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Chapter 1


Welcome to Osaka



How in the world am I supposed to choose?

In my right hand, I held an original Final Fantasy VI cartridge, and my left hand had just landed on a copy of Chrono Trigger. Both were in pristine condition and their price tags reflected as much. It’d be impossible for me to buy the pair of games, a system to play them on, and still eat anything beyond convenience store food for the four weeks between now and payday. Thus, my dilemma.

Since I’d only been in Japan for three days, stumbling upon this quirky retro video game store, Mister Tomato, was a total fluke. I had no destination in mind when I left my apartment earlier. I’d just decided to walk west, and my feet eventually led me to the covered sidewalks and colorful storefronts of Osaka’s center for all things otaku, Den Den Town.

Being a bit of a closeted weeb, I couldn’t resist the urge to step inside of Mister Tomato after seeing its window display of vintage games. While my wallet would probably be lighter afterward, I wasn’t disappointed by the selection I found in the store’s tiny aisles.

Part of me still couldn’t believe that I was standing there. I’d done it. I’d accomplished my goal of moving to Japan! All of those extra shifts at the distribution center, and the second job as a waiter—on top of going back to school a couple of years after I stopped—had worked.

I’d still managed to rack up some considerable student loans, but who cared?

In less than twenty-four hours, I was going to be an English teacher.

Me.

Dylan Rossi from Cedar Rapids, Iowa.

I intended to experience everything Japan had to offer, and now I had the urge to play a classic video game in its native language. I figured it’d be a great way for me to keep my Japanese sharp, and indulge in one of my nerdy hobbies.

My hands trembled as I thought about my options. Chrono Trigger featured iconic character designs. It was a fantasy game, but it also had time travel. There were fifteen different possible endings—so much replayability.

On the other hand, Final Fantasy VI featured one of the most memorable villains of all time. It contained the largest cast of playable characters in any mainline Final Fantasy game, and all of them could learn to use magic. The story centered on recovering from failure and how to cope with loss.

As I gazed at the games in my hands, I heard a vaguely familiar song with a catchy chorus playing through tinny speakers tucked away in a corner, and I started to nod my head along with the beat.

My shaggy blond hair obstructed my view, until I absent-mindedly brushed it away and looked up. I caught the reflection of my blue eyes in a convex round security mirror plastered against the ceiling, and shook my head. I needed to get back to the task at hand.

Focus, Dylan. Both of these games will deliver an unforgettable experience. You can’t go wrong.

A Japanese guy in his late thirties was standing behind the counter, and he slowly narrowed his eyes at me. Maybe theft had been on the rise recently, so I didn’t want to give the employee any reason to think I was acting suspiciously. I turned toward him, raised both games, and lifted them back and forth in the international gesture for “I can’t decide what to get.”

The guy behind the counter gave me a knowing smirk. It was as if he’d seen this same situation play out a thousand times before. He stroked his chin, pointed toward Final Fantasy VI, and nodded with his thumbs up.

Of course. Only one of these games would give me the chance to suplex a ghost train! Final Fantasy VI was definitely coming home with me. I tipped my head as a thank you to the older gamer, and put Chrono Trigger back.

I turned back to the shelf and placed the cartridge I wasn’t purchasing exactly where it belonged. My hand lingered on one of the slightly rounded edges of plastic while I took one last look at the combination of English and straight katakana writing on its white label.

If you’re still here when I come back, I promise I’ll take you home.

Just as I pulled my hand away from the shelf, the front door of the shop opened, banging against a curated display of every Yakuza and Like a Dragon game ever released by Sega. The formerly calm, easy-going gamer haven was immediately overwhelmed with the rowdy voices of two Americans I recognized—Josh and Bryan, better known as The Game Grabbers.

An old roommate of mine was a fan of theirs. Having seen a handful of their YouTube videos, I was familiar with these Chicagoans. All of their uploads seemed to follow a fairly predictable pattern.

The videos began with The Game Grabbers haggling the shit out of either someone working at a small business, or a private seller. These negotiation scenes would then cut to a separate location, usually their car, where the guys would deliver one of two different responses.

