasure awakens the power of Kundalini within us, therefore enabling the development of an elevated state of consciousness. A known example of Samvara religion in Japan is the Tachikawa School, established by the priest Ninkan towards the end of the Heian Period as a tributary of Shingon Buddhism. The Tachikawa School believes that enlightenment can be achieved through the intoning of Shingon sutra while consummating sexual union; the school’s focal points of worship are skulls on which they paint their own sexual fluids, employing 128 individual brushstrokes. The Rishu Sutra is one of the central texts of the Tachikawa School.


      How were such rituals carried out in ancient India? A witch-like group of women known as the ‘Dakini’ are known to have performed a central role in the tantric rituals of the Samvara religions. One such ritual, named the Secret Rite of Heruka’s Descent, was held in places distant from population centers; mountains, caves, forests, confluence points of rivers, temples, abandoned ruins; locus points of ‘ringa’ (sexual energy) together with the ‘sumasana’, mass cemeteries outside of villages, usually located deep in forested land. The sumasana were a scattering ground for bodies, littered with bones bleached white from the sun. Sometimes bodies that had died from disease or execution were burned, often they were just left to rot. Some of the bodies would be left half-burned, others would be missing heads or their limbs. At nightfall, the graveyards would glow with an eerie phosphorescence, bringing animals to feast on the remains. Perhaps the ghost-like forms of Rakshasa or Vetala would have kept company among such beasts. These sumasana were a natural fit for the Secret Rite of Heruka’s Descent. A Samvara sutra known as the the Jnana Siddhi reads as follows:


      Followers of the True Way of Samvara must consume red meats, first dried then fused with the Heart of Bodhisattva [male and female sexual fluids] and swilled in large quantities of water [blood]. They must eat the meat of humans, horses, cows and elephants in order to free themselves from blind discrimination and obtain the Siddhi of truth. Kill all creatures born into the Sanu [this world, the world of the dead, the world that is neither]. Steal the riches of others. Speak in lies and deceit. Such deeds cause the masses to burn in terrible hell, yet they shall bring enlightenment to the yogi [follower]. By achieving unity with the divine Upaya, the yogi profits society and for this the yogi is absolved of all crimes which the same society may accuse. Nothing exists of evil once [the devout] achieves the unification of Prajna and Upaya.


      Outside of the five meats outlined in the sutra, there is another well-known grouping of five, those of the five nectars. The nectars are said to consist of five fluids excreted by the human body: urine, feces, phlegm, mucous, and menstrual blood. The sutra instructs that the path to enlightenment is opened through the ingesting of these nectars and the carrying out of frequent acts of evil; the very same acts that would result in a layman being cast into hell. The sutra goes as far as endorsing incest with one’s mother, sister(s), and/or daughter(s).


      The ritual would begin on the tenth evening of the crescent moon. The yogi would travel along dark roads with the women that formed the Dakini until they reached the open clearing of a sumasana. There would already be a gathering at the clearing, a mass of people creating an endless cacophony of sound using cymbals, gongs, and drums of all types and sizes. The noise would excite the crowds as they reveled in drink, song and dance. Eventually, a signal would be made and a single man would emerge from the throng--the Ajari, or high priest.


      The Ajari’s body would be frosted white, covered in the ashes of bodies burned at the sumasana. His hair would contain decorations fashioned from human skulls and he would bear a necklace of human bones. He would begin to draw in the ground, using a mixture of cow manure and fluids drained from the temples of elephants in heat; later he would add a second layer of manure, this time mixed with human ashes and samples of the five nectars. In this way, the Ajari would cover the grounds of the clearing with a series of rectangular divisions. These divisions would occasionally be decorated with viscera, removed from the dead bodies strewn around the grounds. The Ajari thus created the framework of a mandala, sectioned into twenty-five rectangular segments. At the center of the mandala was a single rectangle in the middle of which the Ajari would paint an outline of an eight-leafed lotus flower to represent Heruka’s throne. A naked male and female couple would filter into each square, then begin to engage in intercourse. In total, there would be twenty-five Dakini and twenty-five Yogi.


      Each couple that was part of the living mandala would then rotate partners, moving in sympathy with the movement of the constellations. This circular movement was known as the ‘samsara'. The samsara--the Buddhist cycle of life and death.
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      Fuminari realized that his body had tensed all over.


      His muscles had pulled tight without him knowing. He tried to relax, rid himself of the tension; he focused on the sensation of blood flowing through his veins, hot and enveloping like boiling water. The tires of the Land Cruiser were no longer running over asphalt. The path now was rough, jagged with exposed rock. Thick belts of summer grass rose ahead of the car, flashing by in the headlights. Having passed through Asase, the Land Cruiser had made a right turn and entered a narrow, tree-lined mountain road.


      It looked like the road was still in occasional use. The edges of the road had visible wheel marks while the center, untouched by tires, was a straight line of grass. The Land Cruiser continued forwards, its bumper pushing the tall grasses flat as though scooping them into its underbelly. The road was too rough for any normal car to pass. Street cars rode too low, their underside would be cut up by the jagged edges of exposed rock. They were flanked on either side by dark mountains that looked like giant beasts backing towards them, beckoning Fuminari into a crushing embrace.


      Someone was snoring directly behind him, Hosuke Kumon. It was as though the man had no concept of nerves. Fuminari knew he would be sleeping like a child, his mouth hanging open; he knew it without having to turn around. Biku would be next to him, wearing his usual cool expression. Fuminari fancied that there might even be traces of a smile on the man’s woman-like, crimson lips. He had no intention of making the effort to turn around and check, of course. Even if he did, it would be too dark to make out their expressions. His back could sense it well enough.


      The hour was deepening, slowly making the transition from evening to night. Yet the narrow road winding through the valley was already dark. Dense pockets of towering cedars lined either side of the road. The sound of running water slithered between the cycling boom of the diesel engine, through the darkness down and off to the right. A mountain stream was flowing just beyond the cedar-packed slopes. There was a powerful stink of foliage, carried on the air as it blew through the open window, sap from the grasses, from the trees and leaves dissolving into the air.


      The wind was a continual stream against Fuminari’s cheeks. Now and then the tires of the vehicle would squeeze the sap from something on the road, causing the scent of foliage to ramp into an unusually powerful stench. Fuminari recognized the smell as that of human blood. Not real blood, he knew, but the smell blood had become inexorably linked with the scent of sweating flora in his imagination. He noticed that his body had tensed again. His muscles contracting without his notice.


      “Fuck!”


      He bit his lips together and embraced the energy, tensing harder still, as though putting himself in a stranglehold. The spaces between his muscles vented hot air as they contracted, releasing a stifling heat that warped the air as it billowed out from his frame. He felt an irresistible force threatening to boil over, welling up from somewhere deep inside him. Ghostly secretions of pain seared through his left hand.


      The Land Cruiser had stopped. The mountain road ended directly before them. The deep roar of the diesel engine died away, causing an unexpected quiet to descend over them. The silence felt oppressive, a constricting force spewed from the guts of the surrounding mountains. Cedar branches rustled in the darkness above.


      “This is the place,” Fuminari grunted as he opened the door and hauled his huge frame out of the car. The valley was tightly compressed this deep into it. The area around them formed a small clearing, with barely enough space to turn the Land Cruiser around. It felt like they had reached the mountain’s stomach after it had ingested them. Even now, Fuminari expected the thick undergrowth to spray them with sticky gastric juice. He saw that the stars were out. The remaining three followed him out of the car; Shimizu, Biku, then Hosuke. They were all in the same clothes, black and designed for the mountains.


      “How far from here?” Biku called out.


      “Two, maybe two and a half hours. If we need to, we could probably make it in an hour and a half. Depends on you guys.” Fuminari threw Biku and Hosuke an evaluating glance. He was tempted to test them, really find out just how good they were. The urge was there, to go as fast as he could, to get them out of breath, to see how long they could keep up. But he realized he had no idea of how it might go. He was confident in his strength and in his knowledge of the mountain. At the same time, he suspected there was a real possibility that he might be the first to break. He was burning to find out. But he wouldn’t try it now. Now was not the time.


      “We’ll leave the pacing to you,” Hosuke said flatly. His eyes were tinged with mysterious flashes of energy visible in the darkness. It was as though a feral energy, like a wild animal’s, was permeating through him.


      Shimizu opened the vehicle’s trunk and took out some headlamps together with some smallish backpacks. The packs contained the bare minimum of equipment they would need for hiking through the mountains at night. The other three men walked over to him.


      “I don’t need a pack,” Fuminari growled, taking a headlamp. “These will do.” He held two large mountain knives in his huge hands. He attached the leather sheaves to the belt around his waist and pulled one of the knives out, bouncing it between his hands a few times. It was clear that he was skilled in their use.


      Biku took a leather vest and put it on. Hosuke just stood there, silently observing the others.


      “There are some knives left,” Biku said, looking his way.


      “Oh, I don’t need anything,” Hosuke replied. His features were only faintly visible under the interior light of the vehicle.


      Biku stared at him for a moment. “Of course. You might not indeed,” he said, remembering what he had seen back at Tateyama.


      “Hehe.” Hosuke smiled, looking slightly bashful.


      “I’ll hold onto them for now then,” Fuminari said, taking the remaining knives in his hand.


      Biku had equipped himself with two knives, Fuminari had four. Only Hosuke remained weaponless. No one showed any interest in the rucksacks containing snacks and water. They were not here to gatecrash the Panshigaru ritual or even stop it. Their sole objective was to wait for a chance to abduct someone from those gathered. If the chance failed to materialize they would wait for the ritual to end, then follow the participants until they discovered the location of the Panshigaru headquarters. On top of this, they wanted to find out what they could about the man called Kurogosho.


      Shimizu placed four cups on the luggage rack and poured out some hot coffee from a thermos flask. “How about it--we’ve got time enough to drink a little coffee, right?”


      Biku took one of the cups. Fuminari and Hosuke followed suit. Shimizu took the last. His role in all this was to hang back and wait for them.


      “It’s a quiet night, considering,” Biku said. He took a sip of the coffee and looked up to watch the cedar branches sway in the breeze.


      Listening like this, it felt like they could hear the quiet rustling of every branch in the valley, the sound filled the night air like the distant rumbling of an ocean. It was a strange type of silence. Neither Hosuke nor Fuminari said anything. The scent of coffee dissolved into the thin night air. Fuminari was the first to put down his cup.


      “Before we do this, there’s something I want to make clear,” he said, voice quiet but firm. He looked at the others in turn. “None of this means we’re on the same side.”


      “Of course,” Biku nodded.


      “I’m here with a single purpose; to claim that beast Hanko’s head. And I don’t intend to alter these plans if they get in your way.”


      “That’s fine.”


      “Just as Hanko tore off my fingers, ate them before my eyes...now it’s my turn to tear him to pieces.” Fuminari held his left hand, still in its glove, out for them to see. His voice was heavy, straining with the effort of keeping his excitement in check. He grimaced as a shot of pain ran over his hand.


      “I envy you.” Biku’s crimson lips formed a shallow grin.


      Fuminari’s face flushed blood red. “What did you just say?” he asked. His voice was almost terrifyingly quiet.


      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”


      “Perhaps you didn’t hear me. I asked you to tell me what you just said.” Fuminari gently widened his legs, readying a fighting stance. The two men glared into each others’ eyes as a tightly-strung silence hung between them. Biku slowly passed his cup to Shimizu, never breaking eye contact with Fuminari.


      “I said, I envy you.” The words came out precisely, stress falling on the latter three words.


      Fuminari’s eyes narrowed. “I never liked you,” Fuminari spat the words out. “I guess there was something else I wanted to clear up after all.”


      “Master...” Shimizu said, tension flooding his voice. He remained rooted to the spot, saying nothing else.


      Hosuke was watching on with a childlike grin, he took a few steps back.


      One of Fuminari’s legs exploded up from the ground so that the tip of his boot hurtled through the air. The metal spikes underneath the boot flashed vertically upwards, passing close enough to scratch Biku’s nose.


      Biku didn’t flinch. He hadn’t even blinked. He simply regarded Fuminari with a cool gaze.


      Fuminari’s grin had transformed into violent smile. “This time I’m coming at you for real.” His gigantic body flew into motion with the speed of a tornado. He launched a barrage of attacks directly at Biku, holding nothing back. Biku danced backwards, skillfully avoiding each of them. He found himself backed up against the surrounding trees and exhaled sharply, launching himself into the air. Fuminari’s giant frame matched his trajectory in perfect synchronicity. They moved like great jungle cats. There was a sharp crunch as fists bore into flesh; the two shadows snarled together in mid-air before crashing into the ground as one. Biku was on top on Fuminari. A line of blood trickled from Fuminari’s nose to his mouth. They were both facing upwards, Biku’s back against Fuminari’s immense bulk with his left arm twisted behind him, locked between them.


      Fuminari grinned as he licked the blood away. He had Biku’s left arm in a reverse armlock. He jumped to his feet, maintaining the hold. Biku’s arm was still locked behind him. He increased the pressure of his grip against the top of Biku’s hand, twisting harder. Fuminari’s bulk was at least twice that of Biku. He dug his fingers in as he gripped Biku’s hand between his fingers, positioning his thumb directly over a pressure point. He could crush walnuts effortlessly between his thumb and index fingers. He knew that the grip he had Biku in now would cause even the toughest opponent to cry out in agony.


      But Biku had not made even the faintest sound. It was immediately clear to Fuminari that Biku was not feeling the pain. If Biku was fighting it, he would feel the resultant tension spreading through the man’s body. But there was no hint of any tension. His breathing was almost completely regular. It was like fighting a rubber doll; there was no feedback.


      “Now you realize why I said I envy you?” Biku asked, his voice so at ease it was hard to believe his arm was twisted as it was.


      “Huh?” Fuminari tightened his grip.


      “You could break my arm, but nothing would change. I can’t feel pain.”


      Fuminari fell silent. He glared at Hosuke, eyes asking him if it was true.


      “Apparently so,” Hosuke nodded.


      “I have a congenital indifference to pain. I’ve been like this since birth.”


      “Motherfucker.” Fuminari tossed Biku away like he was a monster. Biku turned to face him, patting down his left arm.


      “Huh. It appears you really did push it to the point of breaking.”


      “Great. Fucking monsters here too,” Fuminari spat the words like a mouthful of indigestible grit. He glared at Biku. The man’s face was utterly composed like an innocent young girl. So he had been afforded a glimpse into Biku’s secrets, into the development of his character and of the expression he wore.


      “That is exactly the look I was referring to,” Biku said.


      Fuminari looked as though he was in agony.


      “If I’m fully honest, I’m even jealous of your ability to pull faces like that. I can think of nothing sweeter, or indeed more beautiful, than the expression of pain.”


      “Yeah, well I’m increasingly of the mind to smash in that smug-looking face with a rock,” Fuminari said. He was at least half serious. They were opposing forces. Fuminari, who felt the ghosts of pain through fingers that were not even there. Biku, with a physical body unable to feel pain. Fuminari realized that just as he had reason to hate Biku, so too might Biku harbor a similar hatred of him.


      “Okay, we should probably get going. Yeah?”


      The two men registered Hosuke’s voice, incongruously calm.
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      Hosuke was the first of them to notice the scent.


      “There’s something on the wind,” he called out ahead to Fuminari.


      Fuminari came to a stop and sniffed at the air. It was faint, but it was there--that scent. It was incredibly slight, too slight for him to have noticed without Hosuke pointing it out first, but it was unmistakably there, woven into the wind. The incense that permeated deep into the flesh, stimulating the dark beasts that resided within. The perfume was inky and remote, it might have been the essence of the night itself.


      The moment he inhaled it, Fuminari felt something dark stir deep inside him. They had been walking for close to two hours and had reached a virgin forest of beech trees. A cloak of bamboo grass concealed the ground below them. It rustled in perpetual motion as wind swept up from the valley below.


      “We’re almost there,” Fuminari hissed the words, spoken as though they were meant for himself. He began to pace forwards, Hosuke and Biku tailed behind.


      They were deep in Ura-tanzawa, an area rarely touched by hikers and mountaineers. They were moving completely off track, over nothing that could be considered a hiking trail. Fuminari was retracing the path he had taken with Kumiko all of two years ago, in reverse, nearly step-for-step. The scent grew in potency. Soon they could hear voices. Groups of people were chanting some religious sutra in chorus together. There was an element to the chanting that was reminiscent of a westernized melody. More than prayer, however, the voices resonated with a darker quality; it was like they were intoning a curse. The sound seemed to emerge from somewhere beneath the mountain’s earth, like ghostly calls of the dead reaching out to passers by. Just as with the incense, something about the voices fanned the flames of sexual desire. Fuminari felt a knot of heat gathering between his legs. It was like being slow-roasted from the inside, the heat communicated through the flickering of a low flame.


      It was on the verge of happening all over again, a repetition of his previous night in the Tanzawa mountains. The only difference was that this time Fuminari’s penis was still limp. There was something there, blocking the route of the heat churning through his body, preventing it from entering his cock. Fuminari shuddered, the sensation was maddening. He felt overcome with a simultaneous hatred and fear of Hanko. He could hear the sound of his fingers being crushed in the beast’s mouth playing out in vivid detail. His legs buckled, he felt ready to collapse at any moment. Hanko had done so much more than simply devour his fingers.


      The beast had taken something that Fuminari had always taken for granted--the absolute confidence he had in his physical prowess. The beast eating his fingers had been the most blatant symbol of this, leaving Fuminari psychologically scarred. The scar had then manifested itself in his impotence.


      “Your legs are shaking man,” Hosuke called out from behind.


      Hosuke’s words caused Fuminari to notice that his legs were trembling as he moved them one before the other. He ground his teeth together as the sound of Renobo’s mocking laugh came back sharply--your proud little viper is no good for pounding a woman’s cunt after all. His thoughts turned to the mysterious woman that had helped him escape that same night. Who was she?


      The chant-like sounds were growing louder, delivered intermittently by the wind. “Kill the lights,” Fuminari turned, whispering to Biku before flicking off his own headlamp.


      Biku complied, plunging the three of them into darkness.


      “Aren’t we being a little too careful?” Hosuke queried. His night vision seemed to be the best of the three of them.


      Fuminari gave no reply. His eyes adjusted quickly. The forest was bathed in a thin moonlight, the sky itself a fraction brighter than the dark lines of trees. When he looked up, Fuminari could make out the shapes of stars. The light from the almost half-moon shone towards them from the west.


      “The chanting is in Sanskrit,” Biku said. He looked up a fraction, frowning slightly.


      “Sanskrit?”


      “We call it Bongo in Japanese, the language of ancient India.” Biku looked directly at Fuminari. His pale features seemed to float in the darkness.


      Om Sunyata Jnana Dik Kam


      Om Heruka Vajira Samaya Hrih


      Sarva Sattva Dusta Mayamudra Prab Hanjaka


      Hum Pht.


      “Unless I’m mistaken, this is an extract from the Heruka Sadhana.”


      “What does it mean?” Fuminari asked, his voice unsteady.


      “‘Aum, I am born empty yet belong to the diamond realm. Aum Heruka, Vajra Samaya, Hrih, all that spurn the wicked seal of the living. Hum, Pht.’ Something along those lines.”


      In Sanskrit, the sound ‘Aum’ or ‘Om’ symbolizes truth and is said to be the reflection of an absolute reality, embracing all that exists.


      “Huh. It’s all Greek to me.” Fuminari shook his head.
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      The view before them was like a spewed out representation of all the basest human desires.


      The center of the clearing had been sectioned into a giant square mandala. On it were gathered a mass of copulating men and women, one pair to each of the twenty-five squares, each in a sexual position unique from the others. Fire burned in piles of rocks gathered in each of the mandala’s corners. The flames had a syrupy, viscous quality to them. Towards the center of the mandala, standing slightly to the west, was an inverted cross, the horizontal bar positioned along the base rather than the top, made for the sole purpose of crucifying a human body upside-down. There was something frighteningly sinister about the form. The light of the flames flickered like waves across its surface; it was still empty. Some people stood in a group off to the left, dressed in black and facing the cross, the source of the chanting. The ritual appeared to be at an earlier stage than when Fuminari had stumbled upon it in the same place, two years ago.


      Fuminari, Biku and Hosuke held their positions a few meters back from the square, masked in the undergrowth as they watched on from gaps between the trees. Fuminari was worked up, so much so that every cell of his body felt like it was on fire. The knot of heat that had been trapped in his groin had since spread to cover every inch of his flesh. He could feel the hairs around his anus creeping uneasily, standing on end as though caught in static electricity. He noticed the peristaltic motion of it squeezing closed, relaxing again. He was taken with a sudden appetite to stuff something into the hole, stir it around--a wooden pole, his hand, anything. His throat was parched and dry, yet he was covered in a sheen of cold sweat. He had to work stop himself from moaning.


      They were in full earshot of the lecherous cries of pleasure coming from the convulsing crowd. The woman in the segment closest to them was crouched over the man below her, running her mouth over his hard penis. The man’s appendage was swollen to the limit, rough and hard like a tumor. She raised her head to take in some air, releasing the man’s engorged penis; white liquid flushed from the tip, smacking her in the face. She went into a frenzy as she wrapped her lips back around him, forgetting even to breathe as he continued to release. She used her left hand to grab the base of his shaft, using her free hand to rub the man’s ejaculate into her face. Her knees were planted to either side of the man’s face, parted wide with her groin directly above him. She pushed her hips into him so that her sex smeared against his face, wet like a ruptured pomegranate.


      “Man,” Hosuke let out a cracked sigh from his position next to Fuminari, “this is unbearable.”


      They were the same words Fuminari had muttered two years ago. Except, Hosuke uttered them with something like a sense of playfulness. Fuminari turned to look at him, Hosuke noticed and met his gaze. The man’s face was flushed, his eyes flashing wildly. He had the look of a boy that had chanced on some other kids playing a game he had yet to discover. I want to play too. It was the exact same look; Fuminari wondered for a moment if the man might just stroll over and join in. There was something about Hosuke that made Fuminari suspect it was firmly within the realm of possibility. Fuminari caught himself wondering what kind of expression Biku would be wearing, but Biku was too far behind him to be able to make out his features.


      “They’ll have someone on watch,” Fuminari said, aware of the coarseness of his voice.


      “Hanko,” Biku said in a low voice.


      A strange sensation caused Fuminari to shiver the moment Biku said the name. It felt as though the man-beast was suddenly there behind him; the emotion was unknowable...not fear, not joy. It was almost as though Hanko had lurched over him and rammed his cock up Fuminari’s asshole. Fuminari saw the image of Hanko fucking him from behind, even as the beast devoured him from the head down. The image was utterly repellent. Yet it was not without a strange feeling of comfort. Fuminari bit his lips together, banishing the image from his mind. He got the feeling he had just caught a glimpse of a desire hidden so deep it was beyond any form of conscious awareness. Fuck! A silent howl tore through him, tearing his insides to pieces. Show yourself, Hanko! Fuminari screamed internally. I’ve come back to take you on, one last time. He saw Ryoko taking his limp cock into her mouth, running her tongue over and over the surface. Her face was immediately substituted by that of Kumiko, her buttocks dancing as she reveled in his fucking her from behind. Hanko, you motherfucker. Fuminari felt flames of hatred erupt through him, like a beast eating away at his flesh. Hanko was out there, hiding in the darkness together with Enoh, the beast master that had created him.


      The chanting that had lapped at his frame, like the ebb and flow of a tide, shifted gears, moving up a pitch. The copulating men and women inside the mandala began to move with an even more fervent intensity. They looked like a swarm of flesh-colored invertebrates squirming over the clearing. The crimson of the flames licked at their flesh like a gory tongue.


      It was just like the mandala worshipping Heruka. If the man called Kurogosho led Panshigaru, it was possible he would be sitting in Heruka’s place at the middle of the mandala. Fuminari heard Biku’s voice just as he had the thought.


      “Over there!”


      The object of his attention was immediately clear. Two women had emerged from behind the dark group of people, dressed in black robes. Between them was a naked girl, whimpering. The dark hairs between her legs were cast in shadow by the light of the flames.


      “Yuko!” Hosuke exclaimed.


      Fuminari sensed Biku nod behind them, confirming it. The girl’s teenage face was contorted with terror, her once alluring features swollen and ugly. The look was born of her abject horror. She was terrifying to behold, enough to frighten off any potential lover. Some liquid glistened as it traced down the inside of her thighs. She had wet herself.


      Biku had already told Fuminari about Yuko. He had told him that she had been visiting his apartment when Panshigaru abducted her. This was the first time he had actually seen her. Her legs buckled as she screamed, half-collapsing to the ground. The two women locked their arms under her from either side and continued to drag her towards the cross. It would be clear enough to Yuko what they were planning to do to her, even if they hadn’t told her already. She was thrust out before the cross, about to collapse to her knees when they jerked her upwards and forced her to stand. They pushed so that her back was leaning into the cross.


      Fuminari recognized one of the women. “Renobo,” he muttered the name without even realizing, the sound not registering in his ears. There she was, the woman that had derided him as useless, laughing and spreading her dripping cunt for him to see. He felt his gigantic frame twitching.


      Renobo’s white arms emerged from the cloth as she brought her right hand down, positioning it between Yuko’s legs. She crouched forward and began to caress one of Yuko’s nipples with her mouth. She grabbed Yuko’s other breast in her left hand and squeezed, scooping it upwards as she did. The other woman had circled around to the back of the cross; she reached out so that her arms were underneath Yuko’s and used them to pin her against the cross. Yuko’s frantic struggling began to slow as her screams died down to a low, constant moan. Renobo pulled her mouth away from Yuko’s breasts and raised her head so that her lips covered Yuko’s quietened mouth. Renobo’s right hand continued to writhe between Yuko’s legs. It was impossible to see the kiss from Fuminari’s position. He could only make out the back of Renobo’s head together with part of Yuko’s.


      Yet he found it easy to imagine the hidden progress of Renobo’s tongue. The embrace was all the more tantalizing for his being deprived of seeing it. Their heads pivoted with Yuko’s lips as the fulcrum. After a while, Renobo withdrew from the kiss. Yuko appeared to have closed her eyes. Renobo continued to massage Yuko’s breasts as she let her lips slide across Yuko’s neck and down to her shoulders. She continued to follow Yuko’s body downwards, tracing over the girl’s pale abdomen until coming to a stop above her groin. Renobo was now on her knees with both hands pivoted upwards, still massaging Yuko’s breasts. The sleeves of her black robe had slipped down to her shoulders, revealing pale arms. Even from a distance, the stark whiteness was shocking. They undulated in a slithering motion like a pair of ashen snakes. Renobo’s head bobbed in a tight circular motion. Yuko had begun to move her hips, back and forth in line with the movement. It was clear that her body was beginning to respond. Her lips hung half open as she pulled her jaw inwards, breathing heavily. The sound emerging now belonged to an emotion completely alien to her earlier screams. But it failed to reach Fuminari’s ears.


      “No, this won’t do at all,” Hosuke spoke slowly, again off to Fuminari’s side. Fuminari turned to stare at him. His face was serious, more so than his casual tone had suggested. “I spent a whole night with that girl, you know.” When he spoke the words were just as much for himself as much as they were for Fuminari and Biku. “Fuck it. I can’t just abandon her like this.” He scratched noisily at his scalp.


      “What are you going to do?” Biku asked.


      “I’m gonna help her,” Hosuke answered flatly.


      “Help her?”


      “Yup, that’s right.”


      “How?”


      “I’ll strike a deal.” Hosuke drew his heavy frame up.


      “A deal?”


      “I’ll ask them to spare her life,” he answered flatly. The tone of his voice made it sound like he was going to ask his neighbors to return a stray cat.


      “You’re serious.”


      Biku got up without a sound, his beautiful features hardening. Biku knew from the evening they had met in Tateyama that Hosuke could approach a bear without any weapons to defend himself and still manage to send it on its way, and after nothing more than a ‘discussion,’ no less. He remembered how Hosuke had told him he had sung a lullaby to the bear. Biku was in no doubt that Hosuke commanded a mysterious, nebulous power. But that situation was in a different league to the one they faced now.


      “Biku, don’t try to stop me.”


      “I can’t stand back and let you destroy the progress we’ve made.”


      “I thought I’d told you already, you don’t employ me anymore.”


      “This may end up as a continuation of what we started in Odawara, yet at this stage I feel I must be clear.” Biku pushed his right hand under his leather belt, then pulled it out again in the same calm motion. Something flashed in Hosuke’s eyes when he glanced at Biku’s hand.


      “I see.” His eyes narrowed. The gun in Biku’s hand gave off a sharp, glossy reflection; it was a Detonics .45 MK-V, the lightest 45mm automatic available.


      



  




Fourteen


      The Demon’s Howl
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      “That gun looks like it’d make a fun sound.”


      Hosuke’s tone was completely relaxed, not that of a man with a gun pointed at him. “Go ahead and try it, Biku. That bunch will be on you in an instant, of course.”


      “If it becomes necessary I will, without hesitation.”


      “Uh huh.”


      “You’re really planning to just go and ask them to spare Yuko?” Like Hosuke, Biku’s voice was perfectly calm. Yet it was clear enough that he would pull the trigger without hesitation if he felt he had to.


      “Always too serious, Biku.”


      “I guess you’re not going to tell me you were joking, then.”


      “Not this time.”


      “Do you think they’ll just hand Yuko over if you ask politely?”


      “Most surely not.”


      Biku said nothing in response.


      “I’ll offer them something in exchange.”


      “In exchange for her?”


      “We know they want me to dive for them. Besides, the job sounds like it could be pretty interesting.”


      “So you’re going to offer to do the job and ask for Yuko’s life in return.”


      “Pretty much.”


      “Could go either way, I guess.”


      “I reckon so.”


      “Listen, I have no argument with you earning a living, but really--does this look like the place to launch a business discussion?”


      “What might have worked somewhere else will break down here, huh.”


      “Indeed.”


      “Okay Biku, hear me out.” Hosuke drove his thick fingers into his hair and began to scratch them up and down. “I want to stop the ritual.”


      “Stop it?”


      “If I stop the ritual in its tracks Yuko will live--at least for tonight.”


      “True enough. But how would you put a stop to the ritual?”


      “That’s the question. I’m sure it would fall apart quickly enough if you ran into the clearing shooting off that gun of yours.”


      “Can’t say I’m a fan of that approach.”


      “That time I was joking.”


      “Mr. Kumon, you’ll make me angry.”


      “You’re the one pointing a gun. I’m not sure you’ve got the right to be angry,” Hosuke said.


      Biku lowered the barrel in response. “Really though, how do you propose to stop it? Even if we can, it’ll be for nothing if we leave tonight empty handed.”


      “We start a fire.”


      “A fire?”


      “Sure. We set the woods on fire, smoke them out and use the commotion to rescue Yuko.”


      “You think it’ll work?”


      “My work doesn’t come with a guarantee.”


      Biku was silent.


      “You can leave me to stop the ritual, I’ll need your help after that in case I fail to get Yuko out.”


      “And what about the job I’m here to do?”


      “You’re free to get on with it as you like. You want to kidnap someone, bring them back--if anything, I’ll be making your job easier.” Hosuke gestured to the clearing with his chin.


      The ritual had progressed since the last time they looked. The couples strewn across the mandala were copulating as before; the problem was with Yuko. She had been standing against the upturned cross as Renobo lavished her naked form with her lips, now she was on the floor. The only constant was the continual attention of Renobo’s fingers and mouth. Renobo was on her knees with her face buried between Yuko’s pale legs, while Yuko herself was on her back, legs wide open. The intoxicating stink of the incense seemed to have grown in intensity; the aphrodisiac chanting, too, had grown in volume. Together the two threatened to bring heretofore simmering desires into a full boil, desires buried deep enough inside the human psyche so as to have remained previously untapped. There was no way to know how long these people had been fucking for, but it was clear that they needed unimaginable reserves of energy. Their stamina would have broken long ago without the twin influences of the incense and the chanting. The frenzy would leave them gaunt, perhaps four or five kilograms lighter. The woman that had been sucking off a man was now being impaled from below, arching her head backwards as her hips gyrated in wild abandon.


      “Well, that sounds fucking awesome,” Fuminari, who had been silent until now, cut into Biku and Hosuke’s conversation. His eyes were red, punctuated by a huge number of bloodshot capillaries. “Count me in. I especially like the part where we get to go about this our way.”


      Fuminari had intended as much all along. He had come together with the others, but he did not need to depend on them for brute force. He knew the two men possessed formidable strength, yet he did not believe they would use it to forward his plans. He, for one, had no intention of using his own strength to assist them in their goals. This did not preclude a temporary collaboration, but he knew such a thing would only occur when their interests happened to meet. He would abandon them in a flash, if necessary. And he assumed it would be the same for them. The Kokushigun had enjoyed using words like comrade, even friend, but he had first-hand experience of just how frail those bonds had been. Even when it came to Hosuke, Fuminari did not assume for a moment that his claim that he wanted to save Yuko should be taken at face value. In Fuminari’s world, a man’s wars were waged individually; there was no betrayal if you never considered your partners as comrades, or friends, in the first place. Lies. Betrayal. The vocabulary of naive schoolgirls in their games of love. Fuminari had no time for schoolgirls, not even on a temporary basis.


      “So, what do you think?” Hosuke said to Biku.


      “I guess we’re decided. Sure,” he replied, nodding once.
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      “The only issue left is how to start the fire. What do you suggest? I don’t think it would be right of us to start a full mountain fire,” Biku said, ducking under the cover of the grass as he brought his head in close to Fuminari’s.


      “I’d like to avoid being barbecued if possible,” Fuminari added, his voice deep as he dipped his gigantic frame into the cramped space.


      “Your choice, medium or rare. Actually, we can make a big enough fire and keep it from spreading over the mountain. It’s difficult for fires to spread this time of year,” Hosuke said.


      “What kind of resistance do we expect?” Biku asked.


      “Nothing major,” Fuminari answered. “They’ll have sentries, but it’s not as if they’re military or anything. It’s likely security’s been beefed up since two years ago, but they don’t have that many people. We would have spotted them if they did, or been found out already.” Fuminari paused, giving the other two a serious look. “We only need to worry about Enoh and Hanko. Some of the others will have crossbows, possibly guns, but they shouldn’t be an issue in the mountains at night.”


      Fuminari felt the slight tremble of a powerful excitement racing through him each time he thought of Hanko. They ran through a basic plan; there was little time now. Yuko had already been strung upside down to the cross, west of the clearing. There was pathos in the shadow where her pale thighs met. Following Hosuke’s instructions, the men gathered piles of dead branches and dried leaves from nearby and distributed them over a discrete number of locations.


      “Here we go then,” Hosuke murmured under his breath. He flicked on the lighter and held the flame to balls of tissue paper arranged under the piles of dead foliage. The flames caught and licked upwards, reaching the dry wood which emitted a crackling sound before spitting out tendrils of flame; the fire spread. The fires soon came to the notice of the people gathered in the clearing, creating a low buzz of confusion. The chanting stopped.


      “Forest fire!”


      People started calling out while Hosuke, Biku and Fuminari lay concealed in the undergrowth, away from the flames. The fires snapped at the darkness underneath the canopy of trees, flooding the surroundings with light.


      “They’re here,” Fuminari hissed, his voice a mere scratching in his throat.


      Four men had come out of the bush, not far from where they had been hiding until moments ago. One had a crossbow in his hands. The crossbow, Fuminari knew, was a particularly dangerous weapon. They lacked the range of rifles, but the arrows were more deadly than a narrow-gauge shotgun, and they had the overarching benefit of being completely silent. Enoh and Hanko were not among the four men. It was the perfect chance.


      “Now!”


      Fuminari and Biku moved in perfect stealth, keeping low as they swung around behind the advancing men. Fuminari and Biku sent their knives flying in almost perfect synchronicity. The sharp flashes of metal extended outwards in pinched lines of silver before landing squarely in the respective necks of the man with the crossbow and the man to his side. The two men made half-sounds, then stiffened and tumbled forwards. The two remaining men froze, momentarily unaware of what had happened. Then, they saw the knife hilts jutting horrifically from the necks of their compatriots. The realization took them close to a second. Fuminari and Biku were on them before they could even issue a sound. Biku brought one hand over his man’s mouth as he impaled the man’s back with his  blade, positioned to pierce the heart. The man’s body convulsed a couple of times in his hands, then went limp. Fuminari had been even faster, simply ramming the knife-edge of his hand into his target’s neck; the man crumpled without a sound. Fuminari tossed the man’s body onto his shoulder and they tracked back to where Hosuke was waiting. The two men had been astoundingly fast.


      “I’ll go first,” Fuminari whispered, his voice hoarse.


      “Uh huh,” Hosuke said, looking into the flames as though fascinated. The fire was now burning above a man’s height.


      “Here, take this.”


      Biku placed something in Hosuke’s hand. It was the gun he had leveled at Hosuke not moments ago.


      “I won’t be needing anything like that,” Hosuke said, his face utterly serious.


      “It might come in handy later, please--think of it as a gift.”


      Fuminari already had his back to them. “See you around!” He broke into a sprint, his huge bulk making no sound.


      Biku pressed the gun firmly into Hosuke’s hand, got to his feet and followed behind Fuminari. The two men melted into the darkness, gone in seconds. Hosuke gazed at the gun Biku had forced into his palm, regarding it as though it were something alien.
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      The ritual had come to a premature end.


      The chanting had faded to nothing. The women in black robes stood to either side of the cross, both staring at the flames. The flames had begun to spread towards them, staying roughly the same height. When the fire reached the perimeter of the clearing it would find nothing else to consume and stop there, probably die out. The speed at which it was advancing meant that it had not spread to the trees themselves. The bark of the trees were charred black and smoldering, but that was all. It was just as Hosuke had anticipated.


      Strangely, while the ritual itself had been interrupted, the debauchery inside the mandala continued regardless. It was not that they had failed to noticed the fire. They knew it was there, it was just insignificant against their lust. If the sight of the fire had done anything, it had actually notched up the intensity of the crowd.


      The earlier impression of them being component parts of a single invertebrate creature was gone. Now they were nothing more than a crowd of sex-crazed demons. What they were engaged in was beyond sex, beyond mere fornication. They were slovenly and ghoulish. The original one-on-one system had begun to collapse. Two men had latched onto a single woman. Another of the men had come up behind the buttocks of another to fuck him from behind; the man in front of him moaned with a woman’s voice, he reached behind to grab the other man’s neck and pull him in closer, trying to kiss the other. But the man’s lips were too far away. Two other men watched on, becoming increasingly excited as their red tongues darted around into the air. Regardless of how nefarious a particular cult might be, there were always rules. Here, the rules were falling apart.


      A single man sat towards the center of the mandala, oblivious to the chaos around him, an old man. He stared out at the flames from the centre of the mandala, his eyes seeming to glow with a strange light. His partner from the ritual had crossed into another square and was busy licking the shaft of another man’s penis.


      Hosuke watched the old man over flames that had begun to die out. Among the crowd, the old man was the only one to remain undisturbed. Hosuke was struck with a curious feeling that he and the old man were alone, facing off with only the flames between them. Something told him that the old man was aware of his presence. This old man’s something else, he thought. There was something unfathomable about him, in a way that was different again to Gensai Sakuma back in Odawara. There was a light, intangible quality to Gensai’s depth. But he detected something like a silent black void inside the old man, an abyss devoid of even the smallest of ripples. The two were similar in that it was impossible to read what they were thinking.


      That they had managed to interrupt the ritual and abduct one of their members meant that they had essentially succeeded. Now it was time to save Yuko. And Hosuke had another purpose in what he was doing.


      Huh? Hosuke perceived someone nearby. He could feel someone approaching. But from where? He cleared his thoughts, sending feelers out to discern which direction the sensation was coming from. A wave of mental static entered his mind; the men and women still fucking in the clearing; the rich and fertile energy of the trees, wrapped in stifling warmth; the small animals afraid of the fire. Riding within these myriad impressions was another feeling, something with a timbre that stood out from the rest. It would slip away each time he tried to tune his thoughts to the frequency, yet it would counter-intuitively gain in clarity the less he focused. An aura that was slight, adept at blending in with its surroundings. It was almost unknown, even among those gifted in controlling their minds, to achieve a transparency like this. Hosuke got the feeling that whoever it was, they were achieving this subconsciously. The proficiency was exceptional.


      The ability to subconsciously conceal one’s mind, even while in motion, meant that it was possible to launch an attack without tipping off your opponent, even when face to face. If such a man had training in martial arts, his aptitude would be incredible. In battle, it is almost impossible to prevent the mind from issuing a mental signal that telegraphs your intention to attack. It was nearly impossible to hide this during battle, even for someone that had mastered the ability to conceal their mind while sitting still. The technique was far more advanced than that of amplifying the intention to destroy your opponent and simply directing that energy towards them.


      The technique of suppressing your mind while engaged in another task was, in essence, the same as the technique used by Psyche Divers when fashioning a Psyche Suit inside a person’s consciousness. Hosuke’s subconscious had already begun to deploy the method now. The mind he sensed continued to approach, using the exact same technique. It was visible to Hosuke, but only because of his own talents. He suspected that his opponent could become completely invisible, if he so decided. Whoever it was had likely come to investigate why the men sent to find the source of the fire had not returned.


      The aura disappeared, suddenly cloaked. It appeared to have noticed Hosuke, just as he had noticed it before. Hosuke left a portion of his mind open. Becoming invisible at this point would only serve to make his opponent all the more cautious, potentially complicating the situation. Hosuke decided to wait. He expected the man to find him soon enough if he maintained the slight outward flow of energy.


      As he waited, the flames shrank to about half their original size. He had become lost in the patterns of the fire, appearing to have forgotten that he was waiting for the approaching figure to find him. He had become spellbound by the flames and the beautiful variations of subtle color displayed within. It took him a while to notice the shadow a few meters away in the undergrowth. The shadow was positioned next to the three bodies of the fallen men. It appeared to have been watching Hosuke, waiting for him to notice.


      “An impressive display, young man,” the shadow said enthusiastically. It was the voice of an old man, his tone was full of praise. “Hah! The wilds really are full of strange men.” He looked as though he might start clapping his hands. “May I come over, young man?”


      “I was waiting for you.”


      “I think you’ll find I was the one kept waiting. What with you gawping at the flames.” The old man came forwards, walking with a light swing. He stopped a couple of paces from Hosuke, still sitting cross-legged on the ground. The distance was perfectly gauged so that neither man was in range of the other.


      “Enoh, right?” Hosuke muttered.


      The old man’s tough look melted away from his wrinkled features. “Enoh...quite so.” For the first time, the old man let out a chuckle. “And you are?”


      “Hosuke Kumon.”


      “Ah yes, of course. I had suspected as much. It’s people like you that keep this world an interesting place.”


      “Huh. I’m not sure I’d like you to like me.”


      “Hah!”


      “I’d rather not be added to that kill-list of yours, like Fuminari,” Hosuke said flatly, scratching his head.


      “Hah again! I see.” Enoh smiled, he appeared to be thoroughly enjoying himself. “I had never expected an A-grade Psyche Diver to be such a character.”


      “There you go, treating me like an object.”


      “It’s a complement.”


      “Sure.”


      “By the way, who was responsible for that?” Enoh became serious all of a sudden, he glanced off to where the three bodies lay.


      “I’m pretty certain it wasn’t me.”


      “I’m guessing it was that giant Fuminari, eh? Oh wait, there was another with you, Biku, right?”


      “Sounds about right.”


      “So you both know this Fuminari fellow?”


      “I mean, we haven’t fucked or anything.”


      “He’s quite the character too, you know. The opposite from you, of course. He lives in a heightened state of desperation. Energy quite literally cascading from his pores. When we first met he threw a wave of energy at me, hot as a fireball. Ever since then I’ve been looking forward to killing him.”


      “Sounds like a drag.”


      “Indeed. Where are they now?”


      “They went home, said they had to finish some business.”


      “One of my men seems to be missing from the ground over there. They’ve taken him hostage?”


      “Yeah.”


      “And you, why are you still here by yourself?”


      “As I said, I was waiting for you.”


      “For me?”


      “I’ve got a favor to ask.”


      “A favor...”


      “I want to ask for your help with that girl, the one tied up back there.”


      Enoh fixed on him with a look of sudden puzzlement. “You mean that?”


      “Yeah, I do.”


      “What’s your relationship with her?”


      “I slept with her before. Just the once, mind you.”


      “Huh, you astound me.”


      “Is there a problem?”


      “Not at all. But listen, the decision is not mine to make.”


      “Who should I speak to then?”


      “Master Kurogosho.”


      “Then introduce me to him.”


      “I guess I could...” Enoh cocked his head to one side, looking serious again.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “I’m in a bit of a predicament here.”


      “Huh?”


      “Think about it. My men are lying next to us, dead.”


      “Uh huh.”


      “You’re in league with the men that killed them. Even though you may not have done it yourself, it’s one and the same from our perspective. Not to mention the fact that you’ve put your foot in the way of our most important ritual.”


      “I see.”


      “We’re enemies, you and I.”


      “Sure.”


      “So how do you propose that I waltz back into the midst of my people with you, my enemy, just to smile and inform them that you kindly wish to be introduced to Master Kurogosho?”


      “Asking too much, huh.”


      “Very much so.”


      “Hmm.”


      “Indeed.”


      “I guess that leaves me in a situation.”


      “Yes it does.” Enoh folded his thin arms together, regarding Hosuke. “Besides, I get the feeling that you’re not being completely straight with me,” Enoh continued.


      “I don’t recall having cheated you.”


      “Oh no, you did,” Enoh said, holding his ground. “My original purpose in coming all the way out here was to fight with, and enjoy killing, the source of this curious aura I sensed. But...”


      “What?”


      “...I found my wonderfully formidable opponent to be just sitting there, gawping at the flames.”


      “Uh huh.”


      “If you’d been posing for effect, say, I’d have probably snuck up behind you and snapped your neck. But it was immediately clear that you’d actually forgotten about me and become engrossed in the flames, so much so that you didn’t even notice me when I was right next to you. I’ve never felt so lonely. So I just stood there like a stubborn old man, cursing you for it. Then, when you did finally notice, I felt so gratified. I noticed that any desire I had to wring your neck were already gone.”


      “Sorry about that.”


      “Huh,” Enoh snorted like a child, “you’re a damn enigma. I wouldn’t be surprised if you could talk to bears or something.”


      “So you won’t introduce me to this Kurogosho guy?”


      “I didn’t say I wouldn’t.”


      “There’s actually one more favor I wanted to ask.”


      “What is it?”


      “It’s about Kukai.”


      “Aha.”


      “I figured the job you wanted me for was somehow related?”


      “Hmm.”


      “I wanted to let you know I’d be willing to do it, if it sounded interesting. Well, I mean...”


      “I’m afraid we’re a bit too far gone to be employing you in the capacity of a guest, you must realize. We may have to, say, torture you for information on Fuminari and any other number of nuggets you might not want to divulge. Our methods are extraordinarily painful.”


      “Can’t say I’m a fan of pain.”


      “And it’s fully possible that we might decide to kill you once the job is done.”


      “Even less a fan of dying.”


      “Keeping all this in mind, would you still want the introduction?”


      “I’m getting close to reconsidering.”


      “I would imagine so.”


      “Hmm.”


      “And that’s not all. We have located the car you drove here in, Jakou’in and Hanko are already on their way to finish things up at that end too, along with another man that happens to have a crossbow.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes.”


      Hosuke considered Biku and Fuminari’s predicament. If what Enoh said was true, their lives were in danger. He knew they would not die so easily, but at the same time they would be up against opponents like that beast Hanko. Still, he knew that his life was in danger too.


      “I know those guys well enough, I’m sure they’re able to put up a good fight.”


      “It doesn’t worry you?”


      “It does, a little. But hey, you’ve gotta put yourself first.”


      “Huh,” Enoh grunted in response.


      Hosuke reached casually down to the grass under his knees and picked up something dark--the gun that Biku had left him. He leveled the barrel at Enoh.


      Enoh’s face went blank.


      A barrage of sound burst out through the darkness; the sound of repeated gunfire. Then it stopped. Hosuke had the barrel of the gun pointed at the sky, away from Enoh. Hosuke lobbed the now empty weapon so that it landed next to Enoh’s feet. “How about you introduce me to this Kurogosho guy,” Hosuke said quietly.


      Enoh broke into a wide grin.
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      Biku and Fuminari sped effortlessly through the darkness.


      Fuminari had their hostage on his back. He maintained a powerful stride, showing no sign that he was carrying a man of over 50 kilograms. Each step was perfectly light, like he was running over flat land. He kept an easy jog, but the absolute economy of his movements made it look much faster. Traversing mountainous terrain in the dark with a man on your back was not something any normal person could pull off, no matter the pace. It was made possible because the man doing it, Fuminari, weighed over 145 kilograms. He was a massive predator speeding through the night forest, prey locked in his jaws.


      When Fuminari did tire, Biku ran with the man. He ran like this for five minutes, a third of the time Fuminari had, his pace dropping in comparison. His slower pace was not overly surprising, however, considering the huge difference in body weight between them.


      Fuminari had his own reason for coming with Biku this way, for not having stayed behind. If they were indeed out there, he was certain that Hanko or Enoh would give chase. Only Enoh or Hanko would be able to match their speed. The last time he was in Tanzawa was proof; the night that Hanko had devoured his fingers, Hanko had tailed them until Fuminari matched him in battle. By running hard, he adopted a form of natural selection, leaving only Enoh and Hanko as possible opponents. This was the best way. Better to limit the fight to the two of them.


      When they finally caught up, he planned to leave Enoh to Biku while he faced up against Hanko. He didn’t know how Biku would fare against a man like Enoh, but he suspected he would not prove easy to defeat. All Biku had to do was buy Fuminari enough time for him to close his debt with Hanko.


      What if he wasn’t coming? No, Fuminari reassured himself that the beast would show. Hanko will show. If the beast didn’t make chase, that meant he had never been there to start with. Last time, he had witnessed the persistence with which it had tracked him through the night; there was no way he had read the creature incorrectly. It had tracked him by itself, adopting a pace that was almost complacent in its confidence, then the beast had smashed the foundations of Fuminari’s self-belief to pieces. What if Hanko was coming alone now? Even if that was the case, Fuminari still planned to exact his revenge one-on-one. He had no intention of asking Biku for assistance. He still had his pride.


      All the luxury he had envisaged himself enjoying, the hundred million yen, all those lines of girls for him to fuck doggy style, none of it existed until he had taken Hanko in his hands and squeezed the life out of the creature. Killing Hanko, he knew, was the only way for him to cure his impotence.


      So why? He still felt nothing of what he had perceived before, the cloying energy that had chased him down. Fuck it! Still running, Fuminari growled out loud and ground his teeth together. Come on, Hanko! He felt an emotion burn through his insides, something close to a begging desperation. He could feel his intestines calcifying, as if something was knotting them together. No! They had reached the parked Land Cruiser, yet there was no sign of Hanko. Where the fuck are you? As the curse rumbled through his belly he heard Biku draw a sharp breath, he had just opened the door to the vehicle.


      “What is it?” he asked. He immediately picked up on the smell coming from the inside of the Land Cruiser. It was the smell of blood. He peered over Biku’s back into the driver’s seat. The stench of the blood punched at him, suddenly overpowering. He saw a grotesque form arranged horizontally inside the vehicle. It was Shimizu’s corpse, lacking a head. Huge amounts of blood had spilled from the stump to stain the upholstery.


      Biku flicked on the inside lighting. The gash where Shimizu’s head had been connected to his body was twisted, as though ripped off by some tremendous force, the flesh torn and veins popped. Ashen bone protruded from the middle of the bloody rag-like gore, strikingly long.


      “Hanko!” Fuminari screamed.


      Something cold raced across his back and he felt his hairs stand on end. He couldn't tell whether the sensation came from joy or fear. He had to concentrate to keep himself from yelling excitedly, stopping the noise in the back of his throat. Hanko was out there, somewhere in the darkness. He had almost forgotten he still had the hostage on his back. A wind raised; it brushed through the darkness around them causing the mountain trees to stir and rustle. To Fuminari, it was Hanko calling out to him. He wanted to howl at the top of his lungs and stampede into the dark of the hillsides.


      “You’re shaking again.”


      Fuminari had been unaware of the tremors rippling through his frame until he heard Biku’s cool voice.
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      Fuminari stared into the darkness beyond the cutting beams of the Land Cruiser’s headlights.


      The heavy roar of the diesel engine was a constant tickle on his back. Biku was behind the wheel. The key was gone from Shimizu’s pocket, but Biku had brought a spare with him. Shimizu’s corpse was sprawled along the back seat, together with the man they had tied up. He was still unconscious. Fuminari had carefully measured the force of his blow, the man would be out for a half day. He could wake the man at anytime by applying force to a pressure point located on his back.


      The surrounding darkness felt heavy on the Land Cruiser. They had been driving for ten minutes when Biku slammed on the brakes. Fuminari immediately saw the reason why. There was a severed head on the road before them, just ten meters up ahead. The head was Shimizu’s. The man’s once handsome features were distorted in abject fear, eyes stretched wide. His mouth gaped open to reveal a pool of blood gathered inside. Were you going to leave me? He looked like he was pleading with them. His face had spasmed out of shape, but even then the expression seemed to contain shades of melancholy. Disappointment, perhaps, at them having forced him into such an impossible confrontation.


      Biku edged the car forwards.


      “Hey! What the fuck are you doing?” Fuminari called.


      Biku said nothing, he shifted the gearstick from first into second.


      “You’re not gonna leave it just lying there, are you?” Fuminari shouted, louder now. The head was inside one of the tracks that formed the sides of the road. If they continued as there were, the Land Cruiser’s wheels would crush Shimizu’s skull. The road was narrow and the only way to avoid the head would be to get out of the cruiser and move it themselves.


      “It’s probably a trap. It’s too risky to get out,” Biku said, his voice cold. His tone left little room for argument. The Land Cruiser accelerated.


      “Ffuu...!” Fuminari managed as the vehicle’s front tires made a sound completely different to gravel or dirt. The sound was repulsive, something you would never want to hear twice. Fuminari felt ready to throw up. Biku was making him nauseous. He wanted to hack and slash at the man, teach him the real meaning of pain, if such a thing were possible. But he knew that no matter what he did to him, the man’s bewitching smile would never even falter.


      Fuminari had killed before, probably more than someone like Biku. But he had never killed anyone without feeling some form of emotion. He had killed on a drunken blood rush, even smiling as he did so. He had killed out of burning hatred. Even when he killed the members of the Kokushigun for money, there had been an unexpected throbbing, a backwash of guilt. Whether he was killing from anger or for pleasure, he considered these emotions a base-minimum form of respect paid to those he was dispatching. As such, he had thought himself cold, even cruel...but he knew now that only Biku truly deserved those words.


      “Now I know how you like to deal with shit,” Fuminari spoke like he was coughing up a clump of congealed blood. What a great fucking way to treat a dead colleague. If Biku ever truly had been a Shingon Priest, he should know that there are ways to run over heads, and then there are ways to run over heads.


      Biku slammed on the brakes as a cedar tree came crashing out of the dark above to their right, its branches whipping the air. It impacted the ground with a heavy crash, scratching the bumper of the stalled Land Cruiser. Biku made a quiet tutting sound.


      “Now we have a predicament.” It appeared that someone out there was keen on them staying around.


      “They want us to come out.”


      “We could always sit here until morning.”


      “Yeah, they’d let us just relax here until the sun rises.”


      “Most likely not.” Biku shook his head.


      “I’m getting out,” Fuminari said.


      “Out there, are you insane?” Biku answered.


      “Not yet. I should be able to get that tree out of our way.” The tree was not giant, he estimated it would weigh around 500 kilograms; he wouldn’t have to lift it over his head, all he had to do was get it to roll off to the side. That should be possible.


      “Give it up,” Biku told him.


      “I can do it,” Fuminari grunted, biting his lip tight. The tree was a gauntlet thrown down before him, a challenge from Hanko himself. Come and get me! He could almost hear Hanko’s deafening roar. And he had to maintain his pride in front of Biku. I’m acting like a fucking teenager, he realized. What was the point of putting himself in such obvious danger? But he was in motion before doubt had the chance to lock itself in. The door clicked as he opened it. Biku said nothing. “Kill the lights,” Fuminari whispered.


      The lights faded. Darkness flowed into the spaces around the Land Cruiser. A few faint lines of moonlight scattered across the narrow mountain road, descending the valley walls. Fuminari nudged the door open with an elbow, holding a knife in each hand. He edged through and scanned the area around base of the fallen tree. No-one. He had not expected to find anyone, but was careful to check for a double bluff nonetheless. He crouched forwards and paced out in front of the car. He heard a sound, something sharp cutting thinly through the air. Fuminari ducked without even thinking. A silver flash grazed over his head. Crossbow.