If the seller agreed to their ridiculous offer, Josh and Bryan would crow about fleecing the seller. However, if the seller stood their ground, The Game Grabbers would launch into a tirade regarding customer service, bloated prices, or the other person’s inability to negotiate.

Finally, each video ended with The Game Grabbers bragging about how much money they were going to make flipping everything they’d purchased during the course of an entire day.

“Grabbin’ games! Grabbin’, grabbin’,” Josh shrieked in his thick, high-pitched midwestern accent.

Bryan held a camera on Josh and egged him on. “What we grabbin’ today?”

For the life of me, I didn’t know why these guys were in Japan. The last video I saw made it seem like they liked sticking to the Midwest when they went out game hunting. Oh, god. They weren’t really going to try their schtick in a country where arguing over prices wasn’t culturally acceptable, were they?

To avoid the duo, I retraced my path toward the back of the store. I stopped at a shelf holding ten original Super Famicoms. Like so many other items inside of Mr. Tomato, each system was in fantastic condition, despite being over thirty years old. The console on the far left seemed to call my name, so I grabbed it.

The thought of plugging in the Super Famicom and firing up the JRPG in my right hand made me want to race home and get started. I gave both items another glance to appreciate their immaculate condition, when I noticed something.

A single, long white hair rested on top of the console.

One hair didn’t necessarily ruin an entire system, so I reached over with my thumb to wipe the out-of-place hair away. As soon as the pad of my thumb made contact with the hair, I could feel a small surge of electricity run through my body. All of the lights in the store looked as if they dimmed. They were replaced with a golden spotlight shining down on me, and my head felt light.

What the hell is going on? Is this some sort of delayed reaction to jet lag?

I closed my eyes, took three deep breaths, and shook my head. When I opened my eyes again, the room was normal. No golden light. No white hair. I was just back in the normal Mr. Tomato video game store.

Shaking whatever the hell just happened out of my head, I continued toward the counter. In the search for something normal to make sure I was grounded in the here and now, my eyes landed on an extremely clean-looking Neo Geo AES system behind glass.

The otaku part of my brain kicked in, and helped me forget about any sort of light nonsense. I switched gears, and was immediately calculating the amount of hours I’d have to work in order to pick up this hard-to-find system. I had to laugh at myself. I hadn’t even been in Japan for a week, and I was already thinking about spending my as-of-yet unearned Japanese yen. This led me to the realization that Mr. Tomato would likely be receiving a healthy portion of my future paychecks.

I broke away from the imagined tractor beam being generated by the Neo Geo system, and continued toward the counter. The idea of needing to buy a special cleaner or a can of air to keep my purchases spotless popped into my head, but I didn’t see anything fitting that description. The guy in his late thirties gave me a slight nod after scanning my items.

In clear, but slightly broken English, he said, “Good game. You enjoy it.”

“Thanks for the recommendation,” I replied in Japanese, hoping my accent wasn’t too thick.

The clerk nodded again. “Oh, your Japanese is good.” He craned his neck up toward the top of my head, and added, “You’re too tall.”

From studying Japanese culture and customs for more than a decade, I knew it would be appropriate for me to downplay the guy’s compliment, and I was used to comments about my six-foot-four height. I paid for my items and waved a hand before saying in Japanese, “Thank you, but I still have a lot to learn.”

“Ah, bro! Fuckin’ Chrono Trigger. Grabbin’, grabbin’. You know, we grabbin’ this,” Josh gloated. It appeared he and Bryan had stumbled across the other half of my impossible choice.

The clerk and I shared a sigh, and both shook our heads after Josh’s disruptive shout. I moved away from the front of the counter. I knew it was the polite thing to do, and I sort of figured the guy wanted to keep an eye on the two obnoxious shoppers.

The pair were haphazardly snatching discs and cartridges from the shelves. Their inability to read Japanese was obvious, as they seemed to focus exclusively on titles with English on the label, but they were amassing a considerable pile. I knew these two were going to make the guy behind the counter uncomfortable, so I decided to get involved.

From the side of the counter, I turned back toward the clerk. Thinking through how to phrase an appropriate message, I landed on a quick warning.