      He knew it would be too difficult to aim over any real distance. They were right there with him, somewhere close. He could calculate the direction from the angle of the arrow.  And if they moved now, there would be a rustling of grass.


      Whether they moved or not, this was the moment, right after the first attack, that he had to seize his chance. Fuminari crouched lower and drew his right hand back, aiming in the direction the arrow had come from; he let the knife fly with all his strength. There was a sharp intake of breath in the dark, then the sound of something heavy hitting the ground. Fuminari’s huge frame was already moving, he found a gap between the fallen tree and the ground.


      He scanned the area. The sudden quiet was unsettling. He rolled up from his prone position so that he was on his knees and began to push backwards. He felt his back take on the weight of the tree behind him. It was unbelievably heavy. He thought he might pass out. Every muscle in his body burned from the strain, swelling like rocks. His face reddened, in agony from the exertion. He pushed upwards, straightening his knees. His whole body was shaking. Then he sensed something in the air, something darkly violent--he looked up. There were two shadows standing in the centre of the road before him. One was gigantic, the other tiny. The sensation was like scalding gas bubbling through the air towards him.


      “Hanko!” Fuminari called out, his voice like an animal. The adversary he had sought desperately for two whole years was standing right in front of him. If Hanko chose the moment to attack, Fuminari would be crushed. But the beast remained still. Fuminari could feel the burning gaze of their eyes as they watched him.


      Then the darkness split open like a thunderclap as dazzling light flashed around them. Biku had turned the lights back on. The figure to Hanko’s side was female. Her face was shrouded under black cloth. Jakou’in. The moment the lights came on she tapped Hanko. Hanko hoisted her lightly upwards, placing her so that she sat on his shoulder.


      Hanko started to move, but not towards Fuminari. The beast had turned its back on him. Its legs kicked against the dirt path, launching its bulky mass upwards--Jakou’in still on his shoulders--out of the beam of the headlights.


      “Hanko, stop!” Fuminari screamed. Why didn’t you kill me? What about the unspoken rule that they would kill each other on sight? Hanko had done nothing, then it left. Has it forgotten me? Was I that insignificant an adversary? Fuminari raised himself upwards, half dazed with his back still bearing the weight of the cedar’s trunk. He began to cry, even as he supported the colossal weight. Tears of blood. The realization sank in that he had been deserted. He had been crushed by a weight far greater than the load on his back. He felt loneliness of the kind he had not known before.


      “Hanko!” he screamed. His despairing wail was sucked into the same darkness that had consumed the beast.


      



  




Fifteen


      The Nightmare Residence
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      Hosuke Kumon dreamt a dream that was far from enjoyable.


      He was in the midst of a nightmare, a horrific one at that. Darkness extended in each direction, thick and palpable as though black tar had been painted over the air around him. Hosuke stood in the epicenter. The darkness was truly vast. It felt as though he had been cast into the void of space, empty of stars, although he knew instinctively that he was observing something altogether different. He considered that it might be the interior of a cave, but he had no way of telling the direction it extended. On one hand, it felt as though tendrils spread through the darkness in every direction; at the same time there was a sense of it being elliptical, as though he had been imprisoned inside a closed-off spherical object.


      He was standing upright, but without any sense of gravity. He felt weightless, like he was floating in water. The feeling was counter-balanced by a pressure that seemed native to the darkness. The sensation was not dissimilar to entering another person’s consciousness as a Psyche Diver. He observed an amber-tinted light originating from something circular. It looked like starlight a billion light-years away, yet at the same time it was right there before him. Hosuke could adjust the focal length of his vision just by flexing his mind. It was as though his subconscious had been fitted with all manner of lenses ranging from extreme telephoto to ultra-macro. A black snake was coiled around the exterior of the yellowish sphere. No, not a snake. Its skin was too slimy, glossy with a reflective, wet sheen. Whatever it was, it was starving.


      Devour!


      Devour!


      Devour!


      Its mind seared through the darkness, a vortex of desire ravaged by inconceivable hunger. Cries of starvation reverberated outwards, soundless as the creature began to writhe. It had no nose, eyes, or mouth, yet the coiled thing broke into an unsettling howl that charred the black space around it. It had noticed Hosuke. Black, thread-like feelers lashed out from its body, latching onto him. It felt like a giant swamp-dwelling leech had suckered itself over his body. Hosuke’s skin registered the sensation, spine-chilling as it wrapped itself around him. He watched as the shell of feelers bloated, visibly thickening as though a transfer of blood and flesh from the thing’s insides was taking place, the feelers acting as a conduit enabling the entity to move towards him.


      A huge jaw suddenly manifested, taking shape over the surface of the tendrils. Without warning, it swallowed his right arm all the way to the shoulder. It felt like his arm had been plunged into a bath of warm, swampy blood. The arm made horrific noises inside the creature. He recognized it as the sound made when a carnivorous animal fed on its prey. His flesh and bone came unglued. The crunch of his bones breaking up carried over his shoulder blades and echoed down his spine. A number of smaller mouths opened inside the creature’s primary jaw, each one began to cut feverishly into Hosuke’s arm. The creature dragged its tongue over the bone as soon as it became exposed; it felt like nails on a chalkboard. It was utterly real, more so than in a dream. It felt as though Hosuke had dived into the consciousness of someone having their arm torn apart and their experience was being relayed firsthand into his own brain.


      The creature was progressing from the right arm, now his left, then his legs, buttocks, head, his chest. The beast was intent on consuming his entire body. Its feelers delved through his ears and eyes, nose and mouth, even his anus, directly eating up his insides.


      He felt no pain. There was only the knowledge that all of this was occurring. He was a copy watching the real ‘him’ being eaten alive as it slept. As he watched on, the realization hit him that he was not dreaming at all. With it came the knowledge that what he was seeing had not originated from anything internal to himself; it was obviously the work of some outside influence. He became convinced of it. He felt a form of excitement creep through him. Fascinating. His consciousness responded directly.


      Even as he grimaced in his sleep, Hosuke’s mouth began to form a narrow grin.
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      Hosuke opened his eyes.


      They registered only darkness. For a moment, he wondered if he might still be dreaming. But it was almost immediately apparent that this was not the case; he could feel the futon over him, the sheets on his back. His body was flush, covered in a thin sweat. He focused on remembering the reason he had woken up. In the dream...he had noticed a strange presence.


      Something had stepped onto him.  He had sensed it watching him as he slept, its gaze unfaltering. The feeling had been like the tip of a teasing feather that stopped short of his skin and, instead, brushed the air above his forehead. It had dissolved into the darkness the moment he awoke. He wondered if he might have imagined it. It was possible, he guessed, that it had been an illusion, a trick brought on by the depth of the darkness.


      No. The feeling was too real to have been a simple trick of the mind. Something had taken agency, woven that horrific nightmare. And now it was hiding, as might a small forest animal surprised by something walking nearby. I guess it’s worth a try, Hosuke muttered inwardly, closing his eyes again. He regulated his breathing and let his presence spread outwards before closing it off again; he repeated the pattern in gentle waves that matched his breathing. Nothing happened. Then, just as he was beginning to dismiss it as an illusion after all, he felt it come to rest over him.


      It began as a single point, manifested without warning, followed immediately by a presence hidden in the darkness, spreading outwards from the single focal point. It was clearly an apparition. It was as though his own body weight had undergone a sudden increase. He could smell faint traces of rancid meat. The stink seeped through his pores. His apparent weight increased in line with the potency of the smell. Hosuke slowly opened his eyes, still suppressing any conscious thought. He saw a spirit-like impression of a human form. It emitted a terse light that was not quite phosphorescent, not quite fluorescent. The glow was probably something that had originated in his mind, enabling him to create a visual image of the ‘presence’ he felt. The apparition was the size of a cat reared up on its hind legs, but human-shaped. It was naked, belly unnaturally swollen. Its honey-warm eyes were focused on Hosuke. It stood over the futon on Hosuke’s chest, peering inwards so that its face was directly above Hosuke’s. The rotten stench had been the thing’s breath. It was a picture-perfect representation of a hungry demon, straight out of a hell scroll. Hosuke unlocked his mind and let it flow towards the spirit. The spirit immediately evaporated into thin air.


      “Ghosts,” Hosuke murmured the word to himself. Spirits. The air in the room was charged with an abnormal energy. It wafted in bunched-up pockets, magnetized somehow. The effect was powerful and dense enough to be visible to the naked eye. The patterns shifted, morphing in resonance with his mind. It could be a naked girl or a demon--it all depended on his perspective. It mirrored the mind of its beholder. Hosuke had perceived the demon because his mind still contained fragments of the dream, of the scene where he had been eaten alive. The starved howling of the black helix-like form continued to influence his subconscious. The hungry demon was a metaphor for the dead, a spirit with an endless appetite.


      But Hosuke could not shake the feeling that, this time, the apparition had been the one influencing his dreams; that it was not his mind that had caused it to appear as a demon. If that were true, the frenzied hunger would actually exist as something substantial, part of the room’s energy. It had influenced Hosuke’s dream. And the dream had, in turn, allowed Hosuke’s mind to catch a glimpse of its true state. The process in which a person’s mental state is reflected in such magnetized forms of energy is never exclusively one-sided. Once a fragment of energy enters a person’s consciousness, a part of it bears influence in the image the mind creates to represent it.


      The stench Hosuke had inhaled did not exist in any real sense. Natural pockets of energy can be found in the mountains, even in cities. They are formed from the energy gathered by various flora and fauna over time, becoming a sediment over the inherent energy of the location. The trapped energy can cause physical and mental discomfort. This is often why certain places--deep valleys, dark alleyways, empty rooms--feel ‘creepy’ or ‘unsettling.’ The trapped energy rarely poses any threat, however, beyond causing slight feelings of discomfort. But here... It was unprecedented to see energy-levels as dense as those Hosuke had just experienced.


      Hosuke sat up in his futon and flicked on the bedside lamp. The room was bathed in light. It was not particularly large, no larger than a twin room in any bog-standard hotel. The light was soft but it stung his eyes; they had already adjusted to the dark. He thought he could sense something towards one of the room’s corners, at the point furthest from the light. He suspected it was the energy hiding from view, away from the light. He gazed slowly around the room. Apart from the bed there were a couple of chairs arranged around a small table. The room was windowless, devoid of personality. Hosuke had no idea what time it was. Yuko was still asleep next to him, breathing softly.


      A rush of images crossed his mind. His memory of the previous night was still clear. Back in the Tanzawa mountains, he had asked Enoh to introduce him to Kurogosho. Yuko had looked on in disbelief when he showed up. She had taken a while to process who had just appeared before her. She saw a heavily-built man, dressed untidily and covered in mud. She saw the pained way his caring eyes fell on her, the same face she had turned to so many times during the days of constant rape. When she finally realized it was him, she had cried. She had clung to him, still naked, thighs wet from sex and urine, wailing like a child as she refused to let go.


      They had descended from the mountains under the watch of a group of men. The participants of the ritual had split into a number of separate groups, each following a different route away. After an hour and a half of walking, they were pushed into a car waiting at the foot of the hills. They drove for around three hours. They had been blindfolded before being bundled into the vehicle; Hosuke could not be sure how far they had traveled, but he felt he could make a decent guess. Hardly anyone had spoken during the trip. Every now and then someone jammed something hard into his back, reminding him they were armed.


      They only removed his blindfold after bringing him to the room. Yuko was still with him. Enoh had also been there with two other men. One of them had a gun. The men shared dark, cold eyes with an almost reptilian lack of emotion. The eyes of people that made a business of killing, all emotion suppressed.


      “So this is the final stop?” Hosuke had asked.


      “Get some sleep. We will have finished debating what we’re going to do with you by the time you wake,” Enoh said.


      Hosuke glanced at the bed then nodded in agreement, his thick fingers scratching at his head. He unbuttoned his shirt and threw it to the floor. Then he loosened the belt to his jeans and pulled them over his feet with his underwear in tow, the way kids do, stepping out of each leg in turn. He stood there completely naked, his tanned body impressive. He looked like he had been carved from stone. He turned so that his strong, hairy buttocks faced Enoh, lifted up the sheets and got straight into the bed.


      “Come on, you’d better get undressed too,” he called to Yuko. Yuko timidly stripped her clothes before crawling into the bed beside him.


      Enoh watched the whole time, grinning. He chuckled. Hosuke pulled the sheets to his chest and turned to meet Enoh’s gaze.


      “I’d just been thinking about a nap.”


      “I heard you slept--snored--the whole way here.”


      “Just pretending. I was counting, keeping track of the time it took to get here.”


      “You crack me up.”


      “Listen, if you’re gonna kill me do it in my sleep okay? It’s against the rules to do it after I’m up.”


      “Uh huh.”


      “That’s all I ask,” Hosuke said. He took Yuko into his arms and closed his eyes. Her naked body was warm against him, trembling slightly. She clung to him with all her might. “You don’t need to worry now,” he whispered, softly pressing his hands over her shoulders. He looked like a father comforting his daughter. As he held her, the trembling gradually subsided. Finally, her breathing told him she was asleep. That was the last thing he remembered. He had fallen asleep directly after her...


      ...and now he had woken up to see a ghost. He saw his clothes, strewn over the floor as he had left them. He pulled his naked frame out of the bed and scratched at his scalp, dislodging a surprising amount of dandruff. His head was itchy. He thrust the fingers of both hands into his hair and gave himself a good scratch. As he did, the door swung open to reveal Enoh. Hosuke turned to look at him, then returned to scratching his head some more.


      “Honestly. Don’t you have any manners?” Enoh didn’t sound angry, if anything his tone was of incredulity.


      “My head’s itching, okay?” Hosuke shook his head then turned to face the man. His hair fell back down around his face. Hosuke got up, revealing a thick erection between his legs.


      “And look at that, like a kid standing to attention.”


      “Morning glory, I guess you’ve forgotten about those, old man.” Hosuke used his right hand to push his erection down, then he let go. It flicked back up and bounced off his hairy abdomen.


      “Well, it’s not morning now.”


      “Night?”


      “Evening. You slept for a whole half-day.”


      “And you’ve come to a decision?”


      “We have indeed.” Enoh stepped into the room.


      “And it is?”


      “You should probably hear that from Kurogosho’s own mouth.”


      “So, I can meet him?”


      “Yes. Right now in fact,” Enoh said, motioning his eyes towards Hosuke’s shirt and jeans in the middle of the room. “Put on those foul things and follow me.”


      Hosuke put on his shirt then nudged his feet into the crumpled mix of jeans and underwear on the floor. He pulled them up and fastened his belt. Yuko was still asleep, snoring softly. Hosuke turned to look at her for a moment, then swiveled back towards Enoh.


      “Come on then.” Enoh pivoted and began to walk away.


      “Where’s that scary guy from last night, the one with the gun?” Hosuke called out to the man’s diminutive frame; Enoh was already moving fast.


      “A little uncouth to share dinner. They’ve been relieved for the night.”


      “Dinner?”


      “Kurogosho is going to treat you to some food. He wants to talk with you, it seems, over dinner.”


      As Enoh said the words Hosuke’s stomach made a loud, appreciative growl.
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      The hallway was dark, most of the rooms lining it Japanese-style, nothing to help Hosuke gauge the size of the building.


      The sliding doors that lining corridor were all shut. The floor was wooden. The two of them walked quickly but the flooring made only the slightest of sounds, like the padded footsteps of a cat.


      There was a faint scent of incense throughout the hallway, different from the type used in the mountains the night before, something sandalwood-based. As they moved further, Hosuke began to notice something strange, a tension in the air not unlike magnetism. It hung on the scent of incense like a strand of web from a baby spider diving towards a small flower. It was the same as the feeling he had back in the room. There was a constant magnetism throughout the building, as though the grounds were located inside some kind of spiritual barrier.


      Hosuke grunted under his breath, carefully adjusting his gaze so that he was looking upwards. There was something towards the corner of the ceiling up ahead, some thing like a small monkey, clinging to the darkness. It dissolved in the same instant he glimpsed it, dissipating like mist into the air. He saw a spider crawling next to his feet; it had a human face. Then, something like human hair, floated under the ceiling. A tiny human hand scurried over the surface of one of the doors, followed by a blood-red leech giving chase--living, breathing nightmares. Numerous other creatures skittered about, keeping to the patches of darkness. Each vanished the moment Hosuke focused on it, returning as a faint wisp the moment he trained his mind elsewhere. The whole place was alive with apparitions.


      “You see them too?” Enoh muttered, maintaining his easy pace ahead of Fuminari.


      “Yeah,” Hosuke answered quietly.


      The two men continued in silence before Enoh finally spoke again, “Were you born with your abilities?”


      Hosuke laughed.


      “They appear to be beyond the remit of any normal training,” Enoh continued.


      Hosuke answered with his own question, “How long has the place been like this?”


      “Ever since it arrived.”


      “It?”


      Enoh remained silent.


      “Kukai, you mean?”


      “Indeed.” Enoh chuckled to himself.


      “What’s going on here, anyway?”


      “Master Kurogosho would hardly approve of me just telling you. If you have more to ask, please ask him directly.”


      Enoh came to a stop. To the left was a vast garden shrouded in dark, to the right, a room with closed doors. The door’s surface was painted matte black. The doors looked like a gaping mouth, an empty darkness between the walls.


      “Master Kurogosho is inside,” Enoh whispered, turning to look at Hosuke.


      The sharp intensity of the man’s gaze hit him like an arrow. Enoh was small, but his body exuded preternatural levels of energy.


      Enoh turned to face the doors again and called into the room, “Master, I have brought Hosuke Kumon.” He slid the doors open without waiting for a response.
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      The room was the same in which Yuko had watched Kurogosho and Renobo fornicate in front of her.


      On the ceiling was a garish depiction of numerous deities engaged in sexual acts, with Heruka in the center presiding over them; a mandala celebrating the act of sexual union. There were twenty-five pairs in total, each intertwined in unique sexual positions. The composition of the painting reminded Hosuke of what he had witnessed in the Tanzawa mountains just the night before. There was a low table set with food at the center of the small, twelve-tatami room. On the table was a single candle, more adorned the corners of the room, set inside small votive dishes. The one on the table, however, was strikingly different. The flame came from a single candle, normal in itself, yet the stand that held it was anything but. It was a human skull, domed and unsettlingly white. It had been placed to the edge of the table, the candle lodged firmly inside it. The twenty-five pairs of deities gazed down, dancing under the five sources of flickering light.


      Hosuke stared into the room from the corridor, bewildered amazement in his eyes. He looked like a kid about to enter a mystic cave and embark on some new adventure. His eyes shined, unable to contain his growing sense of wonder and curiosity. The expression made him look like a child on the verge of tears. A woman and an old man were seated towards the far end of the table directly before him, both kneeling formally in traditional dress. Their eyes were trained on Hosuke.


      “I’m coming in,” Hosuke said.


      His voice came out slightly hoarse. He lumbered into the room and Enoh followed in from behind. Enoh slid the doors shut, making a surprisingly loud noise. “This is Master Kurogosho,” Enoh announced, coming to stand at Hosuke’s side.


      Hosuke pulled his jaw in and nodded without saying anything. The old man and the woman said nothing in response. The energy coming from their bodies was curious, abnormal somehow. Neither seemed completely of this world. The energy felt like it would be wet to the touch, viscous.


      Hosuke recognized the old man from the previous night. He had been seated at the center of that writhing sexual mandala of human flesh. Hosuke had felt the power of the old man’s intensely penetrating gaze, reaching out to him through the flames and the darkness. Now the old man’s eyes were leveled on him again, burrowing directly into his flesh. The old man was sat so that he directly faced him. Hosuke could detect neither hostility nor excitement. The old man just sat with his eyes trained on him, with no hint of evaluation. The look was of a man simply watching, waiting for Hosuke’s true essence to flow into him.


      Hosuke, for his part, felt like he was gaping into a bottomless abyss. The power coming from the old man’s eyes matched, even exceeded, that given off by Fuminari’s gigantic body. The force was enough to make him want to avert his eyes, to kneel on the tatami and bow his head in supplication. For any normal person, that would be a far easier task than returning the gaze. The old man’s eyes were powerful enough that a single glance would sufficiently communicate his superiority.


      The woman’s eyes, on the other hand, were openly cloying. Her body exuded an eroticism that came at him like a suffocating breeze; Hosuke could tell immediately that the woman had a demented fixation with sex. Her eyes presented a series of questions, nothing else--tell me the size and thickness of your cock, its shape, how long it would please me for--she was already picturing his buttocks thrusting into her, the way her hips would shake in response. She was imagining taking his erection inside her, dreaming of fucking him until she was finally sated. Her blood-red lips curved into an unnerving smile, enough to make the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.


      “You look ready to suck out my soul, man.” Hosuke held the old man’s gaze, scratching his head.


      “Hah!” the old man spoke for the first time. His voice was deep and sonorous.


      “And you, you look like you’re ready to rip my balls off. This is some weird freaking place I’ve landed myself in.”


      The woman responded with a shrill laugh.


      “Well, Renobo?” the old man asked the woman as she laughed, turning to look at her.


      “Mmm?”


      “Would you like him to fuck you?”


      “I would love him to, in every orifice. Until I can’t take it anymore.” Renobo flicked her narrow eyes back to Hosuke and ran her tongue over her moist, crimson lips. The single gesture would have been enough to make a masturbating teenager cream in his pants. The woman’s every movement seemed engineered to excite lust.


      “Take a seat, Kumon,” Kurogosho said.


      Hosuke sat himself down so that he faced Kurogosho. He crossed his legs. “I’ll break with the formalities, if you don’t mind. Wasn’t raised so well, you see.”


      “Master Kurogosho,” Enoh began, also sitting with his legs crossed next to Hosuke. “Yes, Enoh?”


      “He claims to be able to see the shades too.”


      “Huh.” Kurogosho’s eyes narrowed. “Well, Kumon, can you?”


      “You mean the apparitions?”


      “Indeed. I glimpse them every now and again. Enoh sees them everywhere.”


      “This place is a veritable horror show,” Hosuke said, looking around. He looked briefly away from Kurogosho, noting an oversized demonic face flicker in and out of existence behind him. The old man’s expression stayed the same. He held it as he glanced again at Hosuke, then turned to look at the woman.


      “Well?” he asked. “As an extension of my previous question, Kumon, how about spending a night in the company of Renobo? I assure you, it is this earth’s greatest paradise.”


      “I have a tendency to get attached to women I sleep with.”


      “Ah yes, so I hear. It is your wish that in return for your working for us we spare the life of this girl, Yuko?”


      “That’s not all of it, but yeah.”


      “You also have an interest in discovering the nature of the work, correct?”


      “Yeah, that’s the gist of it.” Hosuke dipped his head to scratch, his eyes flicking up to stay on Kurogosho. Then he began picking from the table, using his hands. He ignored the cutlery that was already prepared. He carried some of the food to his mouth with his fingers.


      “Do tuck in. We can discuss these matters later, if you’d like,” Kurogosho said. He was watching Hosuke as he might a greedy child.


      Hosuke paid no attention to the man’s expression, licking his hands as he continued to finger the food.


      “Ah, of course. It pains me to interrupt your feasting, but we have prepared some entertainment for you. Would you oblige?”


      “Entertainment?”


      “Something to communicate the extent of our resolve, you might say, before we commence discussions.”


      Kurogosho eyed a signal to Enoh, who immediately stood. He took the doors in his hands and slid them open to reveal the corridor outside. The grounds spread into the dark night beyond. The glass doors that separated the corridor from the outside had already been opened. The sounds of trees rustling in the wind reached into the room as night air blew in. Someone flicked a switch, turning on the lights to the corridor.


      Hosuke could see a number of people in the garden. He recognized two of them--Iba and Hanko. Hanko. Does that mean Biku and Fuminari are dead? He considered the idea, wiping the food on his hands over his trousers. “What happened to Biku and Fuminari?” He twisted his upper-body around and asked them directly, keeping his eyes on Hanko.


      “For better or for worse, they remain alive. Hanko only took out Shimizu, the one you left in the car,” Kurogosho said.


      “Hanko’s not the only freak I guess. Those two come pretty close too, eh.”


      “Huh. So you are concerned for your friends after all.”


      “Sure, a little.”


      “Fine. We shall discuss this at our leisure once tonight’s festivities have ended.”


      As he spoke, Kurogosho’s eyes focused on the grounds outside.


      Iba caught Hosuke’s eyes. “Long time no see, huh,” he said. His speech was slightly distorted. He gave Hosuke a smile, grimacing. All Hosuke saw were the pink stumps of his gums; the man had no teeth. He was deathly pale.
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      “I assume you know about the business with Iba?” Kurogosho asked.


      Hosuke nodded following Kurogosho, Enoh and Renobo as they exited to the corridor. Iba was standing on the grass outside. Hanko was a few steps behind while two other men flanked him to either side, the same two that had pointed guns at Hosuke the previous night. The atmosphere was incredibly tense. Hanko stood rock-still, a whole head taller than the rest,.


      “Iba blabbed a little too much,” the old man pronounced, seemingly to no-one in particular. It was as though he was addressing the wind as it gusting through the darkness, carrying a faint scent of the surrounding larch. “The consequences must be as evident to you, Kumon, as they are to Iba.” Branches, invisible in the night, rustled as though in resonance with the old man’s statement. It was the dry wind of a plateau. “Iba, you will die now,” the words were spoken matter-of-fact. Nothing about the old man’s tone suggested that he had just issued a death sentence.


      It dawned on Hosuke what was about to happen. The ‘entertainment’ that the old man had mentioned was Iba’s execution.


      “Iba, you have ten minutes. Use the time to run where you please. I will send Hanko once the time is up,” Kurogosho said flatly.


      Iba nodded, his bloodless lips trembling.


      “Master Kurogosho,” Renobo broke her silence. Her voice was dripping wet. The old man turned to look at her. “Would you allow me to take him first?” Her eyes glistened, cloudy with excitement.


      “Aha!”


      “I have always wanted to partake of a man on the cusp of death.”


      “A fine proposal.” The old man gave her a perverted smile. “Why not! Iba, employ your ten minutes as you see fit. Cavort with Renobo or flee, the choice is yours.”


      By the time Kurogosho had finished speaking Renobo had already made her way down to the garden and was undoing her sash.


      “Iba, I will be the last woman you take. Revel in my flesh as you prepare to leave this world.” She discarded the sash holding her kimono together. The garment fell open at the front to reveal her pale, stunningly erotic body.


      “Ten minutes, beginning now,” Kurogosho called out.


      Iba was rooted to the spot, gawping at Renobo’s wan figure with wide-open, hungry eyes. Renobo placed her hands under the kimono and scooped up her heavy breasts, using her fingertips to rub and pinch at her reddening nipples. They hardened instantly, growing thick as a child’s finger.


      “Would you like to suck these?” She continued to knead her breasts as she pushed her hips forward, spreading her legs wider. The maroon lips between her thighs peeled open, a smile below the dark shade of her pubic hair.


      “Sheesh, I think I wanna puke,” Hosuke muttered. “Just do the man a favor and get it over with, won’t you?”


      Hosuke was grimacing, a wholly uncharacteristic expression for him. He looked like he was chewing rocks. Something to communicate the extent of our resolve...before we commence discussions. He was coming to understand the full meaning of what the old man had said moments ago. No-one offered him a response.


      Iba’s face was bent from the torment, ready to break down and cry. Renobo crouched before him and undid the zip to his trousers. White fingers tugged out the man’s limp, feeble-looking cock. She wrapped her lips around it. Iba remained fixed to the spot, glowering at the sky with tears in his eyes. Renobo’s head bobbed up and down between his legs.


      “Two minutes and counting,” Kurogosho announced.


      Still Iba did not move. His arms hung flaccidly at his sides, his feet in exactly the same position as before. Hanko watched on with half-open eyes, looking almost sleepy. The two men to Iba’s side looked nervous, perhaps to be expected at this stage. Only Hanko’s expression remained unchanged throughout.


      Iba let out a deep groan, emerging from the back of his throat. Renobo’s eyes narrowed in satisfaction. He was responding to her lips and the movement of her tongue. Renobo began to pull her mouth away from his groin, exposing part of his cock. It was covered with her saliva and glistening brightly. It was hard, blatantly erect. She stopped around the tip and began to shake her head to either side. Iba’s mouth was gaping open to expose his toothless gums, his eyes were clamped shut. When Renobo finally pulled away, his dick flicked vertically upwards like it was trying to escape. She undressed herself from the loose kimono and offered Iba a bewitching grin. She took his hot erection in both hands.


      Renobo was already worked up to the point where she could hardly even see it. She wrapped her red lips around it for the second time, causing a violent growl to issue from Iba’s throat. He grabbed her head and began to pump his hips against her, pushing himself into her mouth. His cock would have reached her throat. Renobo, still kneeling, let go of him with her right hand and threaded it down between her own legs. Her white fingers parted the flesh at the top of her groin. Filmy juices seeped down the inside of her legs. She pushed a finger through the moist, hot gap and began to play with herself, lost in wild abandon. She thrust her pale buttocks out behind her, inviting as she arched back and forth with small, quick motions. She began to groan even as Iba was still in her mouth. Her index and middle fingers reached up to pinch at her clitoris. Both Iba’s hips and her hands picked up speed.


      The two groaned in ecstasy as they came together in almost perfect unison. Renobo’s white throat flexed like a snake’s belly as she swallowed Iba’s fluids. Her eyes were pinned shut, enraptured. Iba pulled his cock from her mouth and roared, animal-like as he pushed her to the ground. His penis was still rock hard, pointing upwards. He tipped her so that she faced the grass and yanked her hips up to him. She let him, sticking her buttocks out as she drew herself up into an animal position.


      “Fuck it all!” Iba howled. He fiddled with his cock, impatiently seeking out an entrance with the tip; he forced it in.


      Renobo let out a sweet groan. “Come on and fuck me, Iba!” she screamed. “Stick it all the way in!”


      It was impossible to tell whether Iba could hear what she was saying. He was already pounding at her in wild spasms. He leant forward and swung his hands under her, grabbing at her breasts. He squeezed.


      “That’s it, just like that!” Renobo continued to wail. “You’re a dead man. A fucking dead man!”


      “Yeah, I’ll fucking die alright.”


      It was horrific to watch. They had transformed into animals. Renobo gave a sudden high-pitched shout and jumped forward. The inertia left Iba’s cock to jump out behind her. He exploded in the same instant, shooting jets of white semen over Renobo from behind. She reached out and began to rub it over her buttocks, down into her groin.


      “Iba!”


      There was a loud, sharp call. A beast’s howl, pulling focus away from the sex. It was Hosuke. Iba turned to him, regaining himself a little. Everyone else followed so that all eyes were on him. Hosuke grinned, suddenly shy.


      “Listen, Iba,” his tone was warm, nothing like his crazed roar just now, “a last chance for you to show us what you’re made of.”


      Hosuke tossed something through the air, concealed in his hand until now. Iba caught it mid-air. It was one of the knives from the table. The two men beside him began to move, pulling up their guns. Neither Hanko nor Enoh showed any visible reaction.


      “Call it a parting gift. Sorry it’s not much.”


      Iba was staring at Hosuke with a look of utter bemusement.


      “You’ve still got two minutes. Use them!”


      Iba appeared to take in Hosuke’s suggestion. He was still pale, but he seemed to regain some of the Iba look that Hosuke knew from before.


      “There’s something I didn’t tell Biku. I’ll tell you now,” he said as he yanked up the zip to his trousers. “About the job my people want you to do. They want you to dive into Kukai.”


      With that, Iba turned his back on them and broke into a sprint. He was almost immediately out of sight. Two minutes later, Hanko’s gigantic frame kicked smoothly into motion. Hanko vanished into the darkness where Iba sought refuge. His footsteps fell out of earshot. The only sound remaining was that of the dark trees billowing in the wind.


      “An act of kindness,” Kurogosho noted.


      “I just didn’t want to watch the man die here,” Hosuke growled, keeping his voice low. His eyes remained fixed on the darkness where the two had vanished. He listened to the song of the wind.
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      Hanko returned fifteen minutes later holding the bloody stump of Iba’s head in his right hand.


      It had been twisted, ripped forcefully from the man’s neck. Ashen bone stuck out from under the torn flesh. Iba’s toothless mouth was open in an expression that could have been rage.


      The expression was not unlike Ishida’s when Hanko had done the same to him, sometime ago in the mountains of Tateyama--an act Iba himself had watched.
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      A Portrait of Kukai
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      The air was infused with subtle hints of macha.


      They had gathered in a tearoom built in the Soan style. The room gave the impression of being slightly weathered, an effect heightened by the texture of the wood and the roughness of the grain. Yet it had been built in its entirety using materials of the highest quality, a fact not immediately obvious to the uninitiated. Every aspect of the space, from the Gamamushiro thatched ceiling to the exquisitely rounded pillars, even the walls themselves, exhibited a quality so refined it would reduce any aficionado to slobbering envy. The room was a masterclass in accentuating the materials’ unique characteristics while maintaining an overall effect that was subtle and restrained. It was restraint that lent the room an almost tangible sense of dignity.


      There was a single Japanese thistle inside an unadorned ceramic vase in the alcove. The maroon violet of the flower balanced the room with an elegant tension. The sound of water coming to a boil issued from a small iron pot. Each and every element of the room fused together to create a space perfectly secluded from the outside world.


      Only one item was out of tune with the harmony. Not just out of harmony--it was impressively dissonant. A scroll inside the alcove was completely out of place with the room’s decor. The artwork had been rendered in acidic-looking primary colors, depicting the mating of two deities. The scroll was a tribute to the god Heruka; it reveals Heruka, looming imposingly towards the center and portrayed in ultramarine blue. Poised in his lap is the female deity Varahi, black-green, arching her head backwards. Her legs are clamped tightly around Heruka’s waist while the dark form of Heruka’s oversized penis can be seen penetrating the shadow between her legs. Heruka glowers in what could be either ecstasy or anger. He bears his teeth, each of his three eyes is open and bloodshot. In his left hand is a priceless gem, in his right a cobalt pestle. A multitude of arms fan out behind him, each holding a particular ritualistic tool; one holds the severed head of Brahma, others, human bodies skewered through their anus. The deity’s clothing is an endless procession of human heads. His crown is a collection of ten skulls. The scroll originated within a denomination of Esoteric Buddhism.


      It was completely unnerving; this one feature stood out, raw like blood splashed across the alcove in a room otherwise devoid of the essence of other living things.


      Four people sat gathered in the space; Kurogosho, Enoh, Renobo and Hosuke Kumon. It was the same room as that in which Kurogosho had once asked Shutaro Toyama to value a ceramic bowl. Kurogosho had challenged the man to put a price on one of his own creations. Toyama had pressed his head against the tatami to beg forgiveness, unable to offer a response. Enoh had then taken up the challenge, offering a brazen reply that made Kurogosho laugh. He told Kurogosho he would have the bowl filled with premium Chinese sake, Lao-chu, and offer him the price of the sake for it. A month had yet to pass since that day. The faces were the same this time, except Hosuke took Toyama’s place.


      “How is it?” Kurogosho asked, keeping his voice low and flat. He was dressed in traditional Japanese kimono. His eyes were focused directly on Hosuke.


      “Doesn’t seem to be poisoned, at least.”


      Hosuke thumped the empty bowl back down on the tatami. He sat legs crossed with his back propped up against the wall. His posture was far from being polite, yet it nonetheless fit the atmosphere of the tearoom. One of Hosuke’s unique talents, it seemed, was an ability to naturally adapt to any environment. He was unusual, to say the least.


      “If we had wanted you dead, we would have killed you by now.” Kurogosho’s lips curled into a faintly-honeyed smile. The man emanated a sense of weight, sitting there in formal seiza. He was not particularly large but there was something rock-like in his bearing that evoked a sense of weight and mass. It was as though he emanated a force that made him appear larger than he was. It was this curious intensity that enabled him to command respect from anyone without having to utter a single word.


      Enoh sat to Hosuke’s right, Renobo to his. A soft breeze entered the room from the latticed window above Hosuke’s head. The wind was dry and carried the scent of larch, mixing it into the tearoom together with the rustling of the woods outside. After putting the bowl down, Hosuke appeared to lose himself in the sound. Then, he tilted his head upwards a fraction, like a beast catching a scent on the wind.


      “So, Kukai then,” he began without any warning. He did not give the impression of addressing anyone in particular. He could have been talking to himself or to the breeze entering the room; it might have been nothing more than an exhalation, like blowing smoke from a cigarette. “He’s still alive, then?” he continued, voice flat.


      No-one responded. The water in the pot had come to boil, the sound filled the room.


      “That’s what they say at Mt. Koya, at least.” Hosuke brought his gaze back, catching Kurogosho’s. “You want me to dive into Kukai, huh?” Tiny shivers of excitement rippled through him as he mouthed the words. He was getting uncharacteristically worked up.


      “Exactly,” Kurogosho replied. “As Iba said last night, we want you to dive into Kukai.”


      “Okay. Well given that, I guess the question becomes, what do you hope to find?”


      “Quite.”


      “I mean...man, is he really still alive, Kukai?” Hosuke’s agitation was almost childlike, impatient.


      Kurogosho said nothing for a while, enjoying Hosuke’s excitement before he spoke again. “That is the purpose of the dive. We would like you to find out whether he is alive or dead.”


      “What the fuck?”


      “Indeed.”


      “You’re holding something back.”


      “Not at all. We simply would do well to know the extent to which you are going to be...cooperative...before divulging anything else.”


      “The extent I’ll be cooperative?”


      “You came to us voluntarily; when I first heard from Enoh, I have to say I was incredulous. I imagined you as naturally having a secondary motive.”


      Hosuke said nothing.


      “Some people even suggested you might be concealing some kind of tracking device.”


      “Hah! I don’t own anything that cool.”


      “We have already confirmed this. So we find ourselves genuinely taken aback to see someone waltz into our midst and ask us to spare a girl, even though it might cost him his own life.”


      Hosuke chuckled.


      “It’s difficult to accept at face value.”


      “Yeah, I can’t quite believe it myself,” Hosuke agreed. His tone told them that he meant it. He had never planned to give himself to them like that. The thought had never crossed his mind until he saw that Yuko was part of the Tanzawa ritual. His conclusion was that he knew himself far less than he had supposed.


      “You must be quite a romantic.”


      “Yeah, a damn fool.”


      Kurogosho chuckled. “Exactly,” he nodded.


      “You need to give me more details. As we’ve apparently established, I’m not the smartest guy in the room.”


      “Your desire to learn more about us is matched by our desire to learn more about you, Kumon.”


      “Huh.”


      “How much, for example, you already know about our organization...and then there’s Fuminari’s story. I’m most interested in both subjects.”


      “Unfortunately, I’m not really in a position to give you that information.”


      “After last night’s show, you are no doubt aware of how far we are willing to take things, if necessary.” Kurogosho was referring to Iba’s death at Hanko’s hands.


      “I thought you wanted me to do a job for you. I’ll tell you now, I won’t talk easy. And torture would really fuck with my motivation to do the job.”


      “You feel a duty to these men?”


      “Feel free to interpret it any way you like.”


      “Fine. Whatever happens, Kukai comes first. Perhaps we will have you remember these little details once the job is completed. We can offer money, or resort to methods more arcane. That will be up to you.”


      “I’ll be sure to mull over the decision.”


      “I hope you are not deluding yourself into the belief that it would be easy to escape?”


      “I’m sure it would be anything but easy.” Hosuke’s eyes flicked to Enoh beside him.


      “You make it sound like you’re already planning it,” Enoh spoke for the first time.


      Renobo cast her eyes on Hosuke from behind Enoh, an amorous smile on her red lips.


      “Only once I’ve completed the job. I’m under no illusions that you’re going to let me walk after this. Don’t worry, I won’t cry unfairness or anything.”


      “Quite the enigma,” Enoh said with obvious enjoyment.


      “Enoh, I think maybe you have fallen in love,” Kurogosho chided.


      “Indeed. Indeed I have,” Enoh agreed, his chin bobbing like a monkey.
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      “Now then, Kumon,” Kurogosho addressed Hosuke, adopting a sudden businesslike tone, “I assume you know the basic facts about Kukai.”


      “I’m picking up fast.”


      “And you have heard of the concept of Sokushin Jobutsu in the esoteric cannon?”


      “Yep.”


      “Then, let me ask you to explain it to me.”


      “Huh, this some kind of sociology exam?” Hosuke’s thick lips sneered at the old man. Sokushin Jobutsu: The pinnacle of all studies of Esoteric Buddhism, its teachings can be found in the principle sutras of the Kongobu (Diamond Realm) and Taizobu (Womb Realm). In each, it is described as a method for attaining Buddhahood while continuing to reside within the human realm. “It’s the process to achieve Buddhahood while remaining in the human world.”


      “Essentially, yes,” Kurogosho answered, his voice deep.


      Hosuke waited for the continuation.


      “What does this imply? For a person to attain Buddhahood in this world and not the next, for a person to become a living Buddha?”


      “Just get to it.”


      “Hah!” There was an unnatural energy growing inside Kurogosho’s frame. “For a human to achieve Buddhahood while he still inhabits his own flesh and blood, well, it can mean only one thing. Immortality.” Kurogosho fell silent, his sharp eyes bearing down on Hosuke like arrows. “That is what I am after. Eternal life.”


      “Huh,” Hosuke responded with a slow exhalation and scratched his head. “Wow, that’s a surprise, to say the least.”


      “Perhaps you don’t believe it possible.”


      “I guess...not.” Hosuke was trembling though, even as he answered. It felt like a phosphorescent ball of flame had lodged itself inside him, growing in intensity. An itch spreading through his muscles like a swarm of ants creeping toward his guts. His eyes had taken on a feverish glint. “But hey,” Hosuke shuddered, giving up trying to ignore the itching that spread inside him, “it doesn’t matter what I believe.” He was raising his voice as though the words were for him.


      “And?”


      “Fascinating!” Hosuke half groaned. “Fucking awesome!” His face had reddened slightly. He bit his lip as a teasing thrill rushed over his spine causing him to crouch forwards against it. As his powerful white teeth bit down, he couldn’t help but let out a smile. “That’s what this has all been about. Of course!” he was muttering to himself, over and over. Crap it! It just gets more and more fascinating. His thoughts were clear in his eyes. “Hey old fogey, tell me something,” Hosuke asked casually. He had regained his usual high-spirited tone.


      Enoh’s lips closed in a tight smile, tensing in response to the way Hosuke had just addressed Kurogosho.


      “What would you like to know?”


      “What evidence do you have to suggest Kukai’s still alive?”


      “Hmm.”


      “You’re not reading the scriptures or, even worse, taking the legends of the Konjaku Monogatari literally? I mean, you don’t strike me as the naive type or anything. But come on, stealing Kukai based on something like that would be fucking imbecilic. Right?”


      “Let us explain then, in light of your willingness to dive into Kukai. We would have to tell you at some point regardless.”


      “Okay then,” Hosuke said.


      Kurogosho turned to look at Enoh. “Enoh, would you do me a favor and bring Geshin to us?”


      Enoh nodded and got lightly to his feet.


      “Geshin!?” Hosuke muttered.


      “Formerly one of Mt. Koya’s monks,” Enoh told him.


      “The same that runs the L.L.S. with Miwa Ishibashi?”


      “If you know that much already, introductions will be short.” Enoh’s wrinkled face creased into a frown, then he turned his small frame and was gone.
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      Enoh returned with a man wearing priest robes.


      The pale-skinned man, Geshin, had a sharp intelligence to his eyes. Something about the man’s appearance reminded Hosuke of Biku. The man’s aura billowed outwards, twisting in violent waves of compacted energy. The effect was so powerful, a curtain of air a couple of centimeters around him seemed warped, pulled out of shape. Occasional spasms rippled across one side of his face. Each time, the spasm afforded a thunder-flash glimpse of the madness simmering in his eyes, a madness so pronounced it would have been clear to anyone. In these moments the man seemed to succumb to a second personality bubbling up from within, one altogether different from that suggested by his subtly intelligence features. Hosuke got the idea that even the slightest disturbance would be enough to let it take control of the man. The monk was the very embodiment of psychosis.


      “Discounting the Yuina, you are looking at the third man in history to have gained entrance to Kukai’s burial chamber, following in the distinguished footsteps of Kanken of the Toji temple and Michinaga Fujiwara.”


      Kurogosho gestured for Geshin to sit; the monk walked over to Kurogosho and arranged himself in formal seiza next to him. Instead of returning to his original position, Enoh sat at Geshin’s side.


      “Geshin, pray recount your experience from that night in the burial chamber,” Kurogosho suggested.


      Geshin’s eyes began to dart around the room, looking suddenly fearful. “I...heard a...voice.” The words presented themselves in a slow, erratic rhythm, each syllable pronounced with an obsessive emphasis. He fell immediately silent after finishing the sentence. Yet his eyes continued to probe around the tearoom as though following an invisible creature.


      “Kumon, you are free to ask Geshin whatever you wish,” Kurogosho told Hosuke. The man seemed to tower even as he sat.


      “You heard a voice?” Hosuke prompted.


      Geshin remained silent, his eyes continuing to race around.


      “What kind of voice was it?” Hosuke tried.


      Still, nothing.


      “Answer him, Geshin.”


      It was only after Kurogosho’s order that Geshin began to reply, “A voice...calling, to me.”


      “It called out to you?”


      “More than a voice, a consciousness. It calls me even now, every passing day. Come. Come to where I am, it says.”


      “Who is it that’s calling you?”


      “Kukai. Our Master, O-Daishi.”


      “What makes you think it’s his voice?”


      “Because the voice...it came from inside of the Byosho. Stronger close to the chamber, weaker further away.”


      “And you went into his chamber--uh, the Byosho?”


      “Yes.”


      “What did you see there?” Hosuke asked.


      Geshin fell silent again.


      “Come on, out with it.”


      The color had drained from the monk’s face. The spasms rippled over his features at an increasing rate. “I saw the man...Kukai.”


      “Only Kukai?”


      Geshin said nothing.


      “Well?”


      Geshin began to shudder, his eyes flicking even faster.


      “Is he going to be okay?” Kurogosho asked in a whisper.


      “Yes,” Enoh answered, using his eyes to back up the statement.


      “Kukai, O-Daishi. He,” Geshin began to mutter something in fragments, his mouth hardly opening, “O-Daishi, he attacked me. His face was horrific...distorted.”


      Geshin was chanting something under his breath, between each word. The chanting became louder. Geshin was clearly living in mortal fear of something, his forehead glistened with sweat. The chanting was a Shingon sutra--the Dharani, read entirely in Sanskrit. It was hard to tell if the man was terrified or just gradually losing his mind.


      “Okay, about the voice then,” Hosuke asked flatly, probing. “I’m guessing you can hear it now?”


      The moment Hosuke finished the sentence Geshin’s eyes flipped upwards, exposing the whites of his eyes. He began to wail and tried to scramble to his feet. His face had undergone a complete transformation. He looked as though a beast had possessed him. He let out a deafening roar.


      Enoh sprung upwards, his small frame landing without a sound. In the same moment his hand shot out, blurring over the nape of Geshin’s neck. The man’s convulsions stopped dead as the monk stiffened and fell forwards, eyes still rolled into his head. No-one else had moved. Geshin lay motionless on the floor. Nothing about Kurogosho’s expression had changed. Renobo’s red lips curled into a shape that resembled a smile as she snickered to herself.


      “And there goes the bowl.”


      Hosuke’s throwaway comment sounded completely out of place after what had just happened. He reached down to the vessel on the floor, it had broken clean in two under the monk’s head. A line of blood trickled outwards, staining the mats red.
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      Senkichi Fuminari stared into open space, utterly silent.


      His huge body covered the entire bed, facing upwards, still like a rock. He had heavy, bruise-colored bags under his eyes. His face was demonic, yet his eyes were empty of their usual fire, that explosive intensity of emotion. Instead, they seemed to harbor an immeasurable loneliness and dejection. He looked demonic, but from sexual fatigue. Something moved between his thick, open legs. A woman’s head. The woman was crouched, completely naked before him, mouth over his penis. It was Ryoko Kitano. Similar bags around her eyes betrayed the same fatigue from prolonged sex.


      Fuminari had returned the morning of the day before. Sensing a presence, Ryoko had opened her eyes to see Fuminari standing next to the bed, pale like a ghost and looking exhausted. For a moment she thought he might be someone else, unable to accept that it was the same Fuminari she had come to know, the man overflowing with a primal, bestial energy; bold and powerful. She had doubted her own eyes. His vast body seemed shrunken. Realizing she had noticed him, Fuminari violently ripped the bedsheets from the bed before practically tearing off her negligee.


      “What happened?” she asked, but he said nothing in reply. He just stood watching her as he tore off his own clothes until he was naked too. His face was empty of emotion like an infant in shock, about to burst into tears. He grabbed an ankle in each hand and pulled her legs wide apart. Then he clambered over her and forced his hips against her own. His immense weight left her clamoring for breath. Something soft pressed up against her groin. Fuminari began pumping into her, over and over again, remaining soft the whole time.


      “What happened?” she tried again.


      Still nothing. Instead he let out a low groan like he was suffering some immense pain. What was it? The question plagued her as he rode. When she felt his limp penis on her groin she moved back into him, offering a response instead. She felt a sudden empathy for the man’s plight. He reached out to grab one of her breasts, pinching so hard it hurt. The breast disappeared underneath his giant hand. He brought his tongue to her other breast and began to suck at the nipple, as might an infant. As he noisily flicked his tongue, she felt a swell of pleasure in her spine of a kind she had never felt before. She began to moan unintelligibly as she clamped her arms around Fuminari’s head from below. It came to her that, more than anything, what the gigantic monster of a man before her needed was the soft caress of a woman. She felt an unknowable emotion sweep through her, manifesting itself as tears over her cheeks. She was no stranger to having men suck on her breasts, but she had never felt adoration like she felt in that moment. Fuminari had saved her life, now it was her turn to save his.


      Her eyebrows tensed. Fuminari had bit into her breast. She took the pain, suppressing her body’s will to cry out. She would take any amount of pain for the man before her. And when she did, she knew the pain would transform into pleasure.


      “Harder,” she said. “Bite me harder.”


      She closed her eyes and started to moan softly. Fuminari pushed his huge frame upwards. He took hold of her ankles again, this time hauling them up so that her pale legs were over his shoulders. He buried his head between her open legs, feverish like a man possessed. She was already wet with hot juices. Fuminari launched himself at her with a fervor of a man trying to devour her alive. He was a wild animal that had reached the point of starvation.


      Ryoko peaked at once, throwing her head back with a loud groan. She came again and again. She had changed their positions before she even realized, taking his soft penis into her mouth. She teased with her tongue then began to pull, slobbering loudly. She became engrossed in the task, convinced that the only way to save him was to get him erect. But he stayed limp. He came without warning, his flaccid penis flushing semen into her mouth. She swallowed it all. He fell into a heavy sleep, exhausted. Ryoko’s mouth continued to dance over him, even as he slept.


      She had fallen asleep at some point. When she woke it was to Fuminari’s head between her legs. They slept, repeated the process, then slept again. The cycle continued for a day and a half. They would wake, feast on the other’s flesh, then fall back to sleep. A never-ending cycle of sex. They took only a couple of small meals in between. The air in the bedroom had become sour from sweat, the smell dense enough to cause any guest to choke.


      Then, an hour ago, Fuminari had broken the cycle. Now he was just staring at the ceiling in silence. It had happened as Ryoko was coming again. He had pulled his mouth away as her moans peaked and gotten onto his back. He hadn’t moved since, but Ryoko had continued her focus on his penis the whole time. He had come once, but was almost dry of semen. Only the twitching of his penis told her he had come at all.


      Fuminari was lost in thought. Endlessly thinking. Haunted by a question, even when he slept. Why didn’t Hanko kill me? The question had taken over his mind. There was no way he had failed to recognize me. They had been in the mountains at night. No words had been exchanged. But they had shared a battle for their lives. He couldn’t have forgotten. So why didn’t he fucking kill me? Fuminari was dumbfounded. The next time they met they would fight to the death, Fuminari had been convinced that this was their unwritten rule. Had he been wrong? Had he been deluded? What other reason could Hanko have had for not killing him? Hanko had returned his gaze then melted away into the darkness, gone. Fuminari was full of an unbearable rage. What else had he been living for these past two years? What had been the point of his grueling training regime in Taiwan?


      “Hanko, you fucking monster,” Fuminari growled. He ground his teeth together. It was the first time he had spoken since returning to the Hakone lodge. He could feel dark flames smoldering in the marrow of his bones, the cells of his flesh, the base of his head. He could feel the viscous flames lick at him, inciting a burning sensation that spread maddeningly across his skin. I’ll never forgive him. He compressed his lips tightly as he felt his hatred for Hanko deepen, his obsession ripen. I will kill you in cold blood. No matter how you beg. The intent settled like hardened bile, deep in his stomach. Any excitement he had once derived from the image of him strangling the life out of Hanko had gone. Hanko, I will kill you. The thought was heavy inside his head, a cold stone of purpose. Along with that bitch Renobo for her mocking him as useless. Even Biku--he had come to consider the man an enemy too.


      He had not seen or heard from Biku since they had parted ways at Yamakita, after alighting from Tanzawa. His thoughts turned to Hosuke Kumon. The man had been odd, somehow hard to get a grip of. Fuminari had no idea where he might be now, what he might be doing. Still, that would be Hosuke’s problem. Fuminari had his own business to attend to. He raised his head and looked down towards his feet. He saw Ryoko, her mouth still busy attending to him. He felt a rush of affection for her, but the emotion proved fleeting and dissipated almost as quickly as it had appeared. He reached a massive hand down to her. The hand was missing its little and ring fingers. He stroked it gently through her hair.


      “You can stop now,” he said quietly. She looked up at him, her face betraying her exhaustion. “You’ve done enough,” he said again, continuing to finger her hair.


      She took his hand in both of hers. It was too big for her grip, even then.


      “You have my thanks.” Fuminari heard the words come out before he even thought to say them. He hadn’t thanked anyone in ten years.


      Ryoko seemed to take a moment to absorb the meaning of the words. She gave him a slight nod as thin tears began to form in her eyes. She rested her head on his stomach. Fuminari felt a warm wetness spread over his abdomen. He closed his eyes and basked in the sensation. Ryoko was asleep by the time he opened them again. He got out of the bed, taking care not to wake her.


      There were things he needed to do but the first was to have a long, hot shower. After that, he had plenty to keep him busy.
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      The moment he opened the basement door Hosuke’s body was engulfed in a stifling wave of vapor so thick it was almost solid.


      It was incredible, as though the air in the room had come from outside this world. Unseen spirits flowed out from the open space of the doorframe.


      “This is Kukai’s chamber,” Kurogosho said.


      Enoh, Hosuke and Kurogosho were poised on the threshold.


      “After you?” Enoh suggested, apparently testing Hosuke.


      “Sure.”


      Hosuke acquiesced, taking a couple of steps into the sea-like mist. The air was cold, containing a sense of compression that pushed against his skin. The feeling was not unlike entering another man’s mind as a Psyche Diver. But it was the first time he was experiencing it with his physical body. Enoh came in after him, followed by Kurogosho.


      “That, is Kukai,” Kurogosho said.


      There was no need to be told. The room was completely unfurnished, bare, apart from Kukai himself. Right there before him, seated with its back to the gray wall, was the 1,500 year-old mummy of Kukai. It was brownish, dried-up, looking remarkably like a monkey--almost disappointingly small. The man’s body had shrunk, now smaller than Enoh. A citrine monk’s robe had been draped incongruously over its shoulders, no doubt placed there by the Yuina. The arms of the mummy had, of course, not been passed through the robe; the garment hung loosely over the Kukai’s upper body. The front of the robe was open to display the body underneath. Kukai was arranged in the lotus position, legs crossed with his hands arranged in the form of a seal. It was not immediately obvious whether this had been Kukai’s original position, or whether an acolyte had re-presented him once the self-mummification was complete.


      The mummy’s lips had receded to reveal teeth the same color as its skin. Its face was caught in an expression that could have been laughter or anger. The skin above the eyes had dried and sunken inwards, creating spherical pits. Under the room’s lighting, they appeared as two black holes. Its nose, although flattened, was still recognizable. Kukai’s head protruded above the robe at an off-center angle, tilted slightly to the right so that it looked like he had cocked his head, observing the men that had just entered the room. The mummy looked like it had been put together from old scraps of bunched up paper. Hosuke couldn’t take his eyes from it.


      “We have already lost two Psyche Divers to Kukai,” Kurogosho said, presumably for Hosuke’s benefit; his eyes remained fixed on the mummy.


      “Oh yeah?”


      “The first was a man called Tamura,” Enoh continued.


      “The man you dove into.”


      “The guy they found collapsed outside the burial chamber, right?”


      “The same.”


      “What happened to him?”


      “Psyche Divers are able to generate a weak link between their mind and another, even without the use of a Psyche Converter.”


      “Sure.”


      “That was the task we had assigned Tamura outside the chamber. To test Kukai for mental activity.”


      Hosuke nodded.


      “According to the others with him, the accident occurred the moment Tamura began to forge this connection.”


      “The accident?”


      “Tamura began to scream, collapsing just moments later.”


      Tamura’s scream. The scream that woke Jichi’ei the night of his death at Hanko’s hands.


      “What happened to him?”


      “We don’t know. His heart had stopped before he hit the ground. A monk appeared to have noticed the screams and was making his way over, so the men turned their focus to obtaining Kukai--after removing anything identifiable from Tamura, of course. Mt. Koya resuscitated him and you performed a dive into his mind.”


      “You said there was another dead, another Diver.”


      “Yes.”


      “What happened then?”


      “It was after we brought Kukai here. This time it was the moment we switched on the Psyche Converter to commence the dive.”


      Hosuke raised an eyebrow.


      “As before, the Diver screamed. He convulsed for a while, then stopped.”


      “Did he die?”


      “He survived for two days, finally dying on the third. I dare say that you may have ended up in his place had you had taken the job when you met Iba in Tateyama.” Enoh gave him a crooked grin.


      “But, is it even possible to dive into Kukai like this?”


      “We cannot say. What we do know is that we hooked him to the machine as we would a living human, and that all this occurred the instant we ordered the dive to commence.” Enoh turned to Kukai, grinning now.


      “Okay. Would you mind if I try talking for a moment?”


      “Talking?”


      “Yeah.”


      “With who?”


      “I thought that’d be obvious. With Kukai.” Hosuke flashed an impudent smile.


      “Kukai?”


      “Yeah. Listen, just do me a favor, open that door and step outside. I need to be alone. I mean, it needs to be just the two of us; me and Kukai.”
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      Hosuke settled himself down so that he sat upright, back to the wall, mirroring Kukai’s position


      Keeping his eyes on the figure, Hosuke began the process of concealing his own unique aura by first slowing the rate of his breathing. He watched a flourish of smoke appear, to the corners of his eyes, undulating through misty formations. The patterns were not there in any real way, not for his eyes to see. They were signals picked up by his mind, increasing as his physical mass fall away; his mind in turn translated the signals through his visual cortex, overlaying patterns on the room before him. At the core of the vortex was Kukai. As he completed the final stage of concealing his physical energy, the mist-like forms suddenly accelerated, probing as they rushed towards him. The sensation was indescribably foul. The light in the room began to phase in and out, breathing. The quantities of photons falling on his retina, however, remained the same. The fluctuations were a direct result of his visual cortex responding to the changing energy levels of the room.


      Hosuke attempted to reconnect his floating consciousness with his body, keeping his eyes open as he did. In the same instant a deluge of phantasms appeared inside the room, like those he had seen previously. Black, creature-like knots of human hair floated in the air. Some floated intertwined, others crawled over the walls and ceiling. In the center of the room was a face that resembled a monkey’s; the thing’s red mouth gaped open as it brandished its teeth. Leech-like creatures squirmed over the floor, their insect feelers in restless motion. A few of the creatures attached themselves to him and began to burrow into his flesh. Hosuke gently hardened the sense of his physical form, expelling them as a black puss.


      A carnivorous mouth materialized directly in front of him. He knew it would attack the moment he showed even the slightest sense of fear. Which meant, conversely, that it was harmless if he revealed none.


      He extended a part of his mind, sending tentative feelers in Kukai’s direction. It was impossible to know how Kukai might respond. Even as he sent the strands of his mind out, Hosuke had to be ready to sever them from his core consciousness at a moment’s notice. It was one of the hardest techniques a Psyche Diver could master. He closed his eyes, readying himself for the complexity of the task ahead of him.
 

      He was attempting to interface with another entity’s consciousness without the aid of a Psyche Converter. If he failed to synchronize his mind with the other in the exact moment the connection was made, he would simply bounce off. Such a state was impossible to maintain over any significant period of time. He thought he could manage two, maybe three seconds at most. He had to maintain a knife-edge link to his own mind while keeping it utterly transparent.


      Then, just as the tips of his consciousness were ready breach Kukai’s exterior, he felt something stir within the great priest: a black mass, the size of a mountain, like a giant beast slumbering in the depths of a dark ocean, waking in response to a tiny ship on the surface. It flew towards him, attacking with the speed of a cobra. The shockwave was overpowering.


      Devour!


      Devour!


      Devour!


      This, the creature’s sole resonance, hit him with the force of a rock in his face. It was like the world had flashed black, momentarily robbing him of all visual feedback. Hosuke sprung backwards, hurling himself through the darkness as he slammed his mind shut. He accomplished this in the split second it took for his body to catch up; he screamed. His eyes shot open, he found himself standing. It took a moment for him register the fact that he was, in fact, on his feet. The room was the same as before; Kukai was still wizened and shrunken, occupying the same space. The thing had consumed almost all of Hosuke’s feelers. He was covered in a hot sheen of sweat. Kukai’s withered body seemed much larger.


      “That was incredible...” Hosuke’s voice wavered under an intolerable excitement, his body only recalling the visceral fear it had just experienced after the words left his mouth. He felt the hairs on his body bristle, one by one. The whole time he stood there with an enormous grin on his face.
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      At the same time, a stunningly tall woman stood before a building with the letters ‘L.L.S.’ emblazoned on the entrance.


      She turned up to look at the only room on the third floor with its lights on. There was a chilling smile on her lips.
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      The Lion’s Resurrection
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      A small metallic noise sounded in the darkness, the sound of a key being delicately inserted into a lock.


      The doorknob turned and the door began to open, creaking slightly. Light flooded in from the corridor outside, revealing the entrance to the room. Someone stepped in. A woman. She closed the door behind her and the entrance fell back into darkness. There was a sound as she flicked the switch to light the corridor.


      She was in a light summer dress, fastened around the center by a loose-fitting leather belt that accentuated the line of her waist. The simplicity of the dress showed off the style, and cost, of the belt. Even then the effect was restrained, far from being ostentatious. Her hair fell over her shoulders in gentle waves, her looks sharp and well-defined. She wore a thin layer of make-up, but only inasmuch as it highlighted the natural tones of her skin. The woman understood how to look her best and was clearly accustomed to being the center of attention.


      The light filled the room’s lowered entrance. She took off her shoes and stepped up to floor-level, showing off her shapely legs. There was a bouquet of flowers in her left hand. Scarlet roses. She opened the door to the living room and stepped inside. The light switch was on the wall to her right, just beyond the door; she reached out and flicked it on, already facing into the room. When the lights turned on her eyes widened with a look of surprised terror. A giant of a man towered before her.


      The first thing she registered was the thick swelling of his chest under the fabric of his shirt. It was as though a huge, boulder-like wall of muscle had just appeared before her. She felt sure he hadn’t been there when she opened the room’s door. He had been hiding in the room and used the momentary distraction of her turning on the light to show himself. He hadn’t made a sound, despite his herculean size. The floor was carpeted, but for a man of his size to move that quickly, there would at least be a displacement of air, some vibration in the ground. Nothing. She concluded that the man had mastered the skills needed to move as lightly as a tiger on the hunt.


      He clamped a giant hand over her mouth before she could even take in his features, stopping her scream halfway down her throat. His hand was unbelievably huge, gloved. It covered half of her face. The woman made a weak, muffled noise. The man moved his fingers slightly, creating a gap for her. The woman sucked a desperate gasp of air through her nose. She looked up, directly into the man’s face.


      “Don’t make a sound,” he growled, dark eyes regarding her from above.


      His tone was eerily devoid of emotion. The words were still in her ears when he opened his mouth to speak again.


      “Natsuyo Kuwabara, yes?”


      She nodded, the man’s hold only allowing for a fractional movement of her jaw. She looked terrified. The man, Senkichi Fuminari, stretched his lips into a smile that stopped short of his eyes. Through their half-embrace, he could feel Natsuyo’s body begin to tremble. She was temptation itself. Fan or not, the singer certainly knew how to incite a man’s lust. She dropped the roses as though she had only just remembered she was holding them. Fuminari drew his mouth next to her ear and whispered.


      “I have no wish to harm you. My business is with Shutaro Toyama. I’ll let go of you if you promise not to make a sound.”


      Natsuyo nodded.


      “Good. But let me just demonstrate something to you first, something you might find useful to know.”


      The bones in Natsuyo’s cheeks made tiny popping sounds as he spoke; he had increased the pressure of his grip. He pulled her by the face, over to the center of the room, to a table with a ceramic vase and a plate of fruit. He reached down with his gloved left hand and palmed an apple. He positioned it between his thumb, fore and middle fingers and held it up for Natsuyo to see.


      “Watch.”


      The moment he said the word his fingers gouged noisily into the apple, it exploded into a messy pulp of flesh and juice that dribbled onto the carpet. Some of the flesh had flown outwards, hitting her in the face. It was clear that Fuminari had expended zero effort in doing this. It had been as easy to him as crushing a soft boiled egg. He reached down again with his now empty left hand and this time picked up the vase, tossing it into the air. He breathed a sharp whistle of air as his left hand flashed towards the falling object. Natsuyo expected the vase to explode, but instead it stopped in mid-fall. She had heard a dry pop, nothing else. Fuminari’s index finger had punched a hole in the surface of the vase. Fuminari waved the vase through the air, held up by his finger. She heard a rattling, ceramic sound, the fragment knocked out by his finger. She knew that she had witnessed incredible prowess, even for someone accomplished in karate. The feat necessitated a perfect balance of power, speed and timing. Fuminari had accomplished it with ease, even as his other hand was still clamped over Natsuyo’s face.


      “Have I made myself clear?” Fuminari said. “If you raise the alarm it would be very easy for this finger to rip out your vocal chords; you’d never speak again.”


      Natsuyo used her chin to nod understanding from beneath his hand. Fuminari carefully withdrew his hold of her. She was silent apart from her heavy breathing as she struggled to refill her lungs with oxygen. Keeping one eye on her, Fuminari put the vase back on the table. He picked up the roses she had brought and arranged them inside it.


      “Who are you?” Natsuyo asked.


      Her voice was husky, even more alluring than it seemed through the filter of a TV. Natsuyo Kuwabara was a professional singer of traditional Japanese Enka. She had debuted in her teens, enjoying a career where she had been constantly the center of the media’s attention for her numerous affairs with TV producers and other male singers. She turned thirty-four this year--the same woman that the lowlife private detective Yoshio Ozaki had photographed during a secret meeting with the cabinet minister Shutaro Toyama a few years ago.


      Fuminari refrained from answering the question. “That doesn’t matter,” he said.


      “Okay, but what do you want with Toyama?”


      “Just some minor business, nothing that concerns you.”


      “And yet you put me through all that regardless.” She was frightened, but the woman had spunk, much braver than a lot of men he knew.


      “I’m afraid it can’t wait. I need to discuss something with him without risking any outside interference. Figured your room was about the only place I’d be able to do that. It’s unlikely he brings his bodyguards in here, so I took the liberty of letting myself in. This is the day he comes to see you, right?”


      “How did you get in?”


      “A single wire’s enough for locks like yours. You should probably upgrade to digital.”


      Natsuyo glanced at his feet before giving him a sharp glare.


      “Can’t be helped, I like to hold onto my shoes during break-ins. Easier to make a quick getaway.”


      “Well? What am I supposed to do now?”


      “I’d like you to take off all your clothes.”


      “Take off my clothes!?”


      “Yeah, get naked.”


      Natsuyo took a step backwards. “I thought I had nothing to do with this.”


      “That’s exactly why I want you to strip, to keep you quiet. It’ll be enough to give you pause before calling for help, perhaps trying to slip outside while I’m not paying attention.”


      She took another step away.


      “I can do it for you if I must, but your clothes wouldn’t be good for much afterwards.” Fuminari kept his voice quiet, but his tone made it clear he was no longer accepting questions. There was no violence in his eyes. He was not threatening her, but it was clear he was ready to do anything he said he would.


      Something shifted in Natsuyo’s eyes as she let go of her fight. “Fine.” She slid her belt open and let her dress fall to the ground. She stood there in her bra and underwear.


      “Yeah, those too.”


      She gave him a defiant look but complied, taking off her last two items of clothing. Her skin was young, not that of someone in their mid-thirties. Her body was curved, with a hint of extra weight that only increased the eroticism of her flesh. Fuminari knew that many men had been privy to the joys of her body, but none of it showed. She was stunning.
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      Fuminari sat in the center of Natsuyo’s three-person sofa, leaning forward with his arms folded.


      He made sure not to relax, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice. The sofa sagged heavily under his weight, like it might break if he moved too much. It was the type of furniture that put appearances first, but it was well-built. Fuminari was just too big. There was no need for a sofa that could stand up to the weight of a two-meter man that weighed 154-kilograms in a single woman’s flat.


      Arms folded, he gazed distantly at Natsuyo who had sat down across from him, still naked. Her skin was pale, soft and devastatingly sexy. She had crossed her legs, draping a gown over them to cover herself to the waist. She looked composed even stripped naked as she was, perhaps to be expected from someone accustomed to the stage.


      But Fuminari hardly saw her. He was, instead, focused on the empty darkness that had spread through him. Gone was the burning passion Hanko had kindled, the hatred that had seared through him and threatened to drive him mad. It had become a lone flame that burned black. Close, muddy, it felt like tar. Deeper still, he saw the image of Hanko from that night, mute and staring. The beast was watching Fuminari through the darkness, exactly as he had before. Fuminari looked inside himself, returning the beast’s challenge.


      Behind Hanko was an organization of fearsome power. A diabolical cult that staged orgies in the mountains, whose members drank blood and devoured the flesh of the women they sacrificed. Panshigaru. They had killed Munakata, the man Fuminari had employed to dig up information on them, and carved his head into a vessel they called a kapala. He remembered how that bitch Renobo had drunk from it, lavishing as it overflowed with blood. Then there was Enoh. And behind them all, an old man they called Kurogosho.


      There was no way he could take them on by himself. But he had chosen his fight, helpless as it was. Still, the fight against Panshigaru meant nothing to him. His target was but one, Hanko. He had no interest in Kukai, or in Biku and his attempts to steal the religious symbol back from them. Although, he had come to develop something of a special connection with the man, not interest, something closer to hatred.


      When Biku had run over Shimizu’s head, his pretty face failed to show even a trace of emotion. Fuminari could still hear the noise of the man’s skull being crushed under the tires, traveling up his spine as a vibration. The horrific sound was enough to make the hairs on his back bristle, even now. It existed as more than just a sound, it felt like a snake crawling up his buttocks, winding up his spine until, finally, it reached his ears.


      He understood that Biku had made the correct decision. But even so. He could still feel the weight of it inside him, like someone had packed his intestines with stone. He felt like a child compared to Biku, recalling how he had held back from killing Kumiko so that he could escape that night he met Hanko. And he suspected that particular trait of emotional weakness had become even more pronounced since Hanko took his fingers.


      Fuminari layered Biku’s features over Natsuyo’s pale, naked form. He felt the familiar intense pain in his left hand. More than Hanko, it was the thought of Biku that brought on spasms of pain these days. Biku was his opposite, made in such a way that he could not feel pain. The change had come after Fuminari had learned of this fact.


      He unfolded his arms and massaged his glove over the gaps where his fingers were missing. If he massaged them enough, it would usually ease the pain.


      The door rang. Natsuyo looked up. “It’s me! I’ll let myself in.” A male voice. Fuminari recognized it from the TV and radio, it was Shutaro Toyama.


      “Put your gown on and bring him here,” Fuminari said quietly.


      He cracked his fingers and stood up. He walked soundlessly to the living room door, positioning himself to its side so that he would be concealed in its shadow when Natsuyo opened it. Toyama appeared to have his own key, Fuminari heard the sound of the front door opening. The door closed again, followed by the sound of someone locking it from inside. Natsuyo was already in her gown, standing in front of the living room door. She had gone white.


      “Don’t try anything stupid,” Fuminari hissed.


      Natsuyo said nothing, she opened the door to the living room. Shutaro Toyama was on the other side, wearing a light summer suit. He had a pair of dark sunglasses over his eyes.


      “You look good,” he said, his voice a little hoarse. He walked into the room and rested a hand on Natsuyo’s shoulder. Just as Natsuyo was about to open her mouth to say something, the door slammed shut behind him. He spun around to see Fuminari standing there, terrifying.


      “I’ve been waiting for this,” Fuminari growled, twisting his face into a one-sided grin. The words were delivered with such force that Toyama recoiled backwards.


      “Who are you?”


      “We haven’t had the pleasure until now. But I think you might have heard my name.”


      Toyama made a show of looking him up and down. Then a look of abject terror appeared on his face, as if remembering something. The fear seemed to propagate through his entire frame.


      “You look like it’s come back to you.”


      “F...Fuminari?”


      “The one and only. Senkichi Fuminari.”


      Toyama stumbled backwards. Fuminari took a single, deliberate step, closing the distance between them. Toyama’s knowledge of Fuminari appeared not to end at his gigantic size alone. Beads of sweat had started to gather over his nose and forehead.


      “Minister Toyama,” Fuminari said, making it clear that he already knew who he was addressing.


      “W...what are you doing here?” Toyama’s voice was breaking.


      “What am I doing here?” Fuminari repeated in a low snarl. He cocked his head to the right and gave Toyama a powerfully murderous stare. Toyama shrunk like a small forest animal cornered by its natural predator. “Let’s just say it happens that I have a few questions for you.”


      “Questions?”


      “About Pan-shi-ga-ru,” Fuminari said, emphasizing each syllable.


      Toyama looked suddenly worried; he looked purposefully at Natsuyo, then back at Fuminari. Afraid for her to hear the word. Fuminari reached down and plucked the man’s sunglasses from his face, revealing a pair of cowering eyes.


      “No need to hide your face anymore, is there?” Fuminari said.


      Toyama looked at the floor, his eyes strayed again to Natsuyo.


      “Yeah yeah,” Fuminari nodded, chuckling as his grin deepened. “You, come over here,” Fuminari said, addressing Natsuyo.


      Natsuyo pulled away, perhaps an instinct. When she turned, making to run, Fuminari brought the side of his hand sweeping down to impact her neck. She collapsed without a sound. The gown had ridden up her legs, exposing the smooth curves of her buttocks. The swell of flesh between her legs was visible, pressed together by her thighs.


      “Now you won’t have to worry about her overhearing.”


      “Did you kill her?”


      “She’ll live. I just sent her to sleep for a while.”


      Toyama said nothing.


      “Take a seat?” Fuminari used his jaw to gesture towards the sofa he had been sitting in before.


      “Do you know what it is you’re getting into here?” Toyama asked as he sat down.


      “Words I’d expect from a politician, but one straighter than you.”


      The rebuke silenced Toyama. His greying hair was loose over his forehead. The man was fifty-six, but it looked like he had suddenly aged a great deal. Heavy lines crossed his forehead. Toyama put one of his hands inside his summer suit. Fuminari had the man’s arm in a lock before he had even blinked.


      “Listen, you don’t want to fuck around with me.” Fuminari squeezed the man’s wrist, twisting his arm upwards. Toyama had been reaching for a checkbook. Fuminari took it off him.


      “What are you doing?”


      Fuminari tossed the object on the table in front of them.


      “Just tell me how much you want,” Toyama begged.


      “Don’t insult me.”


      “You don’t want money?”


      “I told you what I’m after. Shall I spell it out to you again?”


      Toyama clamped his mouth shut.


      “I’m here for information on Panshigaru. I want that abomination Hanko’s head,” he practically roared the words.


      He grabbed Toyama’s chin in his right hand and pushed it upwards. He placed a thumb over the man’s lower front teeth and pushed. Three of Toyama’s teeth snapped with a gory crunch. The man screamed, making a noise like a strangled bird as blood and saliva gushed from his mouth and over the table. The three broken teeth came out in the mix. Toyama traced his tongue over the stumps where his teeth had been, he began to moan. Fuminari forced the man’s jaw up again, bringing their faces so close it was difficult to focus.


      “You will answer my questions. If you stumble over an answer, at any time, I will smash more of your teeth.”


      Fuminari grinned as blood and saliva dribbled from Toyama’s mouth, soaking his hand. He pawed the blood back into Toyama’s face, then took the man by the jaw again.


      “Let me start with something easy. There is an organization called the L.L.S. Tell me about it.”


      Toyama remained silent. Another crunch. The man was sweating profusely, soaked like he had been caught in a thunderstorm. His face was white.


      “They’ll kill me if I they find out I told you anything,” Toyama finally spoke, his mouth trembling as he did.


      Another crunch as more teeth were broken.


      “You’d rather die now, I take it?”


      Fuminari grabbed the back of the man’s head and pushed the tip of his right thumb into the man’s nose. He pressed, almost casually. There was a crack as his finger crushed through cartilage. Toyama had reached his threshold. It had been the sounds made as his teeth and nose broke that had levied the greatest effect, inciting more fear than the pain itself. Blood trickled from his nose as he opened his mouth to speak.


      “The Life and Light School is a new religion, run by a woman called Miwa Ishibashi and a man called Geshin.” Blood continued to seep from his nose and mouth, running over the collar of his shirt and onto his skin underneath. He had tears in his eyes.


      “That much I know already. What I want to know now is how it relates to Panshigaru,” Fuminari clarified.


      Toyama closed his mouth and rubbed his hand over his face, spreading the red blood everywhere. The sight was disgusting. Fuminari’s nose filled with the stink of the man’s blood.


      “The L.L.S. is a front for Panshigaru. It exists as camouflage for the organization.”


      “Huh.”


      “Only a handful of its staff know of Panshigaru’s existence.”


      “What does Panshigaru do?”


      “I don’t know all the details.”


      “Playing dumb?”


      “No!”


      “Okay, fine. Tell me what you do know.”


      “All I know is that they’re searching for a method to attain immortality. Eternal life.”


      “And they’re serious?”


      “They seem very serious.”


      “You said ‘they’? Aren’t you in cahoots with them?”


      “I’m just a puppet in this. All I do is execute Master Kurogosho’s orders.”


      Fuminari considered this.


      “It was ten years ago. I was visited by a man called Akio Ishibashi. At the time I was failing as a politician, unlikely to make Minster, getting nowhere in the Conservative Party.”


      “Akio, your secretary...”


      “He turned up with two-hundred million yen in cash. He stacked it up before me, asking me to hire him as my personal secretary. He told me that if I did he would provide more funds, even guarantee that I made Minister.”


      “Huh.”


      “Naturally, I asked him why. Don’t get me wrong, I needed that money, but there was obviously something underfoot going on. He told me that he wanted me to be a spokesperson for a new religion once I had become Minister.”


      “The L.L.S.”


      “Yes. He promised that the L.L.S. would furnish me with all the votes and funds I needed.”


      Fuminari waited for him to continue.


      “So I agreed to let him introduce me to Miwa Ishibashi.”


      “What kind of woman is she?”


      “She had spent a lot of time traveling the world when she was young. Most notably in India, gathering information on various religions. After returning to Japan she founded the L.L.S. Now, she is an old woman in her seventies.”


      “What’s her relationship to Akio Ishibashi?”


      “She's his mother.”


      “Right, so you took their money and hired Ishibashi as your secretary.”


      “To be frank, I regret ever doing so.”


      “Why?”


      “The L.L.S. are bad enough, but Panshigaru is nothing short of terrifying.”


      “I know. Tell me about Kurogosho.”


      Toyama said nothing.


      “You might as well spit it out, you’ve said this much already.”


      “He came into money while working for the military during the Manchurian Incident; well, some say he was already rich, there are a load of stories. I don’t know the truth, and I wouldn’t want to find out.”


      “Was Enoh with him then?”


      “Yes, they met in Manchuria. Again, many of the details are unclear.”


      “What about Geshin? He was a monk at Mt. Koya, right? How did he get involved with Miwa?”


      “They met by chance. Together, they share a vast knowledge of cult religions, so I initially thought that was the reason behind the union. It appears that I was wrong though.”


      “How so?”


      “It was Geshin that told Miwa Ishibashi about Kukai. She took it on herself to pass the details to Master Kurogosho.”


      “What did he say about Kukai?”


      “That Kukai was...still alive.”


      “Is he?”


      “All I know is what Geshin told her. I don’t know if it’s true. That was when Panshigaru had Enoh and Hanko steal Kukai from the burial chamber.”


      “Now we’re getting to the meat of it. Hanko. Where is he now?”


      Toyama said nothing, his tongue dabbed at his blood-soaked mouth.


      “Tell me now!” Fuminari roared, grabbing Toyama’s throat in his left hand.


      “L...Lake Megami,” Toyama answered, voice breaking.


      “Lake Megami?”


      “Yes, Lake Megami, in Shinshu. Master Kurogosho’s residence is located in the forests beyond the lake.”


      Just then, as Toyama was speaking, Fuminari heard a subdued sound from beyond the door. Footsteps, approaching stealthily over the carpeted floor.


      “You bastard, Toyama!”


      Fuminari grabbed the man’s chest with his left hand, feeling through his inside pocket with his right. There was something there. Fuminari pulled it out, a micro-transmitter. Toyama had probably switched it on when pulling out the checkbook, it had been misdirection. He had tipped off his bodyguards, letting them know he was in danger. The method of the man’s deception was clear.


      “Damn it!”


      Fuminari grabbed the man, pulling him up just as the living room door was violently kicked in. Muted gunfire cut through the room, their guns were fitted with silencers. Fuminari pulled Toyama around as a shield; bullets rained into the man’s back. One grazed Fuminari’s right shoulder. He charged at the gunmen, carrying the weight of Toyama’s sagging body.


      He had already taken note of his opponents, two with guns, two with knives ready to attack.


      An animal roar thundered from his lips. His right foot sent one of the guns into the air as he hurled Toyama at the other gunman. The second gunman tumbled backwards as Fuminari propelled himself into the air, directly towards him. The man steadied himself and made to bring his gun to Fuminari.


      Fuminari’s kick was faster. As he descended, Fuminari had aimed a kick directly below the man’s gun. The man’s wrist snapped as the gun went flying into the far wall. Fuminari landed with the heel of his right foot in the face of the man now lying on his back. Fuminari’s entire falling weight flowed into a single point. The man’s face collapsed, crunching as his skull broke, leaving Fuminari’s heel half-stuck in the remains. The man’s eyes popped out as the carpet silently absorbed the twin streams of blood that had jetted from his ears. The man’s body jerked around under Fuminari’s boot, as though performing some macabre dance. A cute show for his compatriots, while he died in front of them. The remaining three men watched in shock. None of them appeared to have thought to pick up the gun that had just gone flying across the room.


      Fuminari was in motion before the man’s dance ended, his chain of moves already assembled in his mind. First he would smash his right leg into the abdomen of the man with the knife closest to him. He would duck and snatch the knife from the man’s hand as he fell. He would launch the knife sideways into the throat of the man that had first pointed a gun at him, already on his way to pick it up, a thank-you present. By the time the man collapsed, the last of them would have turned to escape, convenient for Fuminari to bury his left leg in his back. He estimated needing a second or so to accomplish this.


      His tree-like leg burst into flight with an audible rush of air, aimed directly for the first man’s abdomen. The man’s mouth was open, about to shout something as Fuminari readied this, his first step.


      Everything proceeded as planned.
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      Fuminari gunned the Bluebird down the Tomei Expressway, exiting at the Gotenba Interchange on his route to the mountain pass.


      He saw a single set of headlights in the rearview mirror still shining through the wide darkness. Fuminari already knew he was being followed. He had noticed the tail as he sided into the Tomei Expressway. Each time he accelerated, the car would accelerate with him; when he slowed, the car would match his drop in speed. This time, he left the indicator lights off as he turned off the expressway for the Gotenba Interchange. The car had braked hard, forcing it to veer into a sideways yaw. It managed to get onto the slipway, but only just. That had been his final test to confirm that the car was tailing him.


      He turned to look at it as it sidled up behind him in the line for the tollgate; there were five men inside. Fuminari grinned, brandishing his teeth for the benefit of the man in the driver’s seat. It was the smile of a lion before the kill. Fuminari felt his dark blood coming to boil, the first time he’d felt the rush in a while. The smell of blood in Natsuyo’s apartment had rekindled his inner warrior.


      The tailing car made its move once they were clear of the Otome Pass tollgate. It accelerated fast, apparently trying to overtake and force him to stop. It was close to midnight. The two cars picked up speed, flying past occasional cars still out on the roads. Fuminari took a hard left as they began to descend into Sengokubara, swerving into a tree-lined road. The road wove through Kintokiyama towards Minami Ashigara from Hakone. His plan was to find a place to stop and launch a pre-emptive strike.


      The tail had probably been with him since he left Natsuyo Kuwabara’s apartment in Seijo. Toyama most likely had two security teams; one tasked with his direct protection, the other with orders to follow whoever left if the first failed. He had already vacated the lodge as a necessary precaution now that Hosuke Kumon was in the enemy’s hands and there was a chance he might reveal the location. Fuminari had to consider the eventuality that they would torture Hosuke for information. For now, he and Ryoko had booked a hotel in Atami to lie low.


      The road was winding and treacherous. The wheels of the Bluebird screeched on the ground as Fuminari accelerated from one corner to the next. Every now and again the undercarriage would spark, grinding over bumps in the road. It was too dangerous to stop without increasing his distance from the car behind. He guessed at least two of them would be armed, making him an easy target if they caught up with him when he stopped. He needed a window of five, maybe six seconds to escape into the night after stopping the car. Plenty of time for a bullet to hit him.


      He checked the rearview mirror and saw a man leaning out of the rear passenger-side window, one arm pointed at the Bluebird. Fuminari couldn’t see it in the dark, but it was obvious enough that the man was aiming a gun. The man was only visible through the backwash of other car’s headlights. He heard a gunshot. There was a metallic impact, the bullet had hit the car. Whoever made the shot had removed their silencer to increase the power of the gun.


      Or...maybe they weren’t the type to use silencers to begin with. True, it was unlikely the shots would be heard out here, but the approach was a little crude either way. They were speeding down a bumpy road littered with corners, odds were low that they would hit their target from a moving car. The Shinmeikai? Fuminari considered the possibility. He knew the Yakuza organization had connections to Kurogosho. That would, at least, explain their rough-and-ready aggression. The Shinmeikai preferred to let their guns do the talking. They probably saw themselves as dogs hunting a rabbit. But their prey this time was no rabbit. Fuminari was an unrestrained lion.


      Another gunshot. Fuminari lost control of the wheel in the same moment it sounded. The shot had punctured one of the car’s rear tires. Fuminari nudged open the driver’s side door, using his left hand to steady the wheel. Forest spread out to either side of the road. He swung the door wide open and jumped clean from the vehicle. Rolling as he landed, he tumbled into the undergrowth. More shots followed, one ricocheting off the ground next to him. His prodigious frame continued to tumble until he crashed back-first into a tree, coming to an immediate stop. Fuminari was back in motion instantaneously, diving for cover to the side. A bullet exploded into the bark of the tree, right where he had been.


      A moment slower and the bullet would have been in his chest. He felt two distinct shimmers of pain; one in his back from where he had hit the tree, the other over his left knee--he must have crashed into something when landing earlier. But it was nothing that would slow him in a fight. His car was motionless, having crashed into the trees other side of the road. The headlights shone bright in the deep undergrowth. He would no longer be visible to the other car.


      He ducked lower into the undergrowth, slipping a hand into his back pocket. He had stuffed one of the guns there when he left Natsuyo’s apartment.


      “Bastard!”


      “Show yourself!”


      The men had gotten out of their car and had begun to shout through the dark in the direction Fuminari was hiding.


      “Idiots!”


      A third man scolded them and they fell silent, perhaps realising the folly of shouting randomly into the dark. They might as well have been broadcasting their positions to Fuminari. Regardless, he had them in plain sight. They had forgotten to switch off their own car’s headlights. Fuminari raised the gun above the grass and fixed his sights on one of them. He was aiming for a non-lethal shot, there was no need to aim for the head. A leg, maybe, someone’s ass, it didn’t matter. Any kind of hit would be enough to put one of them out of contention. It was funny how a bullet tended to sap a man’s will to fight.


      He fired. From a distance the sound was a popping of fireworks, but the power of the noise at close range was enough to surprise even Fuminari. The gun recoiled backwards as one of the men lurched backwards.


      “Get down!”


      “Bastard’s got a gun.”


      The men reacted, fear flooding their voices as they hit the ground. Fuminari prowled through the darkness, the powerful stink of foliage tickling his nose. The blood-like smell brought about a sense of nostalgia. Fuminari sped up, pacing through the night air with the freedom of a beast out of its cage. He felt a rush of euphoria from being in motion, an animal thrill stretched over his spine.


      “He’s on the move.”


      The men could hear the rustling of his behemoth frame in the grass. Someone switched off the headlights. They had finally realized the danger of standing too close to the light. In the dark, they were his. He wouldn’t need the gun. He could sneak up behind them, settle this in one fell swoop like a trained predator. The only question left was the number of guns they had.


      Just then Fuminari heard a car engine, it was coming in their direction, following the route they had come down.


      “Car!”


      One of the men announced the fact. The engine noise was bearing down on them, and fast. It should have been visible from this distance, the driver had apparently killed the headlights. The engine’s vibration was right on top of them. Fuminari recognized it as the low growl of a diesel engine, just as two dazzling beams of light punched through the darkness like a predator opening its eyes. The beams closed in on the group of Yakuza. The vehicle was a Land Cruiser. It accelerated. The men were back on their feet, confused as to what was happening. They would be mown down if they didn’t move quickly. Fuminari burst massively into action, like a tightly-coiled spring regaining freedom. His attack commenced just as the Land Cruiser careened into the rear bumper of the gangster’s vehicle.


      He punched his right fist through two of the men’s jaws, shattering them instantly before sending both legs into the stomachs of the remaining two men. The men crumpled in the wake of Fuminari’s four blows, dispatched with an ease that was almost disappointing,


      “Nicely done.”


      Fuminari registered the familiar, cool voice. He saw Biku’s stunning features smiling across at him from the driver’s side window of the Land Cruiser.
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      “I hope you don’t expect my thanks. It may have taken a little longer, but I was ready to dish those guys up by myself,” Fuminari growled, his voice rough.


      “I know.” As Biku answered, Fuminari detected a hint of a woman’s perfume on him. His eyes narrowed, questioning. Biku picked up on this and explained, “Ah, I had to dress as a woman for a while.”


      “Dress as a woman?”


      “I’ll cover the details later.” Biku smiled.


      Fuminari continued to question him, “How did you find me here?”


      “Two cars overtook me a while ago, both speeding like crazy. I noticed that the front car was yours.”


      “So you followed us?”


      “Yes. I saw you enter this mountain road so I killed the lights and held back a bit, then I heard an untoward racket. I stopped the car and came over to see what was happening. It looked pretty obvious so I thought I’d offer my help and save you a bit of hassle.”


      “What were you doing out here in the first place?”


      “Actually, I was on my way to your lodge.”


      “Place is all boarded up now.”


      “Huh. Well it looks like I owe thanks to this little coincidence.”


      “And? What was it you wanted?” Fuminari walked closer to the Land Cruiser from which Biku was sticking out his head.


      “I was bringing you a souvenir.”


      “A souvenir?”


      “Here you go.” Biku held out a sheet of paper, folded in three. Fuminari took it from him as Biku flicked on the Land Cruiser’s inside light.


      “This is...” Fuminari swallowed hard. On the front, printed in bold were the words, ‘Life: The One True Light.’


      “Yes, Munakata Yoichi’s pamphlet, the one that went missing from Ryoko’s apartment.”


      “Where did you find it?” Fuminari asked.


      Biku’s crimson lips drew into a narrow smile. Instead of answering Fuminari’s question, he continued “Open it first, take a look.”


      Fuminari opened the pamphlet. It contained details of the L.L.S., propaganda to reel in new believers. At the top, towards the center, was a photo stamp bearing a woman’s face. The woman was in her seventies, the text to the right revealed her as the founder of the L.L.S., Miwa Ishibashi. Below it was a larger picture of some kind of gathering, a group of people all facing the same direction.


      “Off to the left. Someone’s been circled with red pencil, right?” Biku continued.


      He was right. There was a man standing to the left of the group. His face was half concealed, but there was a distinct line pencilled around him. And he was the only one among them looking downwards. Fuminari recognized the face immediately.


      “Shutaro Toyama,” he muttered.


      “Just so,” Biku agreed.


      “Where did you get it?” Fuminari asked again.


      Biku just smiled.


      “I have another souvenir; this one’s human. Can you see the back seat?”


      Fuminari peered into the rear of the cruiser and saw a man there, lying on his side with his hands tied up behind him.


      “This is Jotaro Itsuki, General Director of the L.L.S. I got the pamphlet from him.”


      “What the?”


      “I thought it might be beneficial for us to work together again. So, I decided to make my trip out here.”


      Biku smiled as he watched Fuminari, the night breeze ruffling through his soft hair.
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      They were in a motel room near the Gotenba Interchange off the Tomei Expressway.


      Fuminari had perched himself on the edge of the room’s rounded bed, thick arms crossed, staring at the man before him. The other man stood there with a radiant smile on his face, his features resembling those of the Kujaku Myo’o. The man was Biku. His smile was faint, but the otherworldly beauty of his features accentuated the gesture, intensifying its effect. The smile showed no signs of faltering under Fuminari’s heavy scowl. The smile was a sign to Fuminari that Biku was waiting for him to break the silence first.


      The time was one in the morning. Barely an hour had passed since the trouble they had faced on the road to from Minami Ashigara to Hakone. They had come up to the room five minutes earlier, having parked the Land Cruiser below. They had hardly spoken the whole time. The General Director of the L.L.S., Jotaro Itsuki, was still tied up in the back of the car. Fuminari’s Bluebird was in the lot for the adjacent room.


      The circular bed sank under Fuminari’s immense weight. The bed was big enough for a couple to mess around in, but it resembled nothing more than a largish sofa under him. The effect was a testament to the man’s gargantuan size.


      “Okay then,” Fuminari said to Biku. The impression was not that he had been the first to break under the silence, more that he had been waiting until he determined the silence had been suitably long, perhaps letting it dwell a fraction beyond comfortable levels, before opening his mouth to speak. “So you have some information for me?” His voice was deep and a little rough.


      “Yes,” Biku answered, maintaining the smile as he nodded.


      The expression projected an impression of naiveté not unlike that of an innocent young girl. Fuminari suspected that Biku was not fully aware of this. The smile was probably a default, unconscious--his most natural state. Fuminari occasionally caught in it glimpses of the smile seen on Buddhist statues; a smile that was not quite a smile. Perfect for a man that had no conception of pain. His features were a sharp counterpoint to the heavy-set, stony toughness of Fuminari’s.


      “When did you pick up that guy downstairs, Jotaro Itsuki?”


      “This evening.”


      “You did it alone?”


      “I took a few colleagues, though I had them wait in the car outside.”


      “There weren’t any Shinmeikai hanging around?”


      “Oh there were, like the ones that were following you.”


      “How did you pull it off?”


      “I disguised myself as a woman and snuck into Itsuki’s room.”


      “You cross-dressed?”


      “It turns out that Itsuki has a habit of bringing girls back to his office in the L.L.S. headquarters. It was quite the place, even had a bathroom and bedroom attached.”


      “Huh.”


      “It was rather unpleasant, impersonating a woman. And lipstick tastes awful.”


      “Right.” Fuminari guessed that Biku would be genuinely alluring if he dressed as a woman.


      “The Shinmeikai goons don’t enter his office. I knocked him out and used a rope to lower him out of the window. The whole thing got me in a cold sweat.”


      “Sure.”


      “I noticed the pamphlet before leaving.” Biku glanced to a table in the corner of the room. He had put the pamphlet on it when they had come into the room.


      “You said it was Munakata’s.”


      “I discovered that after asking Itsuki.”


      “So Itsuki knew...”


      “He told me everything I needed to know before I’d even finished peeling off his second toenail. It was nothing like the hassle I had with Iba,” he said flatly.


      Hosuke had already told Fuminari how Biku got Iba to talk. Fuminari knew that Biku would have been smiling the whole time he had been pulling the man’s nails, curious like a child peeling wings from a butterfly.


      “Okay,” Fuminari said, arms folded, keeping completely still. He had employed similarly barbaric techniques only a few hours ago to get Toyama to talk. He had smashed in the man’s teeth, crushed the cartilage in his nose. It was not so different from what Biku had done.


      “And how about you? You went after Toyama?” It was Biku’s turn to question Fuminari now.


      “He’s dead.”


      “Dead!?”


      “Yeah, shot by the Shinmeikai thugs. Everyone dies the same, Ministers just as easily as Yakuza.”


      Fuminari continued, summarizing the events of the last few hours.


      “It really does appear that we met at an opportune moment,” Biku said after he had finished.


      “You’ve got more to tell me. You mentioned they had stolen the pamphlet from Ryoko’s place.”


      “Yes.”


      “Why did they want it back?”


      “You know that Munakata had previously been asked to run a job for a major newspaper, to research an article on religion.”


      “Yeah.”


      “He came across the pamphlet during his research for that article.”


      “Huh.”


      “He was getting nowhere after you had tasked him to research religious cults, so he had decided to look through some of his old materials. That was when he rediscovered the pamphlet.”


      “Right.”


      “He noticed a couple of factors that made it stand out. The first was that Shutaro Toyama was among the people in the photograph, the man he highlighted in red. The second,” Biku walked over to the table and took the pamphlet in his hand, “was the presence of Miwa Ishibashi.” He cut his explanation short, waiting for Fuminari’s reaction.


      “Keep going,” Fuminari barked the words like rocks.


      “He hadn’t noticed Toyama’s presence in the photo the first time. It was only blind chance that he did this time. Shutaro Toyama was never meant to be in the photo.”


      Biku opened the pamphlet for Fuminari to see. The photograph showed a group of followers gathered together in a hall, looking up towards the right. Toyama was positioned behind them. While everyone else was looking upwards, his face alone was angled slightly down. The photo had been cropped so that only the front of his head was visible. Behind it was something like a half-open door. It was almost completely outside of the photograph, but just about recognizable as a door.


      “Do you see it? It looks like he had just come through the door to check on the hall, just for a moment, the exact moment the exposure was made.”


      “Yeah,” Fuminari agreed.


      “It would not do, of course, for a Minister of the Conservative Party to be discovered attending meetings at the L.L.S., let alone that he might be lobbying for their interests.” Biku produced another pamphlet from his inside pocket. “Take a look at this,” he said. The second pamphlet looked like an exact copy of the first, except for a single difference.


      “Toyama’s not there,” Fuminari said.


      The Minister’s figure was absent from the photo in the second pamphlet. It was a different photograph, likely chosen from another exposure made at the time.


      “The one in which Toyama is present was from the first batch.”


      “So they realized Toyama was in the photo and rushed out a second batch.”


      “Exactly.”


      “How did Munakata get hold of this one?”


      “During his research for the newspaper. He had visited the L.L.S. before they noticed Toyama was in the photo. They gave him this pamphlet, fresh off the printing press. It wasn’t until later that they realized Toyama was there.”


      “What about Miwa Ishibashi then?”


      “Munakata had already read her book, ‘The Hidden Sangha of India,’ although he hadn’t remembered the author’s name. He re-read it after receiving your commission. Later, he would make the connection between her and the L.L.S. when he rediscovered the L.L.S. pamphlet, that she was none other than its founder.” Biku smiled again, relatively conventionally. “Itsuki and the others had already reclaimed a number of the pamphlets that had been distributed; they gathered them together and burned them. But there was a single pamphlet that they couldn’t get back, the one they’d passed on to Munakata.”


      “They didn’t want to make a fuss, get on the bad side of a reporter.”


      “Most likely.”


      “And that ended up backfiring for them.”


      “Yes, Munakata’s instincts as a reporter told him something was up. He started digging, so they picked him up and disposed of him.”


      “How much had he found out?”


      “Itsuki was not privy to that level of detail. He had ordered the Shinmeikai to pick him up and deliver him to Panshigaru. He suspected they would kill him, of course, but he didn’t seem to know for sure until I told him.”


      “Munakata knew Panshigaru’s name, at the very least.”


      “At first, he had taken the pamphlet to confront Miwa Ishibashi. He had been unable to meet her directly, in the end, but he had met with Itsuki and told him of the ritual you outlined. He asked Itsuki if there were any religious organizations in modern-day Japan that might try anything like that. Munakata had already surmised, then, that the sectioning of men and women on the ground drew a kind of mandala. So his thinking had been to seek the author of ‘The Hidden Sangha of India,’ Ishibashi, believing that she might be able to give him a lead to work on.”


      “Hmm.”


      “Itsuki reported their meeting to Miwa Ishibashi. He told me she had expressed only mild interest, said nothing much about it.”


      “Huh.”


      “What she did do was order him, however, to keep quiet if Munakata came back with any more questions.”


      “To keep quiet?”


      “About the pamphlet and Panshigaru, I assume.”


      “It was at this stage that Munakata began to approach L.L.S. members on an individual basis. That was how he obtained a copy of the reprinted pamphlet. He quickly noticed that Toyama was missing. This was when it appears Munakata stopped thinking of the assignment in terms of it being your commission--it became his own.”


      “He said as much?”


      “Yes. Part of the confession he made during his torture. Itsuki had apparently been there, in person. Munakata told them how he had left the pamphlet in Ryoko’s room and the reason he had become so interested in Panshigaru’s affairs.”


      “The reason being?”


      “Because he knew that Miwa Ishibashi had, during the travels of her youth, been attacked by a group of phansigars somewhere between the Middle East and India. And that she had been taken into their captivity, living among them for over a year.”


      “You’re saying they still exist?” Fuminari’s voice was getting louder.


      “If the story is to be taken at face value, it appears so,” Biku answered flatly.


      “Where had Munakata heard that?”


      “Inside the manager’s office at the L.L.S.’s Kanagawa chapter, from a man named Takizawa Kunio.”


      “Really?”


      “Munakata offered Takizawa almost a third of the money you gave him in return for the information. Takizawa told Munakata that he had discovered the existence of another organization lurking behind the front of the L.L.S. This was two days before Munakata disappeared.”


      “I see...”


      “Only Itsuki seems to know that Takizawa was referring to Panshigaru. And Itsuki seems to know very little of the organization itself. L.L.S. has five chapters, managed by people like Takizawa that know some kind of organization exists underneath it. But that’s all they know. Ah, I said five, but the current number, for accuracy’s sake,is four.”


      “Four?”


      “Takizawa is dead. A car accident.”


      “They had him killed,” Fuminari bit down on his thick lip.
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      Fuminari and Biku sat on either side of the small table facing each other.


      On the table were a couple of glasses of whiskey with ice floating inside; the glasses were already beading with condensation. An equal measure had been poured into each. Neither Fuminari nor Biku had taken a drink.


      The ice was from the fridge in the motel room, already melted to half its original size. The faint sound of water flowing came through the bathroom door. By now, Itsuki’s corpse would be afloat in the bathtub. Fuminari had grilled him for information, then strangled the life from him. He could still hear Itsuki’s crying, his pleading. The sound of flowing water felt like a curse originating from the strangled man’s corpse. It weighed heavy in Fuminari’s stomach, like a bitter aftertaste.


      He had killed before, but this was the first time he had felt anything resembling bitterness following the act. Itsuki’s body had convulsed in its dying throes; the impression lingered, still fresh in Fuminari’s hands. Each time he killed someone outside of combat, it felt as though some kind of illness was taking hold inside him.


      “What do you think?” Fuminari asked, trying to rid himself of the thought. He was sitting with his arms folded; he refrained from looking up at Biku, keeping his eyes fixed on his glass.


      “About what?”


      “All of this crap,” Fuminari spat the words, coming out in jagged pieces.


      “Specifically?”


      “All this shit about Kukai still being alive, about immortality.” He had taken on a contemplative tone, as though he was speaking his mind. It was hugely uncharacteristic.


      Biku’s crimson lips reacted, smiling.


      “Why the fucking smile?”


      “Oh nothing, just that I had assumed your interest in this as being limited to getting Hanko’s head on a stick.”


      “You think this is funny?” Fuminari’s tone remained unchanged.


      “So you find yourself becoming interested; in Kukai, in immortality,” Biku stated.


      Fuminari looked up to Biku, gauging the man’s eyes for a few seconds before returning his gaze to the glass on the table. “I couldn’t care less about immortality, or of Kukai for that matter. Besides, I don’t believe anything as ridiculous as that actually exists.”


      “Why the question, then?”


      “I just don’t get it, the whole thing.”


      “You don’t get it?”


      “All these grown men running around obsessed with Kukai’s mummy. All these people dying for it. Fuminari chuckled, “I mean, I know I’m responsible for some of that but...” 


      “Don’t forget, you have your own agenda in all this too--finding Hanko.”


      “Huh,” Fuminari shook his head a fraction, as though trying to cast away the image of the glass before him. He uncrossed his huge arms and glared up at Biku. “What about you?”


      “Me?”


      “You think Kukai’s still alive?”


      “I was taught that way, back at Mt. Koya.”


      “Huh. Maybe I should just rip those pretty lips of yours from your face.” Fuminari gestured upwards with his gloved left hand, glaring sharply into Biku’s eyes. Biku returned the knife-like stare with an easy smile. “So tell me, why suggest we team up again?” Fuminari asked.


      Biku had made the suggestion only a few hours ago when they had met up on the mountain road. He had remarked that the situation meant it was provident for them to work together again. Fuminari wanted to know exactly what he had meant.


      “I would like your help abducting Akio Ishibashi.” His voice was utterly composed.


      “You want to abduct Akio Ishibashi?”


      “Most definitely.”


      “Do you know where he is?” Fuminari asked.


      Fuminari had broken the man’s left arm only the other day. He was tough. He was short, only 160 centimeters, but the secretary had shown him a fortitude far beyond that of his boss, Shutaro Toyama. Even when the bone had snapped in his arm, the man had only made a tiny groan in the back of his throat. A normal man would have erupted into a screaming fit from the pain. The man reminded Fuminari of a lizard hiding under a rock, away from the sun.


      That was when Fuminari had been caught, taken to Miwa Ishibashi’s residence as their prisoner. Yet a mysterious woman had saved him, coming to him out of the darkness. She had entered his room quietly, placed a knife in his hands so he could cut the rope that bound him. It had happened only a short while after Renobo had sneered at his impotence, sipping blood from Munakata’s kapala as she did. The woman had told him to keep out of Panshigaru’s affairs, her voice a hissing whisper. It haunted him even now. His life had been in real danger. And he had gotten into that position because he had fallen for Ishibashi’s trap. He had not seen Ishibashi since then.


      “Yes. Itsuki was quite talkative on my way out here. If what he said is true, Akio Ishibashi is currently at his mother’s residence in Hachioji.”


      “No fucking way!”


      “Indeed, the very same place where yourself, Hosuke and I first stumbled into each other.”


      “What do you want him for?”


      “He’ll be our trump card.”


      “Trump card?”


      “It’s safe enough to assume that the two at the top of all of this are the old man they call Kurogosho and Miwa Ishibashi. While we know little of Kurogosho at this stage, we have acquired a fairly decent picture of Miwa Ishibashi. If we can manage to abduct her son, that should put us in a relatively advantageous position.”


      “You would negotiate an exchange, Kukai for her son?”


      “That would certainly speed things up, if it were possible.” Biku took his whiskey glass in his hand for the first time. His crimson lips seemed to shine after he replaced it. “Kukai is most likely being kept at Kurogosho’s residence on Megami Lake. This would be easier than us, say, simply storming the place.”


      “Agreed.”


      “The residence is most likely where Hosuke and your beloved Hanko are.”


      Fuminari chuckled. He twisted his face into a one-sided smile as he reached out for his glass. He downed the contents then wiped his right hand, still gloved, over his mouth. He thew a powerful look in Biku’s direction.


      “You know, right?” His voice was deeper than before, sounding like the low growl of an animal as it bared its teeth, ready to snap its jaw open.


      “Know what?”


      “That I hate your guts.”


      “Hmm. I happen to find you quite agreeable.”


      “Don’t fuck with me.” Fuminari’s voice had completed the transformation into animal. The glass in his hands gave off a sharp crack. Fractured capillaries ran over the surface, a fragment of glass jetted into the air.


      “I hope we can cooperate with each other, this time at least, without letting such feelings getting in the way.” Biku showed no signs of being intimidated.


      Fuminari put the glass on the table and spread his fingers so that they opened slowly around it. The glass maintained its form for a moment, then it collapsed in petal-like shards. It was impossible to tell the broken glass apart from the remaining splinters of ice. A ring of water spread outwards as the ice melted inside the jagged, tumor-like form of the glass.


      “We have different objectives, sure, but our enemy is the same,” Biku said, maintaining a level tone.


      “You are my fucking enemy,” Fuminari shouted as he felt the familiar ache of illusory pain burn sharply inside his left glove. Fuminari clenched his teeth against the sensation.
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      The room was brightly lit, large and western-styled.


      There was a substantial bed next to the window that showed the room to be, for all intents and purposes, a bedroom. The only anomalous item was a cramped, bar-like counter to one of the corners where a three-leveled set of shelves had been rigged to the wall. The top shelf contained a few token bottles of alcohol--some Old Parr, opened, and a few bottles of untouched Camus Napoleon cognac--but the objects packed onto the rest of the shelves had nothing to do with booze. Each was grotesque, nothing any sane person would use for decoration. There were seven human skulls, each clouded with a gory layer of dark, congealed blood. Next were five kapala, three with gold lining across the rim. The bottom shelf was packed with clumps of festering meat--human heads, ten in total. Almost all had their hair still attached.


      Across from the counter was a rudimentary lounge area of a table and chairs, but the legs were not wooden--they had been fashioned from bone, bone that revealed itself on closer examination to be mapped with intricate carvings of men and women copulating in an array of sexual positions. The bone was clearly human.


      The air in the room was suffused with an unnaturally stifling odor--the smell of blood, dense enough to be sickening. The atmosphere was sultry, as though the air itself carried warm particles of clumped-up blood. It felt as though just clenching one’s hands together might be enough to cover them in a red film. Ten minutes in the room would be enough for the stench to work its way into one’s clothing.


      A deep, sexual moaning filled the room. A man’s voice. The man was on the bed, face up and completely naked, his left arm in a sling. It was Akio Ishibashi. Renobo was on her knees to his side, also disrobed. Her flesh was like that of a snake, pale with a white liquid gloss. Her body looked as though it might bend in any direction, like an invertebrate, ready to assume any position the man was to demand of her.


      “Feels good, eh?” Renobo peered into Ishibashi’s face, her eyes shockingly narrow.


      Ishibashi said nothing. He continued to groan from the pleasure, his eyes closed. The woman’s dark-red lips curved into a smile, satisfied as she watched on. Her smile alone was enough to bring a man to the brink of orgasm.


      “Like this? Or like this, perhaps?” She said, almost singing the words.


      Her left hand was between his legs, fondling the man’s towering erection. Both his penis and her hand were soaked red. She held a kapala in her other hand, full to the brim with a thick soup of blood. She used her right hand to tip the contents over Ishibashi’s swollen penis, holding it firm with her other. Her slender fingers stroked over the tip as the blood fell. She was using the warmth of the blood to get him even harder. A red corona seeped through the white sheets below him as the blood was absorbed. Renobo crouched down and flicked her tongue over his glistening red tip. She continued to sweep her tongue over his cock, tracing lines around his flesh in a dancing motion. Every now and again it would push inwards, piercing his urethra.


      Ishibashi thrust his hips upwards as his groaning picked up in volume. Renobo poured some more blood over the areas she had licked clean. Then she leant towards him and began to rub her upper body over his newly-stained erection. She massaged her breasts into him, up and down over the man’s wet penis. Ishibashi thrust his hips upwards, increasingly losing control.


      Renobo’s pale breasts became painted in red lines, as though red slugs had crawled over them. Renobo sped up the flicking of her wrist, positioning her nipples over the tip of his cock. White liquid spurted out, landing on her breasts and reaching her face. Renobo closed her eyes, letting the warmth of the liquid soak into her flesh. She trembled slightly, then arched her head backwards and poured the red liquid directly into her mouth from the kapala. Blood dribbled down the sides of her pale throat as it overflowed from her mouth. Then, making sure not to spill any liquid from the kapala, she brought her face down to meet Ishibashi’s. She found his mouth and let the blood pour into it from hers, followed quickly afterwards by her tongue. Ishibashi sucked desperately at her, swallowing the liquid as it seeped into his mouth.


      Renobo’s free hand was still wrapped around the shaft of his already hardening penis. Their mouths separated and the heady stench of raw blood wafted on their breath. The smell was horrific, but the two inhaled it through their noses like it was nectar from the heavens. Renobo began to coil with light spasms--Ishibashi had buried his hand between her legs and pushed his fingers through the wet heat of her parted flesh.


      “Yes... There... More!”


      Renobo began to grind the pale curves of her buttocks into him. She pulled her left hand away from his groin and switched it with her right, taking hold of the kapala. She spread her knees and sat over Ishibashi, straddling the man. He followed her with his hand, delving into her warm flesh the whole time. Still riding her hips back and forth, Renobo began to shuffle forwards on her knees, up towards Ishibashi’s face. He strained his neck upwards, mouth gaping open as he stared at her with the desperation of a starved animal. Renobo shifted her center of weight, moving so that it came down on her hips instead of her feet. She raised them so that her moist parting opened before his face.


      “Open it up. Use your fingers. Open it wide,” she ordered him, her voice dripping wet.


      Ishibashi reached up and used the thumb of his right hand to part the left side of her lips. She spread her legs even further, exposing folds of crimson flesh half-open under her pubic hair.


      “Ah yes, you can’t use your other hand.” She reached down with her right hand to pull the other side open, pushing it so far it looked painful. “Feast your eyes, Ishibashi.” Hot juices overflowed, dribbling down in threads that landed in drops on his throat. “Damn that impotent fucking viper for breaking your left hand!” She shook her head and clenched her teeth as her long black hair flashed out to either side.


      Ishibashi strained his head further upwards and stuck his tongue out as far as it would go. It stopped short of its target by a few centimeters.


      “You want it eh, you want to suck on me?”


      Ishibashi’s head bobbed up and down as he moaned.


      “Go ahead then, take a bite.”


      Renobo arched her head backwards, thrusting herself into his face. Ishibashi began to slobber over her, grunting like a beast. He bit her first, then used his tongue to massage. Renobo trembled, weaving her hips in a circular motion as she pushed even harder into him. Ishibashi’s tongue dragged up and down over her swollen clitoris. She gave a sharp moan and lifted the kapala high above her, arching backwards so that she faced the ceiling. She poured blood from the vessel over her face. It trickled down in a series of tributaries that ran from her face to her throat, shoulders and breasts like a pack of ochre snakes. The lines merged with each other as they made their way downwards, constricting around her nakedness.


      “Mmm.”


      She poured the remaining blood over Ishibashi’s face, the man still ravenous between her legs. The empty kapala tumbled from her hands to the floor. She began to massage her breasts before spreading the blood around her. Then she reached out behind and took Ishibashi’s still-hard cock in her right hand. She pulled away from his mouth and began to shift backwards in the opposite direction, towards the contents of her hand. Ishibashi’s length was sucked inside her broiling flesh. He reached out and pressed his fingers into her buttocks, pulling her sharply towards him. He slid deeper, reaching the threshold.


      “Fuck me, do it now!” Renobo was screaming as though she had lost her mind.


      She was intoxicated with sex. They rubbed their blood-covered bodies together, thrashing as though trying to push the blood deeper into their flesh. Renobo’s moans peaked, pitching high like a flute. Ishibashi jerked his hips upwards and groaned, coming in the same instant.


      Then--the room’s door crashed explosively inwards, as though their orgasms had been a cue. The atmosphere of obscenity drained out of the room, pushed away by the almost suffocatingly dense hulk of flesh that blocked the doorway.


      “Long time no see.”


      It was a thickset, powerful voice. Senkichi Fuminari stood there with the snarling grin of a lion.
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      “What a fucking mess.” Fuminari’s immense body lumbered into the room like a wild bear.


      “You!” Renobo said, turning her blood-soaked face to look at him. She was still straddled on top of Ishibashi. “The one with the useless viper.” She hissed with white teeth.


      Ishibashi turned back, looking at Fuminari with dumb amazement. But he was quick to regain his composure once his brain processed what had just happened.


      “Ishibashi, I owe you a favor from before, huh.”


      “I don’t remember having being too hospitable.”


      The man’s voice was trembling slightly, but Fuminari had to admire the man’s guts.


      “Don’t fucking move!” Fuminari warned Renobo; she had been trying to get down from her position on top of Ishibashi. “You really don’t want to move, trust me. Wow, I didn’t think I’d get to see both of you here.” His voice was quieter now, but the excited tremor underneath it was more intimidating than his shouting. “Hell I’m fucking ecstatic, my viper’s ready to piss in my pants.” He was feeling uncharacteristically chatty.


      “I had not expected the Shinmeikai to be even less useful than your snake,” Renobo said, starting to rock her hips again.


      “Not at all, some of them actually put up a good fight. Hence our slightly later than planned arrival.”


      A cool voice filtered into the room from behind Fuminari. Biku slipped into the room with the light footing of a bird, he was dressed entirely in black and wearing his usual smile--innocent like a young girl.


      “So you’re Biku,” Renobo said, moving faster still.


      “That is indeed my name.”


      “Have you come here to fuck me instead of that impotent goon there?”


      “If it is your wish then perhaps later, in our own time.”


      Renobo responded with a shrill laugh, the laugh became a moan as her hips continued to swing. She came again. Then she glared at Fuminari, sneering.


      “I’m getting off now,” she announced, slipping out of Ishibashi.


      The man’s cock fell backwards, still rock hard. The two were incredible. Ishibashi had maintained his erection even as Fuminari and Biku watched on, and Renobo had just continued to fuck him; they were like a pair of nightmarish beasts in heat. Biku looked over the rest of the room, then opened his mouth to speak.


      “I see you have a collection of ritual tools, but nothing from Tachikawa or Samvara.”


      “They don’t teach this at your mountain,” Renobo snorted.


      “Indeed not,” Biku agreed freely.


      Renobo let herself down from the bed, moving carefully. Then she blurred into motion, moving with improbable speed. Something flashed from her right hand, it hurtled directly towards Fuminari’s head. Fuminari tipped his head to the side. The metallic flash shot by, vibrations of air registering in his ear as the object flew towards the door. The knife impaled the doorframe. Fuminari’s thick lips drew up into a cruel smile, clearly enjoying himself.


      “Still got some game in you, huh!” he said.


      Renobo dodged to the side. His giant frame moved in perfect synchronicity, lithe as a cat. She leapt upwards with a reptilian shout, Fuminari exhaled a sharp rush of air as she did. She crashed loudly into the ground. Fuminari had grabbed her left arm and pulled her out of the air even as she ascended. Maintaining his grip, he twisted her arm behind her. Her other hand raked up from behind, her right shoulder twisting. Fuminari made no effort to move, letting her fingernails gouge into his cheeks. But her efforts ended there; Fuminari had tightened his hold, stopping her from moving any further. From this position he reached out, under her right arm, and grabbed one of her breasts. He squeezed hard and felt the heavy swell of flesh give under his hands, tweaking her nipple between his fingers so that it hardened and pointed off in an unnatural direction. The marks on his face turned from pink to red before finally beginning to bleed. A single bead of blood trickled to his lips. He used his tongue to lap it up.


      Biku and Ishibashi were still while this was happening, eyes fixed on each other in silence. Ishibashi’s stillness was not, necessarily, out of choice. He knew that Biku would pick up on even the slightest movement, attack in the same moment.


      “How about the two of you put some clothes on,” Biku suggested.


      “Fine,” Ishibashi muttered, getting slowly down from the bed. He began to dress from the clothes scattered on the floor.


      “Should I dress you, or do you think you can do it yourself?” Fuminari drew his head close to Renobo’s, whispering the words into her ear. “Not that I mind dragging you out of here butt naked, of course.”
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      Fuminari tied Renobo’s hands behind her back and slung her over his shoulder.


      Just as he was leaving the room ahead of Biku he felt a rush of energy smash into him from the corridor, an incredible whirlwind of murderous intent. The powerful attack scythed past the tip of his nose, completely eclipsing the strength of Renobo’s prior attack. Fuminari felt the blood in his veins flow backwards then freeze. His hairs stood on end becoming needles. It was the same murderous energy he had felt that night, two years ago. His frozen blood turned over, instantly boiling again as it burst through his veins in an incredible torrent. He heard glass smashing somewhere nearby. His muscles flamed, swelling until boulder-like. His instinct to fight had kicked in before his conscious mind had the chance to recognize what was happening. He felt a surge of incandescent rapture, the feeling became a violet flame that scorched through his every cell. He was bellowing at the top of his lungs. The noise was hardly human, it was the howling of a lion.


      “Come for me, Hanko!”


      He hurled Renobo away. He had completely forgotten about Biku and Ishibashi. Everything else faded from his mind like disappearing mist. He had transformed into a feral animal.


      Biku had been behind Fuminari when he sensed the fireball-like rush of lethal energy. As Biku momentarily tensed, Ishibashi had seized on his chance. He leapt up onto the bed and threw himself against the window. He crashed through the glass and thin wooden frame, flying out of the room. Biku had been impressed to watch the man hurl himself through the window without even a moment’s hesitation, knowing the glass would smash into pieces and lacerate his skin. Biku had leapt through the Ishibashi-shaped hole in the window, his back to Fuminari as the man howled, into the darkness outside. He landed on soft grass and felt the chill air wrap itself around him. Countless shards of glass glittered on the ground around him, reflecting the light from the window. Ishibashi was nowhere to be seen.


      He got away? Biku dropped into a low crouch to assess his surroundings. There he saw a dark concentration of shadow crouching in the grass before him to the right. It began to move the very moment he dismissed it as a rock. It was growing bigger, multiplying upwards. As it continued to grow Biku sensed a rising pressure in the air, a breeze-like energy gusting into his face. The breeze grew in force. There was no way the energy was coming from Ishibashi. The breeze transformed, suddenly morphing into a lethal energy that lashed at Biku like a sharp blade. Biku pulled both hands up to cover his face, readying himself for the blow. But the force dissipated as suddenly as it had lashed out in the first place.


      Biku glimpsed a diminutive figure positioned on the grass a few meters away, visible now in the transparency of the night. An old man. He was smiling at Biku through a wrinkled face, his eyes harboring a look that was almost tender. Biku, the Kujaku Myo’o, was finally face to face with the beast master Enoh.
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Nineteen

                  The Nightmare Myo’o
[image: Nagano]
                  1

                  Hosuke Kumon lay on the bed, staring at the dark ceiling above him.

                  The room was devoid of light.  The darkness clung to the ceiling with a thickness that was constant, regardless of where Hosuke looked.  Occasionally, a clump of something like human hair would flash into existence against the pitch-black, distending and contracting as it crawled through the air, spider-like, before disappearing again.  Sometimes Hosuke would catch a glimpse of face-like shapes towards the center.  These would shrivel under his gaze before swelling outwards to form grotesquely tumescent renditions of female genitalia from which male reproductive organs would spill out, engorged and rigidly vertical.  Despite the darkness, the shapes were visible as faint shimmers of light.

                  That was how these apparitions, not physically present, would show themselves.  They would insinuate their presence directly into Hosuke’s consciousness, revealing themselves as magnetized concentrations of energy that hung in the air.  Such haunts had been appearing in droves, ever since Kukai’s mummified remains had been brought to the residence.  They were visible to some, equally invisible to others.  And of those in the building able to perceive them, only Hosuke and Enoh could see them clearly; Geshin too, perhaps.  But to anyone else the haunts were mere shadow—fleeting and sporadic.

                  Those that perceived a faint something tended to be taken by an ill-defined unease, an irritability or a subconscious urge to get away from the building.  Even these people claimed to experience a friction near the room of Kukai’s internment, purporting the air to take on a humid viscosity that dragged against them like a subtle membrane.  Such spectral phenomena were hardly surprising given that the sokushinbutsu of Kukai—the central source of Mt. Koya’s expansive energy field—was present in the building.

                  Hosuke was naked.  Yuko lay to his left, similarly disrobed.  She was curled up in the embrace of his left arm, sleeping peacefully with her head resting on his shoulder.  There was a pathos to the weight.  She had not told him directly, but it was easy enough to imagine the number of times the men here had subjected her to rape.  She had spent her days as a device to service their lust, awaiting the cruel fate of sacrifice—as part of the ritual of a few evenings ago.  But Hosuke had saved her.

                  Now her soft breasts pressed up against his rugged chest.  They cycled with her breathing; pushing, relaxing again.  Her left hand was draped over his groin, slender fingers gently touching the tip of his penis.  Just moments ago she had been writhing with crazed abandonment, him inside her.  Then she had curled up in his arms and fallen asleep, hand still over his groin.  They had only exchanged a word or two before her soft breathing told him she was asleep.

                  She was perfectly at ease.  Hosuke could sense it from the warmth of her body where their skin met, clearer than any words she may have uttered.  She was, he realized, just another girl in her teens.

                  For his part, Hosuke still wondered what had compelled him to toss himself into the arms of his enemy that night.  Had he done it to save Yuko’s life?  Or out of curiosity for a job they—these men that had stolen Kukai—wanted him to do?  It had, doubtless, been a combination of the two.  Even then it had been a dangerous thing to do.  Enoh could have chosen to kill him while he had been sat there, engrossed in the flames.  Yet Hosuke had played his cards, even recognizing the danger, even aware of the risk involved.  Yet he still found it hard to know whether the decision had been fully conscious.

                  Part of him had probably considered it unlikely that they would kill him while he remained useful, held out that things might be okay if they failed to dispose of him right away.  At the same time it had been impossible to sit back and watch as a girl he had shared a bed with be executed in front of him.  And there was his fascination, his desire to learn more about the job they wanted him for—these people that had stolen Kukai.

                  He had concluded that the only way to satisfy both urges was to intervene directly.  The decision had felt natural, as though the response had been hardwired into him. 

                  Now, for the time being at least, things were going as he had hoped.  The problem was whether that would continue to be the case.  They would most likely kill him the moment he was done with his work—Yuko too.  It was hard to believe that they would be kept alive after that, especially seeing how Hanko had slaughtered Iba, one of their own.  But he could worry about the future later.  For now, his thoughts were focused towards a single purpose: Kukai.

                  He thought of the blood-crazed monster that had billowed out from Kukai’s mummified form, attacking in the moment of contact.  The intense, swirling miasma.  That almost tactile malevolence.

                  His job was to dive into Kukai’s mind to discover whether the monk was alive even now, 1,200 years after his sokushinjobutsu—his physical attainment of Buddhahood.  If Kukai was alive, Hosuke was tasked to discover the manner of his existence.  His job, as a Psyche Diver, was to track down the DNA of sokushinjobutsu.

                  Both of the Psyche Divers that had made contact with Kukai’s consciousness before him had died, losing their minds in that instant.  The first, Tamura, had been found unconscious outside Kukai’s burial chamber at Mt. Koya.  He had finally died when Hosuke dived into his mind.  Hosuke had performed the dive on the still-living man’s mind on Biku’s request; inside, he had witnessed an outlandish landscape.  Tamura’s consciousness had been comprehensively obliterated, only a cavity-like emptiness remained; a void that had been full of black, insectile creatures.  Ravenous, they had been alien to the topography of his mind.  External intruders, like Hosuke.

                  Kukai.

                  Hosuke was grinning through the dark.  He found himself smiling whenever he thought of Kukai.  He felt a thrill of excitement wrap around him, he was already decided.  He would dive into Kukai whether anyone wanted him to or not.  There was no way he would pass on such an awesome opportunity only for it to be snapped up by some other Diver.

                  But how am I going to do it?  

                  He needed to prepare.  Otherwise, he would most likely suffer the same fate as the others.  And he was still to determine whether Kukai was alive or not.  Not that it really mattered.  He would be happy either way, but it would weigh on his mind until he had an answer.

                  A few hours ago, he had taken some time to discuss ways to ascertain this with Enoh.  The old man had then introduced him to someone named Katsuragi, the technician assigned to manage the Psyche Converter while Hosuke dived into Kukai.  Katsuragi, it seemed, had a few ideas of his own.  He had also taken an interest in Hosuke’s ideas.  “I think we’ll get some fascinating results from all this.”  The man’s eyes had flashed under his glasses, sharp and keen.

                  But what will they be?

                  Hosuke had already allowed himself to acknowledge that there was, indeed, something inside Kukai.  A ferocious, murderous something had struck out from the monk the moment Hosuke’s feelers began to probe his mind; it had devoured them in an instant.  Whatever it was would have come for him too, had he hesitated to sever the feelers from his mind.  Is that Kukai?  Hosuke considered it.  Is that the true form of sokushinjobutsu?  He thought of Kukai, the esoteric monk of legend.  

                  Had he somehow attained Buddhahood and then, over the course of 1,150 years, degenerated into that creature?  It had been the embodiment of an insatiable demon—pure, hunger-driven insanity.  Whatever the case, if he were to dive into Kukai he would have to take it on directly.  And that was only if he could manage to get in at all.  We’re all dust in the end.  Hosuke could still hear Enoh’s words, muttered hours ago under the moonlight.  Existence is fleeting, he had said, and so we feel compelled to seek Buddhahood and chase immortality. 

                  2

                  A few hours earlier, Hosuke had been lying in the garden, gazing at the moon from under the night sky.

                  He was lying underneath the very tree Enoh had leapt onto, moments before killing Yoichi Munakata.  The summer grass was tall enough to half-cover him, slick with evening dew.  He was barefoot, in jeans and a cotton shirt.  His arms were folded behind his head, supporting it as he lay back in the undergrowth.  His clothes were cold and wet from soaking up dew.  Yuko was asleep to his right, clinging to his chest as it rose and fell in soft waves.  His aura had melted into the space around them, become one with the energy coming from the grass and trees.  His energy signature had become completely transparent.  Whether learned or inbuilt from birth, the technique was something that came naturally to him now.

                  The tall birch tree stretched over his head, its branches webbed out in black tributaries against the faint glow of the sky—they rocked in the wind that came through the darkness.  Hosuke’s nostrils flared with the tang of the grass and the scent of larch that hung around the residence.  The wind was full of cold, green vegetation.  Each time it picked up, the grass would shiver in resonance, causing the tips to brush against his ears.  The moon was vaguely crescent-shaped, hanging in the air behind a branch, almost directly above.  The wet, blue gleam secreted downwards to form a curtain over the grounds.

                  No one seemed to be out apart from the two of them.  Hosuke wondered if this might be his chance to escape, but he felt no urge to attempt it.  It was easy enough to imagine what would become of Yuko if he left without her.  And they would never make it together.There were always people on guard, hidden eyes trained on them.  They would have guns, and he suspected they would use them if he were discovered trying to escape.   Not that he was even considering it—he would need a strong dose of luck to get Enoh and Hanko off his trail and besides, his thoughts were concentrated on the other task he faced.  His task—to dive into the mind of Kukai.  Could he pull it off?  What were the mechanics involved?  His mind was full of these questions.  He had a number of theories, but nothing that had struck him as the answer.

                  A few of the theories, he thought, were worthy of following up.  How would Kurogosho react?  That was key.  Hosuke knew he had to learn all he could about Kukai and the esoteric religions before the dive.  He was not ready, as he was, even if the dive was possible.  His subject was Kukai, the founder of Shingon Esoteric Buddhism.  He would need ten days to prepare, at least.  Even with the premise that Kukai was, somehow, still alive, it was almost impossible to predict what might have happened to his mental state—this man that had achieved Buddhahood over a millennia ago.  Hosuke had never faced anything like it.

                  There was a comprehensive library inside the residence, containing works about Kukai and others Kukai had written himself.  Hosuke had already scanned through the Sango Shiiki—The Indications of the Three Teachings—as compiled by Kukai when he was twenty-four, in the sixteenth year of Enryaku (797AD).

                  The text adopts a dialectic style and compares the ideologies of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism respectively.  It was completed seven years before Kukai, at the age of thirty-one, travelled to Tang China to further his studies into Esoteric Buddhism.  Within it, Kukai argues that Buddhism is predominant as the superior of the three religions.

                  Hosuke then read through the Hizo Hoyaku—The Secret Treasury Key—the Sokushinjobutsu Gi—The Principles of Attaining Living Buddhahood—and with the Unji Gi—The Principles of Aum.  

                  Finally, he had looked over a number of other works written about Kukai.

                  Yet, if he was being honest with himself, he was still unclear about the ideas behind Esoteric Buddhism, and about Kukai himself.  His research had given him a feeling for Kukai’s extraordinary genius, and for the powerful gravity of the esoteric religions, but little else.  He had learnt of how the base desires of human flesh were, within the cosmology of the esoteric religions, brought into a state of fusion with an almost fanatically elaborate scientific system, mapped out by the twin mandalas of the Kongo and Taizo—the diamond and womb realms.  A feat only made possible by the genius of Kukai, peerless among the religions of the world.

                  He had understood Kukai’s message to have been something like the following: “Base humanity persists through all eventualities.”  In this way Kukai, and Esoteric Buddhism through him, appeared to be suggesting that Buddhahood was something attainable by anyone, and that they could retain their physical bodies throughout.

                  Hosuke could almost picture Kukai calling out with open arms, teaching acceptance of physical desire; of hatred, of blood, flesh, dirt—all the piss and shit of being human.  Treating all of this as one with the pureness of the heart.  Hosuke’s understanding remained flawed, but it felt enthralling to stare into the unknown like this.  Fascinating.  Hosuke grinned softly.

                  “What’s on your mind?” Yuko asked suddenly, her head still resting on his chest.

                  “Oh, nothing important,” Hosuke replied, still gazing at the moon.

                  “What will happen to us, after this?” Her voice was faint, almost inaudible.

                  “Who knows?” Hosuke’s response was brief, almost sharp.

                  “…”

                  “Look…I don’t know, but I’ll get you out of this okay.” 

                  Hosuke unfolded his arms behind his head.  He brought one around Yuko’s shoulders and pulled her into him.  She clung to him, even harder than before.  She was utterly dependent on him.  She tensed suddenly, twitching in his embrace.  There were footsteps in the grass, someone approaching from the darkness off to one side.  Coming closer.  Hosuke noticed the scent of a woman on the wind.  Different to Yuko’s, the girl in his arms.  The smell of a fully-matured, adult woman.  The footsteps stopped.

                  “Mr. Kumon.”  The voice was low and husky.  Like air that hissed somehow, seeping through a gap.

                  Hosuke lifted his head from the grass.  He saw a woman, an inconspicuous dark shadow.  She was dressed in a loose-fitting black robe, her face hidden under a veil draped over her head.  Only her eyes peered out.  Her body was impressive, even hidden under the robe.  Her breasts pushed up against the cloth, causing it to swell.  The damp moonlight reflected in her black eyes as she gazed at them.

                  It was Jakou’in.

                  “You have something to say?” Hosuke asked.  Yuko was trembling.

                  “I thought you might be bored.  That we could shoot the breeze.”

                  “I am very far from bored.”

                  “I see.”

                  “Look, if you want to fuck me just come out and say it.  I’d be happy to share a bed with you, if Yuko doesn’t object.” 

                  Jakou’in responded with a thin, hissing laugh.  “If it’s a man to share my bed, I’ve already got one.”

                  “I had thought as much,” Hosuke replied, looking oddly satisfied.

                  He had suspected her relationship with Hanko to be more than mere friendship.  Hanko, supposedly obedient to Enoh alone, had showed similar tendencies before Jakou’in.  He had even seen Hanko taken her word over Enoh’s.  It was more than wild fancy, they stood out when they were together.

                  There was something about Jakou’in he found hard to gauge.

                  “How are they?” Jakou’in asked.

                  “How are who?”

                  “Your friends, are they doing well?”

                  The question was completely unexpected. “I’m not sure.  I’d imagine your people know more than me.  If you’ve left them be I’m sure they’re just fine.  Not that they’re the type to curl up and die, even if you have tried something.”

                  “Very true,” Jakou’in answered, voice like a distant ache.  The branches of the birch tree rustled above her head.

                  The shape of a diminutive old man appeared behind her, coming from nowhere like an apparition.  There had been no sound, no warning.  It was as though the darkness had suddenly congealed, falling naturally into a human shape.  It was Enoh.

                  “Enoh!  Huh,” Hosuke muttered.

                  Jakou’in had not noticed him until that moment.  She turned, and shuffled to one side.  Enoh slipped forwards, moving quietly into the space she had vacated.  The two men regarded each other. 

                  “What is it?” Hosuke asked irritably, still lying on the ground.

                  “Something has come up that requires me to take leave for a while.”

                  “Leave?”

                  “Quite.  Hanko too.  I’m afraid I must escort you back to the residence.”

                  “You’re gonna lock me in that room, huh?”

                  “I can’t leave you with free reign of the place, not while Hanko and I are away.”

                  “Hmm.” Hosuke raised his upper torso so that he leant against the bark of the larch tree, Yuko still in his arms. 

                  “No grudges, I hope.”

                  “None at all.  Enoh, you’ve actually turned up at the perfect time.”

                  “…” Enoh gave him a curious look.

                  “Heh.” Hosuke smiled, looking abruptly sheepish.  The expression transformed his thirty-something features into those of a child.  “There was something I wanted to ask you.”

                  “Ah.”

                  “Yeah, about Kukai.  You think he’s alive?”

                  “Well then,” Enoh’s eyes narrowed in anticipation.

                  Hosuke brought his left hand up to scratch at his scalp, then back to massage his chin.  His face was already covered in stubble.  His hair was a tangled mess.  He seemed the most relaxed this way.  

                  “I don’t mind particularly if he is alive or dead.”

                  “You’re not interested in all this crap about immortality?”

                  “Oh, I’m not disinterested.  But I’ve never really wanted such a thing.”

                  “You don’t want to be immortal?”

                  “Not particularly.”

                  “Why?”

                  “We’re all dust in the end.  For us to persist and live without growing old, without death.  Such ideas do not sit well with the providence of our universe.”

                  “I never thought I’d hear an old man like you talk of providence.”

                  “I’d take a hundred years, thereabouts, but I draw the line at eternal life.  Besides, I don’t believe it exists anyway.”

                  “What about Kukai, his sokushinbutsu?”

                  “And where’s the fun in living like that?”

                  “Huh, I guess.”

                  “Even if Kukai’s mummy turns out to be alive, it’s nothing more than it is.  It’s been a thousand years, a couple of hundred on that.  I suspect he will turn to dust too, as do we all.”

                  “And this kind of talk doesn’t get you in trouble with Kurogosho?”

                  “Master Kurogosho is Master Kurogosho.  I am myself,” Enoh replied.

                  The man’s tone made him sound aloof.  A wind had picked up.  The branches whispered in the air above.  For a moment, the two men seemed lost in the sound.  Jakou’in, for her part, stood in complete quiescence; even her soft breathing was muted.

                  “Do you understand the mikkyo, the esoteric religions?” Hosuke asked, following a silence punctuated only by the breeze.

                  “I have picked my way through the Rishu Sutra, at least.”

                  “‘Myoteki shojo-ku, kore bosatsu no kurai nari’, that stuff?” Hosuke recited the first line from the Rishu Sutra.

                  “I think it’s a good approximation of how things are.”

                  “It was a revelation, to find out what all that shit was about.”

                  Hosuke was referring to the living mandala of orgiastic male and female bodies in the Tanzawa mountains.  Enoh responded with a sly grin, understanding the reference.

                  Myoteki: Myo is incomparable pleasure, teki is the joining of two distinct bodies into one.  Myoteki in Japanese, Surata in Sanskrit.  Surata: the state of a man and a woman joined in sexual union, oblivious to everything but pleasure.  The Rishu Sutra draws a comparison between the lusty pleasures of sex and the pure elation of Buddhahood.  For this reason the sutra was locked away from the public eye, thereafter fading into the annals of history as one of the hidden texts of Esoteric Buddhism.  It was feared that the layman would misunderstand the ideas contained within.

                  The purity of exquisite bliss is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of the arrow of desire is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of touching is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of the bond of love is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of natural sovereignty is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of seeing is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of rapture is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of love is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of pride is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of adornment is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of mental abundance is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of the purity of light is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of bodily bliss is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of form is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of sound is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of smell is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  The purity of taste is the stage of a Bodhissatva

                  And why is it so?  Because all dharma in their self-nature are pure, the Prajna-paramita is pure.

                  So it is recorded in the Rishu Sutra.

                  It describes the yokusen—the arrow of desire—comparing the lust born in someone witnessing a member of the opposite sex to a soaring arrow.  The text argues that such desire is worthy of a Bodhissatva.  That physical touch is worthy of a Bodhissatva.  That loving and even bondage, is worthy of a Bodhissatva.

                  It outlines the proper form of the relationship between man and woman, how it is worthy of Buddha when it is completely unfettered and defined by lust for the other sex.  The Rishu Sutra continues to describe sexual ecstasy, self-beautification through decoration, and indulgence in the five desires of sight, sound, scent, flavor and touch—senses traditionally eschewed in Buddhism—as being pure and existing inside the realm of the Boddhisatva.  The fundamental assertion is that all matter is created in a state of purity.  Within the stage of a Bodhissatva. 

                  “Don’t ask me anything difficult now,” Enoh put on a stern face.

                  “I thought it was telling us that we’re free to live as we please.  Even to rape, commit murder…  It’s fucking crazy, man.”

                  “As long as you’re having fun, right?” Enoh said.

                  “Now you sound like Gensai for fuck’s sake.”

                  “Gensai?”

                  “Gensai Sakuma.  My teacher in the ways of women.”

                  “Your teacher…of women?”

                  “Yeah, mostly.”

                  Enoh let out a strained laugh.  Then his face tightened, serious again.

                  “Perhaps it is my turn to ask you a question.”

                  “Sure.”

                  “A-grade Psyche Divers, are they all like you?” 

                  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

                  “Your ability to obscure your aura, for example.  And I suspect you are fairly accomplished in the martial arts.”

                  A wave of energy extended from Enoh’s frame, brushing over Hosuke like a tongue.  Hosuke let it lap over him before he answered.

                  “Not particularly.”

                  “Don’t play ignorant, Hosuke.”

                  “Uh huh, okay then.” Hosuke mustered energy in his voice, looking again at the sky.  “You know the best way to train the mind?” he asked.

                  “What?”

                  “Train the body,” Hosuke said simply.

                  “Quite so,” Enoh agreed.

                  “Most A-grade Divers undergo physical training until they reach high levels of proficiency.  There are exceptions, of course.”

                  “But I suspect there’s more to you than mere training.”

                  “…”

                  “I believe this man you mention, Gensai Sakuma, was responsible for showing you more than women alone.”

                  “No shit…”

                  “What was it?  What did he teach you?” Enoh’s eyes glinted in the darkness.

                  “Gendo, that’s all.”

                  “A branch of Sendo,” Enoh said.

                  “Okay, that sheds some light on things.  More than before, at least.” 

                  Enoh nodded.  The first chapter of Ge Hong’s Daoist work, the Baopuzi—‘He Who Holds to Simplicity’—is entitled Changxuan.  It contains the following passage:

                  Gen [xuan] is the founder of nature, the Great Source of all.

                  Deep enough to be clouded and dark. Thus it is known as slight, or bi.  

                  Distant enough to be hazy and nebulous.

                  Thus it is known as faint, or myo.  

                  Considered in terms of color, Gen is black; in Laozi’s writings it is referred to as a pre-state, existing before the creation of our universe.  Gendo is the path of learning Gen, of adopting it as one’s own.  Gendo, also known as Sendo—the way of the transcendent.  Hosuke had just told Enoh that he had learned Sendo from Gensai.  A look of understanding spread over Enoh’s features.

                  “Perhaps we have spent too long talking,” he said, narrowing his eyes as he collected himself.  “It is time for me to be going,” he said.   

                  “Where to?” Hosuke gathered himself up to sit in the grass.  Yuko did the same.

                  “To guard Mistress Renobo and Akio Ishibashi.”

                  “Guard them?”

                  “We’ve just heard that your friend Fuminari ambushed Toyama at his girlfriend’s apartment.  He killed the man’s bodyguards, then escaped.  He does like to keep it interesting.  Quite the entertainer.”

                  “Oh yeah?”

                  “Toyama died.  He was caught in the spray.”

                  “Hoo.”

                  “His death will be dressed up as an accident.  I believe Master Kurogosho will have taken steps to make it so.”

                  “And so you and Hanko were called into action?”

                  “That same night the Director of the home chapter of the L.L.S. was abducted—Jotaro Itsuki.  It would appear that this was the doing of your other friend, Biku.  At this rate they will most likely discover where Renobo and Akio Ishibashi are.  That is why we are going out.”

                  “And this is okay?”

                  “Meaning?”

                  “To tell me all of this?” Hosuke said, causing Enoh to smirk.

                  “Oh I think we can get away with a little.”

                  “It feels more and more like I’m not gonna get out of here alive,” Hosuke said, ogling the moon.  There was something oddly detached about the way the words came out.  He extended both arms upwards, stretching broadly.

                  “Perhaps we should discuss why you have not dived yet,” Enoh suggested.

                  “Ah yes, Kukai.”

                  “None other.  If Master Kurogosho were to grow impatient…you might not even last the night.”

                  “You’ve found another Diver?”

                  “Juta Busujima.  The man has quite a reputation.  He apparently takes on even the dirtiest of jobs, as long as there’s money and women involved.”

                  “I’ve heard of him.  Isn’t he in Brazil these days?”

                  “Quite.  If not for that fact, you might be dead by now.” 

                  “Look, cut it with the threats.  You don’t want to fuck with my resolution, do you?”

                  “You have made your decision?”

                  “Sure, I’ll dive.  Into Geshin, for now.”

                  “Geshin!?”

                  “Right.  Kukai comes afterwards.” 

                  Hosuke got up, hoisting Yuko into his arms.  Then he began to stroll towards the main building.
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                  Three hours had passed since then.

                  Hosuke looked down from the darkened ceiling, over his abdomen.  One of the hair creatures was crawling over his belly, exposed where the sheets had slid away, the ponderous creeping motion bringing it ever closer to Hosuke’s head.  Fuminari, huh.  As he thought of the man, Hosuke saw a face ripple out from the middle of the clump; a bent, floating rendition of Fuminari.  The haunt was reflecting his thoughts.  It drifted closer until it was a scratch away from his face, then it fizzled into darkness.

                  Fuminari and Biku had set something in motion.  He had heard nothing of them since they had parted ways that night in the Tanzawa mountains.  But he knew them well enough to know that the possibility existed that they would trace down his location, show up somehow.  He wanted to dive into Kukai before that happened.  But Geshin comes first.  He corrected himself—Geshin had been the first to demonstrate a psychic connection with Kukai’s sokushinbutsu.  

                  The monk Geshin, a genius in his own right, had felt Kukai’s call.  He had entered the forbidden realm of the burial chamber.  Something had happened inside to cause him to lose his mind.  He had been excommunicated, banished from the Mountain.  But what had happened?

                  “O-Daishi, he attacked me.  His face was horrific, distorted.”  

                  That was all Geshin had said when Hosuke had questioned him just the day before.  As Hosuke continued, asking the man if he could still hear the voice that had called out to him, the man’s face transformed; his eyes rolled into his skull as he began to thrash in a wild frenzy.  Whatever it had been, it had been overwhelmingly powerful.

                  Hosuke would dive into the man’s mind and smell it out.  When that was done, he would dive into Kukai.  He was gripped by an electric wave of excitement.  His penis was half erect in Yuko’s hand.  He had hardly noticed her hand gliding over the shaft.

                  Tonight would be their last chance to sleep together, Enoh had said as much before leaving.  Yuko knew it too.  “Until you finish the job,” Enoh had said.  But there was no way to know what might happen when his work was done.  They might be killed—if so this was their last chance to be together.  Exactly why Yuko had already given herself to the rapturous frenzy of sex and fallen asleep directly afterwards.

                  “You’re getting hard again.” Her voice cracked slightly as she whispered the words.

                  “Oh, yeah.” Hosuke nodded.

                  Her hand picked up speed, her breathing quickened.  Now and then she would cup his balls, playing with them as her hand came down.  A slender finger skimmed over his anus.

                  “Mmm,” she moaned, pressing her body into him.  “Hurry up and fuck me, Hosuke.” 

                  She curled her teeth into his shoulder and bit down hard.  Then she lifted her head to place her soft lips against his, hand still in motion.  Her small, keen tongue slid into his mouth.  Hosuke reached down with his left hand and grabbed one of her breasts.  He pincered in on the nipple and squeezed.  Then he turned towards her, putting his right hand over her hips.  They were lying on their sides and facing each other.  He slid his hand over her waist and hooked it around her buttocks to pull her closer.  Yuko wrapped her top leg over his, trapping it between her thighs.  His finger probed, tracing over the split of her buttocks until it found a hot viscosity; he pushed it in from behind.  Her hips responded with subtle increments of movement.  The flesh between her legs was soaking wet.

                  Hosuke slipped his finger out, gently carrying the moisture towards her anus.  Each time he brushed over her he felt it contract, then open again.  Their lips parted; Yuko was moaning softly.  Hosuke brought his fingers around and pushed in from the front.  She widened her legs, making it easier for him to move.  A second finger delved into the girl still not in her twenties.  Her hips bucked harder.  Hosuke brushed the underside of his thumb over her pearl of a clitoris, an almost non-existent touch that sent her moaning up a pitch.  He had brought her to orgasm. 

                  “Feel good?”

                  Yuko’s head rocked, nodding and moaning higher still as he whispered into her ear.

                  “Yes, yes!!”

                  She arched her head backwards as he pressed his lips against her pale throat, maneuvering her onto her back before bringing himself up so that his torso rested half over her.  The whole time she refused to let go of him.  His lips moved down from her throat, tracing a slow line.  He flicked his tongue over her nipples, taking his time before he continued down.

                  He pivoted downwards and pushed his face between her legs.  His arms came down as he used his elbows to push her legs outwards, parting them like an eagle’s wings.  Hosuke regretted not having turned on the lights.  His tongue chased unrestricted over her, a finger still probing her anus from behind.  He pursed her clitoris between his lips, dabbing with the tip of his tongue.  His cock was in Yuko’s mouth.  Her head bobbed up and down as she let out muffled groans of pleasure.  Her tongue grafted around the tip, dipping into the ridges.

                  “Can I put on the light?” Hosuke asked, lifting his head.

                  Yuko nodded without letting him out of her mouth.  He reached up and flicked the switch on the wall.  The lights came on.

                  “Look at me, take me all in!” Yuko half bawled, pulling momentarily clear.  “Tell me you’ll never forget, that you’ll never forget how you saw me.”

                  She was stunning, there were no signs of the many times she had been raped.  There they were—the petals of her flesh, wet with honey.  Hosuke feasted his eyes then kissed her again.  He pivoted around once more, then slowly penetrated her.  Her hips pushed upwards, welcoming him as her eyes closed, tears collecting in the corners.  Then they opened and she gazed up at Hosuke.

                  “I love you.” 

                  She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his face to hers.  His stubbled cheeks pressed over her.  She grazed her head into his, over and over, as though trying to forever imprint the memory of the sensation in her mind.

                  “When you came for me…  I was so happy to see you.”  The words were almost incoherent.  “Show me your face.”  She held Hosuke’s face up to see.

                  “I’m fucking ugly, you know,” Hosuke muttered.

                  She shook her head, telling him not to be silly as she brought him closer again.  Hosuke raised his upper body, lifting Yuko up.  He crossed his legs and pulled her hips in.  He used both hands to pull her waist up and down, chasing his tongue over her breasts.  Her hips began to accelerate, faster than the movement of his hands.  The girl’s pale and slender frame danced, fully naked in his embrace.

                  “Promise me you’ll be with me,” Yuko said.  “Together…”

                  Her voice was wet, a tactile knot of bliss.  Her hips bucked into him as she forced her lips onto his.

                  No one is gonna kill this fucking girl!  He was already coming inside her.  
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                  At the same time, two people faced off in the grounds of Miwa Ishibashi’s Hachioji residence.

                  One was tall and youthful, with the delicate features of a girl.  The other was short, an old man standing in the grass, wearing black with long, white hair that caught the wind.  The two men were Biku and Enoh.  Biku had dived through the window of Akio Ishibashi’s escape, ready to give chase through the night, only to find the old man waiting there for him.  Drenched in the light of the crescent moon, Enoh’s frame resembled a bodiless spirit, lambent against the powder-blue darkness.  Keen eyes shone out from the man’s elderly, wrinkled face.

                  A wave of razor-like energy burst from the his body like a sudden wind.  Sharp as a blade, it bore outwards with the force of a drill.  Biku just stood there, indifferent, allowing the energy to wash over him.  A feat only possible because of his unique inability to feel pain.  His crimson, feminine lips curled into a smooth grin.  It was the same perfectly innocent, inhuman smile that had smashed through Iba’s resolve.

                  “As I suspected,” Enoh muttered.  He gave Biku a sly, one-sided grin.  The expression was of a boundless joy being forcefully kept in check.

                  “Enoh,” Biku said, straightening up.

                  Enoh said nothing in reply, only nodding instead; he repeated the motion a few times.  “I’ve heard all about you.  About the monk-child, Biku.”

                  “Just as I have heard of a facetious old-man that is fond of murder.”

                  “And here, we finally meet.”

                  “So it would seem,” Biku nodded.

                  This was more than simple dialogue.  The two men were sizing each other up, probing for weakness.  Neither acknowledged the buckling pressures of energy searing around them.

                  “I arrived to find the Shinmeikai scattered over the place.  I feared I might have missed you, but it appears I was on time after all.”

                  “Unfortunately so.”

                  “Iba told me, you know,” Enoh said, his voice a hushed grunt.

                  “About?”

                  “Your disposition; that you don’t feel pain.”

                  “Iba did quite like to talk.  So much more than his appearance suggested.”

                  “Indeed.  A personality trait that resulted in us taking his head.”

                  “His head?”

                  “Ripped off, courtesy of Hanko.”

                  “Oh dear.  I feel I should offer my condolences, I had come to know him quite well,” Biku replied levelly, his expression unchanging.

                  Enoh’s lips leaked a muffled staccato, he was laughing.  “First Fuminari, then Hosuke Kumon.  I’ve come to appreciate the great reserves of talent lurking in the wilds.”

                  Enoh was closer now, having closed some of the distance between them without any outward sign of movement.  Biku widened his stance a fraction, relaxing his arms at either side and almost imperceptibly lowering his center of gravity.  He moved in perfect tandem with Enoh’s approach.

                  “And how is Hosuke?”

                  “I just met with him, actually.”

                  “What was he up to?”

                  “Lying with a girl, watching the moon.”

                  “Sounds like him,” Biku laughed.

                  Branches stretched over their heads, from planted trees lined up to each side.  Enoh stepped forward, moving with the casual spontaneity of a man noticing an acquaintance across the road.  Just as their bodies were about to meet, his right hand blinked forward, a flash converging on Biku’s throat.  Biku arched his head backwards and the attack sailed over him.  It was fast enough to leave burn marks on his throat.  Enoh’s left hand followed, rushing in from the side, again towards Biku’s throat.  The attack was even faster than the first.  Biku swung deeper, translating the movement into a backwards roll.  Yet no distance opened between them.  Enoh had moved forward as Biku dodged.

                  A red line wormed over Biku’s throat, the tip of Enoh’s left hand had grazed the top layer of his skin.  Enoh kept moving.  Biku felt a sudden burst of wind-like pressure impact the side of his face.  He reeled back, as though he had taken a sharp slap to the face.  He tumbled again, rolling twice before pushing off the ground to vault into the air.  He soared lightly upwards and grabbed one of the branches, swinging to land on it.  Enoh was nowhere below him.  A branch rustled to Biku’s side, revealing Enoh to be standing there.

                  “You know I chose the ‘En’ in my name for its meaning—monkey.   You’ve got guts, choosing to take me on in the trees.”

                  He stood upright, causing the branch to slump; then, without using his hands for support, he charged directly at Biku.  The movement was just like that of an ape.

                  “Kyaa!”

                  Biku vaulted from the branch, burden gone it sprang upwards.  Enoh launched himself in response, bearing towards Biku, readying to attack from above as Biku landed.  His timing was flawless.  Biku flipped in mid-air so that he was falling headfirst towards the grass below.  But instead of landing on his head he slammed both hands into the ground, pushing them down as cushions and using his elbows to kill the speed of his fall.  Even then, the speed of his fall was enough to force his forehead into the ground.  Holding himself upright, Biku pulled his knees inwards and curled into a ball.

                  Enoh continued to plummet towards him, but it was Biku’s turn to attack.  Reworking his entire frame into a spring he jerked his arms straight, taking flight as he kicked both legs upwards.  Enoh judged the attack and reacted, meeting Biku’s feet with his own before rebounding, dancing lightly upwards as he converted the force of the attack into fuel.  They stood off again—Biku on the ground, Enoh up in the trees.  Of the branches rustling in the wind, one moved in a heavy yaw.  Enoh was standing on it, both legs crouched low towards the center.  His balance was astonishing, almost superhuman.  He had harmonized himself with the swaying of the branch using nothing more than his knees and the curve of his back-without even grabbing at anything.  The man’s dexterity was even greater than a monkey’s.

                  Blood dripped from Biku’s forehead as he looked up, his skin cut from when he had used his head and arms to break his fall.  But he was smiling, apparently oblivious of the fact.  A ghoulish laughter descended from the cover of the darkly weaving branches.  It began as a small, rhythmic noise, then grew in volume.  It was the laugh of someone having too much fun to hold it in.  Enoh was cackling, his mouth wide open.  The branch Enoh rested on swung deeper, accelerating as the man’s laughter picked up.  Enoh was using his weight to rock it.

                  “You’re fascinating, Biku,” he said.  “First Fuminari, and now you; it’s been a long time since I’ve had as much fun.  I’d like nothing more than to fight all of you to sunrise.”

                  It was like the ecstatic call of some nightmarish ghoul that had taken form in the wind-rustled branches.  Biku took a careful step backwards, keeping his eyes on the branch.  Too dangerous to fight among trees.  He thought of Ishibashi, gone now.  Of Fuminari and Hanko, probably still inside the building.  Even if Ishibashi was a lost cause, he wanted to avoid giving up on Renobo.

                  Just then an ear-splitting crash came from the inside the residence.  Enoh seized on Biku’s distraction, flaring into the air like a black ghost.
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                  A gigantic, disfigured shadow appeared in the doorway.

                  Fuminari unleashed a storm of energy towards it, deadly like a blast from a furnace.  The instinct to fight seared through him as his cells burst into flame, almost vaporizing from the intensity of the stimulation.  He gathered everything he had into the attack, accompanied by a roar loud enough to dislodge boulders.  The walls of the room shook with the force; any papers would have spontaneously combusted, burnt to ash.

                  Hanko roared in response, taking the strike head on as his body lashed out with a baleful wave of equally powerful energy.  The fiery breath of a lion swept over Fuminari’s face like a physical blow, the beast’s jaw stretched wide before him.

                  Each had thrown an almost physical wave of energy at the other.  The energy sparked with crazed intensity, flashing like invisible fireworks that clashed in the space between them.  Fuminari’s nostrils registered the carbon tang of burning air.  Perhaps the sensation was in his mind, but it seemed to fit the brutality that had erupted between them.  If anything, he felt surprised that their clothes were yet to erupt in red flame.  A powerful sensation ran over Fuminari’s spine, something between horror and ecstasy.

                  This was the moment he had been waiting for, dreaming of.  Impotent or not, he felt ready to ejaculate; he could hardly contain himself.  There was an abject terror that threatened to rip out his spine and sweep his legs from under him.  And with it, a peerless euphoria.  Into the mix came hatred and something that could have been love.  It all came together, smoldering in a heady barbecue of fire.

                  That night in the mountains of Tanzawa, Hanko had taken Jakou’in and left Fuminari alone—seemingly oblivious to his presence—but now he was responding, issuing a challenge with his entire frame.  Fuminari knew the time had come for the fulfillment of his long-held, warped affections.

                  Hanko was an onyx rock, it stood hunched forwards yet still matched Fuminari’s two-meter height.  Its physical mass was greater than even Fuminari’s 145 kilograms of bulk.  The beast was a mammoth-sized abomination.  But Fuminari’s impressive build was in no way inferior.

                  Hanko flew into motion, hurling its deadliest weapon—its giant frame—directly at Fuminari.  The doorway was too small for them.  It would enforce limits on any attack, becoming a disadvantage to whoever came through it first.  Hanko had known this and bluffed, suddenly launching an unexpected strike.  Fuminari thrust his right elbow out, pushing his left up to protect his heart, arm angled upwards to cover his throat while his hand shielded his face and eyes.  His stomach muscles hardened as he twisted his lower body to protect his groin.  Nothing less than front-on blow from a samurai sword could punch through his tensed abdomen.  Anything else would stop short of a fatal strike, fail to stab deep enough.  Protecting himself this way he had made it impossible for an unarmed human to deliver a single, lethal blow. 

                  Bones crunched as the two heavy bodies of flesh collided, shredding the carpet under Fuminari’s feet.  He slid backwards as the carpet split.  Hanko’s forehead slammed over his with a blunt thud.  Their eyes met for an instant, centimeters apart.  Hanko’s were yellow and burning with horrific power.

                  As their bodies collided they each launched a rapid series of attacks.  Fuminari jerked his right knee up to crash into Hanko’s, in the same moment forming the fingers of the hand covering his face into a v-shape.  He sent them flying towards the beast’s eyes.  He knew Hanko would never fall for a simple bluff, that there was no time for artistry.  His only plan was to make each attack potentially lethal and compensate with volume.

                  Hanko took the blow to his knee, stopping Fuminari’s attack dead as the beast dipped its head towards Fuminari’s attacking fingers.  His gloved hand crashed into the beast’s forehead.  In the next moment Hanko’s left hand was hurtling in from the side, a blur heading for Fuminari’s throat.  Fuminari raised his right shoulder to absorb the blow.  His joint made a deep sound, followed immediately by a rush of heat and the sound of cloth tearing as Fuminari’s shirt tore around the shoulder, exposing flesh beneath.  There were two bloody lines where his flesh had been gouged out and the skin hung loose; the flesh underneath was pink and moist.  Tiny beads of blood spread over the surface of the wound.

                  The two bodies came apart, falling back.  In the brief seconds of attack they had expended half a day’s worth of energy.  But to relax for even a moment would mean annihilation.  A thin line of red snaked from Fuminari’s hairline and trickled down his forehead.  Blood.  Broken skin, from when their foreheads had smashed together.  The blood flowed a straight line to the bridge of his nose, then angled towards his right eye.

                  The aura radiating from Hanko’s body was perfectly animal.  A heatwave that was both hellish and otherworldly.  How could a human aura get so distorted?   The creature was a work of art, testament to the extraordinary drive and talent of Enoh—the beast’s master and creator.  It fought without reference to any school of martial arts.  It fought, fundamentally, as an animal would.  Like a rabid tiger fighting on its hind legs.  But Hanko’s style—his very existence—was beyond the realm of metaphor.  Hanko was unique, a creature without antecedent, neither beast nor human.  What kind of artistry could give rise to such a creature?

                  There was a table and some wooden chairs to Fuminari’s left.  Behind him was the bed Ishibashi and Renobo had been fucking on only minutes ago.  The air was still thick with the heavy stench of blood.  Renobo lay sprawled across to one corner of the room, naked and bound with climbing rope.  She was unconscious after having cracked her head when Fuminari had hurled her to the ground.

                  Hanko and Fuminari stood still, holding each other’s gaze for a couple of breaths.  Then, just as the blood from Fuminari’s forehead began to trickle from his eye towards his mouth, they exploded into combat again.  A raging battle ensued.  Fuminari could not let his guard lapse, even for a moment.  There was no time to let pain distract him.  The fight unfurled with an intensity that would have buried a normal person in ten seconds, their head crushed in five, maybe six.  Either that or they would just collapse, hysterical from stress.  Fuminari’s body was on fire.  There was carbon deep in his nose.  He sucked in blood.  He was a wild animal in his own right, launching an attack for each he took.

                  As he unleashed a blazing kick, Hanko’s enormous frame took to the air.  It was the leap of a monster, completely negating any sense of weight.  But a ceiling was a thing too low for a beast like Hanko, whatever the building’s size.  If it jumped a meter, it would hit the ceiling.  But it had leapt regardless, seemingly heedless of this fact.

                  Then, as the beast ascended, Hanko raised its arms, pushing its palms flat against the ceiling and using its elbows to buffer the speed, pausing as it tucked in its legs.  It looked like the ceiling was sucking in Hanko’s immense frame.  Then Fuminari sensed a disturbing swell of energy begin to radiate towards him, signaling the beast’s intentions.  He funneled all his strength into a sideways dive and rolled away as Hanko’s overwhelming bulk came flying towards him, body growing as the beast unravelled itself feet first.  Hanko had curled inwards only to use itself as a launching pad, pushing off the ceiling to attack.  Fuminari scrambled under the table, covering his head as Hanko came crashing down from above.

                  The heavy bone and wood table, covered with Indian carvings, groaned and cracked as it split in half.  By the time it gave way Fuminari was already clear, but Hanko closed with two, then three rapid attacks before he could even get to his feet.  Fuminari used his elbows, blocking each attack as he pulled himself up.  Blood flowed from his arms, each time he blocked Hanko’s nails tore rents in his flesh.  Fuminari backed into against something solid—the counter.  Hanko made a thunderous roar and charged in. 

                  Fuminari threw himself down, sending his right leg whistling up in the same movement.  For the first time his attack found a direct route to the beast’s body.  A critical hit.  He felt his nails dig into Hanko’s abdomen, it felt like kicking a boulder made from wood.  Only his training kept the bones in his toes from shattering.  Hanko lurched upwards, tumbling over the counter to crash down on the narrow far side.  Shrunken heads and kapala rained down.

                  A chance.  Fuminari felt a thrill of elation.  He kicked his right leg up, timed to connect the moment he expected Hanko’s head to show.  A killer blow.  It would be too late if the beast’s head was already up.  His tree-stump leg boomed through the air as the incredible attack scythed a horizontal line behind the counter.  It met with empty space.

                  Hanko had seen it coming.

                  There was silence, then a sudden jagged tearing; wood being wrenched apart.  The bar counter pitched massively in his direction, leaning forwards as it groaned and splintered.  It was home-made but substantially built.  And Hanko was physically tearing it from the wall, up from the floor.  Hanko was more than just strength, he was fearfully smart.  Fuminari’s skin prickled, he shuddered.  Could anything human take a kick to the stomach like that and still command this kind of strength?  Fuminari thought of his training in Taiwan, he felt it drain from his body and mind.  The fear came—that he was no match for Hanko, even after all he had done.   He wanted to howl in terror, smash through the window and bail.  Shit!  His legs were trembling, maybe from fear, maybe from the fever of battle in a last attempt to revive his inner warrior.  All he knew now was that if he ran he would be condemning himself to forever be worthless, less than a dog.  A fate equal to death.

                  He felt a sudden doubt, a terror that he would never again be able to call on the fire necessary to take Hanko on.  He was still trembling.

                  His legs buckled, the shaking was from fear.  But it was not a fear of Hanko; he was afraid of himself.  That he might get up and run.  He concentrated on the horror of having his fingers eaten before him, on that night.  The feeling came back, more powerful than ever.  Once bitten and fear takes root, even harmless dogs become monsters.  This was the same.  Fuminari held his ground—if death was coming regardless, he would choose to die here.  He had strength enough to make that decision, and while the images from Tanzawa consumed his will to fight, they also strengthened his will.

                  He felt a fresh wave of agony rush over the fingers Hanko had torn off, phantom pains that stabbed through his brain.  He clung to the sensation, forced himself to stay put.  He clamped his jaw over his left hand and bit down hard, calling on all his strength as he clamped his teeth over the glove, over his missing fingers.  Then he bit down on the roof of his hand, tearing a chunk away.  Come on you fucking bastard!  Fuminari screamed. 

                  He felt something at the base of his feet, a coldness that spread up his calves to his knees, growing in temperature as it rose.  The feeling transmitted up his thighs and buttocks, entering his colon to permeate his insides like a burning coal rammed through his anus.  It flamed around him and he felt something like molten iron settle in his stomach.  It blistered outwards as his cells began to pop, exploding from this central point.  He let out a thunderous howl.  The muscles around his thick neck rippled and his veins pulsed grotesquely.  His mouth stretched into a pathetic grin, like a wounded animal; a cramped expression.  Fuminari was completely unaware of the way his mouth had frozen.

                  The counter crashed down, revealing the demonic monster again.  Fuminari grabbed the back of one of the fallen chairs in both hands and raised it over his head.  He charged the small distance between them, roaring as he channelled every last ounce of his power into the attack.  He moved with vicious speed, perfect timing.  Nothing could avoid him.  He was going in directly, aiming for a full-body blow.  It would connect somewhere, regardless of how the beast dodged.  If it blocked, it would smash into the beast’s hands or legs.  Fuminari brought the chair down in a diagonal arc, putting his whole weight behind it.  There was an explosive collision.  It was like hitting a concrete wall.  The chair smashed into pieces, scattering to ricochet off the walls and floor like a storm had hit them…

                  …then Hanko was just standing there, blood flowing down its forehead.  Fuminari was facing him, holding the remains of the frame in his hands.  They were two meters apart.  Fuminari could hardly remember what had just happened—his conscious mind struggled to catch up with the speed of their bodies.

                  Between his bringing the chair down and the shards hitting the floor, there had been a period of furious attack and defense.  Fuminari saw fragments of it—Hanko’s fist, coming towards his face.  He did not remember how he had blocked.  Then his left leg, flying towards Hanko’s side.  The same leg, rebounding and burning with hot pain, torn flesh.  Hanko’s claws coming down, perhaps blocked with the chair.  He seemed to remember leaping backwards.

                  But now was not the time for details.  The broken table was at Hanko’s feet, partially attached at one end.  Hanko’s right foot slipped under it—the beast volleyed it towards Fuminari.  It spun into the air, only just hanging together.  Then the two halves broke in mid-flight, even as they hurtled towards him.  Fuminari parried the first part off to the left with his right foot.  It flew towards the window, greater in size than the hole created by Ishibashi and Biku.  It crashed noisily through—the same noise that had distracted Biku outside.

                  The second half of the table angled so that it came towards him, but flat.  Fuminari’s leg was still in the air from deflecting the first half, there had been no time in between.  Hanko was blocked from sight, momentarily concealed by the table.  Fuminari brought up his thick left arm and smashed his elbow through the heavy table.  It split again, revealing Hanko behind it.   The beast was coming in fast, jaws gleaming.
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                  As Biku stepped back he felt something under his right heel—the part of table Fuminari had booted through the window, two legs still attached.

                  Just then he saw Enoh framed against the night sky, coming in from above.

                  “Kyaa!” 

                  Enoh’s shout ripped through the dark, followed by the sound of snapping wood.  Biku had gathered up the broken table and used it to block the attack.  It split in two in his hands.  Enoh had kicked off the board, flipping twice in the air before coming to land on the grass.  Then, as their gazes locked over the newly-formed distance between them, the remaining fragments of window sprayed outwards, exploding loudly to their side.  Fuminari and Hanko tumbled out onto the ground between them, their bodies entangled.  They sprang apart as soon as they landed, each vaulting to their feet.  Fuminari landed at Biku’s side, Hanko at Enoh’s.

                  Fuminari’s sturdy chest heaved as he sucked in, then released air.  He had used up huge reserves of energy.  Hanko’s lungs were working too, causing his chest to ripple gently.  The thin light coming through the window made them appear to float in the dark.

                  Enoh was smiling, hardly able to conceal the fun he was having.  There was something in the smile that was reminiscent of Hosuke Kumon’s, but with a more sinister edge to it.  Hanko’s expression was mostly devoid of emotion.  Biku’s crimson lips were smiling faintly, in a manner not dissimilar to Enoh.  It was the smile of a Buddha, chilling in its own way, enough to make skin crawl.  For Biku it was inbuilt, the same as no expression at all.  Perfectly natural for someone unable to feel pain.  Only Fuminari brandished his teeth, biting into his lips.

                  “Ah, Fuminari,” Enoh said.

                  “Old man!” Fuminari grunted, grinding his teeth together.

                  “Indeed I am.  And here to kill you,” Enoh said.

                  “That’s not gonna happen.  Not until I’ve ripped Hanko to pieces.”    

                  “Hoo.  And why is that?”

                  “Shut up.  I’ll take you out first if needs be.”

                  Enoh cackled in response.

                  “Where’s Renobo?” Biku asked.

                    “Still in there, unconscious,” Fuminari growled.

                  “Ishibashi managed to escape.”

                  “Huh.” Fuminari was glaring at Hanko and Enoh, hardly showing interest in Biku’s words.  He would leave no openings during their conversation.

                  “I had tied him up, of course…”

                  “…but let’s see, we’ve been brawling long enough for him to crawl back into the house, find a knife to cut the ropes.” 

                  “Most likely.”

                  The distance between the two groups was lessening even as they spoke.  Enoh and Hanko were edging forwards.

                   “The woman is still in there.”

                  Biku moved sideways as he spoke, edging for the window.  Enoh shadowed the movement but Biku had moved first, he was ahead.  He threw one of the boards at Enoh.  Enoh knocked it away, but it slowed him.  Biku threw the remaining board onto the glass-covered grass and jumped, landing on it with one foot.  Then he pulled off an incredible dive, springing up to slip cleanly into the room beyond, through the hole in the window left by the huge shapes of Fuminari and Hanko.

                  “Damn it!”

                  Enoh followed in from behind, but Biku already had a shard of glass over Renobo’s throat.

                  “Are we done?” he asked coolly.

                  The pain of the glass against her throat brought Renobo around.

                  “Fuck!”

                  She seemed to grasp the situation immediately, her slanted eyes widening as she groaned.  The glass cutting against the skin of her throat, causing a trickle of bright-red blood to flow down her white neck.  Enoh stopped, glaring at Biku with renewed force.

                  “Well then.  It would appear she is important to you after all.  I had expected you to come at me without consideration for her.  That being said, this is probably why you’re here in the first place—protection duty.”

                  “…”

                  “If I’d known that I would have done this sooner.”

                  He pulled Renobo to her feet, pushing the shard against her throat as he brought his arm forwards.  Slicing sideways would leave her with comparatively little damage, but it would cut deep if pushed inwards by someone with the right skills.

                  “The front entrance, if you would.”

                  Biku paced slowly forwards, keeping Enoh ahead.  A couple of Shinmeikai thugs lay in the corridor outside the entrance, unconscious from when Biku and Fuminari had broken in, knocked out before they could make a sound.

                  Together, they left the building.  Across the darkness, the clashing figures of Fuminari and Hanko were playing out a violent battle to the death.

                  “Fuminari!  I’ve got her,” Biku said.  The man showed no signs of stopping.

                  “Hanko, that’s enough!” Enoh called out.  Hanko, likewise, was lost in the fight.

                  Neither could afford to let their guard down for a moment.  To answer would be to die.  Enoh pounded across the grass and leapt into the air, keeping speed as he kicked out for Fuminari’s head.  Fuminari blocked, separating from Hanko as he did.  Hanko chased, trying to close the gap as Fuminari pulled away, but Enoh landed between them.

                  “Enough.” The old man stood his ground. 

                  The two monsters faced each other, both with their skin torn.  Fuminari was covered in gashes, his clothes had become rags that hung loose over his gigantic form. 

                  “There is no stopping!”  Fuminari’s voice was a hellish roar.  He kicked heavily, attempting to mow the two bodies down.  His leg found only air.  They had scattered, one to either side.

                  “Fuminari.  We’ve got what we came for.  I can’t do anymore to help, but I won’t stop you if you want to take them on alone,” Biku declared, his voice sober.

                  Fuminari swallowed a bestial howl.  Even he was unsure of his chances, taking on the two of them.  Biku walked up to his side, holding the glass tight against Renobo’s throat.  They stood, silhouetted before the light coming from the window.   

                  “Now then,” Biku started.  “You two should leave.  Or, maybe it would be fun to have you escort us out.” 

                  Just as Biku was finishing speaking, there was a noise behind them.  Glass, crackling under something heavy as it clambered over the fragments still embedded in the window frame.  Fuminari roared, pivoting abruptly around.   Biku remained still, unwilling to take his eyes off the two in front of him, even for an instant.

                  A black, human-shaped form leapt from the window, aiming for Biku, something metallic glinting dully above its head.  The tip of Fuminari’s left foot came hurtling upwards, tracing a wide arc through the dark before smacking firmly into the shadow’s face.  The form crumpled and fell forwards.  Fuminari lost balance—the tip of his foot was embedded in the man’s face.

                  He stepped forwards as the man tumbled back onto the ground, only barely maintaining his balance as his weight shifted to the man’s face.  The man was Akio Ishibashi.  He had a knife in one hand.  He had crept back into the residence and solicited a knife from the kitchen, it had probably taken until now to sever the rope that tied his hands behind him.

                  Fuminari’s foot had ripped through the man’s nose and smashed into his chin, knocking out teeth as it sunk ankle-deep into the lower-half of the man’s face.  Ishibashi’s eyes had popped from their sockets.  They hung from hollow pits, held up by white nerve fibers.  One was on the grass.

                  Biku stepped slowly backwards, Renobo in tow, until the object under Fuminari’s foot came into view.  He saw Ishibashi’s body, pinned under Fuminari’s boot and writhing in a strange rhythm, rolling and wriggling like an experiment in dance.  His arms and legs convulsed, thrashing up before hitting the ground again as his torso bent.  His death throes had taken control of his entire body.  It was grotesque to watch, all the more because of the comedy of the movements.  He looked like a kid playing games.  The knife in Ishibashi’s right hand slapped against Fuminari’s right shin.  Fuminari’s eyes were stretched wide, glaring down.

                  “Sorry, but he’s already dead.  I’m gonna help him on his way,” Fuminari said, his voice heavy.

                  He shifted his entire 145 kilograms of weight over the heel of his right foot, then pressed.  There was a sharp crack as his foot punched even further into Ishibashi’s caved-in face, snapping already-fractured bone and instantly putting an end to the man’s convulsions.  Ishibashi’s legs stiffened, going through a final set of exaggerated movements before finally going limp.  The twitching sensation of life disappeared from under Fuminari’s foot.   

                  He pulled slowly away.  Ishibashi’s face was over twice its previous length, lower-jaw dislodged and upper-jaw partially broken.  As Fuminari’s foot came free blood rushed out like muddy water.  He saw white outlines of broken teeth mixed in with the gunk, obvious against the dimly-lit black of the blood.

                  The dark liquid collecting in Ishibashi’s mouth gurgled up, suddenly forming an oversized red bubble.  The man had seemed dead, but he had just spewed up some air still held in his lungs.  Ishibashi got to his feet.  Then he pitched forwards, howling as he thrashed the kitchen knife in one hand, striking random directions as he ran three or so nonsensical meters.  Then he stiffened like a pole and collapsed.  It was an incredible sight.  The man had been possessed of a tremendous life force.  Now, finally, he was still.  A perfect silence descended.  Nobody could speak.

                  A single voice broke the silence.  It was Renobo.  “Fuminari…Fuminari, Fuminari you cunt,” she groaned in a low, stuffy voice.  “You killed him.  You killed Akio.  You went and fucking killed him.”  She began to struggle like she was possessed, stamping and shaking her head.  Her long black hair hit the sides of her neck, ends slapping noisily against her and Biku’s cheeks.  Enoh and Hanko watched on in silence.  Only Renobo’s voice continued to echo around them.

                  “Kill them!  Enoh!  Hanko!  Kill them both!”  The words came in a blood-curdling shriek.  Tears flowed from her eyes.  They were blood red.  She looked like a beautiful yaksha, weeping as her white body tossed in the night air.  She bawled, howling for murder.

                  Biku’s flat expression was an abnormal contrast behind her.

                  “Alas we cannot, Mistress Renobo,” Enoh said.  “It would be different, of course, if we had such orders from Master Kurogosho.”  He was trying to calm her. 

                  She let out a senseless wail.  Blood ran from her eyes and over her pale cheeks, down her throat, forming crimson threads that came together in interlacing veins.  Each time she whipped her head they would veer to the side, painting a red net below her eyes.  Enoh was moving away, although his legs showed no signs of movement.  Hanko moved with him.

                  “Mistress Renobo, their target is Kukai.  You will be safe as long as Kukai is with us.  There is no need to endure any discomfort.  They will want to learn Kukai’s location.  Tell them.  Don’t let them torture you for it.”  Enoh continued to slide away as he spoke.  Darkness intruded, gradually thickening between the two parties.  There was the sound of them leaping the wall, already concealed in darkness.  Then silence, permeated only by the rustling of the surrounding trees.

                  “Hanko..,” Fuminari said, half moaning.  He pulled the glove from his left hand and squeezed it into a three-fingered fist, thrusting it forwards.  “Hanko..,” he repeated the beast’s name.  He no longer knew what he felt for the creature, whether it was love or hate—he just knew he could kill it.  That the reason no longer mattered.  An arid sense of purpose settled in his stomach, heavier than ever—he had to kill Hanko.  Renobo was staring at the fist, incredulous.

                  “Now I see, of course,” she muttered.  “You’re him, him from that time.”  Her lips pulled tight and arched upwards.  “One night two years ago, someone stumbled onto our ritual.  That was you.  It was your fingers that Hanko ate,”  She looked away to glance at Ishibashi’s corpse on the grass.  The man’s body seemed buoyant, pale against the darkness and the windswept grass.
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                  A bizarre object appeared in front of Hosuke Kumon; it was swollen, red, huge.

                  Like a house, but one from a nightmare, assembled from the pulped entrails of thousands of people.  It was the size of a mountain.  The surface rippled with peristaltic motion, shifting endlessly from one shape to another.

                  Hosuke Kumon stood inside Geshin’s mind, perched on the threshold of the man’s surface consciousness.  His standing there was only metaphor—there are no concepts of up or down in the mind, only measures of depth.  Comparisons may be made where deeper is framed as down, areas nearer the surface as up, but such conveniences only approximate the truth.  Hosuke was formless.  A Diver can take on any shape in the mind, the only limitation is the level of detail the Diver can picture in his mind.  But forcing a shape requires effort; it is always easier to adopt a natural state.

                  When a person is attacked the natural response may be to run.  In that moment—regardless of their form until that point—they become defined by the movement of their legs.

                  The Diver might take the form of a dog, yet without an understanding of the relevant mechanics the Diver would immediately stumble.  A-grade Divers need to take whatever form the situation demands while maintaining perfect control at all times.

                  Even after the Diver became a dog, he would not necessarily be recognized as such by a second Diver, whose mental state would influence their perception of the shape.  The rule applies for anything witnessed within the mind—where one Diver might see a mountain, another may see something completely unrelated.  The object Hosuke saw before him now was the result of a negotiation between Geshin’s consciousness and his own mind.  The slightest fluctuation in Geshin’s mindstate could cause the object to transform into a monster, replacing its current form as a towering, intestinal structure.  By maintaining an amorphous form, Hosuke was allowing himself to observe Geshin’s mind as objectively as possible.  The technique allows two A-grade Divers to perceive any given object in more or less the same way.

                  The mindscape that Hosuke saw now was nothing like that during his dive into Tamura.  Tamura’s mind had been missing, as though consumed by something.  Only fragments of the man’s surface consciousness had remained, interspersed with packs of grotesque creatures; black, maggoty things, invaders that were foreign to his mind—hungry manifestations of appetite.  They had been scattered through the barren chamber of his mind like fragments of a demonic soul, flocking around the remaining scraps of his consciousness and consuming everything in their path, chewing even on bone.

                  Hosuke reached up to grab a handful of the thin, upper atmosphere of Geshin’s surface consciousness; he pulled some in and began to fashion a Psyche Suit.  The Psyche Suit—a layer of protection for a Diver’s body, similar to how a deep-sea diver’s wetsuit is designed to prevent contact with sea water, different in that it would be built from the very water surrounding it.  The Psyche Suit is necessary because the water inside a person’s mind is alive.  Dive without one and the sea—Geshin’s mind, in this case—would detect the intrusion immediately.  A dive into a person’s mind is like violating the body with a foreign object.  Just as the physical act results in pain, so it goes with the mind.  Drugs kept Geshin under, but if his mind detected an interloper it would resist nonetheless.  And damage in the mind translates to damage in reality.

                  A flesh-and-blood human can be conditioned, through hypnotic suggestion, to believe a rod pressed against their skin is a smoldering-hot iron.  They might perceive actual heat; in extreme cases their skin might even blister.  It is the same inside another’s consciousness; if an amateur Diver takes a bullet within the mind he can die in reality, however illusory the weapon.

                  Hosuke was surrounded by a cellophane darkness, accompanied only by the giant, floating assortment of viscera.  It felt like he was suspended in the stratosphere of an intestinal planet, gazing down at the thing suspended in a void of space.

                  He could see that the structure was an abstract representation, only intestine-like, missing details such as the stomach and bowels.  And it was all the more repulsive for it.  Each time he attempted to gain visual purchase on it the surface would blur, becoming even more vague than its default, nebulous form.  It was like trying to locate a bleak star in the night sky; impossible if attempted directly, better seen through periphery vision.

                  Hosuke had attuned himself to perceive Geshin’s mind through visual parameters, but it was just as easy to flip the coin and listen to the signals, as would a blind Diver traversing the mindscape.  A series of lights flickered around him, each announced by an audible pop.  Some were gone in a moment, others lingered and morphed, taking a variety of shapes.  It was the breathing of the mind, a signal that Geshin’s consciousness was alive and functional.

                  Consciousness brings with it a constant background noise, empty chatter that originates from the deeper areas of the mind.  Within the surface consciousness, such chatter is represented by specks of light.  The lights change, sometimes collapsing into pint-sized motes of color, other times expanding into shapes; a book, a leaf, a female body.  The reaction is dictated by the segment of the mind into which the light emerges; in the latter case, the area of the mind is one previously organized as an image, one that still contains remnants thereof—of a book, a leaf, a woman.  Distinct images are only formed, however, in a tiny minority of cases.  The vast majority of lights downshift into something vague and indistinct.  Occasionally they clump together, or join with another object.  

                  Hosuke had just seen the foggy outline of a woman with a bulbous rear end.  Her face had lacked eyes and a nose, and her mouth had been shaped like a vagina.  Her legs had parted to reveal scripture between her thighs.  A single title stood out in an exaggerated font—THE RISHU SUTRA—blood gushing river-like from between the seams of the text.  The woman had folded into herself and dissolved into the atmosphere.  The entire spectacle had lasted but a moment.  Less than a second in real time.  The woman had been no larger than the tip of his little finger.  Yet the characters over her groin—THE RISHU SUTRA—had been, paradoxically, many times that size.  Now the space around him bristled with similar images, each coming and going in the blink of an eye, flashing into existence only to hover briefly before transforming and, just as suddenly, evanescing away to nothing.

                  I need to get deeper into Geshin’s mind.  But Hosuke knew there was no point in pushing blindly forwards.  He had to find something to lead him, an object to define his purpose.  

                  A memory, then.  Years old, from the time of Geshin’s collapse outside Kukai’s burial chamber.  Hosuke’s mission was to find out exactly what had happened.  But how to track one down?  Hosuke had an idea—he could use Geshin’s terror of Kukai’s sokushinbutsu.  He would find it and pick up the trail from there.  Geshin was terrified of Kukai, the intensity of the emotion had cost him his sanity.

                  When Hosuke had asked him about the details from that night, Geshin had become increasingly agitated.  Eventually, he had taken refuge in his madness.  Now, before they had put him under, Hosuke had grilled him again, purposefully stoking the man’s fears with endless questions about Kukai.  Hosuke’s plan was to inflame the element of Geshin’s mind that was built around Kukai; to force it to swell unnaturally, to make it easier to locate.

                  The downside of the approach was the concurrent increase in danger.  Geshin would take measures to protect his mind, and there was no way to predict how the fear itself would manifest.  There was also the possibility that those black maggots had wormed their way into his mind, if he had suffered an attack like that of Tamura.

                  Hosuke focused on the monstrous cluster of entrails.

                  There!

                  Something flickered briefly.  The surface began to billow upwards, changing shape like an amoeba.

                  “Unhh…” 

                  Hosuke had been caught off guard.  The entrails began to reconfigure themselves into the parched form of Kukai’s sokushinbutsu.  Kukai’s mouth was wide open, revealing dizzyingly sharp teeth inside.  A rush of entrails snaked out, muddy as they exited the enormous cavity.  They wrapped around Kukai’s body.  In a flash, the object reverted to its original shape, it was over.

                  “Fascinating!” Hosuke muttered.

                  He felt a burst of excitement.  The vaguely-formed lips of his consciousness curled into a grin.
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                  Hosuke clung to an enormous ball of entrails, itself a tiny amoeba-like thing attached to the larger, dark assembly.  The thing felt like viscera torn from the abdominal cavity of some animal, arranged into tens of thousands of layers and massaged into a single ball.  Some was gelatinous, black-red and sticky.  More was like scum, greenish in color.  Then there were coils of pink meat, speckled black.  Also grub-like things, cerise-red and shapeless.  Each pulsed with a constant throbbing, gradually—sometimes explosively—changing from shape to shape.  Each of these coiled, intestine-like things was covered with innumerable lacerations, all pink and clean.  The lacerations resembled fresh wounds, levied by a sharp blade; or dank, splayed-open genitalia.  Focusing, it was possible to see that each slit was made from a series of smaller intestinal coils, each with its own set of wounds; zooming in on these in turn revealed them to be made of even tinier coils of intestines.  The effect continued ad infinitum, regardless of how far Hosuke extended his mental zoom.

                  Dangerous.

                  To overdo this in another person’s mind could damage a Diver’s senses, cripple their sense of scale.  The Diver would risk getting lost inside, even becoming the labyrinth as the pattern takes hold.  Either way, continuing to zoom here was meaningless—once a pattern repeats three or four times it was always best to give up and move on.

                  Hosuke began to gather himself into human form.  He felt his formless shape condense, become a body.  He noted that the viscera were lined with a sticky, glossy liquid.  He scooped up some of the gunk and used it to buttress his Psyche Suit.  It was important to make constant changes to the Psyche Suit, to add new materials from local depths, harmonizing the Suit with its surroundings.  Doing so made it easier to keep in sync with the subject’s mind—the last thing a Diver wanted was for their naked mind to become exposed to another.  If such a thing happened, the subject would feel pain like a spontaneous tumor; the pain would then compel the host’s mind to rid itself of the alien matter.  By covering his body with elements of the host mind, Hosuke was able to bring the two into a form of unity.

                  In his new, human guise, Hosuke began to ease himself through the gaps in the viscera.  There was only minimum friction, even as walls of meat closed in around him.  It was like becoming submerged in a thick, tar-like substance.  He found himself being pulled at, caught in a sudden wave of contracting flesh.  He felt his body stretch, first to each side, then violently up and down.  Each time one of the waves struck him his arms, legs and torso would stretch to many times their normal length, twisting and distorting in the onslaught of opposing currents.  It was like he had become the plaything of a dozen slathering tongues.  He offered no resistance.  If he tried to blunder free, Geshin would notice.

                  Instead, he sought out the larger waves from amidst the chaos, positioning himself to ride them.  Each time he succeeded he felt a concurrent increase in mental pressure.  He was being pulled deeper into Geshin’s mind.  The tumultuous waves were, he knew, born from emotions clashing together—anger, unease and fear, all the disparate elements of Geshin’s madness interacting as they sparked across his mind like rivers coming together, merging with the sea to throw up a web of complex undercurrents.

                  Yet the complexity and violence of the tempest was nothing compared to what it might have been had Geshin been conscious.  Hosuke was in an area of Geshin’s mind that would be subject to constant stimulation from the outside.  A wave would be generated each time Geshin saw, heard or felt something.  That the swell he was inside now had a rhythm to it at all—albeit one that was highly complex—was due to the fact that Geshin was doped on medication.

                  Hosuke let himself slide with the flow; after a while it felt like the vast number of waves were gradually coming together to merge with another, greater swell.  It felt like coming across a powerful ocean current, one that ran along the floor of Geshin’s surface consciousness.

                  He had become surrounded by schools of living, floating organisms.  The majority were cloudy and indistinct, and even those with shapes that were distinct failed to hold them for more than a few seconds, soon diverging so wildly so as to be completely unrelated to their original form.

                  Now and then he caught glimpses of Kukai.

                  He saw a drifting, jellyfish-like thing that resembled a woman’s breast; Kukai’s sokushinbutsu was perched above it, upside down and naked.  The thing’s nipple began to harden and swell, thickening until it had become larger than the object itself.  Kukai’s form remained constant above the object.  The breast-like object began to lose form, becoming instead a disfigured, female head with its eyes, nose and mouth all out of place.  Hosuke watched as the mouth opened wide and began to laugh.  Then it was gone, leaving only a ghost-image of Kukai that hung, suspended briefly in the air before it too disappeared. 

                  He saw occasional herds of rectum-like shapes.  The rectal forms lacked any surrounding meat, instead they were evident only as buttock-less lips that drifted through the air, squeezing out a reddish ooze as they pulsed open then closed again.  With each contraction a version of Kukai’s head would emerge from inside, covered in excrement.  Each time, its reddened mouth would stretch open to reveal pointed white teeth that chattered noisily together—it resembled the open jaws of a monster.  It was grotesque, watching Kukai’s brown, parchment-like head emerge like that from a floating asshole; the only aspect that resembled anything living was the color inside its mouth—bloody-red.  Hosuke could almost hear the rasping hiss of Kukai’s breathing.

                  There were other renditions of Kukai too; one was in the process of devouring sutras.  Each time the Kukai consumed a text its dried skin would take on moisture, become human again, then it would swell and loosen before finally exploding in a thick, red mess.

                  Hosuke spent some time examining each of them.  The sheer volume of images being displayed was a direct result of his punishing Geshin before they had put him under.  His relentless focus on Kukai had forced Geshin’s mind to become obsessed with the image in the moments they sent him to sleep.  It was only natural for him to be conjuring this endless procession of facsimiles. 

                  Hosuke noticed the presence of esoteric, ritualistic tools coming in tandem with the images of Kukai.  Images of female genitalia.  And he had noticed something else, too.  Whenever Kukai appeared it was always alongside something red.  Kukai and red.  There was a link, he was sure.  But what did the pattern mean?  Hosuke considered the question.  “O-Daishi, he attacked me…”  Geshin had repeated the words in terror.  What had happened that night at the burial chamber enshrining Kukai’s sokushinbutsu?  Kukai and red.  If the pattern was related, it should lead to Geshin’s true memory of that night.  All Hosuke had to do was follow it.

                  Another rectum-like thing percolated into being before him; he extended his consciousness towards it, a hand that plucked the object from the air.  He gathered some of the red soup oozing from the rim and ate it.  The act was a metaphor, symbolizing his permission for the fluid to breach the barrier of his Psyche Suit—giving it a direct line to his consciousness.  He wove a separate Psyche Suit around the rectal thing itself and brought it into contact with his own suit.  Finally, he created a small room between them, similar to an airlock in a space shuttle.  Something to ease the object into his mind.  To be able to accomplish this without conscious effort while inhabiting another mind is the sign of a truly skilled Diver.  Psyche Divers are technicians, just as they are the physical laborers of the mind.

                  The object’s flavor was impossibly foul.  It was horror, potent enough to freeze the soul.  A deplorable, unbearable scream.  Skin being flayed from bone.  Anguish.  The effect was diluted thousands of times over, but the truth was there nonetheless—the red liquid was the sap of Geshin’s terror from that night, squeezed from his mind in the exact moment of his encounter with whatever it was he saw.  Why, otherwise, would it show with Kukai’s sokushinbutsu?  It was the same for the each other instance of the color.  The red had appended itself to Geshin’s slumbering memories of Kukai as they bubbled up from the depths of his mind, rising to surface consciousness.  Hosuke had seen similar things happen before—it meant there would be a core located somewhere inside Geshin’s head.

                  Hosuke drew an image in his mind.  Red tar made of terror and screams, enveloping a spherical object—the source of Geshin’s fear.  The man’s terror was holding the object together, but it was powerful and parts of it escaped, gushing to the surface in magma-like jets that ran through his mind.  The escaped core-fragments would take on the form of Kukai and leave radial passageways in their wake, entrances that would appear closed but might re-open in response to stimuli.  Stimuli similar to Hosuke’s relentless questioning about Kukai.  Something red, then.  A sea urchin-like thing with spines branching in every direction, lurching four-dimensionally through the man’s mind to form a path.  The image was complete.  It felt pretty close.

                  He had to locate one of the entrances.  An exit point that had re-opened; for Hosuke it would be an entrance leading to the core.  It would most likely be colored red, although it was not true that everything red in Geshin’s surface consciousness would be related to Kukai.

                  The quickest way to find one of the entrances would be to sift through each instance of red he encountered.
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                  It took almost an hour of real time for Hosuke to pin down an entrance.  The doorway was red, a pursed aperture that bore no resemblance to anything human or animal.  The mouth-like shape pulsed, each time coughing up a red, bloody liquid.  Something else was emerging, something black and bent like excrement, punctuated with strings of ruby blood.  Fully extended, the dark form began to change.  It transformed into the familiar, upright-sitting form of Kukai’s sokushinbutsu.

                  It was the entrance he had been looking for, he was sure.

                  He gathered a few fragments of consciousness from some nearby flotsam and padded them onto his Psyche Suit, forming another layer of protection.  Then he edged forwards, moving head first into the aperture.  He encountered only slight resistance.  He pushed harder and the friction disappeared, allowing him to slip through the boundary like a penis through moistened genitalia.

                  He was surrounded by a viscous sea of red.  He understood that it was a four-dimensional vein, but it felt just like being suspended in sea water.  There were two distinct flows; one pushing towards the outside, the other surging inwards.  Hosuke positioned himself inside the latter.  The level of mental pressure skyrocketed.

                  The flow pushing inwards represented Geshin’s efforts to lock the terror down; at the same time the object being suppressed was fighting back.  The twin forces clashed inside the red, tar-like substance.  It was clear that each of the forces originated within Geshin himself—one was his insanity, the other his attempt to keep it at bay.  And Geshin would lose his mind the moment the status-quo collapsed.

                  Hosuke felt himself slow, then finally come to a stop.  He had reached the eye of the storm.

                  He looked around, moving slowly now as the pressure was incredible, like a dense object stretched to breaking point.  He saw Kukai.  The monk’s body was afloat in the red tar, looking just as Hosuke had seen him in the basement—stark naked, stomach sunken, limbs worn shockingly thin.  The insides of his empty eye sockets had distended outwards like bulging eyeballs.  The brown, aged skin was dried-up and withered.

                  Now we’re getting somewhere, Hosuke thought.  This was the core of Geshin’s terror.  His memories of that night, locked up in this deep place within his mind.  Hosuke had never seen anything quite like it, a mental image of terror that so closely resembled its counterpart in reality.  Geshin’s teachings at Mt. Koya must have severely amplified his shock.

                  The more explosive the emotion, the more accurate the image carved into the mind.  Hosuke circled the object, first to the right, then the left.  The image he saw was always the same.  Kukai watched him directly, however he positioned himself.  He maneuvered below, then above the object, but it was the same.  Kukai’s eyes were fixed on him regardless.

                  What happens now?  Hosuke mused.  Perhaps the best plan was to try eating a part of Kukai.  Hosuke believed that the truth of whatever happened inside the burial chamber was in there, locked up in the Kukai before him.  He reminded himself that memories are derived of time, that what he was perceiving visually was in fact a temporal entity, a slice of time scissored out from the burial chamber.  One that happened to be shaped like Kukai, but only because of the particular circumstances of the memory.

                  Even so, it was still dangerous to touch anything that could maintain this kind of clarity inside the mind; it was impossible to know what it might become if stimulated.  At the same time, watching it in silence was getting him nowhere.  There was a technique.  He could send in a fragment of his self, a shadow of his mind.  It would mean sacrificing it, but the loss would be no greater than the calories lost from lifting something heavy; a non-issue.  Hosuke rested his hand on the shape of Kukai and released a gentle current of energy.  Kukai stirred, appearing suddenly restless.

                  The monk’s eyes flicked open, then closed again just as fast.  Hosuke tried again.  Kukai’s head bent upwards, eyes opening again.  They burned with an amber light.  Hosuke released yet another charge of energy.  This time Kukai’s head began to turn, creaking in a way that seemed to register in Hosuke’s actual ears.  The monk’s eyes grew brighter still, taking on a golden, vapor-like intensity inside the parchment-like frame.

                  Electricity had begun to spark through Geshin’s consciousness—it was beginning to react.  Geshin’s mind was waking up, and fast.  A direct reaction to Hosuke’s stimulation of the dormant memory core.  Hosuke hoped to bring about a fairly accurate re-enactment of the events from the burial chamber.  Maybe accurate was the wrong term—the re-enactment would be of events as Geshin remembered them.  Even so he did not expect the divergence to be large.  Kukai was directly ahead of him.  Hosuke was ready to perform the role of Geshin.

                  He had already altered his shape to resemble the monk as closely as he could.  He allowed his Psyche Suit to attenuate, grow as thin as he was willing to let it.  He was letting it thin to the point where Geshin’s mind could detect him.  The Suit was made from elements of Geshin’s surface consciousness; empty murmurings of the mind mixed with fragments of daily, subconscious memory—a fraction of some location, an object glimpsed in the corner of the eye, the partially-registered sound of the wind.

                  Its purpose was to protect Hosuke’s consciousness from direct contact with Geshin’s.  Regardless of how careful he might be, the deeper sections of Geshin’s mind would detect him if he ventured around without one; closer to the surface and he would be even more vulnerable.  When the mind senses an intruder it attempts to destroy it—any Diver would face a sudden, powerful resistance.  The primary function of the Psyche Suit is to conceal the presence of a Diver.  It is an imperfect system, but diving without one is like blundering naked into the mountains—except that in this case the resultant damage would be levied on the exposed Diver’s mind.

                  Hosuke was letting his Suit fall away.

                  He had already taken on Geshin’s form.  Now, by lowering his defenses, he was preparing himself to be detected by Geshin’s mind.  The aim was to spark the same chain of events as the night in the burial chamber.  Kukai was shuddering.  Geshin’s consciousness was reacting to the waking memory, attempting to shut it down.  There was a creaking as the level of mental pressure grew even higher.  Geshin’s consciousness was already through Hosuke’s fading Psyche Suit.  It had contacted Hosuke’s bare flesh, causing Geshin to notice the intrusion.

                  Kukai’s mouth snapped open.  The inside was a shocking red, marked with fences of tall, razor-like teeth.  Hosuke saw a violence emerge, something heretofore concealed below the folds of the monk’s aged skin.  Kukai’s entire body was undergoing a transformation into some kind of demonic creature.

                  A monstrous form consisting of teeth and sulfurous eyes burst from Kukai’s flesh; it lunged directly at Hosuke, a black, grotesque amalgamation of eyeballs and fangs.  Hosuke tore away the remainder of his Psyche Suit, leaving the empty human shape as he dived to the side, completely exposing himself to the mental sea around him.  The monster clamped its jaws over the human form.  Behind it all, Kukai moved in motions that matched those of the dark creature.  Kukai drew the creature back, swallowing it so that the two became one again.  Kukai’s head vibrated with the Psyche Suit in its lips.

                  The black creature that had sprung from Kukai was a part of Geshin’s mind, along with Kukai himself, memories of the burial chamber.  The core had opened, allowing Geshin to relive the moment.  As Geshin was still, the memory would have come to him in dream form.  Had he been awake he would have lost his mind.

                  As I suspected, Hosuke muttered.

                  Then he noticed that something red had clamped itself to him.  It squeezed at him as it wriggled and squirmed.  It was Geshin’s mind attacking him, attempting to get rid of the aberration.  Haw!  Hosuke’s imaginary lips curled into a thick smile.  It was the fearless smile of an A-grade Diver.  When has Diving in the buff ever stopped me?  He engineered subtle changes to the rhythm of his mind, matching his own signature to the crushing elements of Geshin’s mind.

                  The technique was the same as the one he had demonstrated with Biku at the Odawara coast.  There, he had let his mind grow transparent, phasing it to blend in with the scenery behind him.  Now he was doing the same inside a person’s mind.

                  All he had to do was shut down his aura, synchronize with Geshin’s mind.  The conscious part of this, the matching of beats, occupied him for a fraction of a moment.  The rest was automatic, his transparent consciousness naturally phasing with the bulk of the adjustments.  To an outside observer it would look like his brainwaves had begun to tick in perfect alignment with Geshin’s.  Just as Enoh could conceal his aura in mid-combat, so could Hosuke maintain an invisible mind, even while navigating the interior of another mind.  He had achieved a perfect harmony between their emotional blueprints, a state impossible to maintain with even the slightest dissonance or instability.  Only a true A-grade Diver could accomplish this while the host mind was in turmoil.  The one disadvantage to the technique was that it left the Diver open to influence from the host.  If Hosuke was forced to remain like this for an extended period of time his personality would begin to merge with Geshin’s.

                  He felt the forces against him begin to lessen.  He began to move, cautiously—his first priority was to surface.  Then he noticed something; a scratching pain around his abdomen.  He looked down.

                  He was invisible, yet a maggot bit into him regardless.  Something from outside of Geshin’s mind.  Hosuke recognized the creature from before.  No fucking way…  It was one of the creatures that had been strewn across Tamura’s mind—and they had found him unconscious outside Kukai’s burial chamber.

                  One of those black maggots had attached itself to him.

                  



      





Twenty-two

                  The Sexual Fiend: Transformation
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                  Senkichi Fuminari directed his thoughts to the soft female body cuddled inside his left arm, sleeping peacefully.

                  His giant frame was over 2 meters tall, with 145 kilograms of bulk; he could crush her by turning in his sleep.  It was not that she was small.  The effect, rather, was due to Fuminari’s abnormal size.  The woman’s body—Ryoko Kitano’s body—was warm.  Her head rested against the base of Fuminari’s left shoulder.  She had curled up with her pale left arm draped over his massive chest, breasts pushed flat against his side.  He could feel her breath on his skin, his own chest rising and falling gently under her arm.  He was staring at the ceiling, eyes wide open.

                  His dark features seemed ready to soften at any moment.  He felt somehow that, with the girl asleep to his side like this, his guard might just crumble away.  It had to be delusion.  He would never know true peace again, not even for a moment.  Fuminari glared at the cloudy darkness of the ceiling, attempting to rekindle the demonic flames that lived within him.

                  Revenge.

                  A single word, his reason for living.  Killing Hanko.  The flames burning inside him would not die out, not until he had realized this goal.  More than even flame, they had congealed into something tumor-like, hard and solid inside him.  He would kill, or be killed by Hanko; until then his nights would be spent grinding his teeth.  It was impossible to conceive of anything else.

                  But.  Ryoko’s body was warm.  He could feel it, communicated where their skin met.  Their body temperatures mixed like an all-enveloping bath.  Was I wrong to get her involved?  Fuminari considered the question.  Just moments ago she had been gasping with ecstasy, soaked and writhing as he played his hands and tongue over her; now she was like a night sea, quietly undulating.  Could I kill her if I had to?  Fuminari asked himself.  He did not know the answer.  Even if I had to do it crying, could I kill her?  He didn’t know.  The answer evaded him, but he could sense the way his breathing had synchronized with hers.  A sheet covered them from the waist down.  Underneath, one of Ryoko’s smooth legs wrapped over his thick left leg.

                  “What are you thinking about?” Ryoko’s voice came through the pale dark.

                  “You’re awake,” Fuminari replied quietly, glaring at the ceiling.  She nodded, head still on his shoulder.

                  Silence.

                  “What were you thinking about?” Ryoko asked again, her voice fragile.  She used her left arm to massage Fuminari’s thick chest. 

                  He offered no reply—I was trying to work out if I could kill you.  He could hardly tell her that.  “I don’t know.”

                  “You don’t know what you were thinking?”

                  “Sure.”

                  “What kind of don’t know?”

                  “It’s just boring stuff,” Fuminari said, falling silent again.  Am I, Fuminari, engaging in the idle chit-chat of lovers!? he asked himself.

                  “How long will it last?” Ryoko asked.

                  “…”

                  “How long will this last?”

                  Fuminari had no response.  It had been close to twenty days.  Twenty days since Fuminari had saved her from that rogue private detective Ozaki, from his attempt to abduct her on the street that night near her mansion.  It felt like an age ago, yet it felt like no time had passed at all.  Her arm had grown tense over his chest.

                  “I…I actually want to try working again,” she said, almost whispering.

                  “Working?”

                  “I know, it’s hardly been twenty days but…I want to work.  You know, it was always a pain when I was doing it.  I’d always wanted to escape.”

                  “…”

                  “It’s just that I get these ideas, colors, patterns—they come in flashes.  Then I feel like I have to use them, for work stuff.”

                  “Huh, okay.”

                  “I’ve copied them all down, in my notebook.  So I don’t forget.”  He felt her cheeks moving subtly, still pressed against his skin.  Her hair was trapped between them, accentuating the sensation of movement.

                  “You can leave, if you want,” Fuminari said.

                  “I can?”

                  “Give it two days after we move on from here, then you’re free to go.  Just make sure not to go back to your old apartment,” Fuminari muttered.  He would be happy enough with that, if Ryoko took this chance to leave.  If she kept her next location from him, that would be that.

                  “Maybe I’ll leave, then.”

                  “Okay then.  It’s probably best,” Fuminari said, his voice stiff.

                  Ryoko clung tighter as he said the words.

                  “If you stay with us you’ll die, sooner or later,” Fuminari said.  He had in no way meant it as a threat.  Fuminari had killed Ozaki right in front of her.  Ryoko would know he was telling the truth.  “Besides, your being here gets in the way.” 

                  “How so?”

                  “You can’t fight.  You slow me down,” he put it bluntly.  He knew she was developing feelings for him.  He knew the same was true for him.  But if she fell into their hands, he would have no choice but to leave her to die.  He would do to her what Biku had done to Shimizu when he had crushed his head under the Land Cruiser.

                  “I guess so,” Ryoko said, quiet after a lengthy silence.

                  “I know you’re a smart girl,” Fuminari said, remembering how level-headed she had been when leaving her apartment behind.

                  “Hey,” she reached out to him, taking his right hand in her left, guiding it between her legs.  “Fuck me again…” 

                  She rubbed his fingers over her groin.  She was still dry.  He pushed his fingers through her fleshy lips, finding traces of moisture still inside her, wet against the tip of his finger.  He silently traced his finger around the sensation.

                  “Do it to me…” 

                  Her hips began to move.  Fuminari spread the moisture upwards, parting her lips at the tip to locate her sensitive pearl of meat.  Her body erupted, pulsing with tiny electrical currents.  A new wetness flowed over his fingers, a heat—he pushed her lips further apart.  Ryoko let out a trill squeal.  Her hands crawled across him, pawing for his limp cock.  Then she clamped her hand around him and began to stroke.  Her lips came down over his left nipple and she sucked.  A thin sound leaked from her mouth.  The movement of her hips was no longer conscious, bucking instead in reflexive motions, answering his fingers as they brushed over her.

                  “Do it now…” 

                  She moaned, pulling up from his chest.  In that moment, someone knocked at the door.  Fuminari’s fingers fell still.

                  “No…”  She shook her head.

                  “Who is it?”

                  “It’s me.”  Biku’s voice.

                  “What do you want?”

                  “Renobo.  She is acting a little strange,” Biku replied.

                  “Strange?”

                  “I think you should come down.  Feel free to finish what you’re doing first, of course.”

                  “I’ll be there now.” 

                  Fuminari brought his huge frame up to sit on the bed.  It groaned loudly.

                  “No!” 

                  Ryoko pulled off the sheets and buried her head between his legs, taking him into her mouth.  He wrapped his huge hands around her, pulling her slowly away.

                  “Look.  I’ve got to go,” he said, his voice resigned.
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                  “What’s the problem?” Fuminari asked, closing the door behind him.  He was wearing loose trousers but was naked from the waist up, showing off a heavy chest and rock-like shoulders.  His build was wildly impressive.

                  Biku glanced at the door, then back at Fuminari.  “You’re sure that’s okay?” he asked.  He meant Ryoko, Fuminari had left her alone.

                  “It’s fine.” 

                  Biku’s crimson lips responded with a grin.

                  “So, what’s up?” Fuminari asked again.

                  “Perhaps we should go down, you can see for yourself,” Biku said.

                  He walked on ahead, Fuminari followed.  They descended to the first floor, then to the basement where there was a small room.  A door, at the foot of the stairs.  Biku jangled some keys and opened it.  There was a faint glow inside, a half-light that only partially resolved the room.  It was cramped, with only a single bed on the wooden floor.  It was a conversion; most likely it had been a storeroom for something, a wine-cellar.  Lying squat on the bed was a pale shadow.  There was a slight panting, like an animal’s breath sounding intermittently across the twilight.  It was coming from the pale form on the bed.  Ah, uhh, ah, uhh…  It was a voice, female.  The woman on the bed was stark naked, breathless with her face in the sheets, rear-end pointed upwards.  Her back heaved with each labored breath, rounding out before arching inwards again.  Her head came up from the sheets.  It was Renobo.  Her eyes honed in on Biku and Fuminari, emanating a wild energy.  In a moment her gaze transformed into one of sensual longing.

                  “Men,” she murmured.  “Men, come to visit me.”  Her moist, red lips coiled up at each side.  The expression was cold and sensual, designed to incite lust in any man.  But something was wrong.  Fuminari noticed it immediately.  Her face was gaunt.  There was that same sense of wanton beauty, but her frame had shed weight somehow.

                  Then she was moving, suddenly and with the nightmarish speed of an arachnid.  She lunged towards Fuminari.  He knocked her aside with a simple gesture.  She crumpled to the floor.  Then she lifted her head and got onto all fours, the edges of her lips stained with blood.

                  “Fuminari, I know you came here to fuck me,” she said.  Her voice was shockingly deep and hoarse.  It was not the voice of Renobo.  “You and your cock came here to fuck me, right here!”  She began to cackle the moment she finished the sentence.  “Oh no, I remember now!  Your little viper doesn’t work!”

                  “That’s right,” Fuminari answered, looking her straight in the face.

                  “Well then, let me suck the sperm out of you.  You’ll come, yes?  I know you will—you came all over my hand before, such a good boy.  Oh I’ll treat you well.  It’ll be better than with any girl you’ve had before.”  Her voice had returned to that deep, husky thing.  “Feast on this!”

                  She lay back, stretching her legs wide for Biku and Fuminari to see.  She pulled her knees up and brought her hands around from the outside, using them to pull her lips apart.  It was as blatant as a gesture could be.  Even her anus was in full view.“Are you seeing this, Biku?  I remember what you’d said before.  You promised to fuck me here with that prick of yours.”  She pushed her buttocks upwards, hips shaking.  Whatever clothes she had been wearing were scattered over the floor, pulled out of shape, in disarray like she had ripped them off.  “Let me blow you.  I’m so much better than the others,” Renobo continued.

                  “No way in hell I’d stick my cock in your mouth.  I’d feel safer ramming a cobra,” Fuminari said.

                  Whatever he stuck in there, tongue or genitals, she would try to bite off.  They both remembered the glowering hatred in her eyes when Fuminari had killed Ishibashi.  The memory made her current pleading all the more incredulous.  What was she up to?

                  “How long has she been like this?” Fuminari asked Biku.

                  “I noticed earlier this evening.”

                  Renobo had used the distraction of their conversation to get to her feet.  She lunged in again, an animal this time heading for Biku’s crotch.  Biku dodged to the side, avoiding her.

                  “You won’t let me?  You won’t let me fuck?”  She looked up at Biku, eyes burning.

                  She seemed to be losing her mind.  “Don’t look so smug.  Have you thought of what has become of that girl, the one that used to go to your apartment?  Have you ever thought about that?”

                  “Yuko, I presume?”

                  “We had her raped, continuously.  Oh there were so many men inside her.  You must be angry.  You must want to put me through the same ordeal…”

                  “If we’re talking about Yuko, I believe Hosuke Kumon gave himself to your people in order to help her.”

                  “Hah!” Renobo stared at him.  “And you think that will be enough for Master Kurogosho?  That he will just let her go?  She will die.  Perhaps she is already dead.  She will have suffered.”

                  “I imagine her kapala would be quite fetching, if that is what you are suggesting.” Biku said, his expression unchanging.  

                  Renobo shrieked with clamorous laughter.  Her voice caught, breaking halfway as the sound mixed with phlegm.  Then her smile was gone.  Her skin went from pale to ashen.  Gak, ack!!  She lurched forwards, bending as she retched, hacking a huge gob onto the floor.  She wiped her mouth and glared at Biku with murder in her eyes.

                  Biku narrowed his gaze.  Something was happening to her face.  To her entire body.  He leant in for a better look but she turned away.  He grabbed a fistful of her hair and wrenched her head back, forcing her to look at him.

                  “Don’t you fucking look at me,” Renobo wailed.  The words came like thunder.  “You fucking cunts!” she screamed.  The voice was no longer her own; it had become a terrible, rasping sound.

                  A network of shallow lines broke out, covering her face even as she strained upwards.  Not just her face—it was happening all over.  The lines were deepening, multiplying even as Biku looked on.  She vomited phlegm over his face.  The fluid stuck to him, viscous and warm like a human body.  He made no attempt to brush it clear—instead he just stood there, entranced.

                  “She’s…” Fuminari breathed, turning on the room’s main light.

                  Renobo brayed and howled.  She covered her face and threw herself flat against the floor, leaving a sizable clump of hair in Biku’s hand.  It had offered no resistance as she pulled away.  Her once lithe, youthful body was suddenly withered.  Fuminari kicked at her with his foot, turning her to face upwards.  She leapt at him with astounding velocity.  He parried, grabbing her right arm and twisting it into a lock.  He caught her chin with his other hand and pulled her head upright.

                  “The fuck!?” Fuminari blurted as he saw the face.  It was that of a withered hag, all but lost under folds of loose skin.   

                  The old woman ground her teeth, clamping them over her lips and drawing blood.

                  “Miwa Ishibashi!?”

                  Before him was Akio Ishibashi’s mother, the very face that adorned the L.L.S. Pamphlets—Miwa Ishibashi.  The striking enchantress, Renobo—Miwa Ishibashi.

                  She was a witch. 
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                  Darkness, Butchered
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                  A dimly-lit tearoom.

                  The only light came from a thick candle propped up on a steel candle-holder over the tatami mats near the room’s alcove; it burned at almost half its original length, flame flickering in the slight currents of air that carried through the wooden slats of the partially open, paper window.

                  The tearoom was built in the Soan style.  Each element—from the Gamamushiro thatched ceiling and exquisitely rounded pillars to the walls and even the utensils collected for use in the tea ceremony—had been made with the highest-quality materials.  Nothing obvious to the uninitiated, but the room’s sense of calm was the same even without an awareness of such fine detail.  Although the materials were of the finest grade, the room was designed with restraint, a subtlety that had a veiled grace successfully transforming the tea room into a microcosm of sorts.

                  Inside the alcove was a vase, ceramic and adorned with a single Chinese bellflower whose petals were in full bloom.  It was night, yet the petals were still open; they would normally close at nightfall.  The fact would have been curious enough to arrest the attention of anyone with a passing interest in botany.  Yet the flower was not a fake; it shimmered in the candlelight, perfectly real.  Shadows congealed around its core, stretched tight over the amaranthine petals.

                  Hanging on the alcove wall behind the flower was a Buddhist scroll painting.  The picture depicted the two standing deities of Varahi and Heruka, engaged in intercourse.

                  Heruka is portrayed in ultramarine blue, Varahi is clamped around his lap, black-green as the male deity penetrates her from below.  They kiss with their teeth exposed.  Heruka holds a cobalt pestle in his right hand, a priceless gem in his left.  His arms spread out innumerable behind him, in a fan-shape.  In each hand he holds a ritualistic tool of Esoteric Buddhism—a mix of grotesque items that include the severed head of Brahma and human bodies skewered through the anus.  The deity’s clothing is made from human heads.  Blood seeps out from the eyes of some, others have wide-open mouths full of teeth.  Heruka’s head is adorned with a chain of skulls.  The esoteric scroll is bright, painted in noxious colors.  The candlelight flickered over Heruka’s face, revealing an expression that was neither pleasure or anger.  The impression was that Heruka was breathing: or screaming, or crying, or raging, or howling.  The expression appeared to span the entire gamut of human emotion.

                  There was another sound, faint, inseparable from the smoky darkness of the tearoom; something other than the rustling of the larch that carried in on the breeze.  The sound was of water coming to boil in an iron teapot.  There was a brazier located towards the center of the four-and-a-half tatami room; above the red-hot coals hung an iron pot, black in the Nanbu style. 

                  There was a flicking sound, a bamboo tea whisk.  Two old men sat in the room—Kurogosho, and the beast master Enoh.  Kurogosho was preparing tea for the latter, who sat formally on the tatami mats, eyes closed, listening to the breeze and the whisk in Kurogosho’s hands.  The candlelight flitted over his wrinkled eyelids.  The whisk fell silent.

                  “It is ready, Enoh,” Kurogosho said presently.

                  Enoh opened his eyes.  On the floor at his knees was a gently steaming bowl of tea.  There was a scent of macha in the air.

                  “Thank you,” he reached out and scooped the bowl up.

                  He savored the contents and replaced it to the floor.  His movements did not follow those of the tea ritual, yet the casual formality seemed somehow appropriate.  Neither of the men seemed overly concerned with the rigid structures of the tea ceremony, they were simply being themselves.

                  Steam continued to rise from the now empty bowl.  It was one of two that Kurogosho had once asked Shutaro Toyama to evaluate in this same tearoom.  Kurogosho had fired it himself.  The technique was reminiscent of the Ekaratsu style, with nothing about it to suggest the work of an amateur.  Toyama had ducked his forehead onto the tatami, unwilling to risk assigning a value to the bowls.

                  Now, he was dead, by Senkichi Fuminari’s hand, and he was not the only one.  Fuminari had killed Akio Ishibashi, right in front of Enoh and Hanko.  With Biku, he had also kidnapped Renobo.

                  “What do you propose we should do?” Enoh asked, not rushing.

                  “About what?” Kurogosho did not move.  He was sat heavily, in formal seiza and wearing Japanese robes. 

                  “Renobo.”

                  “There is nothing we can do now.”

                  “Nothing?”

                  “...about them learning of this location.”

                  “That is true.  I instructed Renobo to give away our location before they resorted to torture.” 

                  “Excellent.  We are waiting, then, for them to make contact.”

                  “Might they come here directly?”

                  “I think we will hear from them before that happens.”

                  “An exchange, then—Kukai for Renobo?”

                  “Most likely.”

                  “They will be here eventually; what happens then is what counts.  I imagine they would not attempt to kill Renobo before then.”

                  “That woman has the capacity to astonish even myself.  If she decides not to speak, she will carry her secrets to the grave.  However…”

                  “…”

                  “I fear she may be close to that time.”

                  “Ah, yes.”

                  “Indeed.  Unless she has taken that monster Fuminari, or Biku.  Otherwise…”

                  “Yes.”

                  “Senkichi Fuminari.”  A dark energy whirled up from Kurogosho’s frame as he growled the name.  “So, he killed Akio…”  His voice was a violent whisper against the sound of the rustling larch outside.

                  Just then, there was a rapping on the door.

                  “Who’s there?” Enoh barked.

                  “Tsushima, sir,” came the brief reply from outside.  The man whose arm Fuminari had broken in Aoyama, that night when Enoh had first met him.  One of the four bodyguards dressed in black; those assigned to guard Kurogosho.

                  “What is it?”

                  “We have just received a call from a man claiming to be Fuminari.”

                  “What!?”

                  “He told us he would call back in five minutes, then hung up.”

                  “Hah, I see…”

                  “What would you like to do, Master?”

                  Kurogosho answered.  “Bring the phone.”

                  “It is already here.”

                  A door concealed at the base of one of the walls slid open, a phone was pushed through onto the tatami.  The door closed again.  Enoh moved it between himself and Kurogosho.

                  “As you had expected,” Enoh said.

                  Kurogosho nodded in silence.

                  After a moment’s pause, the phone began to ring.  The men locked eyes.  Enoh let it ring twice, then reached down to pick up the receiver.  There was a dark silence.  Then the sound of hushed breathing, close against his ears.

                  “Fuminari…” Enoh said.

                  “The same,” a deep voice replied, “and you’re that old fogey, Enoh.”

                  “Just so.”

                  “You’re still breathing, huh?”

                  “Probably half the air you do, but yes.”

                  “Hah,” Fuminari clicked his teeth.

                  “What is your business?” Enoh asked.

                  “Where is Kurogosho?”

                  “He is here with me.”

                  “Put him on.”

                  Their dialogue was short and to the point.  Kurogosho took the receiver.  Fuminari appeared to sense this—there was a long silence before he spoke in a dense, measured voice.

                  “This is Senkichi Fuminari,” he said.  It was as though his voice carried his huge physical bulk, his deep whisper like the striking of a heavy drum.

                  “It was a shame to miss each other at Hachioji,” Kurogosho said.  He was referring to Fuminari’s capture at the hands of Akio Ishibashi and his retainers, of his being held at Miwa Ishibashi’s residence, and of his escape the night before Kurogosho was due to arrive.

                  “I’m sure we’ll meet, soon enough.”

                  “Mmm, I look forward to it.”

                  “Huh.”

                  “Tell me about this interest you have in us.”

                  “Sure—in exchange for Hanko’s head.”

                  “Hanko’s head?” Kurogosho repeated; he heard Fuminari chuckle and imagined the man to be grinning; the phone was being passed to someone else.

                  “Finally, the one they call Kurogosho.”  

                  Another voice, one with all emotion suppressed—perhaps lacking emotion to begin with.

                  “Let me guess, Biku?” Kurogosho ventured.

                  “Indeed,” Biku answered.

                  “Now this I have been looking forward to.”

                  “I assumed as much.”

                  “Should we begin with your demands?” Kurogosho suggested, still seated formally.

                  “I would like you to return Kukai.”

                  “Kukai…” 

                  “Yes.”

                  “You know, you just left him there, in that burial chamber.  You could have at least put a tree over the entrance.  Or a rock.”

                  “I cannot agree more, but the management at Mt. Koya fail to share in my opinion.”

                  “So it would seem.”

                  “We have the woman, Renobo.  I was hoping we could discuss her repatriation, in exchange for Kukai’s return.”

                  “You’re a comedian, Biku.”

                  “It’s a good deal for you.”

                  “Tempting, of course.”

                  “How about it?”

                  “Do you require an immediate answer?”

                  “We can wait—four days.”

                  “I see.  And to where should we direct our response?”

                  “We’re a little…mobile…at the moment.  We will initiate the contact, in four days.”

                  Kurogosho chuckled.  “And if we have no response by then?”

                  “Then we will pay a visit to reclaim Kukai directly.”

                  “If it comes to that, rest assured I will prepare a grand welcome.”

                  “Great, we’ll bring a souvenir or something.”

                  “I look forward to it.”

                  “Okay then.”

                  The line went dead.

                  Kurogosho replaced the receiver, the sound echoed through the silent room.
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                  “How will you reply?” Enoh asked.

                  The candle was a fraction shorter than earlier, the light seemed to accentuate the wrinkles of the two old men.

                  “Our reply?  We say nothing, of course,” Kurogosho answered without hesitation.

                  “We are going to abandon Renobo?”

                  “Not necessarily.  Although it may come to that, at some point.”

                  “So we are stalling for four days?”

                  “I think so.”

                  “Will that be enough time for us to understand Kukai?”

                  “Most probably not.”

                  “If not, then why?”

                  “Not, that is, if we discover Kukai to be truly alive after all.  If the dive reveals him dead, then we no longer have a use for him, or the Diver.”

                  “Hosuke Kumon?” 

                  “And the girl, Yuko.”

                  “I see.”

                  “Come to think of it, the girl is already useless to us.”  Kurogosho’s eyes flashed with a foul light.

                  “But we should not kill her yet.  We still need her to motivate Hosuke Kumon.”

                  “Not necessarily.  He has become quite obsessed with Kukai.”

                  “That is true.”

                  “I would even go as far to say that he feels a compulsion to dive, regardless of what happens to the girl.”

                  “But…”

                  “They killed Akio.”

                  “Fuminari killed Akio…”

                  Kurogosho ignored Enoh’s response.  “Just a bit of fun, after such a long time.  And I have thought up a particularly interesting scenario.”

                  “I must disagree.  This is out of character, Master Kurogosho.”

                  “Perhaps you are right, Enoh.  Either way, we must get Hosuke to work faster.”

                  “Agreed.”

                  “Katsuragi has signaled that his testing could have exciting results.  Make sure Hosuke dives the moment Katsuragi has the necessary data.”

                  “Should we be thinking of moving from this place?”

                  “No, not yet.”

                  “Not yet?”

                  “Hosuke must perform at least one dive first.”

                  “…”

                  “We have four days.”

                  “Can we trust Biku?  It would be wrong to underestimate him.  We cannot know his true intention.”

                  “A fair point.  How many of us are here in the residence now?”

                  “Around fifteen; not including Yuko, Hosuke Kumon, or Kukai…”

                  “Call another five or six from Tokyo.  Talented ones.”

                  “Yes, Master.”

                  “While we are on the subject—have we discovered Fuminari’s location?”       

                  “The Shinmeikai tracked him from Gotenba to Hakone before they were taken out, so we have a general idea.  We are searching all the rental properties, hotels and ryokan in the area.  The man’s size would make it hard to hop between places too often, not without being noticed.  We know he had spent some time at a summer house in Sengokubara and a hotel in Atami until three days ago.  With a woman.  We don’t have his current location.  It might be difficult if he keeps on the move, switching motels each day.”

                  “And Hanko and Jakou’in?”

                  Enoh grimaced.  “It would appear that Hanko is quite taken with the snake-lipped woman, more so than with me.”

                  “They are beginning to worry me a little.”

                  “I have been watching, carefully.”

                  As Enoh replied, there was another quiet knock at the door.

                  “What is it now?” Enoh called out.

                  A male voice answered, tense from the other side of the door.  “We have located where Mistress Renobo is being held,” Tsushima said.
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                  Senkichi Fuminari returned with a paper bag in hand, smelling of the night.

                  The bag was large, but did not appear that way with Fuminari holding it.  He had been away getting food and various other supplies.  There were stores near the Yamanakako Lake, but Fuminari chose to cross the pass to Gotenba and buy his goods there.  It was important to be cautious.  Panshigaru could be snooping around and he tended to stand out—not too many Japanese were over 200 centimeters tall.  A reasonably organized enemy would track him down eventually, if they had the numbers.  That was why he had checked out of the hotel in Atami a few days earlier.  It was too much of a risk to stay in one place any longer than three days.

                  After ambushing Toyama, Fuminari had taken the Tomei Expressway to the Gotenba Interchange then headed straight for Hakone.  He would have usually taken the Oi Matsuda Interchange from Odawara, or switched mid-way off the Tomei Expressway to take the Odawara-Atsugi Bypass to Atami via Odawara.  Instead, he had gotten off at Gotenba.

                  Then he had overtaken Biku’s Land Cruiser.  Biku had recognized his car and followed him—helped him during a fight with the Yakuza in the mountains.  He had appeared out of nowhere, unseen between Tokyo and Gotenba—Biku’s Land Cruiser had driven right into the battle.  But if anyone had recognized it as the Land Cruiser they had overtaken en-route, there was a chance they might put the dots together, reach the conclusion that Fuminari was in the area—maybe in Hakone itself.  If they were systematic they might have already tracked down the rental house in Sengokubara.  All they needed to do was widen the net, it would bring them to their current location near Yamanakako.

                  Fuminari was regretting not returning to Tokyo, not using a motel.

                  He paced into the living room with a serious expression.  He put the bag down on the table where Biku and Ryoko Kitano were sitting.  The bag sat between them, bearing a logo advertising the store as open all night.  Fuminari always got supplies as early as he could.  They had called Kurogosho before he had gone out.  It was a little after ten-thirty.

                  “How’s the woman?” Fuminari asked.

                  “Renobo, I assume?”  Biku smiled faintly—the Buddha-like smile Fuminari found it impossible to warm to.

                  “She’s fine until you get close, then she goes mad.”

                  “Begging you to fuck her, right?”

                  “Indeed,” Biku answered.

                  Renobo had readily told them Kukai’s location, but nothing else.  And they already had a good idea of the general location from what Toyama had said.  If they questioned her about Kurogosho, she clamped her mouth shut.  They could have tried to force her, but they knew it would be hard to get her to speak.  She had given them information on Kukai’s sokushinbutsu to ensure her own safety, believing that they would keep her alive as long as Kurogosho remained in possession of Kukai.

                  But Fuminari had no interest in Kukai.  His only motivation was gaining Hanko’s head.  On top of that, he doubted Kurogosho would ever trade for Kukai, even to get Renobo back.  But he might trade Hanko for her.  Fuminari considered the idea.  Kurogosho and Enoh would hardly keep Kukai in the same place forever, especially now Biku and Fuminari knew where it was.  That much was clear.

                  The true purpose of Biku’s call had been to confirm that Kurogosho was there in person.  That he was there meant that Hanko and Kukai would be there too.  It was easy to move Kukai, but it would require time to move a Psyche Converter.  And they would not want to move Kukai each time their location was blown, just as they would prefer not to keep him in a single location indefinitely.  Fuminari and Biku were not police.  That they knew the location did not necessarily mean anything.

                  That was Biku’s reading.  He had given them four days, believing that Kurogosho would not attempt to move Kukai during that period.  He understood that there was little chance that Kurogosho would accept the conditions he had laid out—trading Renobo for Kukai—and so his plan was to infiltrate Kurogosho’s residence before the four days were up.  He would attempt to steal Kukai back.  Renobo was a ticket to help things run smoothly, a trump card if things went wrong.

                  He remembered what Enoh had told Renobo when they had captured her—tell them where Kukai is.  He would not have said that without good reason; so they were either planning to move Kukai, or lure them in to settle things.  Kurogosho had spoken on the phone, but it was too early to conclude that Kukai was there.

                  It was probably a trap to finish them off.  They might arrive only to find Kukai and Kurogosho gone, with the Shinmeikai armed and waiting in their place.  It was an obvious possibility, and the location, remote in the mountains, was perfect for a showdown—for either side.

                  But Fuminari was not concerned with Kukai, he wanted Hanko.  He had no interest in what happened to Kukai, as long as he could satisfy his debt.  And he was willing to use Renobo as leverage to achieve the goal.  He had a plan of his own—to escape with Renobo.  He would offer her to Kurogosho in exchange for Hanko.

                  He wanted more than a simple exchange of bodies.  He would demand a one-on-one battle.  He believed they would grant him that, at least.  If he lost, he would die.  If they agreed, the fight would likely be staged before the rest of Panshigaru, so he would die, even if he won.  But there would be closure.  He felt no debt or obligation to Biku.  Even if he had, it would mean nothing.  Theirs was only a temporary partnership, a mutual convenience and nothing else.

                  Ryoko got up and began to empty the supplies from the paper bag.  She carried some to the fridge in the kitchen.

                  “What’s wrong?” Biku asked Fuminari, catching the man’s heavy expression.

                  “Nothing, nothing at all,” Fuminari answered.

                  Biku chuckled, a faint grin forming over his crimson lips. 

                  “What?”

                  “You’re a bad liar, Fuminari.”

                  “The fuck?”

                  “I can’t tell what it is you’re planning, but it’s obvious you’re hiding something.”

                  “And what if I am?”

                  “It’s fine.”

                  “…”

                  “Everyone is entitled a secret or two.  More importantly, wouldn’t you agree…”

                  “Agree what?”

                  “…that it’s about time for us to be moving on?  I’m sure you’re thinking the same thing.”

                  “Sure.  We should go back to Tokyo, or a motel somewhere.”

                  “Great.  I might make an initial survey around the Megami Lake tomorrow.  A contact of mine in Tokyo seems to think it’s possible to contact the architect that designed the residence.  If so, I can obtain the blueprints.  We can cross-reference the plans with Renobo’s description.”  Biku glanced down, then got up.  “I’m going to shower.  I’ll check in on the lusty hag before I sleep.” 
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                  It was 2:00 a.m.—the dead of night.

                  Fuminari opened his eyes slowly.  A bluish-black darkness filled his vision.  Streams of moonlight filtered through the window and the treetops outside.  There was a light wind, a rustling of leaves.  He kept still.  Ryoko slept to his side, he could feel her bare arm on his.  It was a point of warmth, like a soft flame.  Her chest rose and fell in a gentle wave.  It rose again, keeping a constant rhythm.  Fuminari concentrated, monitoring the pattern of her breathing.  She was in a deep sleep.  He had made sure to spend time with her before she had fallen asleep, to attend to her with his tongue, lips and fingers.  She had fallen asleep naked.

                  He moved a little, watching for a reaction.  Her breathing remained unchanged.  A motionless wind entered the bed, coming between them as he eased himself out of the sheets.  The room was cold from the night on the plateau.  The chill pressed against the bare flesh of his huge frame.  He could still feel Ryoko’s warmth, her smell.  He gathered his underwear up and put it on.  Then he pulled on his jeans and camouflage shirt.  He grabbed a few other things and slid a brown envelope from under the bed.  He placed it on the sheets where he had been.

                  For a while there had been a faint voice, coming from under his feet.  A ghost-like sound, a sobbing from below the ground.  It was Renobo.

                  Men…

                  Men…

                  Where are my men..?

                  I need you…

                  I need you here…

                  Fill me…

                  Stick it into me…

                  Fuminari… 

                  Biku…

                  Come…

                  Let me suck you…

                  Fuminari…

                  Biku…

                  The muttering was endless.  The voice was like an icy hand, chilling as it stroked his spine.

                  “Uh huh,” Fuminari’s thick lips curved subtly.

                  He turned the doorknob in his hand.  It made a quiet, metallic sound.  He eased the door open and exited to the corridor.  He made his way down the stairs, his heavy frame hardly making a sound.  There was a tiny creaking of the floorboards.  Then he was outside the room.

                  Fuminari…

                  Fuck me…

                  Biku…

                  Let me suck you… 

                  He inserted the key.  Another small sound.  The voice faltered.  He inched the door open.

                  “…” 

                  He sensed her swallow her breath as he slipped into the room.  Here too, moonlight seeped through the window.

                  “Fuminari, is it you?”

                  The voice was hoarse, broken.  He stood there in silence.  The old woman was tied to the bed near the window, facing upwards in one of Ryoko’s dresses.  Her face was lined with deep wrinkles, obvious under the moonlight.  It was a grotesque sight.  She stared at him with eyes like damp chasms.  Gone was any resemblance to Renobo the seductress.  She had become a spent and tattered old hag.

                  “Hee, hee!”  She made a strange sound.  Something like joy crossed her features.    

                  She showed her teeth.  They alone remained white, as before.  “You’ve come for me at last, Fuminari,” she said, her hoarse croaking song-like.  “You’re here!  Good.  Take me, however you want.  Don’t be shy.  Fuck me for as long as you wish.”  Her voice was a whisper.

                  It was ugly to behold—her broken voice still held traces of that horrific, cloying lust.

                  Fuminari approached slowly.  She was tied so that her legs were apart, wrists and ankles bound to the bedposts, waist strapped to the frame.  There was a little give, allowing her some mobility.

                  Fuminari came to a stop at the bedside.  He pushed his left hand up the skirt of her dress.  She swallowed heavily, eyes stretching wide.  She was naked underneath.  Fuminari pressed his thick index finger into her crotch.  She was already wet.  He drew himself closer, bringing his face directly above hers.

                  “There we are,” his lips lifted a fraction.

                  He pushed his finger inside her, up to the first joint.  Renobo’s yellowed eyes seemed to melt, become buried under folds of skin.  Fuminari stopped there.

                  “We can do this as much you want.”

                  He pushed further, up to the second joint.  He felt a hot wetness clamp tightly around the thick digit.  It was incredible.  Her insides compressed like they were trying to chew off his finger, like it was caught in the jaw of a ravenous, toothless creature.  His finger was sucked in to the base.  She was staring at him, mouth twisted in a v-shape.

                  “See, I don’t lie,” she whispered.

                  Hot breath gusted over him.  Her magnetism was phenomenal, it was as though liquid seduction oozed from between her wrinkles.

                  “You stick your viper in here and I’ll fix it in no time.”  Her red tongue darted over her lips.

                  If it were capable, his finger would have ejaculated.  Fuminari fixed her with a sly grin, then pulled his finger out.

                  “What are you doing?” Renobo’s voice sharpened.

                  “Keep quiet.  I said I’d do it, but later.”

                  “You fucking…”

                  “I’m leaving this place, you’re coming with me,” he said.

                  “Leaving?”

                  “If things go to plan, I’ll even return you to Kurogosho.”

                  He stabbed his fingers into her again, two this time.  Her eyes flew wide and she let out a shrill howl.  Fuminari covered her mouth with his other hand.  His large fingers went in easily.  The same force clamped tightly over them. 

                  Her eyes rolled white and she began to push her hips into him.  The bedsprings creaked softly in the darkness.  Fuminari began to withdraw his fingers, keeping his other hand over her mouth.  Renobo shook her head in protest.  Fingers clear and with her mouth still covered, he waited for her jerking to subside before continuing.

                  “We continue this, but later.”

                  He peered down, looking for her assent.  She nodded under his hand.  He began to untie her ropes with his other hand.  Then he slowly withdrew the hand from her mouth.  She screamed out loud.

                  “Biku!  Fuminari’s trying to escape!  He’s betraying you!  He’s abducting me!”  The words flew out in continuous succession.

                  “Fuck it!”  Fuminari punched the side of her face.

                  “Heeee he he, Heeee he he!”  

                  Renobo’s red mouth opened wide as she cackled with cramped laughter.  Something white was over the red of her tongue, one of her front teeth—smashed when Fuminari punched her.

                  “What is this?”

                  The voice came from behind.  It was Biku; he stood in the doorway, passively observing.  He showed no signs of having just awoken.  He had known Fuminari’s plan.  He had probably been behind the door for a while.

                  “This shitbag Fuminari comes in saying he’s going to abduct me!  That he wants to fuck me, this old bat, just him and me.  Heeee he hee!”  Again, the cramped laughter.  She sounded like she was on the verge of insanity.

                  “Biku, I’m taking this hag with me,” Fuminari growled.

                  Biku’s expression was the same as always.  “May I ask why?”

                  “She’s coming with me!” Fuminari roared, responding to Biku’s cool voice.

                  “Why?”

                  Fuminari said nothing.  He dropped instead into a fighting stance, feeling a thirst for blood surge through him.

                  “It pains me to say this, but I can’t let you do that.”

                  Biku extended his right hand out before him, lowering his center of gravity as he did.  Neither was within striking range, but the gap could be closed in the blink of an eye.

                  “I knew it would come to this eventually,” Fuminari said, metering the air in his lungs.

                  “Must it be now?”

                  “I’m gonna rip off those lips and ram them up your fucking nose.  Any discussion can be done after that!” 

                  Before he had even finished the sentence Fuminari had closed the space between them.  He kicked up from the floor, sending his right foot flying in a vertical arc towards Biku’s crotch.  His foot blurred with power enough to punch straight through Biku’s hip, pushing shattered bone through his lower abdomen if it connected.

                  “Hyaa!”  Biku expelled a sharp breath and took to the air, dodging backwards.  As he did so, the tip of Fuminari’s foot scratched against his abdomen.  Biku’s head flicked to the side the instant before Fuminari’s foot would have connected with his jawbone.  The motion was made in mid-air, while he jumped backwards.  The attack brushed past his ear as Fuminari’s leg continued to arc towards the ceiling.  Biku’s hair shot up, creating an audible rush of air.  Fuminari’s leg continued upwards, with Biku now below it.  Fuminari reversed his attack, bringing his leg down towards Biku’s head, pivoting with his knee to accelerate.  If his heel connected, it would break Biku’s neck.

                  Biku was quicker.  He slammed his elbow upwards, aiming for the joint underneath Fuminari’s knee as the leg came down.  In the same moment he formed the fingers of his left hand into a blade, striking towards Fuminari’s exposed crotch—fast enough to cut through to the man’s anus.  The elbow strike would dislocate Fuminari’s knee.

                  Fuminari pivoted, moving sideways and twisting his upper body to avoid the attacks.  Biku’s elbow shot through thin air.  His hand shot out behind Fuminari’s back.

                  It was over in the blink of an eye.

                  Just as the two readied themselves again the room was rocked with a high-pressured explosion of energy, an extraordinary force coming from the window.  Something massive reared up to block the view—a distorted shadow.  Fuminari felt a thrill rush down his spine.

                  “Hanko!”

                  The window imploded just as Fuminari roared.  An ear-splitting explosion sent shards of glass flying into the room.  At the same time, a thick arm came through the gap and grabbed the frame towards the top of the bed.

                  “Heeee he he, Heeee he he!”  Renobo wailed with shrill laughter.

                  The bed was being hoisted upwards, pulled so that the head was partway through the window.  Fuminari leapt at it without a moment’s thought.  He grabbed one of the wooden legs being dragged across the floor and the bed stopped moving.  It was already halfway through the window, but Fuminari’s strength matched that of his opponent.  The bed began to creak, wood splintering as both forces struggled to gain the upper hand.  Fuminari’s shoulder muscles pulled tight, arms bulging like steel wires under the short sleeves of his shirt.  Then Biku was there with a mountain knife in his hands, cutting the ropes that held Renobo down.  She was laughing maniacally.  Fuminari untied the rope from around her ankles and body so that Biku only had to cut the rope around her wrists.  It came free.

                  Fuminari roared, flashing teeth as the thick timber of the bed began to crack under the immense forces pulling at it; then there was a sharp crack and the whole assembly began to split in two.  It came loudly apart.  Renobo fell to the ground, Biku scooped her over his shoulder.

                  “We’re getting out of here…it’s not just Hanko out there.”

                  He was already sprinting for the door.

                  “Fuck it!”

                  The force tugging at the bed was suddenly gone.  Fuminari charged after Biku.  He saw Renobo, slumped over Biku’s shoulder and folded at the waist with her head over his back.  She was laughing.  Laughing, and screaming.

                  “Come on Biku, come on and fuck me!  Biku!”  She reached down, pushing her hand in between his buttocks.  “You’re Tachikawa, right?  Come on!  Let me suck on your cock.”  She was already moaning.

                  The door led them to the living room where the lights were on.  Ryoko was halfway down the stairs, naked except for Fuminari’s hemp sweater.  The fabric stopped above her knees.  The gap for the head was too big, making it look like it might slip off at any time.  She looked sexy as hell.  She was holding the brown envelope Fuminari had left for in one hand.  She was staring with wide eyes as Fuminari burst out from Renobo’s room. 

                  “What’s going on?”

                  “They’re here!” he yelled.

                  The living room windows exploded.  The curtains prevented the glass shards from coming in, causing them to hit the floor with a dry clatter.  A gun came through the shadows behind the fabric. 

                  “The lights!” Fuminari shouted, diving for the wall-switch below the stairs.

                  The gunshots came as the lights went out, ripping through the darkness.  A bullet hit the wall next to where Fuminari had just flipped the switch.  He was already tumbling over the floor.  Two more bullets impacted the same place.  They had seen him as he killed the lights.

                  He came out of his roll next to Ryoko and pulled her under him.  They would not aim for Biku while he was carrying Renobo.  That left him and Ryoko.

                  “To the garage!” Biku shouted.

                  Through the kitchen.  A door led to the garage from there, and the garage would still be locked.  Fuminari cut across the kitchen, holding Ryoko close.  He crossed the door to the garage and shut it behind him.  There was no lock to it, but it would buy them time.  Whoever was outside would be unfamiliar with the house.  They would have to first find the kitchen lights, then the door.  There might be enough time for them to get moving.  The Land Cruiser was there, doors open.  Renobo was thrashing about, keeping Biku from getting in the driver’s seat.

                  “I’ll drive!” 

                  Fuminari pushed past Biku and hurled Ryoko into the driver’s seat.

                  “Unlock the passenger door and get in the back!” Fuminari yelled to her. 

                  He pushed her out of the way and jumped into the driver’s seat.  Then he pulled the choke and turned the key—already there—to start the vehicle.  The 3168CC diesel engine burst into life with a deep roar, sending out a cloud of black fumes.  The engine rumbled, thunderous like the howling of an enormous creature, shaking the vehicle like a carnivorous predator.  Fuminari floored the accelerator.  Power surged through the vehicle’s frame, ready to charge at any moment.  The choke was still out.

                  “The door!” Biku shouted, now in the passenger seat.

                  “Who needs it!?”

                  He shifted into reverse and set the lever to the lowest, most powerful setting.  The lights in the kitchen came on.  Renobo was howling.

                  “Brace for it!!” Fuminari yelled.

                  He flattened the accelerator again, this time releasing the clutch.  The Land Cruiser lurched backwards as the immense power of the engine kicked in.  Wheels bit into concrete and the spare tire on the rear door smashed through the back wall of the garage.  The wall consisted of a large square of wood with a series of boards nailed over it.

                  The Land Cruiser punched through the whole thing in one go—there was a thud, then the sound of Ryoko shouting, boards splintering to pieces.  Accompanying it all was something like a scream.  The great, metal-bodied beast exploded into the night among reams of black smoke.

                  “They’ve gone through the back!”

                  Male voices, armed men shouting from the other side of the door to the garage.  Fuminari shifted gear.  The car’s headlights cut a dazzling beam through the darkness.  He plunged the accelerator down and spun the wheel to the left.  He was not aiming for the road.  He was going for the woods.

                  Undergrowth rose to brush against the belly of the Land Cruiser.  It lurched, jumping in starts as it spiked off rocks concealed in the grass.  It pitched, heaving massively.  Each time the headlights would veer down towards the ground before swinging upwards to pierce dark sky.  Endless rocks thudded into the undercarriage.  Heedless of all this, Fuminari gunned deeper into the woods.  They were only making headway over the rough terrain because of the sheer immensity of the Land Cruiser; any normal car would have been decimated.  Fuminari’s plan was to cut through the woods, a shortcut to the road.  But he had to avoid trees.  This slowed them, despite the closeness of the road.

                  The headlights caught a black, human shape, ahead and off to the right.  A woman, dressed in black with her face covered.

                  “Jakou’in,” Fuminari groaned.

                  Something was running up behind her.  A man, holding a gun.  The trunk of a birch tree rushed into view ahead.

                  “Shit!” 

                  Fuminari spun to the right.  The headlights turned to face the woman directly.  The man had his gun up in both hands.

                  “Get down!”

                  Fuminari floored the accelerator.  There was gunfire, only vaguely audible under the sound of the engine.  Then a sharp, penetrating clang.  The right-side mirror was suddenly gone.

                  The man had managed a single shot before the Land Cruiser was on him.  He had dived to one side, knocking the woman down.  She lay before them, crumpled in the grass and cradling her stomach.  She was just about to go under the Cruiser’s tires when something huge appeared.  It swept her into the air.

                  “Hanko!?” 

                  As Fuminari roared Hanko was already in the air, the woman tight in its arms.  There was a tremendous crash on the hood, then something heavy pounding against the Cruiser’s roof.  Hanko was nowhere to be seen.  Fuminari knew what had happened—Hanko had retrieved Jakou’in and leapt upwards, kicked off the hood and landed on top of the vehicle.

                  “Hanko!”  Fuminari growled.

                  The vehicle skidded onto road.  Fuminari wanted nothing more than to get out and face Hanko, there and then.  But it was impossible while someone was out there with a gun.  They had not started the fight, this was an attack and they were in the middle of an escape.  Ryoko was with them, and Biku would not let him stop the Land Cruiser.  He knew what he had to do, regardless of his anger.  It tore him apart, but he stamped on the accelerator.

                  Their assailants would not have parked near the house.  Otherwise, they would have noticed their presence, asleep or not, so they would have parked a distance away, covering the final section on foot.  No cars gave chase.

                  Fuminari’s insides hurt from his longing for Hanko.
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                  A woman crouched in the grass, wearing black.

                  She was clutching her stomach and moaning quietly.  It was Jakou’in.  Hanko was standing at her side, but the beast’s eyes were not on her.  Instead, they were trained on the man standing in the grass a little further on.  More than just trained on—glowering at.  It was the same man that had knocked Jakou’in to the ground in his attempt to dodge the Land Cruiser.  The man held Hanko’s gaze, eyes afraid.

                  “What’s wrong?  Hanko?”

                  His voice was shaking.  A cloud of dark flame hung over Hanko’s body. 

                  “I didn’t…mean to hit her.”

                  His cheeks were twitching.  Hanko took a quiet step forwards.  The man whimpered.

                  “That’s enough, Hanko!”  It was Jakou’in, calling out.

                  But the man had raised his gun before she finished, pointed the barrel at Hanko.  Hanko’s right fist flashed through the air.  A gunshot thundered through the dark.  The man’s arm had been pointed towards Hanko but it now hung broken, snapped between the elbow and the wrist.  His gun was pointed at sky.  Fractured bone stuck out from the man’s flesh.  The man stared at his twisted arm, unable to take in what had just happened.  Blood trickled from the edge of the protruding bone, but the man did not begin to scream until the grass was stained with blood.  An enormous hand came down over the man’s head.  Hanko’s other hand held the man’s shoulders.

                  The man’s screaming stopped abruptly.

                  “What happened here?”

                  A few of the men from the house caught up with them, they were walking over from the direction of the cottage.

                  “What the…”

                  The man that had spoken tried to ask again, but the sentence died in his throat.  He swallowed a breath.  He saw one of his men standing before Hanko, his back to them.  The man’s head was twisted backwards, with Hanko’s hand still clamped above it.  His mouth was open, frozen in mid-scream.  Blood pooled inside, already trickling out the sides, running down his neck to disappear below his collar.  There was something white towards the back of his throat.  It was the man’s spine.

                  



      





Twenty-four

                  The Beast’s Quickening
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                  The room was filled with a gently stimulating aroma.

                  A blend of various brands of incense with a base of kokujinkou.  It lacked the intensity of the type used during the dark ritual, engendering instead only subtle arousal and a general sense of well-being.  The room was completely black.  The color veiled the walls and ceiling, the floor, carpets, table, and sofas.  Even the smaller furnishings and tools were black.  The only variation was in the depth of the color, traversing the spectrum from deep gray to something close to blue.  The wooden table was tinged red, like rosewood.  The room felt like a sick obsession, oppressive somehow.

                  The one deviation came in the form of a painting hanging on one of the walls, drawn with garish primary colors that made it stand out, conspicuous against the collective blackness.  It was a religious image, depicting Heruka mating with the goddess Varahi.  It glowed softly, as though it had been drawn from fluorescent ink.  The light felt like a metaphor embodying the deities’ experience of Samvara.

                  There were four people in the room: Hosuke Kumon, Enoh, Kurogosho and Katsuragi.  They sat on two black leather sofas separated by the dark-rosewood, square table.  Kurogosho was facing Hosuke wearing a traditional Japanese kimono with Katsuragi to his right.  The sofas were conservative and substantial, even big enough to support Fuminari’s immense bulk.  Hosuke sat with his legs crossed, the remaining men sat upright.  He was barefoot, the dirty underside of his feet visible.  He rested an elbow on one knee, supporting his chin in one hand, his thick, stone-like back bent forwards.  He was fiddling with his nose, flicking at it with the fingers of the hand under his chin.  Enoh was watching him, trying to suppress a grin.

                  “Three days from now,” Kurogosho muttered deeply.

                  “Yeah,” Hosuke answered flatly.  He looked down to the table, still cupping his jaw in his hand.  Some papers were on the table.  “Noon.  In three days,” Hosuke confirmed.

                  He plunged his left hand into his mess of hair and began to scratch, not for the first time.  It was his habit of old, but he had been doing it more than usual.  Still watching him, Enoh finally smiled.  He chuckled under his breath.  Hosuke noticed.

                  “What’s so funny, Enoh?” 

                  Enoh replied by chuckling some more.  “Nervous, Hosuke?”

                  “Nervous?”

                  “Perhaps nerves is not quite the right word...”

                  “What are you trying to get at?”

                  “The anticipation.  It’s killing you right?” Enoh said, grinning widely now.

                  Hosuke snorted, neither confirming nor denying the fact.

                  “You’re all worked up.  You want to dive into Kukai as soon as possible.”

                  “Hah!” Hosuke peered at Enoh, then looked back at the table.

                  He was all too aware of the state of his mind without Enoh, or anyone, having to point it out for him.  The excitement was intolerable.  He felt constant shivers running through his mind, his veins pulsed and boiled.  He felt like a piping-hot erection, blood rushed through his body with a heavy, thumping beat.  It happened each time he thought of Kukai.  Even now he felt the urge to get up and run around the room, to shout like a kid.

                  “Must it be in three days?” Kurogosho asked.

                  “Yep,” Hosuke answered.

                  “Enlighten me as to why.”

                  “I took off my Psyche Suit inside Geshin.  I can’t dive until the damage’s gone.”

                  “Three days is enough to heal?”

                  “It should be.”

                  It was clear to everyone in the room that despite what he was saying, all Hosuke wanted was to dive into Kukai right away.

                  “Damn Geshin to hell,” Hosuke muttered to no one in particular.

                  “And noon?  That is the best time?” Kurogosho’s eyes bore into Hosuke’s with the intensity of a young man.

                  “I don’t want to die yet, alright?”  Hosuke let go of his chin and rubbed his right hand over his nose.  “I don’t know if Kukai’s alive or not, but it’s clear something’s inside him.”

                  Hosuke’s spine tingled as he said the words.  He remembered the events of a few days ago.  Some thing had launched itself at him, all teeth, in the very moment he had attempted to connect with Kukai’s mind.  The image was still clear—the maw of a blood-starved creature.  The terrifying violence.  The red teeth.

                  He had not physically seen it, of course.  What he recalled now was his own interpretation of whatever it was that had actually attacked him.  It had happened in a flash—the fangs caught in time, frozen under a strobe and emblazoned on his mind.  Imagined, but all the more real for it.

                  The thing had grabbed Hosuke’s feelers and tried to ride them in to attack him directly.  He imagined the others had all succumbed to those demonic fangs—first Geshin, Tamura, then the Diver that had attempted to dive into Kukai here in the residence.  Hosuke had seen the black, maggoty things in Geshin’s mind, just as he had in Tamura’s.

                  The black creatures were a part of whatever it was that had breached their minds.  After invading their thoughts, it had left a part of itself grafted to them, like the drool of a bloodthirsty carnivore.  They were like herbivores that had had their insides devoured by some carnivorous monster, only the slobber in the vacant pit of their bellies to show for it.  The spittle—the black maggots—that was a diluted form of the creature itself.

                  Devour!

                  Devour!

                  Devour! 

                  They had been remnants of a single, frozen intent, the obsessive desire to consume everything there was.  It had been more than desire—more like a physical urge.  Something dark and primal.  Whatever had birthed them, it resided inside Kukai.  Perhaps it was Kukai himself, it was too early to tell.  But if it was, if that thing was the end result of a living Buddhahood...

                  “How is Geshin?” Hosuke asked.

                  “He is back to his normal state,” Enoh answered.

                  “You know he’s on the edge of total insanity, right?”

                  “So it seems.”

                  “It’s no fucking surprise.  You should have seen the state of his mind after that thing from Kukai had ravaged it.”  Hosuke looked ready to spit on the table.

                  “And what is there, inside him?” Kurogosho asked.

                  “I have no fucking idea.”

                  “You say it drove Geshin mad, that it ate Tamura’s mind…”

                  “Yeah.”  Hosuke had already outlined what he had seen inside their minds.

                  “When you say eaten, should I take that literally?”

                  “Sure.  It’s not a perfect analogy, but it’s close enough.” 

                  “Okay.”

                  “The haunts go quiet, a couple of times a day,” Hosuke said.

                  He was staring at the ceiling.  A few days earlier Hosuke had requested that Katsuragi and Enoh measure the frequency and clarity of the appearances of the haunts.  He did not want statistics from some machine, so he had requested the people most sensitive to them to record the periods of the day that felt their presence the strongest.

                  According to the results, the haunts appeared to go quiet twice a day.  An hour and a half, sometimes two hours from noon and midnight respectively.  The number of haunts almost halved during these periods.  Hosuke had decided that he would dive first during one of those periods.  From noon, in three days’ time.

                  “Man, the data was a fucking blast.”  Hosuke gestured to the papers on the table, turning to look at Katsuragi.

                  “It was difficult to believe, despite putting it together myself,” Katsuragi said.

                  He spoke from behind silver-rimmed glasses, a thin man in his mid-forties.  He looked like he might be a little too intelligent, and restless to boot.  He led the team that would monitor the Psyche Converter during the dive.  The report on the table was his, the collated results of scans of Kukai’s brain activity performed over the preceding few days.
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                  The activity of the mind can be observed as discrete patterns of electricity that move through the brain. 

                  The brain is essentially cells, linked together by a network of nerve fibers and synapses.  The patterns of this activity—brainwaves—can be measured using an EEG scanner.  The brainwaves measured are not electrical impulses as emitted by the brain, but rather shifts in the electric potential difference between any two given points in the brain.  This potential difference is recorded as being either extremely weak or normal, in microvolts.  The brain’s electric potential difference is defined as normal when it falls between 10 and 100 microvolts.  Such brainwaves are measured by attaching electrodes to the skin and connecting them to a polygraph device.  This magnifies the electrical signature to produce and record recognizable waveforms.

                  Human brainwaves fall into five generalized categories of wave: gamma, beta, alpha, theta and delta—from the highest to the lowest frequency.  Gamma, beta and alpha waves are produced during waking consciousness.  Theta and delta waves are generated during periods of sleep.  Periods of higher excitement result in higher frequencies, periods of lower excitement result in lower frequencies.  Gamma waves are produced during periods of intense stimulation, exhibiting the highest frequency among the five categories, measuring between 30 and 50Hz.  At the same time, the potential difference exhibited is the lowest, measuring between 10 and 20 microvolts.

                  Beta waves are produced during average periods of stimulation, and are mostly observed during intellectual activity.  Alpha waves result when the mind is awake and stable.  Beta waves tend to downshift to alpha when a person relaxes and closes their eyes.  Theta and delta waves occur during periods of sleep, among which delta represents the deepest levels.  Measured between 0.5 and 4Hz, the frequency of delta waves is far less than the frequency of gamma waves.  The potential difference, on the other hand, is greater and reaches between 50 and 100 microvolts.  Computers are able—through a process known as brain mapping—to project these wave patterns onto a screen as an image, a color interpretation of the patterns and frequencies.

                  The report on the table that Hosuke Kumon, Kurogosho, Enoh and Katsuragi had gathered around was the result of such technology, the collated results from scans taken of Kukai’s brain activity.  Katsuragi had led the testing.  He looked pleased with himself, especially after having Hosuke compliment the results. 

                  “As I said, I found the results to be quite astonishing.”  He tipped the silvered rim of his glasses with his right index finger, observing the reactions of the others.  “We are discussing Kukai’s mummified remains—the thing’s more gone than a smoked fish.  If degrees of death existed, he’s a veritable fossil.

                  “At first, I attempted a conventional methodology.   It led to nothing—no wave patterns, no advanced mapping.  I had expected this, of course.  It was disheartening, but also a relief.”      

                  Katsuragi was exerting visible effort to hold his excitement in check.

                  “There is an interesting device, something designed recently with the purpose of capturing the brainwaves—that is, the electric potential difference—of cacti.  The inventor is quite an enigma himself.  Based in America, he has been pushing the argument that cacti have feelings.  To prove it, he purpose-built a machine to carry out his experiments.”

                  Katsuragi was becoming increasingly excited.  He was watching Kurogosho, anxious to gauge the man’s reaction.

                  “The man is an American called E. Smith.  Following his tests, which were quite intriguing as they were, NASA got involved, picking up his machine for further development.  They established a ten-year plan to use the machine to increase wheat yields in the U.S. by 20%.”

                  Katsuragi’s glasses slipped down his nose.  He repositioned them, then continued.

                  “The machine they developed was able to read the electric potential difference of plants down to the micro microvolt—less than one millionth of one millionth of a volt.  I used this machine on Kukai.”   

                  “Ha ha,” Hosuke grinned unconsciously.  A tell for the excitement building inside him.

                  “When we measured Kukai, the machine registered brainwaves, an electric potential difference, of between 0.02 to 0.08 micro microvolts.  There was nothing to suggest that the reading was that of actual brain activity.”

                  “How could anyone expect a dried-up and shriveled brain to function…right?” Hosuke said.

                  Katsuragi nodded.

                  “As I outlined in my report, the reading did not come solely from Kukai’s head.  It was evident wherever we checked.”

                  Katsuragi seemed to be talking to Hosuke rather than Kurogosho; it seemed easier for him to speak that way.  

                  “Less than the reading’s of a plant…” Hosuke muttered to himself.

                  “This is a chart of the results, amplified and applied to a polygraph.”  Katsuragi lifted a sheet of paper from the table.  On it were a number of gradients, almost-flat lines.  “A record of the electric potential difference—brainwaves, if you will—recorded from Kukai’s sokushinbutsu.  This is thirty seconds, recorded every ten hours.  It doesn’t tell us much.  However, when we look at this next chart…”

                  Katsuragi picked up another sheet.  On it were a series of ten wavy lines, delta waves running down the paper.

                  “This is the same data after remapping the timescale with a computer.  Here, time is compressed to one-twentieth of normal.  This is 102 hours, or four days.  We know that every line on the previous sheet represented thirty seconds.  Now, if we extrapolate outwards and imagine each of these lines to be thirty seconds, the pattern we get is clearly that of a delta wave.”

                  “You called it a super delta wave.”

                  “A term I came up with, but if we use it to describe the way Kukai appears here…well, it forces us to conclude that Kukai is in a kind of super sleep.”

                  “Super sleep?”

                  “Of course, the implication of this is hard to gauge.”  Katsuragi fell silent before continuing.  “This next bit is not in my report.   A few years ago, an academic published the results of some tests on the brain patterns of monks engaged in zazen meditation.  Boring details aside, his paper essentially showed that the brainwaves of monks downshifted during meditation, from waking-state alpha waves to the theta waves seen in early sleep.  And that the deeper in meditation the monks were, the more the brainwaves began to resemble those of deep sleep.”

                  “Intriguing.”  It was Kurogosho that answered.  His eyes were full of a powerful energy.

                  “Yet these priests were never actually asleep.  There is a human trait called GSR, the Galvanic Skin Response, whereby the electric resistance of the hand alters when a person becomes scared or surprised.  It is the response that lie detectors seek to measure.  It is also something that does not happen—bar a few exceptions—to people emitting theta waves during sleep.  Yet the monks emitting theta waves during meditation exhibited a GSR response, measured through their reaction to external stimulation such as a noise.”

                  “I’ve heard something like that before,” Hosuke said.

                  “I had understood this knowledge as something the Diver’s Association instilled in each of you during your training?”

                  “Yeah well I’m underground, you know.”  Hosuke gave him a sly grin.  

                  “What I’m trying to say is that, as someone moves towards a deep meditative state, the mental condition that approaches what Buddhists term as enlightenment, the patterns emitted by the brain downshift and become closer to those exhibited during deep sleep.  At the same time, GSR shows us that the nervous system becomes increasingly sensitive.  So we can project that the brainwaves of someone that had attained nirvana, living Buddhahood, if you will, would be something not dissimilar to delta waves.  In other words, they would have an extremely low frequency.  Just like the ones we see here.”

                  “Ahhh…” Kurogosho breathed out in something like a deep groan.

                  “There is one more thing I have yet to add to the report.”

                  Katsuragi lined up a selection of the papers on the table.  Each showed a wave pattern not dissimilar to the ones he had already demonstrated.

                  “What you see here are the readings of Kukai’s brainwaves as compressed to a one-twentieth scale.  There are eight points in total where the waves change pattern.”

                  “Yup,” Hosuke nodded.  “This is what I was talking about when I said the data was a blast.”

                  “Here, here, and here,” Katsuragi pointed a few of them out.

                  At each of the points, the wave patterns came together into frequencies denser than those seen elsewhere.

                  “Eight points in total, one and a half hours each.  The pattern appears twice a day.”

                  “When the haunts go quiet?”

                  “Indeed.”

                  “You look like you’ve got more to tell,” Hosuke said.  He peered into Katsuragi’s face.  “Go on, let it out.” 

                  Katsuragi’s tongue traced over his lips, he pushed his glasses up.  “This anomalous pattern matches with that of paradoxical, or REM sleep.  If we assume the wave pattern belongs to something living, this shows us that Kukai is asleep and he is dreaming,” Katsuragi said. 
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                  Katsuragi was gone, leaving only Hosuke, Kurogosho and Enoh on the sofas.

                  Kurogosho had dismissed Katsuragi after hearing what the man had to say.  He had invited those remaining to partake in a meal.  They gazed at each other, each in their own idiosyncratic way. 

                  “The meal is being prepared elsewhere.  We will be notified when it is ready,” Kurogosho said.

                  “What’s on the menu?” Hosuke asked.

                  “Oh, nothing too grand.  A formal dinner of the goto and gokanro might have been in order, but we shall settle for substitutes in fear of offending your palate.”

                  Goto and gokanro, five meats and five nectars, traditionally consumed by followers of the Samvara religions before commencing a ritual.

                  The five meats consist of human, dog, horse, cow and elephant.  The five nectars are urine, feces, phlegm, mucous, and menstrual blood.  Hosuke recalled Biku’s explanation from before.

                  “Well, that sounds disgusting.  I’m not fussy but…”     

                  “You are free to abstain if you find it disagreeable.”

                  “Well, yeah.”

                  “Before that, let us talk a little.”

                  “Talk?”

                  “I find you intriguing, Hosuke.”

                  “Huh,” Hosuke reached up to scratch his head.

                  “Hit a nerve?”

                  “Nah, it’s nothing.  Just that…there’s this tendency old men have.  They tend to fall for me.”  Hosuke’s eyes trailed across to Enoh.  He saw the features of Gensai Sakuma in his place.

                  Kurogosho flicked his eyes to the painting on the wall beside them.  “What do you think of this type of thing?” he asked.

                  “That type of thing?”

                  “Yes.”

                  They fell silent for a while.  Hosuke observed the painting as Kurogosho watched on.  It depicted Heruka mating with the goddess Varahi, painted with loud, primary colors.  The subject was the same as numerous other paintings found around the residence.  Heruka is a dark, ultramarine blue, standing with his legs apart in the center.  Varahi is blackish-green, sitting in his lap, clinging to the male deity with her head thrust backwards.  Her legs are clamped around his waist as the dark form of his engorged penis penetrates the shadow between her legs.  Heruka is bearing his teeth, each of his three eyes is open and visibly bloodshot.  In his left hand is a priceless gem, in his right a cobalt pestle.  A wave of arms spread out in an endless fan behind him.  In each hand is a ritualistic tool.  In some are objects that include the severed head of Brahma, and other human forms skewered through the anus.  Heruka’s clothing is made from countless human heads.  His crown is formed of over a dozen skulls.  The two deities both wear expressions that could be read as either ecstasy or anger.

                  Anger, perhaps, from the effort necessary to survive an ecstasy powerful enough to reduce them to ashes; at the same time it could have been pleasure so extreme it merely looked like rage.  However interpreted, it was clear that the painting was an overt ratification of human desire, more than simple approval.

                  The overall impression was that of a raw human state, one lacking in affectation or perversion, of something that existed beyond such value-based opinions as approval or rejection.  Hosuke supposed Kurogosho’s question about this type of thing had in fact been a meta-question, asking what he thought of desire in general, outside the confines of the picture.  Perhaps his goal was to discover whether Hosuke harbored a similar itching himself.

                  “Hm,” Hosuke rubbed his nose and glanced at Kurogosho.  He looked back at the painting, still seated on the sofa with his legs crossed under him.  “I guess it’s a pretty genuine reflection of how things are.”  He flicked at his nose, still looking at the painting.

                  “Hmm,” Kurogosho nodded deeply without revealing his reaction to Hosuke’s answer.  Instead, his dark, empty eyes remained focused on him, searching.  They softened.   “Human desire, it becomes us.”  He said it quietly, but his tone was definitive.  His eyes lingered on Hosuke for a moment, perhaps gauging his reaction.  Then he turned them back to the painting.  “That is what I believe the painting tells us.  Well, not quite.  It does not attempt to delineate what is proper, or improper.  Instead it seems to be conveying a simple message to those who gaze upon it—this is how you are.”

                  “Like a mirror.”

                  “Indeed.  And so its nature changes, depending on the viewpoint of its beholder.  The message is, I believe, the same as that of the Rishu Sutra.  The painting communicates it with more grace, in my opinion.”

                  “Huh.”

                  “The Rishu Sutra is a little pretty for my tastes.  Here we see no ornamentation, and the message is clearer for it.”  Kurogosho sounded like he was talking to himself as much as he was to Hosuke.

                  There was a soft knock at the door.  Enoh responded and a male voice announced their dinner to be ready.

                  “Shall we, then?  Master Kurogosho,” Enoh said.

                  “Let’s.”  Kurogosho got easily to his feet.  The energy around him seemed to flicker momentarily, like black fire.

                  “Hehe.”

                  Hosuke stood up on the sofa, he gazed up at the ceiling.  He saw another of the black, hair-like haunts, crawling spider-like along it.
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                  It was the same room he had dined in during his first night in the residence, joined then by Kurogosho, Enoh and Renobo.

                  It was the same room in which Yuko had witnessed Kurogosho and Renobo cavorting before her.  It was Japanese-style, and spread over twelve tatami mats.  Painted over the ceiling was a brightly-colored image, with Heruka at the center.  A mandala of sex, sectioned into twenty-five squares, each uniquely designed with two deities locked in sexual intercourse.

                  Entering the room, Hosuke noticed a candle burning orange towards the center of the table at the middle of the room.  It was held by by an age-yellowed skull.  The candle was thick, providing the only light in the room.  As it flickered, shadows danced across the space.  It felt ominous, like the insides of some absurd beast’s stomach.

                  “I must confess, Mr. Kumon, that you are not our main guest tonight,” Kurogosho said.  He had remained standing after entering the room.

                  “Seems that way,” Hosuke muttered, eyes on the object before him.

                  He looked up to the side of the table that backed up to the alcove—there he saw Kukai’s worn, dried-up mummy, sat there like some kind of practical joke.  It was wearing a formal robe, something new and decorated with a gold lining.  Wearing it in the sense that it had been arranged over the monk’s frame without threading the arms through the sleeves.

                  “Now that’s a good look.  I bet the monks at Mt. Koya would piss themselves with shock if they saw that.”

                  Hosuke recalled the agonized look on Enjaku’s face when they had tried to enlist him at Biku’s apartment.  The poor man had let out a pained screech when Biku came out with the truth—it’s Kukai, the item stolen was Kukai’s sokushinbutsu.  Now here he was, about to sit for dinner with it.  He recognized the same gold-colored, ritualistic cloth under the monk’s robe, still draped over the shoulders.  The insides of its sunken eyes appeared to have deepened, now resembling two inky holes, eerie, with candlelight flickering deep inside.  The monk’s dusty frame was smaller even than Enoh’s.

                  “Let us enjoy the feast.”

                  Kurogosho sat, across from Kukai so that the table was between them.  Enoh and Hosuke joined him, also sitting to face each other.  Hosuke ended up with Kurogosho to his left and Kukai to his right.

                  Around Kukai swirled masses of mud-black haunts, normally invisible to the naked eye but moving with a ferocity that was all but audible.  The room was teeming with them.  They glided over the food on the table, packed in tight, throbbing groups.  Some resembled human hair, some were more like leeches that were four meters long.  There were snakes with human faces and other, slithering creatures that were harder to place.  Coiling forms that wriggled over the table like maggots.  The food was visible underneath each of the transparent shapes.

                  “Even I can see these,” Kurogosho stated.

                  The bizarre dinner commenced.

                  The three men—far from normal themselves—began to feast inside this nest of phantasms.  There was no one else around.  They ate in unnatural silence, the only sound was their chewing.  The food was as unnatural as the silence.  Hosuke could make out meat and vegetables, but it was impossible to discern anything specific.  Kurogosho had told him the dinner would be made from substitutes, but he began to suspect that it might be mixed with something more authentic.

                  “Is it to your taste?” Kurogosho asked.

                  “It’s okay, I guess.” 

                  Hosuke grabbed a handful of the food from behind a swirling mass of leeches that had arranged themselves into a skull.  He carried it to his mouth.  Kurogosho watched, his lips forming a wide smile.  The expression was demonic, but Hosuke showed no particular reaction.  He was still chewing on the meat-like substance when he opened his mouth to speak.

                  “While we’re here,” he addressed Kurogosho directly.  “Tell me…you really want to end up like that thing, old man?”  He pointed his chin towards Kukai’s sokushinbutsu.

                  “A fine question indeed.”

                  “I get the feeling this thing isn’t exactly your dream vision of immortality, huh?”

                  “I wonder how to phrase my answer,” Kurogosho mused.  His eyes moved around, addressing no one in particular.  They fell on Enoh, who grinned before shaking his head.  “Here is an old man.  Yet he appears to lack even the slightest interest in immortality.”

                  “I am content to get on with life and die when the time comes,” Enoh responded.

                  “He talks like a Zen Buddhist, yet he professes a love of murder…”

                  “Depending entirely on the opponent, Master Kurogosho.”

                  “Fuminari.”

                  “Yes, there is Fuminari.  Then Biku of course,” Enoh said.  Then he turned to Hosuke, looking slightly troubled.

                  “And this one?”

                  “In truth, I am a little conflicted.”

                  “Conflicted?” 

                  “I’ve become a bit of a fan; I would be as happy joining him for tea as I would killing him.”

                  “Hmm,” Kurogosho smiled faintly, enjoying himself.

                  “If there must be killing, I would rather keep him for last.”

                  “You’re a blast, Enoh,” Hosuke said, grinning.  He licked the thick fingers of his right hand before turning back to Kurogosho.  “Anyway, my question.  Immortality.  Your thoughts.”

                  “Immortality, indeed.”

                  “I bet you’re into Tachikawa, Sendo’s bedroom arts and all that shit.  But Heruka’s Sadhana, that Secret Rite of Heruka’s Descent…does that shit do anything?  For immortality, I mean?  It didn’t look like it would do much, I have to say.”

                  Hosuke was asking Kurogosho about the ritual in the Tanzawa mountains.  Kurogosho smiled, partially taken aback by the directness of Hosuke’s question.

                  “All that…is simply a means to an end.”

                  “A lie?”

                  “No, not a lie.  When an organization reaches a certain size, it becomes important to maintain a sense of plausibility.

                  “This is not to say that the rituals are a sham.  It is quite possible—with a certain level of expertise—to reap benefits from them all; Tachikawa, Sendo, and the Rite of Heruka’s Descent.”

                  “Using your balls to siphon energy from a woman’s groin?”

                  “Indeed.  Through these practices one can maintain youth and even achieve a form of rejuvenation.  You have already seen the results on a woman, up close in fact.”

                  “Renobo, huh?”

                  “Exactly.  How old would you say she appears to be?”

                  “From what I hear, she’s getting on a bit…”

                  “Just so.  The fact is, she is hardly younger than Enoh or myself.”

                  Hosuke whistled, then cocked his head as though he was listening for something.  “Miwa Ishibashi!” he exclaimed.

                  “Correct,” Kurogosho nodded.  “She went to India, a long time ago, looking for material for her book.”

                  “The Hidden Sangha of India, right?”

                  “Yes.  During that time she was attacked by a pack of thieves near Pakistan.”

                  “The phansigars.”

                  “You are surprisingly well informed, Mr. Kumon.  The phansigars do not kill women outright; they take them captive and use them to extend their line, only feasting on their flesh if they fail to cooperate.  Miwa Ishibashi—Renobo, that is—was captured in this manner.  She spent five years living among them.  The term phansigars may sound exotic, but the truth is that most of the time these people are normal village folk.

                  “Renobo came to learn of the rite of Heruka during her years in their village.  Then, during her fifth year she managed to escape.  She wandered the desert for a week until she was picked up by a party of good-natured merchants.”

                  “Huh.  Hard to imagine that woman as being so old.  So…if you already know how to maintain youth like that, why go and steal Kukai’s sokushinbutsu?” 

                  “Alas, things are not so simple.  Appropriating energy from sex does prolong youth, the process is flawed.”

                  “Huh.”

                  “In the beginning, one must only need perform the act every three months.  After two or three years, however, the gap shortens to every two months.  After five years, this becomes one month.  After ten years, one must partake in the act every ten days to maintain the same age.  Renobo has now reached the stage where she must have sex every two days, maybe even daily.  If she fails to do this, she will at once regress back to her true age.

                  “She is kind enough to abstain when we need Miwa Ishibashi.  Each time, it takes a month and a half of fucking to return to her younger age.  This is not immortality.  It may prolong life, but there is an upper limit of twenty or so years.”

                  “Hence, Kukai.”

                  “Indeed.”   

                  “But would you want to live like that?”

                  “That is the difficult part.  It is your job, Mr. Kumon, to ascertain Kukai’s true nature.  To discover if it is possible to acquire eternal life without suffering the consequences we see before us.”

                  “And you can’t just buy immortality?”

                  “Unfortunately not.  Money affords a decade at most.”

                  “You really don’t want to die, huh?”

                  “The answer to that is both yes, and no.”

                  “What!?”

                  “How many things would you consider to be beyond the power of money, Mr. Kumon?  One can buy a person’s life.  One can buy politics.  Buying politics, in turn, is equal to buying a country.

                  “Mr. Kumon, it is quite unbearable for me to exist with the knowledge that there are things in this world that are beyond my reach.  That is the main drive behind my wish to achieve immortality.  And, if it helps me to achieve this goal, I am fully prepared to die.”  Kurogosho’s eyes were deep pools, staring at Hosuke.  “Quite the contradiction, wouldn’t you say?” 

                  Hosuke said nothing, only staring at Kurogosho as the man addressed him.  “You’re a crazy fucking romantic, old man,” he said.  He picked up some more food and chucked it into his mouth.  He swallowed.  “So, I should believe all this?”

                  The question was for Enoh.

                  “Believe what, exactly?” Enoh asked him.

                  “The spiel from this old bleeding-heart.” 

                  “Expect there to be a modicum of truth, much as with our previous entertainment,” Enoh said, grinning.  He was referring to when Hanko had killed Iba.

                  “Killing a guy for a modicum of truth, that’s fucked up.”

                  You’re a dead man, a fucking dead man!   Then Iba’s reply, inside Renobo as she gyrated her hips madly. Yeah, I’ll fucking die…  Hosuke could still see the man’s expression, demonic as he shot his load.  Mere days had passed since.  He could still see Hanko’s right hand, holding up Iba’s bloodied face for display.  Iba, staring at him now like he was making an appeal—despite being nothing more than an image in Hosuke’s head.

                  “All this reminds me,” Hosuke said, changing the subject.  “As we’re talking about Renobo—she’s still with Biku and Fuminari, right?”

                  “Yes,” Kurogosho answered.  For the first time, something like raw emotion flashed over the man’s face.

                  “And Akio Ishibashi, he’s dead?”

                  “Yes,” Kurogosho answered again, keeping his tone flat.

                  “I imagine it won’t be too long before they approach you with a proposal for a trade, Kukai for Renobo—Miwa Ishibashi.”

                  “They have already done so, in fact.”

                  “Hah, as I’d thought.  And you gave them an answer?” 

                  “Not yet.”

                  “Why not?”

                  “They will be here, regardless.  And that is when we plan to settle things.  You must remember, this battle is underground.  They cannot make this public.”

                  “Because Mt. Koya’s afraid the truth of Kukai will get out,” Hosuke said.

                  “I believe it safe to assume as much.”

                  Kurogosho’s eyes bore into Hosuke, the gaze seemed to reach through his insides.  One of the haunts had been creeping over Kurogosho’s forehead for a while—it was dark, clammy and the size of a hand.

                  “Pray tell me, Mr. Kumon, who is this Fuminari?”

                  The question came without warning.

                  “I don’t know.  I don’t take too much interest in others.”

                  “Is that so?” Kurogosho replied, his deep voice bristling with threat.

                  “I thought all that was for after Kukai.  So, what, you’ve decided to torture me for the information?”  Hosuke gave the man a cocky smile.

                  There was silence.  The two men locked gazes, each glaring at the other.  There was a powerful energy in Kurogosho’s eyes.  A power not unlike magnetism.  They were the eyes of someone that could command with a glance, someone used to bending people to his will.  Deep like a bottomless abyss, Hosuke half expected some monstrous creature to lash out from hiding behind them.  The authority coming from Kurogosho just sitting there was equal to—perhaps even greater than—that of Fuminari’s immense bulk.

                  “No, you are right Mr. Kumon,” Kurogosho finally said, eyes still locked on Hosuke.

                  “I thought as much,” Hosuke replied, holding the gaze.

                  “Once we’re done with Kukai, then.”

                  “Once it’s done,” Hosuke said.

                  The tension between them dissipated like mist.  Kurogosho relaxed and the force seemed to drain away from his eyes.  Hosuke regarded him coolly.  Kurogosho mirrored the expression.

                  “You are an enigma, Mr. Kumon,” Kurogosho said, still observing him.  “Watching you just now, the whole time it felt like I was staring at myself.  The pressure relaxed the moment I softened my gaze.”

                  “That so?” Hosuke smiled.

                  “Which reminds me, we have yet to decide on an amount.  Your compensation, for diving into Kukai.”

                  “I’m pretty sure I made it clear.  I’m doing this for Yuko’s life.”

                  “This we have yet to decide on.”

                  “Huh, okay.  Can we decide now then?”

                  “How about your own life, Mr. Kumon?”

                  “Could I push for that, too?”

                  “Say I were to guarantee that you would both live, would you believe me?”

                  There was a brief silence before Hosuke answered.

                  “On balance, probably not.”

                  The two men sneered at each other.  Then Hosuke’s expression became something altogether more childlike.

                  “How about joining me when I dive into Kukai?”

                  “Is such a thing possible?  Even though I am not a Diver?”

                  “Sure, you can dive without training.  There’s a chance you’ll just drown, but hey.”

                  “So you are telling me it is not possible?”

                  “Not really.  Just that you’ll need a guide.”

                  “I see.”

                  “A skilled Diver, like me.”  It sounded like he was issuing a challenge.  “Come on old man, don’t tell me you wouldn’t want to look on Kukai’s immortality with your own eyes!?”

                  “I have no intention of becoming another Tamura or Geshin.  I was under the impression there was something dangerous in there.”

                  “I’m not asking you to dive from the outset.  It’s gonna take more than a few attempts to get this done.  I go first.  I’m good, not so much that I can babysit you the first time I go in.  So I go first, check it’s safe.  After that you’re welcome to come too.  Still, if you’d rather not…” 

                  Hosuke had finally said it, the plan he had put together over the last few days.

                  His wager.
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                  Three days later, at noon, Hosuke initiated his dive into Kukai.

                  At first, there was only emptiness, a void.  It lacked darkness, the place was without even transparency.  If anything, the quality was that of a hole, but the term was too vague.  It was vacuum, an empty mind.

                  Sometime ago Hosuke had, at Biku’s request, dived into the mind of a Diver found unconscious outside Kukai’s burial chamber—a man named Tamura.  The man’s mind had been hollow, as though something had torn it to pieces and devoured it.  The emptiness he had seen had been like a hole.  Behind the transparency of the darkness there had remained an imprint, an impression of Tamura’s mind.  What he was experiencing now was something entirely different.  Kukai’s mind lacked even the outline of a hole, that tenuous sense of framework that Tamura’s mind had managed to hold on to.  It felt like a vacuum, although the description was again lacking something.

                  A void, a place bereft of even Kukai himself.

                  Hosuke saw nothing.

                  Sight enables the recognition of a black darkness where nothing can be seen, yet that is not darkness as seen by the blind.  What Hosuke was seeing—trying to see—was closer to that of what a blind person might during an attempt to recall the properties of darkness or transparency.

                  There was only the void.

                  There are words such as existence and non-existence, but each predicates an observable state—existence as a qualification of something that is evident, non-existence as that of something absent.  The void was lacking even absence.  It was only a void.

                  The essential meaning of this was that Kukai was dead.  It is by no means impossible to dive into a dead person’s mind.  If death is recent, the cells of the brain may still persist—not if death is defined as the true death of the brain, but semantics aside it is possible to dive while the brain’s cells remain active.  Entirely different, however, is the process of diving into a mind where the cells have already died. 

                  It was possible, Hosuke thought, that what he was seeing now was true death.  Then again, it might have simply been nothing at all.  If he was able to dive further into the void, that would be evidence of the presence of consciousness.  What he had seen so far was more or less in line with what he had imagined.  He stopped looking and began to observe.

                  He was not ready to allow direct contact with Kukai’s mind—if such a thing existed.  That path had been the downfall of Tamura, and the Diver after him.  Regardless of how things appeared, Hosuke knew for a fact that something was lurking within Kukai.

                  To allow direct contact would be like jumping naked into a bath full of what appeared to be water, but was in fact something that, with the slightest provocation, might come to life, or transform into concentrated sulfuric acid.  Even entering feet first, a millimeter in five minutes, even then a tiny disturbance could be lethal.  It was not enough.

                  Hosuke remained still.  If such a thing as Kukai continued to exist, he had just aligned himself to exist parallel to it.  This way, he could dive further into Kukai’s mind without having to consider direction.  He had not come into direct contact with Kukai, but there was no longer anything between them.  Even so, the thing might attack the moment he decided to dive—seizing that instant of contact.  And there was nothing around to make a Psyche Suit with.

                  The Psyche Suit was one way of maintaining a barrier between the Diver and the host mind, a method whereby the Diver takes elements of surface consciousness to build a layer of protection against the shallower parts of the host mind, the parts less receptive to pain.  Without any surface consciousness to speak of, the technique was unavailable.

                  Hosuke could use part of his own mind to make one, but he could only guess at the type of fabric he would need.  First, then, was to get a feeling for that.  He continued to observe, keeping his aura concealed.  Everything he was doing was based on the premise that Kukai was out there.  He had to observe in a way that was deeper than just looking.  He would have to form a psychic bridge.  He let his consciousness grow transparent.

                  To an inexperienced onlooker it would appear as though Hosuke and Kukai had merged.  Hosuke let part of his consciousness spread outwards, stretching it as thin as he could.  The degree to which Hosuke could do this was limited only by the objects he could create in his mind—a toothpick, a needle, a tiny hair, a strand from a spider’s web.  He imagined a strand of such web, then split it in two.  Then he focused on one of the strands and split that in two.  He continued, repeating the process.  An average Diver would be able to split the web once at best.  He could assume the Diver that had gone in after Tamura to have done that much.

                  Hosuke split the web a total of four times, then he built a series of knots into the feeler he had created.  If something attacked, all he had to do was sever one of the knots.  The damage sustained would be no greater than that of soft hair grazing his skin.  He extended the feeler slowly outwards, away from his mind’s body.  He felt the needle-point penetrate something.

                  There you are!

                  He felt an overwhelming surge of excitement.  That the feeler had pushed through something meant that there was a mental configuration, something close to a mind.  Hosuke was suddenly able to observe distance.  It was vast.  It felt like gazing towards an empty, starless universe.  The longer he stared, the more the scale expanded.  It was making him dizzy.

                  Holy crap…

                  It felt like his heart might burst out from his chest.

                  His field of vision continued to blow open, hitting light speed.  He saw more, but there was still nothing to see.  The void had taken on the form of a tunnel.  An empty passageway extending in every direction; above, below, out to the side.  Something was pulling at him, towards the direction of the incredibly thin feeler.  Hosuke began to inch his consciousness towards the edge.  He untied the first knot and let his mind glide into the first block.  Once filled, he closed the knot and untied the next one.  In this way, he let his consciousness flow into the second block.

                  It was a laborious process, like using a spoon to move water from a large pool.  Hosuke could not allow even a moment’s lapse of concentration.  He knew he would grow accustomed to the repetition, that it would become easier to go through the motions.  Once that happened, the concurrent fatigue would be limited.  He had yet to sense that desperate hunger.  It might have been hiding in the empty space, lying in wait for Hosuke to submerge himself fully.  Although, whatever it was, Hosuke doubted it was possessed of such patience.

                  Super REM Sleep.  

                  That was the term Katsuragi had given to Kukai’s condition.  Maybe he had hit the nail on the head.  Still, there was nothing to suggest that he was actually diving in Kukai’s mind.  There was, however, a feeling like he was entering a new dimension, somewhere he had no previous experience of.  Katsuragi had said the reading of Kukai’s brainwaves had remained the same wherever the electrodes had been attached.  Hosuke thought he had a pretty good idea why. 

                  To a Psyche Diver, the brain consists of more than the matter inside the head.  The entire body is the brain.  The hands, feet, nails, genitals, bones—these are all considered, by Divers, to be differentiated parts of the brain.  Stimulating a person’s hand or foot is the same as stimulating their brain.  Inside of Kukai’s withered frame, there seemed to exist some constant, alternate dimension.  If Kukai was in Super REM Sleep, it was possible the monster was sleeping too.

                  After sending in nearly half of his consciousness, Hosuke began to cover it with a secondary layer from his own mind.  The process was like that of creating a Psyche Suit, but without using elements of the host mind.  It was a form of armor, a Psyche Protector.

                  Hosuke recalled a dream.  He had been afloat within an endless darkness, somewhere like space.  A dream from his first night after being brought to the residence.  He had seen a black coiling shape wrapped around an amber globe.  It had been howling, revealing a terrible hunger that had burned through the darkness like fire.  The darkness of the dream had been different to that which he saw now.  But the sense of something eternal had been the same.  Now, he was fully submerged inside this bizarre realm.

                  He felt a wave, like the beating of a heart.  It felt like the rhythm was coming from the void itself, but it could have belonged to something else.  Something like him.  He saw nothing.  Which way to go? Hosuke asked himself.  He was surrounded by a vast, uniform space.  All paths are correct.  The answer came to him.

                  But how would he get back?  Around him was a limitless void.  He would have to be careful if he moved around—fail in this and he would lose track of the way out.  He kept his aura invisible the whole time he considered these questions.  What might happen, he wondered, if his consciousness chanced into whatever else was out there with him?  Without a Psyche Suit, he would be detected the moment contact was made.

                  He decided to leave a sign.  He would sever an element from his mind’s body, leaving it as a crumb.  Just as there are parts of the body—hair, or nails—that can be cut off without harm, so are there similar parts of the mind.  He sorted through the vast jumble of his memories and extracted an image of Yuko from when he had first met her at Biku’s apartment.

                  He remembered her hand, reaching for his groin while he dithered whether or not to sleep with her.

                  Really?  Even with this?

                  The image was of the cherubic smile she had given him, even as she chided.  Here, it would face him regardless of the direction he looked from.  He decided to let the image out without altering it.  It would be a marker, at the same time it was an experiment.

                  Hosuke wanted to know what would happen if he let it into the void unaltered, it was only a fraction of his mind.  He would release it, a conspicuous fragment of consciousness to see how the void would react.  He felt a thrill, like he had just pulled out some meat to toss into water potentially swarming with piranha.

                  He let her face float outwards, beyond his boundary.  It hung in the emptiness.  Then it was gone—erased from existence.  A darkness had appeared from the empty void.  It was like watching interstellar matter, suddenly congealing.  The source of the wave-like beat had appeared, a terrifyingly huge twisting entity, a spiraling tornado with Hosuke at its center.  In interstellar terms it had resembled a spinning nebula, stretching across tens of thousands of light-years.  Suddenly, the void was filled with a terrible, drumming pulse.  The coiling force brushed over Hosuke’s Psyche Protector.  It noticed him.

                  The void became a thunderous roar.  The war cry of the starved creature hit him not as a sound or a voice, but as an almighty stream of intent.  The coil rushed inwards, constricting.  Hosuke felt a sudden, unbearable horror—there was no way to fight anything on a scale like this.  The outlandish force crashed into him with a deafening clap; then the animal’s jaws were there, ready to feed.

                  They clamped over him in the exact moment of his escape.

                  He opened his eyes, screaming.

                  He was on the table in front of the Psyche Converter—his body jerked upright, eyes fixed before him.  It was only when his eyes registered Kurogosho and Katsuragi that he realized where he was.

                  Sweat came, soaking his dry skin.  He had felt the beast’s fangs.  They had pierced his Psyche Protecter like it was foil.  Without that extra layer…what would have happened then?

                  “What happened!?” Katsuragi asked.

                  Hosuke had come to a whole hour ahead of schedule.  The room was suddenly full of haunts creeping over the floor and walls.

                  “Get this shirt off of me,” Hosuke shouted.

                  He pulled the electrode-studded helmet from his head and stood up to reveal the back of his shirt.  It was drenched with sweat, mixed with something that stained the fabric red.  Hosuke ripped the front open as Katsuragi peeled it off from behind.

                  “What the!?”  Katsuragi was staring at Hosuke’s back, his expression tightening.

                  Four red lines ran from Hosuke’s shoulders to his waist, each where a thin layer of skin had been stripped off.  There was no doubt about it—they were bite marks.
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                  Fuminari lay on the bed, hands locked under his head as he stared at the ceiling.

                  A small light provided illumination from the bedside.  His thick chest rose and fell in quiet waves.  He looked like a fallen boulder, one breathing in a slow rhythm.  Ryoko Kitano lay there too, the left side of her face resting on the undulating rock.  Her right arm was pale over his chest, curved at the elbow and not quite reaching the other side.  Her breasts were pushed flat against his right flank.  Her eyes were closed in an expression that had a childlike quality to it—natural, perhaps, for a woman to appear this way after giving herself to the rise and fall of a man’s chest.  A sheet covered them to their waists, bunched up where their legs locked underneath.  Ryoko shifted hers, seeming to enjoy the sensation of Fuminari’s legs.

                  He derived his own comfort from her smooth thighs, but he knew the time was near to bid the sensation farewell.  The night before he had savored her flesh, laboring until he felt satisfied.  Twice he had come inside her mouth, reaching orgasm without an erection.  But he had not felt great pleasure.  If anything it had felt like playing house.  The same had probably been true for Ryoko.  Despite the moaning and the orgasms, there was always the feeling that something was missing.  An awkwardness.  Still.  He loved her, all of her—he loved even the awkward frustration, the sense of something not being there.

                  He knew he would be happy if they escaped together.  No one would try to stop them, and he had plenty of money.  But they were never meant to be together.  They had been forced together, by an abnormal situation.  Fuminari understood that well enough.  He believed Ryoko would too.

                  Fuminari had killed, and not only when he had been given no other choice.  The was a violence in his blood, and people died for it.  Each time he killed, the extraordinary rush of adrenalin brought him heady sensations of pleasure and even arousal.  And Ryoko had seen him do it, there was nothing he could do about that.  If there had ever been a girl for him, it was probably Kumiko.  With her, he could do whatever the hell he wanted.  She would push a blade into the chest of a man he held down.  He could see them bathing in blood gushing from the wound.  They had done comparable things in the past.

                  But with Ryoko that could never be.  Fuminari was watching Hanko.  The scene of three nights ago, still fresh in his mind.  Hanko—perhaps fate itself—had called out to him.  And he knew exactly where his opponent was—this opponent that he had to kill.

                  So why the fucking around?  Are you afraid?

                  His decision was made.  He would make the first move, he would go in.  Pain seared through the fingers missing from his left hand.  The hand still locked underneath his head.  You’d better be waiting Hanko, Fuminari thought.  He would plunge his three fingers through Hanko’s chest, rip out the beast’s still-beating heart.  He could picture it even now.

                  There was a crunching sound.  His teeth clenched without his realizing.  His face was the mask of a demon.  He pulled his left hand out from under his head and brushed the palm over Ryoko’s hair.  There was smoothness, followed by the warmth of her body.  Her hand came around from his chest, coming to rest on his wrist, over her hair.  His wrist was thick enough that her slender fingers reached only halfway around.  She directed his hand downwards, opening her eyes.  She took his three fingers into her mouth, one by one, gently pressing them against her teeth.  Then she moved to the stumps of his missing fingers—the fingers Hanko took—and began to suck, licking over the gaps with her tongue.  The illusory pain receded a fraction, then a new pain hit him twice as hard.  He knew there was only one way to get rid of it for good.

                  He pulled his hand from Ryoko’s lips.  She tried to pull it back, but he kept it moving.  The movement was slow, but it communicated his intent clearly.  Their hands slipped apart.  He sat upright, Ryoko clung to him.  He stopped for a moment, as though validating the strength with which Ryoko had thrown herself at him.  Then he slowly lowered his legs to the floor, off the side of the huge motel bed.  An incredible force, escaping Ryoko’s embrace.  He got to his feet, naked.

                  “Are you leaving?” Ryoko asked.

                  Fuminari nodded, jaw fixed.

                  “There’s money here,” Fuminari muttered, looking at the table.  The brown envelope.  “Five million yen in cash, four deposit books.”

                  Ryoko just stared, saying nothing.

                  “There’s almost forty million in deposits.” Fuminari was pulling on his underwear while he spoke.

                  Ryoko’s head was shaking gently from side to side.

                  “I’m leaving it with you.”

                  Her face had become a child’s, ready to burst into tears.

                  “It should be enough to protect you.  Make it your friend, it’ll be more comfort than me.”

                  “Fuminari,” Ryoko half-wailed.

                  “Listen to me now,” Fuminari started.  “Use it to keep yourself mobile for half a year or so.  Go abroad, maybe.  Visit a load of places you’ve never been, anywhere that takes your fancy.  If you still want to work as before, wait until afterwards.  By then—at the very latest—everything will be settled.  However this goes.  Okay?

                  “Most likely it’ll be over a lot sooner.  Just stay clear of keeping a fixed address for half a year, at least.”

                  “When will you be back for it?” Ryoko asked.  “When…will you be back for all this damn money?”

                  “Someday.”

                  “When is someday!?”

                  “I’ve got around five million in cash.  Maybe when that’s gone.  Don’t worry, I won’t mind if you’ve already used the rest up.”

                  Fuminari’s heavy lips curled, forming a half-smile.

                  Ryoko watched the smile with teary eyes.  Something was flowing up through them, some unbearable force welling up from inside.

                  “And where will you come to get it?” she shouted.  “Where should I be when you need it again?”

                  “Anywhere dangerous men can’t reach you.”

                  Fuminari was already buttoning his shirt.  Ryoko got off the bed and threw herself at him, pressing her cheeks against the part of his chest still peeking through the shirt.

                  “My name—Ryoko Kitano.  Just remember my name, okay?  You’ll find it…look through the women’s magazines.  It’ll be there.  Phone the editors…”

                  Fuminari took her shaking shoulders in heavy hands and embraced her with a tenderness greater than ever before.  Then he pushed her slowly away.  She looked up at him in tears.  He let her go and resumed his task.  She stayed quiet the whole time, just staring.  He turned to face her as he finished getting ready.  He placed a single, thick index finger below her pale chin and straightened her head.  His lips came down slowly, then pulled away just as slow.

                  “I have to go now,” he said, “Biku’s waiting outside.”

                  Then he turned away.
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                  Hosuke lay on the bed, eyes closed.

                  Sleep would not come.  It was nine in the evening.  In two hours he would have to get up and return to the room where Kukai waited for him.  An hour after that, he was scheduled to make his second attempt at diving into Kukai.

                  He had to get as much sleep as possible, but he felt no tiredness.  The adrenalin from noon was still there.  Traces of fear, lingering on his spine—he had never been as scared.  And most shamefully for a Psyche Diver, he had sustained physical injury in the process.  But it was not the fear that was keeping him awake.  More than fear or frustration, it was his excitement that denied him sleep.  The thrill of anticipation, like thousands of prickling needles.  He could hardly bear it.

                  Fascinating!

                  It was beyond mere fascination.  He felt ready to piss himself.  He had come back, escaped from Kukai with his life.  He had been pale for a while afterwards.

                  “What do you want to do now?” Katsuragi had asked, staring at Hosuke’s back.

                  He had been asking if Hosuke would continue with the plan, if he would dive again at midnight.

                  “I’ll do it.” 

                  Hosuke’s reply had been simple.  There was no way he could quit now.  And even after what had happened, he was not without his own resources.

                  “And Kukai?” Kurogosho had asked.

                  “He’s alive.  Kukai’s fucking alive!” Hosuke replied.

                  Kurogosho looked euphoric.

                  “And these marks on my back prove it.  Dead men can’t pull off this kind of shit.  That’s all I know right now.  But listen, I won’t give up on this, even if it costs me my life.  Kukai’s not just your problem anymore.  I’ve got my own debt to settle.”

                  Hosuke said nothing else.  He had taken some food, then crashed into bed.

                  Kukai is alive—it was not the truth, but neither was it strictly a lie.  Hosuke had yet to work out the real answer.  If what he had seen could be regarded as a life form, then maybe it was true that Kukai was alive.  But it could just as easily have been death that he saw.  Kukai was physically dead.  Yet it was clear now that his mind—at the very least the space that had housed his mind—was still there.  The classification of whether he was alive or dead seemed to hardly matter.

                  His pronouncing Kukai as alive was a trap, bait to tempt Kurogosho into diving Kukai.  He knew they would have him killed if he quit now.  Perhaps not immediately, they might torture him first.  Then, once they had learnt of Biku and Fuminari’s plans, they would kill him.  Even if he said nothing, they would kill him eventually.

                  But his safety was more or less guaranteed as long as he continued to dive, as long as he maintained that Kukai was alive.  He finally managed to nod off, but he was woken almost immediately by the sense of someone nearby.  He focused on the surrounding dark.  There was someone there, silent behind the door.

                  “Are you awake?”

                  A whisper.  A female voice.  It had a hissing quality to it.  Whoever it was, she was trying to stay quiet.

                  “Uh huh,” Hosuke answered.

                  “They’ll kill you, eventually.  Regardless of whether you succeed or fail.”

                  “Sure.  Who’ll take my place?”

                  “They’re attempting to make contact with a man in Brazil, Juta Busujima.”

                  “Huh.”

                  “I’ll let you in on a secret.”

                  “Go on.”

                  “Kurogosho.  The man is worse than you imagine.”

                  “Doesn’t surprise me.”

                  The woman stifled a quiet laugh.

                  “Do you know where Yuko is right now?”

                  The words caused a shiver to run through Hosuke’s frame.

                  “Those bastards have done something to her?”

                  “…”

                  “Tell me.”

                  “She’s in your stomach,” the woman answered, slowly.

                  “What!?”  For a moment, Hosuke could not understand what he was being told.  It was hard to believe his ears.

                  “Did you enjoy your dinner three nights ago.”

                  The moment her voice reached his ear he felt his whole body begin to itch.  His brain seemed to go into a violent spasm.

                  “The meat.”

                  The woman emphasized the last word.  Hosuke felt a surge of unbearable emotion tear through him.  He felt pain like something had gouged out his lungs.  A groan caught in his throat, it was all he could do to stop himself from crying out.  That had been Yuko...his chest screamed.  She had been part of that unidentifiable mix of vegetables and meat.

                  A formal dinner of the goto and gokanro might have been in order, but we shall settle for substitutes in fear of offending your palate.  Kurogosho’s words, before the dinner.  But they had served the real thing.  At the very least, part of the goto had been real.  Why had he failed to notice?  Why had he allowed them to be separated in the first place?

                  Because I was distracted—by Kukai.  

                  I killed her.

                  He remembered the sensation of Yuko sleeping in his arms, the beating of her heart that told him she was completely at ease.  He saw her taking his hard cock into her mouth.  He saw everything. 

                  “Kurogosho prepared the food himself.  Renobo usually takes care of such things, but…”

                  “Did Enoh know about this?”  Hosuke’s voice was hoarse.

                  “He argued against it, at least until you had completed your work.  Kurogosho carried out his plan in secret.  Although I’m sure Enoh realized the moment he ate the food.” 

                  Hosuke ground his teeth so hard it felt his jaw might break.

                  “This place, it is a nest for the insane.  I will tell you another secret—Kurogosho’s real name.  It is Wanio Ishibashi.  Do you know what that means?” 

                  “Ishibashi?”

                  “Yes.  Kurogosho is Renobo’s—Miwa Ishibashi’s—elder brother.  Akio Ishibashi was their son.”

                  “Why are you telling me this?” Hosuke asked.

                  “I know you are planning something,” the woman continued in a low whisper, ignoring his question, “I want you to kill Kurogosho.”

                  “Jakou’in?” Hosuke said.

                  The woman said nothing.  Then the sense of her presence began to fade.  He heard muted footsteps.  He was alone in the darkness.  He bit down on his lips, wanting to smash his head against the wall.  He felt the urge to tear himself—his stupid self—to shreds.

                  I killed her.  I killed Yuko.  

                  Blood trickled from his lips.

                  I ate her flesh and I didn’t even fucking realise it.  

                  He wanted to wring his own neck.

                  Fucking moron.  

                  He remembered his words as he held her in his arms—I won’t let anyone kill you.  He was a bullshitter, a blathering dolt.  Kurogosho.  Hosuke felt a thirst for blood growing inside him, stronger than anything he had ever felt before.

                  “I will never forgive you,” he snarled.

                  Then, sobbing, “Sorry, I’m so sorry.” 

                  He suppressed his inner-beast and howled instead through tears, his ordinarily warm features had become something hellish.
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                  The path wound a gentle curve through the forest of birch and beech.

                  It was unpaved and narrow, built from exposed mud and rock.  Grass curled up from the sides to meet at the center.

                  It was night.  The Land Cruiser pushed forwards, the diesel engine rumbling deep, growling like a nocturnal predator.  The all-weather tires chewed into the ground, crushing grass under the deep treads.  The grass curled under the vehicle’s belly only to spring up again behind it, grazing the spare tire on the rear door and blocking the view behind them.  The heavy vehicle continued to steamroll the tall grass, making its way deeper into the mountains.  The nighttime forest spread out to each side.

                  Massive trees formed a canopy that hung suspended far above them.  Occasional stars flickered through the vegetation, unseen inside the vehicle.  They had been following the path for five minutes, ever since leaving the asphalt road that led to Lake Megami.  The whole time the vehicle pitched wildly as it navigated the heavy grass.  It took a sudden left, heading into the forest proper.  Now there was no path at all.  The thick beam of the headlights pushed through the trees, shouldering the dark away.  Ten meters in and it came to a halt.  The headlights went out, followed by the deep, thrumming engine falling quiet.

                  Darkness flooded in to reclaim space from the headlights.  The dark forest seemed to push back, compress around the chassis as a heavy silence came down around the vehicle.  A wind gusted through the upper-levels of the trees, yet the rustling of the branches seemed only to heighten the sense of quiet.  It was like being submerged at the bottom of the ocean.

                  The driver-side door opened and a man got out.  He was in black trousers and a black shirt.  He alighted the vehicle and stood on the grass, his motions smooth and completely lacking in waste—graceful.  It was Biku.

                  The passenger door opened and another man got out.  He was shockingly large, in jeans and a khaki shirt.  The shirt was big, but it could not hide the bulk of the man’s muscle.  His body exuded an energy matching that of the darkness itself.  His build was heavy, but he moved with incredible economy.  It was Senkichi Fuminari.  He was not alone.  There was a woman slung over his shoulder, an elderly woman—Renobo.  She wore one of Ryoko’s dresses, laughing quietly to herself.  There was a crossbow over Fuminari’s other shoulder.

                  The dark forest air was ripe with the pungent stench of vegetation.  The smell was like sweat, something wrenched from the bowels of the flora.  The two men closed their doors.  They shared a glance and, without breaking silence, began to walk.

                  Their plans were already made.  Fuminari led while Biku followed from behind.  The forest floor rose in a gentle slope.  They trekked through undergrowth scattered with hidden rocks, root colonies and fallen trees, always heading upwards.  The two men displayed an easy familiarity for the terrain, using only torchlight to progress as they might if they were strolling over flat ground.

                  They were in an area of the forest located about one and a half kilometers from Kurogosho’s residence.  Soon they would have to kill their lights.  Then, they would have only moonlight to guide them.  The ground was dotted with purple bellflower and columbine.  Their trousers grew heavy from the knees downwards, becoming sodden as they walked through the dewy grass.

                  They came to a stop around half a kilometer from the residence.  It was already decided that Biku would scout ahead while Fuminari hung back with Renobo.

                  Biku had memorized the building plan inside-out.  The residence was surrounded by a wall of two-meters plus.  Kukai’s sokushinbutsu was in a room on the first-level basement, near the southern-gate.  Biku would first survey the outside and confirm that the exterior was in line with the schematics.  Then, he would trace a full circle and confirm the positioning of any guards.  Given the chance, he would climb the wall and venture into the grounds themselves.  Biku hoped he might be able to get to Kukai, but neither of them believed it would be that easy.  At the very least, he wanted to confirm that Kukai was still there.  That was their goal for the night.  Fuminari’s bulk meant that Biku was better suited for stealth.  Biku suspected that Hosuke Kumon might be somewhere inside.  He hoped he might make contact.

                  They had no intention of storming the building to kill everyone on sight.  When the time came, they might benefit from an extra two or three to their number, but two was enough for their current goal.  Anyone else would only slow them down.  And they had Renobo, insurance for if anything went wrong.  There were places where they might have left her, but doing so brought the risk of Panshigaru finding out, particularly if Biku had to contact his colleagues to drop her off.  They were dealing with people that had no difficulty in breaking into his apartment and abducting Yuko.  They might have already infiltrated the people he was likely to contact.

                  Having lost Shimizu, Biku had decided it was best to bring Renobo along.  She would be a hostage if things heated up, and they could always just kill her if the situation demanded it.  The wind was blowing stronger now.  At the forest floor, nothing much had changed, but higher up the branches of the beech trees had begun to sway.

                  There it is.

                  Biku stopped dead.  Fuminari stopped with him, noticing it too.

                  “Can you sense that?” Biku asked softly.  He flicked his head-lamp off.

                  “Yeah,” Fuminari answered, killing his light. 

                  “This is it…” Biku muttered.

                  Something similar had happened two years previously, when Hanko had pursued Fuminari across the Tanzawa mountains.  Fuminari had sensed the beast’s aura and asked Kumiko if she could feel it.  She told him she couldn’t, but that his behavior made it clear they were being followed.  The thing they sensed now, however, was not tracking them.  The forest itself was bristling with extraordinary energy.  The darkness was frayed and prickly, as though pumped with electricity.  The energy felt dense and heavy, pooling in discrete pockets.

                  “This is the same as outside Mt. Koya’s Inner Sanctuary,” Biku said.  Kukai was there after all.  His eyes lit up.  Yet, it felt slightly overcharged.  Lacking the signature calm of the sensation at Mt. Koya.

                  It was waking up.

                  The two men continued without torchlight.  With each step, the feeling grew in strength.  It felt like entering a cloud, vertically-stacked and swollen with preternatural energy.  More than just an aura, the feeling was becoming an atmospheric dissonance.  The hair on Fuminari’s arms stood on end.  Renobo’s laughter shifted up a pitch.

                  Fuminari was the next to stop.

                  He could see something in the undergrowth ahead; a coiled, black, fog-like thing.  It vanished each time he tried to look at it, like it had never been there.  Then it came back each time he looked away, even when he shifted his gaze by only a fraction.  There was clearly something there, and it was moving.  It seemed to resemble human hair.  It was crawling over the grass, advancing towards them on number of vaguely-defined, spidery legs.  A wrinkled, monkey-like face appeared inside it, eyes flashing open for a moment before the creature shivered and faded away.

                  “What the fuck?” Fuminari exclaimed.

                  “The miasma, it appears to be congealing,” Biku commented.

                  Biku’s face appeared to be floating, a pale shape in the darkness.  He started to walk again.  As they continued they saw another of the hair-like things, then another.  One hung suspended in the air, perfectly still despite the wind. 

                  “Something is stirring,” Biku said.

                  But what?  

                  Renobo’s laughter had become even more shrill.  Fuminari pulled her down from his shoulder and covered her mouth with his hand.  A lizard with a human face was crawling over his cheek.
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                  Hosuke was sat around the dining table with Kurogosho, Enoh and Katsuragi.

                  They had just finished eating.  Mugs of coffee steamed on the table before them.

                  “So, how about it?” Hosuke asked Kurogosho.

                  “How about what?” Kurogosho fixed his eyes on Hosuke.

                  “Yesterday’s proposal.  Will you join me when I dive into Kukai tonight?”

                  “After seeing the marks on your back today, the idea seems a little…”

                  “Scary?”

                  “Indeed.”

                  “You’re afraid.  At the same time, you’re interested—right, old man?”

                  “Quite.”

                  “So how about it?  I got those marks ‘cause I fucked up.  I won’t make the same mistake twice.”

                  “And what was the nature of your mistake?”

                  “I tripped over something and woke it up.  Things would have been fine otherwise.”

                  “Is that so?” Kurogosho peered at Enoh and Katsuragi.

                  “The risk is, I believe, twofold,” Enoh began.

                  “Go on.”

                  “The first risk pertains to Kukai.  Only Hosuke knows what happened in there.  The danger may be greater than he suggests.”

                  “And the second?”

                  “...exists if Hosuke is being duplicitous.”  Enoh turned to Hosuke.

                  “I’ve got nothing to hide man…”

                  “I wonder.”

                  “Listen—even if I did have something up my sleeve, it wouldn’t help me get out of this place.  I’ll be unconscious on the Psyche Converter bed.  The moment I try to pull something you kill me.  Think I plan to stage a lovers’ suicide with this old crony?”

                  “Your reasoning is plausible.”

                  “Hah!” 

                  “What are you planning?  The plausibility feeds my suspicion.”

                  “Tell me…what did you see in there?” Kurogosho asked.

                  “I saw a passageway,” Hosuke replied. 

                  “A passageway?”

                  “Yeah, a passageway.  I don’t have another word for it.  Wherever Kukai went—the other side, nirvana, heaven, whatever—his mind would have left a passageway.  A kind of trail behind it.  If we follow it, it will take us to where he is.”

                  “And what are these haunts?”

                  “I don’t really know.  I can guess though, based on what I’ve seen.”

                  “Please.”

                  “After Kukai crossed over, an energy came to inhabit the passageway.”

                  “An energy?”

                  “The same as the one around Mt. Koya.  There was always a magnetism to Kukai’s sokushinbutsu.  A quality, that collects energy from around it.  Enoh, you have probably noticed this.”

                  “I have.”

                  “For over a thousand years, huge numbers of people arrive to offer worship to Kukai.  Do you understand the significance of this?  Why do you think those people would chose to visit Kukai?”

                  “Ah, of course,” Enoh nodded.

                  “That’s right,” Hosuke’s lips curled.  “They come to get all their shit off their chests, transfer it into Kukai.”

                  Kurogosho, Enoh and Katsuragi all glared, wide-eyed at Hosuke.

                  “So over a thousand-plus years, all that shit grows a will of its own.  That’s what those monsters are inside of Kukai.  Nothing that approaches consciousness, not even instinct.  They’re something altogether more primal—a manifestation of human excess that only exists to consume.”

                  “Huh,” Enoh grunted.

                  “Their original form was pure energy, the stuff trapped in the corners of houses, out there in the mountains.  That’s in the beginning.  But the stuff in Kukai has been slathered time and again with the dregs of confession and greed.  It’s become distorted beyond recognition.”  Hosuke peered up at Kurogosho.  “That’s my personal take on the things, of course.” 

                  “And to reach Kukai, we must slip past these creatures while they sleep?”

                  “Exactly.  Chances like this don’t come up too often.  You could bear witness to Kukai’s immortality.  I seem to remember you saying you were ready to die, old man, if it were necessary to achieve immortality.  If the marks on my back scare you, fair enough.  Well…”  Hosuke gave Kurogosho a testing look, “how about it?” 

                  Just then, someone knocked at the door.

                  “What is it?” Enoh asked.

                  “It’s Hanko and Jakou’in.  They are missing.”  A male voice spoke out from behind the door.
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                  A virgin forest of birch, beech and maple extends away from the larch trees surrounding Lake Megami.

                  The forest floor is covered in a dense layer of undergrowth, mostly bamboo grass, criss-crossed with occasional fallen trees, fertile ground for thick colonies of moss.  A shadow was crouched now, boulder-like, concealed in the darkness beneath one of these trees.  It was the dead of night.  The wind howled like an agitated spirit, ringing through the branches of the surrounding woods.  A couple of falling leaves landed on the dark form.  It remained still.  Completely unmoving like this, the form could have been a rock—but this was no rock.

                  This was a man—Senkichi Fuminari.  He breathed in silence, calibrating each inhalation.  His right shoulder was pressed against the tree, in his arms he held a woman—Renobo.  Although it was more accurate to call her Miwa Ishibashi.  They had forced her into a black dress.  Where her skin was visible it was grotesque and covered with endless wrinkles.  As she was now, Renobo was an elderly woman in her eighties.  Her true age was somewhere in her early seventies, but she appeared a decade older.  This was the woman’s true form.

                  Only her teeth remained perfectly white, appearing unpleasantly false.  Her skin had lost its previous vitality and luster, retaining only her abnormal pallor.  Her breathing was light, a tiny flute-like sound.  Fuminari had his thick left arm around her neck, tensing from behind.  Her right hand was over his groin, massaging him from over his trousers.  Her long, narrow eyes still carried a hint of the Renobo of old.

                  Fuminari’s upper body was covered in khaki.  His intense focus banished any lusty impulses that might have come from Renobo’s hand between his legs.  He had two knives on his waist, a crossbow at his feet.  Biku had gone on ahead to survey the inside the residence.  The residence—the palatial building that was home to Kurogosho.  Fuminari was located somewhere behind it.

                  Biku’s Land Cruiser was a kilometer back through the woods.  They had made the initial climb in the vehicle, then walked the remaining distance.  Renobo had given them details of the building’s interior; these were copied onto the map Fuminari had with him now.

                  “Fuminari,” Renobo said, her voice frail.  “Do you really believe the two of you can take us on?”  Her voice was broken.

                  Fuminari said nothing.

                  “Let me suck you off, right now,” she said.

                  “Pipe down,” Fuminari answered. 

                  “I can make you hard…”

                  “Look, shut the fuck up or I’ll smash your teeth in and rip those fucking lips off.”

                  Renobo fell silent but her hand kept moving.

                  Fuminari listened to the wind.  He sucked in air, it was full of the stench of grass.  As always, it reminded him of blood.  He let the thought linger for a moment.  There was a sound, something faint.  Not too close, not far away.  Footsteps on the grass, parting the undergrowth, coming gradually closer.  The sound carried a weight to it—whatever it was it had bulk to rival Fuminari’s own.  He felt a cold rush of excitement run down his spine.

                  No fucking way…

                  He tensed, his entire frame stiffened.

                  A spark of baleful energy sliced through the air, gone in an instant.  Through the darkness, the thing had come to a halt.  It had noticed him, just as he had noticed it.

                  “Make a sound and you die,” Fuminari whispered into Renobo’s ear.

                  He turned to face where the footsteps had stopped, concealing his aura.  He heard the rustle of the wind.  There was, he remembered, a waning moon in the sky.  But the light was too weak to reach the forest bed.  The dark trees blended with the night before him.

                  One, two…  Fuminari began to scan the black trunks, as though tallying their number.  Ugh… 

                  He swallowed a breath.  One of the trees stopped at two meters, forming that unforgettable outline.  He got to his feet, still carrying Renobo, the crossbow in his right hand.  A wave of murderous intent billowed out from the black form, growing in strength as it came towards him like an attacking mist.  When it reached him it transformed into a howling, black tornado—it slammed audibly into him.  His hair blew upwards like a flame stoked in a breeze.

                  Hanko.

                  But not alone…there was another.  Just as Fuminari had Renobo before him, so was there someone in front of Hanko.  A woman.  Dressed in perfect black with her face concealed under a veil.  It was Jakou’in.

                  What the hell are they doing here?

                  Had Biku been caught?  Given away his location?  If so, why had only Hanko and Jakou’in been sent out?

                  “Hanko, huh?”

                  Fuminari heard the words come from his lips, surprisingly calm.  Hanko replied with a deep, rumbling growl.  Fuminari took a couple of steps forward.  Hanko stayed unmoving.  Fuminari could make out the creature’s shape, the inky gleam of its eyes.  He knew Hanko would be watching back, seeing the same light in his own eyes.

                  The woman before Hanko was whispering something.  She appeared to be trying to stop the beast from fighting.  Hanko’s thick left arm swung out to brush her aside.

                  “No!” Jakou’in screamed, her voice gusty and abrasive.  It sounded more for Fuminari than Hanko.

                  “Hee, hee!” Renobo laughed her broken laugh, a whisper in Fuminari’s arms.  “Do you know why she doesn’t want you to fight Hanko?”

                  “Huh?”

                  “I know the reason.”

                  Fuminari felt a foreboding chill run down his spine.  Renobo sounded amused.

                  “When was it now?  Back in Tanzawa, a man and a woman…watching us act out the Heruka Rite.  Hanko pursued them—chewed a couple of the man’s fingers.  The man escaped by throwing himself into a valley river.  The girl, though—she lived to become our captive.”

                  The shock hit Fuminari like a hammer through the brain.

                  “The man was you, Fuminari.”

                  So that was it, Fuminari thought.  Why hadn’t I noticed?  He had spoken with her, exchanged words in the dark.  She had freed him, allowing him to escape from Miwa Ishibashi’s residence in Hachioji.  Renobo put words to the realization.

                  “The woman became Jakou’in, the woman that stands before you now.”  She barked each sentence.

                  “Kumiko!”  The name tore from Fuminari’s lips, cutting through the darkness.  His hold on Renobo relaxed.  The woman ducked free, grabbing one of the knives from his waist as she ran across the grass.  It came up, grazing Fuminari’s cheek.  “Fuck!” 

                  He charged after her.  The huge black form sped towards him like the wind itself.  A wave of hellish pressure rushed in, causing the hair on Fuminari’s neck to stiffen like needles.  He tensed; crossbow still in hand he brought his elbows inwards, plunging his head behind them as he powered up every muscle in his body.  The blow came in the next instant, the force a gigantic bludgeon slamming into his defense.  The blow would have shattered the arms of any normal person, folded or not.  Fuminari was knocked backwards, he tumbled through the grass.

                  The crossbow had split clean in two.  Hanko’s leg came in, going for his head with enough power to tear it clean off.  Fuminari had no idea which of the beast’s legs it was, it was all he could do to block the attack.  He had forgotten about Hanko in the brief moment he had given chase to Renobo.  Hanko had seized the chance with flawless execution.  The beast’s boulder-like frame came crashing down as Fuminari landed, his back to the grass.  Fuminari knew his ribs would be crushed if that weight—greater than even his own—connected.  But there was no time to dodge.  He kicked his right leg up towards Hanko’s groin.  It met only air.  Hanko’s fall had stalled in mid-flight.

                  Impossible.

                  A branch from one of the birch trees above groaned loudly.  Hanko had grabbed it in mid-air, using it to break its descent.  Fuminari hurled part of the crossbow still in his right hand at Hanko’s head, his insides burning in horror.  It felt like daggers of ice slashing at his back.  Without thinking, he dived through the undergrowth.  Hanko’s heel slammed into the ground where he had just been, cutting deep.  Fuminari pushed a knee down to force himself up, his face covered in scratches from the undergrowth.  The next attack would connect before he was even on his feet.

                  A sharp wail cut through the night.  The two of them stopped dead.

                  The sound had come from Jakou’in—Kumiko.  A knife stuck out of her left breast, the handle protruding at a grotesque angle.  It was the knife Renobo had taken from Fuminari’s waist.

                  “Heeeee, he he he!” Renobo was laughing, shaking her head wildly.  “I’ve killed the disloyal whore!  Now, Hanko, kill him!” she ordered.

                  Hanko did not respond.  Fuminari kept still.  Both had their eyes on Kumiko.  She was groping through the darkness, swaying with her right hand on the knife in her chest.  Her pale wrists were visible in the dark, dancing like phantoms.  Only her eyes were visible under the black cloth that still covered her features.  They were trained on Hanko and Fuminari.

                  Hanko bellowed, a soul-crushing roar that convulsed through the darkness.  The beast’s incredible frame began to grow, swelling beyond its original size.  Its eyes focused on Renobo, taking on a twisted light.  Renobo had stopped moving, taken aback by the incredible surge of power.

                  “Hanko, what are you doing?” she snapped.

                  Hanko howled in pain.  Then the creature burst into motion, heading right for her.  There was rustling from above.  Just as it seemed that Hanko would tear Renobo to shreds a diminutive figure swooped down to stand between them.

                  “Enough, Hanko!”

                  A small, elderly man in a robe got to his feet between them—it was Enoh.  Hanko stopped short.

                  “We noticed you two had gone missing.  I came looking.” 

                  Enoh was Hanko’s creator—the beast’s master.  Hanko contorted inwards, issuing another pained cry.  Fuminari had never heard mourning so powerful.

                  “What were you about to do, Hanko?” Renobo screeched.

                  Jakou’in stopped swaying and crumpled to the ground, face up.  Hanko was back in motion the moment Enoh’s eyes flicked away.  Renobo went pale.  Enoh flashed into motion, scything past Hanko’s face.  Hanko’s cheek split open as though cut with a knife, revealing the beast’s pink flesh underneath.  Thick blood rushed into the wound.

                  “Stop, now!”

                  Hanko ignored the command.  It had been the same in Tateyama when Yajima’s knife had missed its target and instead pierced Jakou’in’s shoulder.  The beast had ignored her pleas and snapped the man’s neck.  Then Hanko had killed a man after he had knocked Jakou’in aside, during the attack on Fuminari and Biku at Yamanakako.  Hanko showed no signs of slowing down.  Enoh readied himself to attack again.  This time Hanko’s right leg came up, heading for Enoh himself.

                  Renobo had already turned her back and bolted into the dark, exhibiting a speed and agility normally impossible for an old woman.  Her shrieking laughter continued to ring out, ghost-like.  Enoh leapt backwards, using the back of his feet to parry Hanko’s blow.  The force of impact accelerated him with incredible backwards velocity—he flew directly towards one of the trees nearby.  He flipped in mid-air to land with his feet on the trunk, killing his speed.  He came off to land softly on the ground.  Hanko was already pursuing Renobo.

                  “Foolish creature.  Falling in love like that.” 

                  Enoh briefly glanced at Fuminari, then sped after Hanko.
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                  The wind was a wild cacophony soaring around the forest, whistling through leaves billowing towards the sky.

                  The sound fell on deaf ears.

                  “Kumiko…”

                  He was standing next to her, she was still lying face-up.  He crouched at her side.

                  “You were alive…”

                  He was trembling.  She looked up at him, breathing with obvious pain.  He took her upper-body in his hands and made to remove the veil from her face.  She shook her head, forbidding it, but she was weak.  He took off the veil.  She squeezed her eyes shut.

                  “Oh jesus…” he said.

                  The flesh was gone from her left cheek, revealing her teeth.  The sickening gash ran from the side of her mouth, almost reaching her ear.  The memory came back.  That night in Tanzawa two years ago.  She had tried to protect him, standing against that bastard Hanko.  The beast had swiped at her, hitting her cheek.  The single attack had been enough to knock her to the floor, tear the flesh from her face and send it through the air—it had splattered wetly against a nearby tree.

                  “Fuminari,” Kumiko said.  Fresh blood escaped from her lips.  “I didn’t die.”  Air, spit and blood leaked from the gap where her cheek had been.

                  The voice was unrecognizable.  The memory of the voice, of the woman that had helped him at Miwa Ishibashi’s residence came painfully back.

                  “It was you—you helped me.”

                  She nodded.

                  Again—the time he had been stuck with his back against a tree blocking the road in the Tanzawa mountains.  Hanko could have killed him then, but the beast had failed to do so.  Jakou’in—Kumiko—she had been there then, too.

                  “I didn’t die.  They wanted information on you, so they took me with them.  When I came around my memory was gone.  They had planned to sacrifice me at the following year’s ritual, but Hanko saved me.”

                  “Why?”

                  “You probably won’t believe this, but…he fell in love with me.  A couple of jolly freaks,” she sighed.  She might even have smiled.  “It wasn’t until June this year that I got my memory back.  In Tateyama.”

                  She had been in Tateyama for Hosuke, accompanying Iba and Hanko.  Yajima had thrown a knife that landed in her shoulder.  The resultant shock had caused Jakou’in to regain Kumiko’s memories.

                  Blood flowed from her mouth the whole time she talked.

                  “Don’t speak,” Fuminari said.

                  If he pulled the knife from her chest, he would just worsen the flow of blood.  The tip was in her lungs.  She had already begun to choke.  The realization came to him—there was nothing that could save her now.  She knew it too.

                  “Tonight we were finally going to get free of Panshigaru.  To think our paths would cross again like this, on this night…”

                  “Kumiko…”

                  “Fuminari, I’m pregnant.  It’s Hanko’s child.  That’s why…”

                  “What the…”

                  …fuck!?  What is she talking about?  Fuminari could not understand the words.  The shock was too great.

                  “Get away from this place, Fuminari!  All I can do for you now is warn you.”

                  “I’m not going anywhere.  I’m here to kill Hanko—it’s the only reason I’m still alive!”

                  It was why he had travelled to Taiwan.  Why he had pushed himself through torturous training.  The only thing that got him through each day.  Why he ate, why he defecated.  The sole reason he had left Ryoko behind.

                  “Hanko is stronger than you,” Kumiko said.

                  “Don’t…”

                  “It’s true.”

                  “Hanko will die by my hands!  It will happen!” Fuminari roared.  Kumiko might have chuckled.

                  “Fuminari, you always liked to consider yourself a cold man.  But it was never true, you’re exactly the opposite.  You could have escaped that night, if you’d just killed me.  But you didn’t, and I survived.  Although like this…”

                  “Kumiko, you can’t die,” Fuminari pleaded.  “Please…”  He was crying.  What could he do now?  How could he save her?  “I will kill Hanko.  And you have to live, come back to me.”  He was wailing, no longer in control of what he was saying.

                  Kumiko smiled faintly, like she was watching over a stubborn child.  “You know my type, right?  I like strong guys.”

                  It was the same line she had once given Muto.  Her answer when he had asked why she had betrayed Iwakura, the leader of the Kokushigun.

                  “Hanko’s dead…I’ll kill the fucker.  I’ve got money, enough for us to live the high-life together,” he cried, letting his tears fall on Kumiko’s cheeks.

                  “And who was it that said it was just a hundred million yen, I forget?” Kumiko laughed.  Then her words trailed off as her head went limp, collapsing to one side, eyes frozen.

                  Fuminari felt a sudden, unbearable horror.  “Kumiko!  You can’t die, not now!”  He screamed the words as he shook her in his arms.  Her body rocked loosely.  Fuminari bellowed and pulled her towards him.

                  “You can’t die now!  You can’t leave me alone, Kumiko.  I’ll get revenge on Hanko.  I’ll get Hanko back!”

                  He was an overgrown child.  Reduced to an infant by the outpouring of long suppressed emotions, locked deep inside.  He knew there was nothing else for him now.  Just this one woman.

                  “You can’t leave me alone!”  

                  He let out a heartbroken scream.  He felt incomparable solitude descend around him.  He held Kumiko closer, unwilling to let her warmth seep away.

                  He howled at the sky, crying bloody, bitter tears.
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                  The wind created a deafening howl in the branches of the larch trees, tearing through the countless leaves populating the darkness.

                  The black had become absolute, blinding.  Fuminari felt it weave around him, thicker even than when he closed his eyes.  The forest mourned as a single entity.  Trees twisted and wept, striving for a lightless sky.  Fuminari couldn’t tell if the raging sounds were real.  He supposed he might be listening to his own, internal tempest.

                  A powerful gust whipped against his huge frame; he was still crouched in the grass.  His throat exploded, splintering into a blood-curdling roar.  But Fuminari had no awareness of crying.  He was spewing darkness—swarms of creatures creeping up from his insides, becoming soundwaves bursting from his throat.  As he howled, so the forest howled with him.  As he convulsed, the trees shuddered.

                  Bloody tears ran down his cheeks.  His face was scrunched tight like a child’s, skin matted with red lines that crossed as the blood tangled.  Each time he cried out he saw apparitions, bundled gobs of hair, appear in the surrounding dark.  Kukai’s sokushinbutsu was nearby, close enough to influence the surroundings.  Latent energy was being sucked in from the mountains around him, flocking to him.  The air was growing tight, crackling with an incredible sensitivity.

                  The atmosphere was reacting to him.

                  The grass teemed with reptilian shapes and grotesque, simian faces.  One of the hair-things bumped into a bizarre lizard.  They joined at the point of contact, the lizard squirming as the hair began to wrap around it—then the two creatures became one, something even more disgusting than before.  The lizard began to dissolve like an insect inside a carnivorous plant.  The hairs reshaped into another, emaciated reptilian creature.  The things swarmed through the undergrowth, some ventured up his back, others floated in the darkness.  Others still crawled out from under his clothing.

                  Fuminari saw none of this.

                  He was lost in darkness, blind but for Kumiko’s face.  He saw her still-open eyes, staring up at the sky.  They looked right through him, watching a far off blackness.              

                  Still in tears, Fuminari began to undress her.  He tore her clothes away, causing the warmth to seep away from her body.  He pulled her close and howled, attempting to belay the effect.  Even as he did so, he continued to tear the clothing from her back.  Her warmth was being taken away, and he was helpless to stop it.  He tried desperately, like a huge child throwing a tantrum.

                  She was naked.  Above her left breast was a red flower in bloom—the puncture wound from Renobo’s knife.  Fuminari’s bloodied tears trickled over her face as she lay there, facing upwards.  He used the three fingers of his left hand to guide the blood to her lips, making her drink it.  The left side of her face was split open, showing her teeth and gums.  He ran the red liquid over her teeth.  He let her head slowly down and tilted it to one side, concealing the scars so that she once again resembled the Kumiko of old.  She was stunning.  It was painful to see.

                  Fuminari pulled off his clothes and clambered over her.  As her body took his weight a pocket of air hissed through the gaps in her teeth, tepid breath that washed over his face.

                  “Kumiko,” he moaned.  He looked up at her.  Are you still alive?

                  No.  Her look, the way her body felt—she was a corpse, like all the others Fuminari had come to know.

                  For his efforts, he had only pushed the air from her lungs.  He put his left hand over her right breast, brushing over her nipple despite knowing that it would no longer harden.  He squeezed, feeling a trace warmth spread over his three fingers.  He began to massage her.

                  He put his lips over hers, but they were already cold.  He spread her legs and rubbed his groin against her.  His member was limp as he pushed into her.  He began to thrust, like he was possessed.  Help me, please!  His features distorted as he beseeched her.  Kumiko, Kumiko!  He thrust harder still, pleading.  He used his knees to shuffle backwards along the grass, taking her left breast into his mouth and flicking with his tongue.  He grabbed her other breast in the three fingers of his free hand.  His head shook, unwilling to accept the truth, causing his lips to touch where the knife had cut through her chest, spreading the redness over her pale breast.  From deep in his throat Fuminari issued an animal sound, continuing to suck her nipple.  He clamped his teeth together and lifted his head, pulling away from her.  The nipple was gone, her breast flattened and red in its place.

                  The gap filled with red, viscous fluid.  The liquid seeped outwards to spread over her saliva-soaked breast.  Fuminari’s lips traced over the knife wound.  He dipped his tongue over the already-congealing blood.  He repeated the act endlessly, as though it might somehow bring Kumiko back to life.  He cleared the blood from the wound, revealing the pinkish cut through her flesh.  He pulled the wound open and licked the inside.  Fresh blood welled into the moist, pinkish rent.  He stuck his tongue in again.

                  Kumiko was not coming back.

                  Fuminari’s roaring cries had died down to a quiet sobbing.  He continued to run his tongue over her, voicing her name the whole time he did.  His mouth transitioned slowly, down from her breasts to her abdomen and from there to her belly, then finally towards the split between her legs.  He let his tongue slather over her petals of flesh, as he had in the past.  He opened her wider and stuck his tongue inside, flicking up and down.  He used his fingers and tongue to tweak her clitoris.  This time there was no moisture, no rising heat from inside her.  He pushed his tongue deeper, but the temperature was the same as it was on the outside.

                  That bastard, Fuminari groaned.  The bastard Hanko—this is where that beast fucked her.  

                  Fuminari became engulfed in a shadowy flame.  He brandished his teeth and bit into her, over and over.  There was no meaning to his actions.  Nothing he could do to this dead woman would pacify the monster inside him.

                  He felt something writhing through his insides, like a nest of black snakes prowling through his entrails, beating a path to his groin.  But something was blocking the route, a dense wall that frustrated their efforts.  The shame made him want to rip himself to pieces.

                  He forced his still-limp cock inside her, through the bloodied folds of flesh, wet with his saliva.  Kumiko’s pale body—the body that had once writhed in his hands—offered no response.  Fuminari pushed his hips forward, slipping out when he pulled back.  He tried again, sliding his waist from side to side.  There was no pleasure to the act.  He had no idea what he was trying to achieve, what he even wanted to achieve.  It felt like dousing a paper rod in frigid water.

                  He continued regardless, lost in the confusion.

                  He slipped out and pushed back into her.  The process became an endless loop.  His bloody tears had dried up.  His eyes were vacant, devoid of expression—he wore the mask of the insane.  He only ground his teeth.

                  “Kumiko…”

                  Every now and then he whispered her name, but saw only darkness. 
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                  The dark void was breathing, pulsing with a rhythm like the beating of a human heart.  The void was no longer empty.  There was a darkness, and the thumping rhythm was part of it.  It was reassuring, compared to the last dive.  The sound symbolized a place to go, at least, regardless of whatever danger might be lurking beyond.

                  The darkness was inflating and constricting.  It was waking up, and fast.  Hosuke’s previous dive had awoken something that had been dormant inside Kukai’s mind.  The thing had taken the form of the darkness he saw now—still resting.  Gone was the sense of vastness he had experienced before.  But where had it come from?  Energy, infused with greed, nesting within Kukai—that was how he had described it.  At the moment, it was still dormant.

                  It felt like they had dived inside a black ocean-serpent, a creature made from a repulsive, coiled darkness, one that would wait at the river’s edge for prey to flow downstream.  Previously concealed under the sea bed, it was biding its time, appetite whetted, waiting for the river to carry more food its way.

                  Hosuke was afloat inside it.  He had used the same entrance as before, but it had taken twice as long to get this far.  This time, Kurogosho was with him.  Hosuke had extended the reach of his mind, forming a barrier to protect the old man.  He could not allow Kurogosho’s mind direct access to the darkness that surrounded them.

                  He could have offered Kurogosho a transparent Psyche Protector, but he would have found it difficult to maintain the transparency.  He would have been ravaged to the bone the instant the black, odious energy realized his presence.  What Kurogosho saw was a visual representation of what Hosuke perceived with his mind.  It was possible, with a little cunning, to show the old man anything he wanted to.  But it was still too early—there was no need.  Inside the mind, Kurogosho’s fate was more or less putty in his hands.  At the same time, it was clear that if he tried anything, any damage rendered to Kurogosho would also reach Hosuke.  It would take an inordinate amount of skill to simply avoid being devoured alongside him.

                  The old man was sitting cross-legged, naked in a bubble of Hosuke’s creation.  Inside the mind, it is common for a person to assume their natural form.  Yet the outline is hardly ever distinct, it usually shivers and deviates, mixing patterns like an image projected onto fog.  Kurogosho’s form was almost perfectly resolved, an effect only partially due to Hosuke’s assistance in maintaining it.

                  Hosuke was seated in front of the man, also with his legs crossed.  This was how Hosuke chose to reveal that particular part of his mind to Kurogosho.  It made things easier.  He could have conjured up a table and some chairs, but felt it might have been overkill.  They had already taken twice as long getting this far, compared to the previous dive. 

                  Quite fascinating, Kurogosho said.

                  His head turned slowly, a natural translation of his wish to look around.  His features were more distinct than they were in reality, making him appear a whole twenty years younger—a sign that his mind retained a youthfulness and strength greater than that of his physical body.  He was visibly excited, but his presence was as commanding as ever.

                  This darkness, is it Kukai? he asked.    

                  Not really, Hosuke answered.

                  Not really?

                  Kurogosho’s eyeballs shrunk to half their regular size before expanding to double and finally settling back to normal.

                  This is all the energy he’s got balled up inside him.

                  I see.

                  Uh huh.

                  So we are submerged inside it now?

                  We’re inside, yep.  Although it’s more accurate to think of the energy as being wrapped around us, Hosuke answered.

                  His voice was a metaphor, a movement of the lips of his mind as he directed his thoughts at Kurogosho, who perceived them as sound.  If the recipient of his thoughts had been deaf they would have been translated into sign language or written text, whichever was the easiest template for understanding.

                  And where is Kukai? Kurogosho asked.

                  Kukai?  

                  You said he was alive.

                  Sure, he is.

                  Where is he?

                  We can’t rush things.  There’s an order to follow here.  Hosuke formed a picture-perfect rendition of his real-life smirk. 

                  I should warn you not to toy with me, Kurogosho said.

                  Ha ha…

                  Show me to Kukai, now.

                  I will, in time.

                  How?

                  First we get clear of all this black shit.

                  Get clear of it?

                  Yeah.

                  How?

                  That is what I’m trying to figure out.  His eyes smiled as he looked at Kurogosho.

                  I’m sorry?

                  Look—I’ve already told you all this.  This is some kind of passageway we’re in. 

                  A passageway?

                  Yeah, the one Kukai used to get to the other side, nirvana—whatever it’s fucking called.

                  Ah.  

                  So I already know it’s a passageway.  The problem is finding the damn way in.

                  Despite us already being inside it?

                  Yeah.

                  So it’s complicated…

                  In order to find it, I think we need to discover a little more about this black stuff.

                  Okay.

                  First, I have to somehow digest a part of it.

                  Digest it?

                  Yeah, it’s a way to let it into my consciousness.  That way I’ll get a better picture of what this crap is.  Better than any guess I can make now…

                  I see.

                  This black stuff has likely been here for over a millennia, here in Kukai.  It should have the knowledge of Kukai’s location.

                  And if you eat some, you will too?

                  That’s the plan, sure.    

                  The plan…

                  Yeah, there should still be some kind of connection to Kukai’s mind—even if he is in Super REM Sleep over there.  

                  If this is true, why have you not done so already? 

                  Because the stuff will notice us if I do.  And if that happens, it’ll only take the blink of an eye for us to end up like Geshin or Tamura.  Maybe worse, as we’re already on the inside.

                  So you suggest we do nothing?

                  That’s not what I’m saying.  If this thing wakes up, a Psyche Protector won’t help us for shit.  And it will wake up, if we continue to hang around like this.

                  And if it does, what happens then?

                  It’ll attack.  Like before.  It was nowhere to be seen before it came for me—fuck knows where it came from.

                  And if it does attack, what will happen then?

                  You’ve already seen what happens.

                  Seen it?

                  The marks on my back.  And we’ll be lucky if that’s all we get.

                  I see.

                  There’s probably something like a room that’s invisible under normal circumstances.  One that only shows up from a certain angle or direction.

                  Okay.

                  That’s where the thing will be hiding, and that’s the entrance that will lead us to Kukai.  

                  Half of this was made up.  But Hosuke was not talking complete nonsense, for all he knew he might have stumbled onto the truth of it.

                  So, what do you plan to do?  Kurogosho repeated his earlier question.

                  This place is like a river.  Hosuke said, evading the question.

                  A river?

                  One heaving with piranha.  The lips of Hosuke’s mind curled slightly, revealing canine-like fangs. 

                  What are you getting at?

                  What, would you think, is the best way to navigate a river of piranha unharmed?

                  Hosuke’s outline was gradually transforming into something else.  His hair stood on end, his eyeballs increased in size.

                  Please enlighten me.  Kurogosho asked, still seated.  If the old man was growing worried the change would be revealed through his image—he was exactly as before.

                  You cast an aging animal into it, a cow maybe.  As the piranha swarm in and devour it, you make use of the distraction and cross the river.

                  Of course.

                  Watch this…

                  Hosuke’s lips began to tear, stretching up towards his ears at each side.  He created a female form and showed it to Kurogosho.

                  That is…

                  Yeah, it’s Yuko, Hosuke replied, his expression suddenly fierce. 

                  And what do you propose to do with that?

                  She is our scapegoat.  I send her out and we catch one of the piranha while she’s being eaten.  Hosuke’s head dipped slightly, he shook it to either side.  You know what, old man…  Hosuke looked back up.

                  What?

                  Truth be told, I was actually getting to like you.

                  Hah, I did not expect to hear that!

                  But then you fed the girl to me, you bastard.  The words took on physical form, crimson-red.

                  There was a brief silence.

                  And, if that were true?

                  It is unforgivable.

                  And how, exactly, would you fail to forgive me?

                  That’s the question, isn’t it…

                  If something happens to me, you will not survive. 

                  Yeah, that’s pretty fucking obvious.

                  Do you wish to commit suicide with an old-man?

                  You’re really not my type.  If there were some kind of accident, though, that might change things.

                  An accident?

                  An accident where you get left behind, I’m the only one to get out.

                  A fascinating idea, Hosuke.  But Katsuragi and Enoh will recognize it for what it is.  The blame will be yours if you come back alone, even if the accident were genuine.

                  I’m fine with that.  However this goes, I’m the only Diver around.  This means that I’m the only one that could save you if something did go wrong.  So I doubt they would kill me straight away.  I can at least buy some time.

                  But to what end?

                  I don’t tend to plan that far ahead...

                  I do not recommend that you underestimate me, Hosuke.

                  The moment the words came Hosuke felt the old man’s mind grow suddenly larger.  He felt a growing heat.  Kurogosho was on fire.  Instead of being red, the flames were black.  He had transformed into a ball of onyx flame.  If he somehow managed to punch through the barrier of Hosuke’s mind, they would become feed for the dark energy swirling outside.

                  Hosuke attempted to contain the swelling, but the force was incredible.  As he battled, Hosuke felt the bubble come close to rupturing.  It began to creak and groan.  The effigy of Yuko came flying back towards him, trying to rejoin with his mind.  He knew the fight would not be won with cheap tricks—this was a collision of brute, mental force.

                  At the same time, Hosuke understood that the transparency of the Psyche Protector would suffer if he were to employ his full strength.  They would be like a dog before a lion’s jaw, suddenly exposed with its invisibility cloak torn away.  

                  Hosuke squeezed, but Kurogosho’s consciousness hardened into solid rock.  It was an impressive technique.  It was almost unheard of for someone to be able to manipulate their consciousness in this way during their first dive.  All you had to do was imagine yourself as stone—but it required tremendous skill to achieve it properly.  The technique was a little dull, but it was only possible with a solid foundation in the ways of Psyche Diving.

                  I may not have the skills of a Diver, but I can manipulate my will to a degree.  It is not mere chance that I rule Panshigaru, nor that I am able to exert control over Enoh.  Now your plans are clear, I see no reason for us to belay our return from this place.  You will take us back now.  Kurogosho’s thoughts boomed from the rock form.

                  That’s quite a display you’re putting on there…

                  I’ve been listening, getting an idea of how this works.  I have learnt that essentially, it is the strongest will that dominates.  Yes?  You may have tricks, but I will not lose to you in a sheer battle of the mind.

                  I’ve gotta say old man, you’ve got balls.

                  And you, Hosuke, continue to surprise me.  If your plan was to dispose of me you should have just done it.  But you took the effort to inform me first.  Perhaps you let your guard down a little.   

                  Hehe.

                  I may not be able to destroy you in here, but I can at least ensure that you perish with me.

                  That you can.

                  You will take us back.

                  Not yet.  Hosuke grinned.

                  Before that, I’ve got something interesting to show you.   

                  As he spoke Hosuke took the partially returned shape of Yuko and pushed it away, through the boundary of his consciousness.  The form hung suspended in the darkness for a brief moment—then it vanished as though something had consumed it.

                  You’re the fucking bait, old man.

                  Hosuke hurled Kurogosho’s mind out into the darkness, seizing the exact moment Yuko’s form disappeared.  In the same instant he cut a part of the darkness and pushed it through his abdomen.  Then he shut down all external broadcasting, becoming nothing but sight.

                  The darkness began to throb as a thousand electric screams burst through the air.  Kurogosho’s rock-form was suddenly flattened.  Then, just as it was about to blink out of existence, it bubbled up, unbelievably returning to its original size.  The power of the old man’s mind was astounding.  He was actually resisting the creature.

                  Something frenzied and rat-like was darting through Hosuke’s insides.  It was the element of darkness he had eaten after cutting it out.  It was going to tear up his entrails before he had the chance to consume it.  But Hosuke found it impossible to tear himself from the scene unfolding before him.  Darkness whorled in, cyclone-like around the two men.  Noisily, it began to take shape, unaware of Hosuke’s presence.  It seemed to believe that Kurogosho was the one that had cut it.

                  Kurogosho’s rock-form thickened, swelling a fraction as its surface flashed with pale-blue sparks of light.  The show was born of two minds furiously clashing.  The darkness was consuming the rock-form, yet the rock was eating the darkness at the same time.  He was a man fighting a lion, yet he tore at the thing’s flesh, eating it back even while it butchered him.

                  The rock became larger still.  A number of fracture lines ran across the surface, fissioning under tracts of electric light.  Darkly flashing clouds burrowed through the cracks as they formed, snakelike in the way they moved.

                  What the fuck.

                  Whatever it was, it was testing the boundaries of Hosuke’s understanding.  A shockwave exploded through the darkness, a war-cry of hatred and joy combined—the thrashing tail of a giant dragon attempting to breach a woman’s sex.  The scale of the disturbance was incredible, like a nebula-sized hydra battling against the pulling force of a black hole.  It was in the next moment that the incredible detonation slammed into Hosuke.
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                  The darkness was gone, leaving Hosuke’s mind afloat in a void.  He had lost consciousness for a moment.  The void was the same as the one he had witnessed before—he recognized the oppressive silence, the same, intolerable sense of distance.

                  Something black stirred within his mind.  It was part of the darkness that had suddenly disappeared.  Hosuke ate it.  Then, for the first time, he understood the truth.
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                  Twenty minutes had passed since Biku had first concealed himself in the grass inside the surrounding wall of the residence.

                  He was yet to discover any discrepancies between the blueprints he had memorized and the actual layout of the residence.

                  He had circled the entire structure, using the surrounding woods for cover.  That had taken close to an hour alone—but there was no such thing as being too cautious.  He had found seven guards so far.  Four around the perimeter, patrolling the outer-wall in two groups, another three since scaling the wall, also on patrol, on the lookout for intruders.  They were yakuza, but not low-level thugs.  Each of them moved with an impressive economy of motion—they were formidable opponents, able to launch a response in a moment’s notice.

                  One of the three guards inside the wall was in Biku’s line of sight.  He was standing absolutely still, just outside the building’s entrance.  Dressed in black, he was one of Kurogosho’s four bodyguards.  It was clear from his expression that his guard would never drop.  He was no Enoh, but he was likely skilled enough that Biku would have to take efforts not to be noticed.  Biku’s initial survey had not, as yet, given him any reason to believe Enoh or Hanko were present in the building.

                  If they had been inside, close enough for him to sense, he felt it safe to assume they would have noticed him too.

                  There was just one thing that felt wrong.

                  The energy that had been so prodigious outside the wall had grown weaker as he readied himself to scale it—down to half of its original potency.  There were impressive rows of birch and beech trees past the wall, but on them he saw only the occasional ghostly form.  The garden immediately before the entrance was floodlit.  Small insects and flies danced around the electrical lighting.  Biku was about to change position when he heard a terse, shrill laughter ringing out from beyond the wall.

                  “Hee, hee!  Hee!”  

                  It was getting louder.  It came to a stop before the main gate.  

                  “Open the gate, open it now you ridiculous vermin!”  

                  It was Renobo’s voice.  She was supposed to be with Fuminari.  Why was she here?  Had something happened to Fuminari?  Biku sunk into the grass, positioning himself so that he could make a run for the wall at a moment’s notice.  He heard a fist hammering on the wooden gate.  One of the men near the entrance ran over, calling out.

                  “Mistress Renobo?”  

                  “Get this door open you idiot!”  Renobo, screaming back.

                  He heard running, the men from the outer-perimeter rushing in.

                  “Hey!”

                  “It’s Mistress Renobo!”  Their voices came.

                  “Men!  Men, bring me men!!” Renobo squalled.

                  The man wearing black had already opened the gate halfway when a wild, clamorous roar sounded from behind.  An animal howl.  Then came the sound of flesh impacting flesh.

                  “Hee!”

                  Renobo came flying through the cracked-open gate.  She was sickeningly pale.  Her dress was torn and ragged, revealing her breasts and the dark patch between her legs.

                  “Hanko’s gone insane!” she screeched, rearing up to her feet.  Her black hair jerked with the movement, making her resemble a crazed, dancing demon.  “Hee!”  She tore at her dress with both hands, ripping it clean off.  Her feet were bare and covered in blood, she had run barefoot through the forest.

                  “You!”

                  She ran past the man that had opened the gate and spun around, pulling him into her, wedging a hand between his legs.  She pressed her wrinkled face into his, breathing heavily.  Just then something thudded onto the ground.  The object stopped at the man’s feet—it was a blood-soaked, human arm.

                  “Stop this, Hanko!”  It was Enoh’s voice.

                  The gate imploded to reveal Hanko standing there, covered in blood.  The beast was carrying a severed leg, torn and ragged but still recognizable as being that of one of the men from the outer perimeter.  The man with Renobo had his back to the gate—he spun around.  His expression froze as he took in the sight before him.  Hanko was on top of him, poised to strike with a downwards blow having already hurled the leg into the dark sky.  The man lunged to the side, grunting in an attempt to get clear of the attack.  Like Tsushima, the man’s training would have made such a move possible under normal circumstances.  But Renobo had him in her grasp.  She pushed him forwards, in Hanko’s direction—timing it so that she pushed in the exact moment he tried to jump clear.

                  Hanko’s fist came slamming down, connecting hard with the roof of the man’s skull.  Bone crunched and ruptured as the hammer bore into the man’s head, punching out his eyeballs with explosive force.  Gray matter shot out of the two pits, pulped and sloppy like bloody excrement.  Renobo spun around, screaming as she made a run for the building’s entrance.  Hanko sped after her.

                  “That is enough!”

                  Enoh came down between them.  The building was already full of light.

                  This is my chance…

                  Biku recognized his opportunity.  One of the apparitions materialized before his eyes.  They were suddenly everywhere—covering the grass and the night air around him.
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                  Katsuragi’s expression kept changing as he stood transfixed by the changing tomography of the brainwaves projected over the screens before him.

                  The images were of Kurogosho’s brain activity, transposed across a spectrum of color and mass.  There had been a sudden burst of red around Kurogosho’s frontal lobe, then the color had spread until it covered the entire projection.  After this came glittering specks of blue that also began to multiply, originating from the interbrain.  Where the two colors came together the picture threw up subtle gradations of blue, green, yellow and orange—the size and intensity of each color fluctuating through nonsensical patterns.

                  “What the hell?” Katsuragi said, his eyes lit up behind his glasses.

                  He had never seen anything like it.  He checked Hosuke’s readings—there were no significant changes.  The energy in the room had begun to crackle as the air filled with tiny percussive blasts.  Something like human hair flashed into existence over the ceiling.  It fell, hitting the ground with an audible thud.  The haunts were taking physical form, a testament to the intensity of the energy collecting in the room.      

                  The physical strands of hair wobbled in the air, kept from moving by their own weight.  They began to dissolve, only to be replaced by more strands that spliced into two or three more.  Another clump of hair materialized on Katsuragi’s shoulder.  He yelped and hurled it to the floor.  It had a monkey face inside it.  The face expelled a rush of air, then brandished its teeth.  Panicking, Katsuragi stamped on it.  After he kicked it a few times the hair scattered and the face disappeared.  He was about to scream when he noticed something moving inside his mouth.  He retched and spat it out, it was shaped like a lizard.  He saw that the room was full of similar disgusting apparitions, crawling over everything.  Everyone else in the room was already on their feet.  He was with his assistant, the monk Geshin and three of Kurogosho’s bodyguards—including Tsushima.

                  “Katsuragi!”  Tsushima, the man whose arm Fuminari had broken, called out.  “What the fuck is going on?”

                  “I…I’m not sure.”

                  Katsuragi turned back to the monitors.  The colors were unreadable.  Something enormous was attempting to enter the room, reaching through some kind of boundary.  The air in the room was buckling under the pressure.  Kurogosho was still there, lying on the converter bed.  Suddenly, his eyes flew open.  They were blood red.

                  “Master Kurogosho!” Katsuragi called, his voice muted.

                  All eyes fell on the prone figure.  Geshin’s face began to twitch.  Kurogosho’s red eyes were expanding—they swelled up to twice their original size, reaching out like something living.  They tore through his eyelids.  Then the flesh around his cheeks began to distort, blistering into bean-sized warts.  His face grew even redder as the swelling continued, blood rushed into the gaps underneath the tumescent growths, pulling his skin taut.

                  The swelling was no longer confined to his face.  Under his gown, his entire body had begun to grow.  It was as though his frame was being stuffed with energy that was beyond the ability of the human frame to contain.  His body was giving in to the force.  His face had become a purple balloon, skin stretched so tight his wrinkles had all but gone.

                  It was extraordinary to watch.  No one was breathing.

                  Kurogosho’s mouth opened to reveal an inside that was bright red.  He let out a torturous roar—it was impossible to tell whether it was from suffering or pleasure.  As he screamed, teeth cut through his mouth, pushing through his skin in haphazard directions, some cutting straight through the skin of his cheeks.  Needle-thin fountains of blood erupted from his face, each spurting twenty or so centimeters into the air before raining back down on him.

                  Kurogosho’s hands shot up.  As though he had an unbearable itch, his fingers stretched up and began to paw at his face with overly-long nails.  They tore through his flesh until his face was solid red.  His head thrashed from side to side, bellowing the whole time.  Groups of the newly materialized haunts swarmed over his body.  

                  He sat upright, pulling half of the attached electrodes from his head as he glared around the room with hellish eyes.  He reached down and pulled his loose gown open.  Then he got to his feet and tore the garment from him—as though it was unbearably hot.  He was wearing nothing underneath.  Suddenly naked, his whole body was visible—distended and purple like his face.  His cock was hard and swollen.  It towered between his legs, pointing upwards so that it hit his stomach.  Kurogosho’s head lurched back as he roared again, causing the walls to shudder with the vibration.  The voice no longer contained any trace of suffering.  The sound was of extreme pleasure, of intoxication.  Whatever was before them now, it was no longer Kurogosho.  There was nothing human about it.  The powerful forces raging inside him had transformed the very cells of his body.

                  Something odd was forming over the flesh of his right cheek.  A black object, burrowing upwards like an insect crawling from under his skin.  It was a horn.  His forehead split next, making a loud snap.  Another horn curved through the flesh there, secreted with blood and skin.  Each of the protrusions was around twenty centimeters long, sticking out at a grotesque angle from his forehead and cheek respectively. 

                  “M…Ma…Master Kurogosho!” Katsuragi stuttered, backing up against the wall.

                  Kurogosho’s red eyes flashed in his direction, hitting him like a steel pole.  Kurogosho’s mouth flared open.  The sound that emerged was a demonic cry, anything but human.  Katsuragi was shaking his head from side to side.  The demon charged straight at him.  Its right hand hammered into Katsuragi’s face—bone crunched as the back of the his skull smashed into the wall.  He slumped downwards, his back leaving a vertical line of blood against the wall, a thick brushstroke.  His head had been obliterated, nose smashed through with the frame of his glasses lost among the gore.  Glass stuck out from the skin above his distended eyes.  He crumpled to the ground and went through a couple of convulsions, knees dancing upwards.  Then he was still.

                  Katsuragi’s assistant screamed and made a run for the door.  The movement caught the demon’s attention.  It dived in, violently attacking the man from behind.  The man pitched forwards as his back broke, his upper-body snapping backwards to face up from a point halfway down the spine.  The demonic creature kept moving, riding the man’s right-angled body into the door with a force that, with a bone-splintering crunch, folded him in two.  The back of the assistant’s head came down to rest behind his knees.  The demon fell into a squat and sank its fangs into the man’s neck.  There was a wet sound as it tore away a huge chunk of flesh.

                  Hosuke came around just as the demon began its feast.
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                  Hosuke sat up on the converter’s bed.

                  He frowned when he saw the state of the room.

                  “What the hell?”

                  The demon noticed him.  Its head came up, smeared with blood, still chewing on the assistant’s flesh.  It broke into a run, charging directly at Hosuke.

                  “Oh for fuck’s sake!” 

                  Hosuke rolled from the bed.  Something black soared past where he had been, smacking into the wall behind.  It was the assistant’s head.  The three men still in the room seized on the distraction to make for the door.  The movement wrenched the demon’s attention away from Hosuke, it swung around to face them.

                  “Hah!”  Tsushima’s arm came around, attempting to stall the monster.  Bone snapped, forming a right angle between his wrist and elbow.  The remaining two men kept moving, managing to get the door open.  They tumbled through to see a man standing there, shockingly beautiful and with a cool grace like a young, innocent girl.

                  It was Biku.

                  One of the men he had caught unawares took a sudden blow to the back of his head, splitting it open.  Blood sprayed over Biku’s pale features as the last man scampered by, shoving him into the shadows of the door.  The demon pursued, bellowing loudly.  From the door, Biku peered into the room beyond.  He saw Tsushima, groaning on the floor.  He took a careful step into the room.

                  “Uhh…” 

                  Hosuke crawled out from under one of the beds, like a bear coming out of hibernation.  His eyes stopped on Biku.  “You!” he called out.

                  “Long time no see,” Biku answered.

                  “You finally showed, huh?”

                  Biku smiled a little awkwardly.  Hosuke looked completely drained.

                  “What was that?” he asked.

                  “That was Kurogosho,” Hosuke muttered.  “Err… it used to be Kurogosho.”  Hosuke’s eyes were distant, he let out a shallow breath.  “And whatever used to be Kukai.”  He looked suddenly exhausted.

                  “Kukai?”

                  “Yeah, Kukai.”  Hosuke scratched his head and turned to the shriveled form of Kukai’s sokushinbutsu, still connected to the Psyche Converter.  “That thing’s an empty husk, now.”

                  “An empty husk?”  

                  “Like I said, Kukai possessed Kurogosho.  Although it might be the other way around, Kurogosho that’s possessed Kukai.  Either way, the man’s lost his fucking marbles,” Hosuke scratched his head, agitated.  “Anyway, what brings you here?”

                  “I snuck into the grounds, then there was a bit of a commotion—so I just strolled in.”

                  “A commotion?”

                  “Another commotion, I should say.”

                  Just then a gunshot rang out from somewhere deep inside the building.

                  “That one?”

                  “Perhaps.  It appears that Hanko is on a rampage.”

                  “Hanko?”

                  “Yes, determined to kill Renobo.  Enoh’s trying to intervene…it’s quite a show.”

                  “Renobo—she’s Miwa Ishibashi, right?”

                  “Exactly.  It turns out she reverts to being an old woman if she doesn’t fuck for three days.  I believe she’s out there on the prowl right now.  Stark naked—she tore off her own clothes.  She’s throwing herself at any man she sees, but no one seems to be taking her up on the offer.  They all know Hanko’s following from behind.”

                  Biku smiled beneath the blood staining his face.
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                  A woman raced through the huge building in a naked frenzy.

                  “Where are all the men!?” Her screaming was almost musical.  “I need someone inside me!”  She kept running, her gaunt arms and legs trembling.  The place was littered with corpses.  Bloody clumps of hair clung to the walls.  Men—killed by Hanko, Biku and the demonic Kurogosho.  “Men…” 

                  She turned a corner and found one—Kurogosho, transformed into a demon.  The demon’s head was buried inside a man sprawled across the corridor, feeding on his entrails.  The sound echoed across the dimness, fangs tearing flesh from bone, the demon’s tongue lapping blood.

                  “At last I find one,” Renobo said, her voice a whisper.

                  The demon rose, it turned to face her.  It cried out.  Horns protruded from its head in grotesque angles, over a dozen of them.  Kurogosho, or Wanioh Ishibashi.  And Renobo, or Miwa Ishibashi.  Brother and sister faced each other, stark naked.  Kurogosho’s bulging, bluish frame had already doubled in size.  His cock bulged between his legs, over twice its original length.  Renobo’s eyes were full of lust, fixated on it.

                  “Mmmm,” she moaned, her voice liquid.  She was instantly hot, wet between her legs.

                  The two of them charged down the corridor, demon and lusty demoness, roaring in unison.  She took its enormous appendage in her hands as the demon sunk its fangs into her shoulder, tearing away a huge chunk of flesh.

                  “Heeeeeeee!” 

                  Renobo let out a blood-chilling scream.  Yet she continued to hold onto the demon’s frame, tugging its cock towards her open legs.  She began to ride it.  The demon continued to tear at its sister’s flesh—even as the sound of it reached her ears, she began to moan.

                  “Yes…yes!  Oh yes!  Oh..!”  Mixed in with the cries of ecstasy came shouts of pain—it hurts, it hurts, it hurts!

                  The demon’s jaw clamped down over her other shoulder.  Meat came off in chunks, spraying red flesh and revealing white bone underneath.  The demon took her disheveled hair in both hands and pulled.  The hair came loose, skin with it.  Renobo’s hips continued to pump regardless, mounting a crazed frenzy even as screams of pain and pleasure tore from her throat.  The demon’s purple head jerked from side to side as pale-blue columns of flame burst from its face.  The scene was something from a Hell Scroll.  A reproduction, even, of the scroll that depicted Heruka mating with Varahi—perfect in every detail.  They were lust incarnate, entwined together as the physical embodiment of all the base desire that lurks inside the human form.

                  Something was approaching them, an immense power creeping in from around the corner. 

                  The demon’s throat vibrated with an animal cry as it continued to devour its sister’s flesh.  Its head came up to reveal blood frothing at either side of its mouth.  It saw the shadow, a hulking mass positioned at the end of the corridor.  It was Hanko.  The beast was soaked with blood, covered from head to foot.  The beast-man locked stares with the demon across the corridor.  The air hardened like glass, pulled tight with an almost tangible hatred.  A short old man appeared behind Hanko, it was Enoh.  He was standing still, eyes transfixed on the scene before him.

                  “Master Kurogosho,” he said, staring in blank horror.

                  As though the utterance had been a cue, Hanko burst into motion, the demon with him.  An explosive shockwave punched through the air as the two bodies collided, powerful enough to warp the ceiling, floor and walls.  The two monsters came apart.  There was a terrific gash along Hanko’s chest, where clothing and flesh had been shredded.  Kurogosho had torn off a chunk of the beast’s flesh.

                  Renobo was still attached to Kurogosho but the part of her between her shoulders was gone, white bone stood there in its place.  Blood spurted from the cleft, splashing up into Kurogosho’s face.  Blood, over blood.  Sour—in enough quantity, the smell of blood can register as a sourness.  Enoh’s nose bristled at the stench.  Hanko held Renobo’s head in its hands, decapitated.

                  Renobo’s hips continued to thrash for a while, even with her head gone.

                  The moment the demon reacted, Hanko turned to run, charging right past Enoh.  Kurogosho sped in to attack, Renobo’s body still connected.  Enoh leapt into the air, flying through the gap between the demon and the ceiling.  He landed behind Kurogosho.  There was a sudden smell of burning in his nostrils.  Burning?  The building was on fire.  “Fire!”  He heard shouting.

                  “Master Kurogosho, you must get out!”

                  Kurogosho was speeding in to attack again, even as Enoh called out.  Just then, a group of men came running around the corner, their footsteps noisy behind Kurogosho—they skidded to a halt when they saw the demonic form before them.  It turned its blood-stained features to face them.  They began to scream, attempting to scramble away.  The demon gave pursuit.

                  “Master,” Enoh mumbled, helpless.
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                  Fuminari listened to the song of the wind.

                  He sat heavily in the grass, making a sizable print with his legs crossed.  His eyes were closed.  His clothes were back on.  He was still as a rock, unable to understand the thoughts going through his mind.

                  It felt like something, yet at the same time it felt like nothing at all.  There was a flow, a constant procession of shadow-like things that moved through his flesh.  He chased them through the darkness with closed eyes.  As he gave chase, he listened to the sound of the wind.  There was something pale, catching the breeze and swaying in the air above him.

                  The naked form of Kumiko.

                  Her bare corpse hung upside-down, strung from a branch of the birch tree, suspended from a rope around her right ankle.  Her other leg wavered at an irregular angle, like a dancer preparing a step.  Her arms hung below her, the fingertips dangling only fifty centimeters above Fuminari’s head.  There was a gaping hole over her abdomen.  No blood dripped from it—the blood in her body had long since emptied out.

                  Moonlight shone down, cold and blue.  The wind picked up, gusting noisily through the upper-levels of the forest.  Her body was a pale blue in the darkness.  There was something of a pathos, a beauty to the freakish, callous scene.  A beauty that was Fuminari was utterly blind of.  He saw faces.  Kawaguchi—one of the men he slaughtered in the Tanzawa mountains.  Behind him, Kumiko, on the grass and moaning with ecstasy.  Then Hanko and Enoh.  Biku, Ryoko.  He saw Renobo, Toyama, Akio Ishibashi…each of their faces flashed briefly before him, then faded away.

                  Finally, there was Hosuke.  Each face wore an expression of sadness.  The surging hatred that would accompany Hanko’s face was gone.  There was nothing in its place.  Nothing except a thing like arid scum, left behind as the hatred had wilted away.

                  Why had it come to this?

                  Fuminari considered the question.  He had conned his way into the Kokushigun and stolen from the Towa Bank, then offloaded the blame onto the Kokushigun and kept the money for himself—part of his plan to live a life of luxury.  But that was where he had met Kumiko.

                  Was that when everything began to fall apart?

                  Or had that happened as they stumbled onto Panshigaru’s secret ritual?  Or, perhaps, after Hanko tore off his fingers?  Fuminari had no idea.  All he knew was that Kumiko’s body was rocking in the wind above him.

                  Must it have ended this way? 

                  He asked the question.  A part of him thought it inevitable, a part of him not.  The wind blew and he listened to its song, only feeling something when he imagined Ryoko’s face, or that dumb-ass look of Hosuke’s—each came with a faint warmth that spread inside him.

                  There was something huge, packed tight in his belly.  He had no idea what it was.  It felt like it might ignite, burst out of him at any moment.  It was a concentration of force, powerful enough to tear his immense muscular frame to shreds.  A dark power.  Like a huge beast slumbering on a deep ocean bed, it was unmoving.  

                  What is it?

                  He had no answer.  He had no way of knowing, not until it was out of him.  But it was stuck, unable to find an exit.  That was what it felt like, at least.  He felt like a kid that had finished crying, unable to recall his reason for crying in the first place.

                  What was I crying about?

                  He no longer understood.  He only knew what he had left to do—without that, he might as well have been dead.  What he had to do.  Fuminari continued to breathe, clinging to this one thing.

                  I must kill Hanko.

                  That was all he had left.  Gone was the why of it, along with any value he believed his life to have.  

                  I need to kill Hanko.

                  The only alternative was death, there was no room for anything in between.  The ongoing, sole object of his hatred had become the only thing supporting him—the beast that he despised, Hanko.

                  He saw the image of Hanko again, just as Renobo had stabbed Kumiko.  Hanko had gone straight after that bitch Renobo, without even running to Kumiko’s side.

                  Could Hanko have…

                  He felt a sudden bizarre empathy for the beast, but it was gone in the next moment.

                  He knew Hanko would return eventually.  That was his reason for waiting in this place.  For his listening to the wind.  Hanko would return, and they would settle their score.  He would use his bare hands and tear Hanko apart in front of Kumiko.  He would prove himself the strongest.

                  Yet, he felt that he would accept defeat if it came to that.  All that mattered now was that they settled this thing.  That, perhaps, was all he really desired.

                  How much time has already been lost to this?  

                  Sometime later he heard the sound he had been waiting for, carrying on the wind.  Something heavy on the grass, approaching through the night.  Its footsteps grew closer before finally coming to a stop.

                  Fuminari opened his eyes.

                  There in the undergrowth, just a few meters ahead, was the lumbering, black form of Hanko.  Fuminari got slowly to his feet and faced the beast.  Their silence lasted over ten seconds.  Then Hanko lobbed an object to where Fuminari stood.  It hit the grass and came to a stop.  It was Renobo’s head—her elderly features peered up at him from the ground, lips pulled tight in an expression that looked something like pleasure mixed with suffering.  The expression seemed perfect to mark her death.

                  I see.  Fuminari nodded, finally.

                  It had not mattered which of them had stayed, which had left to claim Renobo’s head and bring it back.  Fuminari understood now.

                  Of course.  He nodded again.

                  As he did so, he brought up his left hand for Hanko to see.  He straightened each of his three fingers in turn.  It felt almost superfluous, to play out this ritual to mark their transition into battle.  There, resting on the palm of his hand, was a bloody fetus.  He had pulled it from Kumiko’s womb after cutting her belly open.  An extraordinary fury exploded from Hanko’s frame.  Fuminari’s lips curled into a sly grin.  Then he showed his teeth in an outlandish smile.

                  “We settle this now,” he muttered, tossing the unborn fetus towards Hanko’s feet.  He lowered his center of gravity.

                  The two hulking creatures roared as one.

                  9

                  A horrific form thrashed in a wild frenzy, inside the crimson flames.

                  It resembled the deity Heruka—purple, swollen, and lost in ecstasy.  Clinging to it was a pale, headless female form.  Countless haunts swarmed in and out of the blaze.

                  “Master Kurogosho!” 

                  Enoh called out to Wanioh Ishibashi, the man lost in the crazed dance.  But his voice no longer reached Kurogosho’s ears.  The man was blind.  Unhearing.  Howling in a mad frenzy.  Laughing and enraptured.  The demon’s head tossed from side to side the whole time it continued to devour its sister’s flesh.  It was surrounded by flames.  They had become an unassailable barrier between the two men.  Kurogosho was visible on the other side, head and horns dancing through the air.  Enoh’s clothing had begun to smolder.
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                  Crimson fire erupted from Kurogosho’s residence, charring the night sky.

                  The powerful wind carried the flames high.  Two men emerged from part of the residence yet to be engulfed by the tumult, Hosuke Kumon and Biku.  Biku was carrying Kukai’s sokushinbutsu.  They stopped midway between the residence and the outer wall as Biku turned back to look at the building.

                  “I guess we didn’t need to start a fire, then.”

                  “Seems that way,” Hosuke replied, looking back too.  “It doesn’t matter, either way,” he muttered.

                  They kept their eyes on the building, backing towards the birch trees near the wall.  Biku was the first to reach one—in the same instant he launched himself back through the air, sensing a sudden wave of animosity crashing down from above.  One of the branches above them vibrated with a sharp crack.  The sound was followed by a soft thud.   

                  “Enoh!” Biku shouted.

                  The old man stood directly before him.  He looked like a ghost.  The head was gone from the mummy in Biku’s arms, Enoh’s attack had knocked it clean off.  It lay on the grass between them, facing the sky.  Biku let rise his own sinuous energies.  Just as they were interrupted by a casual, jocular voice.

                  “Look at you—you come this far, then you lose your fucking head.”

                  Hosuke Kumon strolled between the two men and took Kukai’s head in his hands.

                  The tension between Enoh and Biku seemed to melt away.  Enoh’s expression became that of a pained grin.

                  “You!”  A joker to the last…Enoh held back the rest of the sentence.  “Yes, perhaps it is too late for fighting.”  The words seemed to carry the weight of a great exhaustion.

                  “Perhaps it is,” Biku agreed.  The red flames flickered alluringly over his crimson lips.

                  “There were less than twenty of us inside.  Now, half are dead and the rest have likely escaped.”

                  “One of those escapees may be watching us now.  Are you okay with that?” Hosuke asked.

                  “By which you mean?”

                  “Won’t it land you in trouble?  If you’re seen being friendly with us...”

                  Enoh’s pained grin returned.  “Not anymore.”

                  “Hoo.”

                  “Master Kurogosho is in there, in the blaze.  I told him to run, but he continued to feed on Mistress Renobo,” he muttered with quiet derision.

                  Hosuke’s eyes were fixed on Enoh, they hardened suddenly.  “While we’re here like this,” he started, tossing Kukai’s head in his hands.  “Did you know that shit I ate was Yuko?”  It looked like he was asking the head in his hands.

                  “And if I said I did?”

                  “Just tell me,” Hosuke murmured.

                  “I realized what it was—whose meat it was—when I ate it.  But not before.”

                  “Hah.”  Hosuke grinned, scratching his scalp.  The hardness in his eyes was gone.

                  “Now, if you would let me ask a question,” Enoh suggested.

                  “Yeah?”

                  “What did you do to Master Kurogosho?”

                  “Nothing…”

                  “You want me to believe that Master Kurogosho ended up like that without your doing anything?”

                  Hosuke scratched his head.  “That old guy had balls.  I was ready to let Kukai’s monsters devour him—but no, he started to eat them back.  Although, maybe it’s more accurate to say he was eating them as they ate him—they merged into a single entity.  Their minds must have matched pretty well.”

                  “That explains it.”   

                  “Pretty much.”

                  “What were those things inside Kukai, after all?” Enoh asked.

                  “You really wanna know?” Hosuke grinned slyly.  He remembered the taste of the darkness he had eaten.  It was something he could never forget, regardless of how he might try.  “They were Kukai.”

                  “What?”

                  “A part of Kukai, at least.  And now they’re inside Kurogosho.  Do you remember what I said before?  About there being a route, some kind of passageway that would show us how he got to the other side, or wherever it was he went.” 

                  “Yes.”

                  “That was me bullshitting you.   But…it turns out I was actually pretty close to the truth.”

                  “Indeed?”

                  “During the dive I was looking for the entrance to wherever it was Kukai had gone.  In the end that entrance, along with the black stuff, turned out to be a part of Kukai’s consciousness.”

                  “And what does that mean?” 

                  “It means that before Kukai left, he cast off all of his feelings of lust.  They stayed behind.  The creatures we saw were the embodiment of that lust.  Just as they were entrance points to Kukai’s nirvana.  It stayed in the place Kukai had used to get away.  It planted root structures that, as I’d said before, spent the last thousand-plus years growing.”

                  “And how do you know this?”

                  “I ate a part of it.  Each part contains an image of the whole.  The flavor was pretty diluted, but it was enough to get a sense of the entirety.  Kukai’s got this girl he’s fucking in China.  That’s the memory he expunged when he left for nirvana.  They’re in a temple somewhere.  It was faint, but clear enough to piece the image together.  Kukai fucked a girl in Tang China.  We can ignore whatever led to that happening, but what’s clear is that Kukai’s lust for her stayed with him until the moment of his death.”

                  “So you think the true substance of those monsters was…Kukai’s lust for a woman he slept with in China, over a thousand years ago?”

                  “Pretty much, yeah.”

                  “Well then.”

                  “The entrance to nirvana was probably hidden beneath the network of roots.  Now it’s all inside Kurogosho,” Hosuke grunted.
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                  Fuminari was covered in blood.

                  A number of his ribs were broken.  His shirt hung in tatters, soaked red and only barely attached.  Horrific lacerations cut through his skin, visible under the shredded fabric.  Torn-up skin.  Exposed flesh.  Even taken alone, each of the wounds would have been enough to have forced any normal man unconscious, and long ago.  Hanko, too, had suffered similar damage, almost equal to Fuminari’s.  Fuminari ’s thick lips were pulled tight in a frozen smile—an unconscious expression.

                  For the first time ever, Fuminari and Hanko were engaged in dialogue.   A wordless exchange marked by the cracking of bones and flesh, punctuated by sprays of blood.  Fuminari summoned all his reserves of strength as he hammered out his loathing, battling to demonstrate his love for Kumiko.

                  Even then it was nowhere near enough.

                  He drove blow after blow into Hanko, driven by an unknowable force—struggling to understand the frustration he felt.  He tore at the beast’s flesh.  But the frustration remained, regardless of how many hits he landed.  Hanko returned his blows—strike after strike, and still the truth remained elusive.  The frustration brought with it even greater reserves of strength, coming up from deep inside him, supporting him as his willpower began to falter.  Without them, he would have been dead a long time ago.  The power pulsed up from his insides, ordering him not to give up.  But Hanko’s reserves of strength seemed greater still, limitless even.

                  “Hanko is stronger than you…”

                  Kumiko’s words flashed through his mind.  He felt a wave of hatred so powerful it was dizzying.  Fuck!  Fuminari cursed from deep within.  Fuck!  Fuck!  Fuck!   Was it true?  Was Hanko the stronger after all?  Kumiko’s body still hung upside-down, rocking in the wind as she watched the battle.  You’re all I’ve got, Hanko, Fuminari thought.  And I’m all you’ve got.

                  You’re all I’ve got…  

                  The realization caused a sudden jubilation to rush down Fuminari’s spine.  Something inside him exploded, pushing through his waist with an almost audible rush.  Previously stagnant, it now shot upwards, piercing his brain and leaving him with a powerful numbness.  He caught himself moaning, letting a feminine sound escape from his lips.  Between his legs, he was suddenly erect.  He almost collapsed there and then.

                  In that moment, Hanko’s right hand came flying towards his face.

                  Huh!?  Fuminari felt an incredible surge of terror.  He pulled his head backwards, avoiding the blow.  Something hit his neck.  The immediate sensation was not of pain, but of sound.  The horrific sound of flesh being gouged from his neck.  It was followed by a sudden heat.  Then came the intense, slab-like pain.  A chunk of his neck had been reduced to a pink mess—the sight alone would have knocked Ryoko out.  A few millimeters deeper and it would have severed his carotid artery.  Blood welled up to fill the pink wound before it trickled down the inside of his shirt.  As Fuminari staggered backwards, Hanko rushed in.  The beast’s right hand flashed out again, coming straight through the night air for his throat.

                  “Shit”

                  Fuminari pulled his head down, bringing his elbows up to protect his face and neck.  A single scratch in the same place and he would loose a ton of blood.

                  Hanko’s hand wrapped over Fuminari’s submerged head.  The pain brought him close to passing out.  He heard his skull crunch.  An enormous force was twisting his head around.  The force was such that a kid’s head would have come straight off.

                  He fought it with all his remaining strength.  His neck thickened, causing blood to torrent from his freshly-opened wound.  Hanko’s left hand came flying in, going for where Fuminari had tensed his neck.  Fuminari used his right elbow to punch the attack away.  His foot was in Hanko’s groin before the beast could launch another attack.

                  Hanko’s knees came together and the beast fell into a squat.  Fuminari smashed the tip of his foot against the beast’s knees—his foot gave off a muted crunch.  One of his toes had snapped inside the boot.  But there was no time for inventory, Hanko’s hand was still clamped over his head.  His eyes were ready to pop out.  He was getting dizzy.

                  So, this is how I die?

                  Fuminari asked himself.  Even as the thought came he formed his hand into a blade and brought it down over Hanko’s right arm—the arm still holding him.  Hanko’s other hand came up, knocking the attack away.  Huh!?  His hand hit something to their side.  Cold, hard meat.  Kumiko?  It was her corpse, still hanging from the birch tree.

                  His hand stroked through her hair, then closed around it. 

                  He tugged her head forwards, slamming it as hard as he could into Hanko’s face.  The sensation of her face disintegrating channeled through his fingers and spread over his entire body.  Hanko pulled away, screaming.  The branch holding Kumiko up broke and her corpse fell to the ground.  It lay face up between them, her nose had been flattened.  It looked repulsive, all the more for the fact that no blood flowed from it.  Fuminari had palmed her eyes closed, but the right one had re-opened.  It was staring directly at him.  A noise caught in his throat.  He was attempting to call out to her, but he could no longer tell if he was forming any words.  Hanko just stood there, ready in a fighting stance and watching him.

                  Hanko.  I’m the monster, not you.  Fuminari was already screaming when the realization hit him. 

                  “Die!” 

                  Fuminari did not know if the scream was meant for Hanko or himself.  He leapt over Kumiko’s corpse and launched himself at the beast.  He arranged the three fingers of his right hand into a knife and lanced them forwards, going straight for Hanko’s throat.  He made no attempt at protecting himself.  This would be his last attack.

                  Hanko stayed still.

                  There was a crunch as something gave way, then Fuminari’s hand was bathed in warmth.  It was buried to the wrist, underneath Hanko’s jaw.

                  Fuminari ejaculated—over and over.

                  An incredible elation spiked through his core, traveling the length of his penis to smack again and again into the fabric of his trousers.  Fuminari came back to himself.  He registered Hanko’s face, the incomparable sadness in the beast’s expression, watching Fuminari with what seemed to be a deep pathos.  Blood gushed suddenly out from the beast’s mouth, covering Fuminari’s face.

                  “Hanko?”

                  Fuminari’s blood-soaked eyes stretched open in shock.  The shock gave way to a deluge of punishing horror.  Why didn’t you run?  Why didn’t you try to kill me?  There was no way Hanko could have failed to parry the attack, it had been straightforward.  Fuminari pulled his hand free, releasing a fresh wave of blood from the beast’s throat.  His three fingers were dripping with Hanko’s blood.  There was only one answer.

                  Hanko had let Fuminari kill him.

                  Fuminari had been absent from Hanko’s eyes.  It had been utterly consumed by the sight of Kumiko, fallen at his feet.  With that, the beast’s eyes had finally attained a form of peace.  Hanko slumped forward and collapsed over her, like a giant, fallen tree.  Fuminari felt a sudden panic.

                  “She’s mine!” he yelled.  “Kumiko’s mine!”

                  But his voice failed to reach either of them.  Hanko was dead.  He had given his life to Fuminari, and taken Kumiko in exchange. 

                  “No…”  No, no, no!!  

                  He screamed and began to pummel the back of Hanko’s head.  He kicked right through it, hitting Kumiko’s corpse.  He continued to kick at them even after the beast’s head had been crushed flat, Kumiko’s body with it.  There was nothing left for him now, not even death.

                  



      







                  Epilogue
[image: Nagano]
                  The three men stood before the burning residence, watching the flames.

                  Hosuke, Biku and Enoh.  The wind brushed against them as it gusted through the dark sky.  They sensed someone approaching from behind and turned as one to see Senkichi Fuminari standing before them.  He was wearing a vacant expression.

                  “Fuminari,” Enoh muttered his name. 

                  Fuminari failed to respond.

                  He was staring at the flames.  Or not—it was not clear that he was looking at anything at all.  He seemed absent somehow.  Different from the Fuminari they knew, the man that exuded such overwhelming levels of energy.  He looked deflated, weakened to the point that a woman or child could easily dispose of him.  His face was matted with congealed blood. 

                  Hosuke spoke next, as though he had just remembered something.  “What about this thing?”  Kukai’s head was still in his hands, he was asking the others what they wanted to do with it.  The whole time he kept glancing down at it.  “You know, a lot of shit went down for this thing.”

                  “What should we do, indeed?” Biku answered.

                  He was still carrying the rest of Kukai in his arms.  Hosuke strolled up to him and replaced the head over the monk’s shoulders.  It settled there, tipped slightly so that it appeared to be taking interest in the flames.

                  “So, that’s that?”  Hosuke said. 

                  “It would seem so,” Biku replied, his crimson lips forming their signature, Buddha-like smile.

                  “Let’s see—the purity of exquisite bliss is the stage of a Bodhisattva?” Enoh recited a line from the Rishu Sutra.

                  Fuminari’s eyes were still on the flames.  Hosuke walked over, coming to a stop at his side.  He put a hand on the other man’s shoulder.

                  “Are you crying, man?” he whispered, so that only Fuminari could hear.

                  Fuminari made no response.

                  He saw nothing but darkness.

            

      


  
    
      


      Character Guide


      Senkichi Fuminari


      A soldier of fortune. An instinctive martial arts master who kills when necessary, relishing every moment. He is dedicated only to himself and the objects of his desire. Caring for other people confuses him, makes him think he is weak. The thought of fear terrifies him. He loses three fingers in a nightmarish battle with Hanko, a man-beast the size of a bear. The loss devastates him, sealing his resolve to destroy his new nemesis.


      Biku


      Handsome to the point of feminine beauty, he is a priest at the Mt. Koya sect of Shingon Esoteric Buddhism and a practitioner of the Tachikawa Way--enlightenment through sexual ecstasy. A martial arts master. Pain fascinates him. He was born without the ability to feel physical pain--a congenital indifference. He is a student of pain, torturing when he has to and studying its effects, but he will only cause harm if he must.


      Hosuke Kumon


      An A-class Psyche Diver, one who possesses innate telepathic abilities and uses them in concert with cutting edge technology to dive into the mind in search of information, for a fee. He is an unlicensed free agent working for the top bidder. His innate...talents...provide him with an edge in almost any fight. Has a wry sense of humor and a deceptively happy-go-lucky disposition. His home is the mountain.


      Master Kurogosho


      Lover of Renobo and the black heart of Panshigaru, worshipers of the bloody Hindu god Heruka. He is consumed by the infuriating knowledge that one day he will die and lose his power, so he seeks immortality. He contrives to steal the sacred remains of Kukai and sustains his life through the sacrifice of others.


      Renobo


      Master Kurogosho’s lover. Her power is maintained from the blood sacrifice of other women, and an insatiable appetite for sex. She is a leader within Panshigaru.


      Enoh


      A Kung Fu master of the first order dedicated to the Master Kurogosho. He is the creator of physically twisted Hanko, a man-beast developed through the ancient Chinese art of body binding. He kills without remorse and enjoys watching blood flow from worthy opponents. He is wise and corrupt.


      Hanko


      The mute, physically twisted nemesis of Senkichi Fuminari. He exists for one purpose only: to kill on command. He does so without emotion, unless Jakouin is involved. He is deeply in love, and will lose his mind if anything happens to her. The only two people able to command Hanko are Enoh and Jakouin.


      Jakouin


      The mysterious, shrouded counterpart of Hanko. The curves under her black jumpsuit, and her sharp eyes and nose reveal her as a woman, and probably quite attractive.


      Yuko


      A frequent visitor to Biku’s home and a follower of the Tachikawa Way. She is sweet and young, in her late teens. She is kidnapped by Kurogosho’s henchmen and prepared for the ritual blood sacrifice. Hosuke Kumon risks everything to save her.


      Iba


      A top-level enforcer affiliated with Master Kurogosho. He is tough, resourceful, and remorseless. He is one of the thieves who stole the body of Kukai from Mt. Toyama. Iba is beheaded by Hanko as punishment for revealing too much under Biku’s relentless torture


      Kukai--Kobo Daishi


      The mummified remains of the 8th century founder of Japanese Buddhism in the. He is said to have attained Buddhahood while still living, and is therefore home to unimaginable spiritual powers.


      Akio Ishibashi


      Related to Miwa Ishibashi and a lover of Renobo’s. He blackmailed Shutaro Toyama to gain influence into Japanese politics in order to protect the Panshigaru.


      


      Shutaro Toyama


      A corrupt member of the Japanese Upper House. He accepted large sums of money in order to rescue his flailing political career and gain political prestige, at the cost of his life. Toyama is caught in the crossfire during a raid by Fuminari.
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