“Be careful. These men will try to cheat you by saying the price is too high,” I said, just loudly enough for the clerk to hear.

The man opened his mouth to respond, but The Game Grabbers appeared at the counter with their mound of games. They unceremoniously dumped the games on the counter. The clerk shook his head at the sloppy stack of games. He turned toward me, shrugged, and began scanning.

From the corner of my eye, I saw a tiny, amorphous, dark purple blob pop out of the clerk’s shoulder. When I focused my attention on the blob, it started to pulsate.

What the fuck is that?!

I did a double-take. Yep. Still there.

It had to be the fluorescent lights, or the start of a migraine, or something. I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths again. It worked. When I opened my eyes, the purple stuff—or thing, or whatever the hell it was—had vanished, just like the golden light.

Oh great. Either my first experience with jet lag is turning out to be one of the worst in history, or I’m starting to see things.

I took a few more deep breaths, and immediately felt a little less off balance.

I just need to finish up here and head back home. My sleep’s been all out of whack since I got off the plane, and I’ve heard inconsistent rest can cause all kinds of weird side effects.

With my mind landing on what I hoped was a reasonable explanation, I made a mental note to lay down as soon as I got back to my apartment. I needed to be ready for my first day of teaching the following day.

By this time, the clerk had finished ringing up all of the items. He pointed toward the screen, which read 180,000 yen—or a little less than $1,200—and offered a tray for the expected money.

Bryan must have been the one tasked with quick currency conversions. From behind the camera he told Josh, “Bro, this guy’s trying to charge us twelve hundred bucks, which is retail here.”

Josh gave his friend a conspiratorial grin. “Let the tussles begin.” Josh looked back to the clerk. In a louder and overly enunciated voice he said, “Too expensive. Your price is too high. I want a discount. Do you understand? Discount.”

The clerk had an incredulous look on his face. He shifted his weight and pointed back to the total of 180,000 yen.

Bryan’s camera drifted back and forth between his partner in crime and the clerk. He brought it back onto Josh and said, “This dude doesn’t know English. You gotta talk to him like a baby, bro.”

“Yeah. Maybe I just need to hold up each game and my fingers to get this dumbass on board,” Josh shot back. He held up a finger and looked at it with mock astonishment, like he was an idiot who had just discovered fire.

The clerk’s body stiffened. It was obvious that he did, in fact, understand English. At least, he understood enough to know he was being insulted. The dark purple blob popped out of his shoulder again, and rested on top of his collarbone.

When neither the clerk nor The Game Grabbers seemed to notice the globby purple mound, my brain temporarily broke.

Why is no one else seeing this? Okay, stay calm. If I act normal, maybe I can find an explanation for this.

Since it had helped twice in a short span of time, I decided to close my eyes and repeat the same breathing pattern. However, there was no change to the scene in front of me when I opened my eyes this time. The same purple thing was still perched on the clerk.

Something vile radiated from the dark purple mass. I could tell it was dangerous, but I still couldn’t figure out why no one else was taking notice of it. Maybe I needed to do something to distract myself from the purple blob.

Knowing their schtick, I decided I’d step in and help the clerk with his interaction with The Game Grabbers. “You guys are wasting your time. People don’t really haggle in Japan.”

This earned Bryan and Josh’s attention. They ignored the clerk, and turned the camera on me.

“What, you some sort of Japan-o-phile? Dick. Shut up, and let us get ours. This don’t concern you…unless you want to be put on blast,” Bryan threatened from behind the camera.

“Oh, you’re on blast, bro. We got you! We got you,” Josh howled with delight.

“If you put anything on your channel from this conversation, I’ll sue you,” I replied. I wasn’t thinking straight. Hell, I was seeing lights and objects no one else was, but I knew these guys had pissed a lot of people off.

“Wait. What?” Josh said in a deflated voice.

“It’s called invasion of privacy. I never consented to you putting a camera in my face. And I am saying right now, to your camera, I do not now, and never will, consent to having my likeness broadcast on your garbage channel. If you’re stupid enough to post this anyway, I’ll sue you for defamation of character,” I said in a calm and even tone. “Believe me, YouTube will flag your channel when my lawyer contacts them on my behalf.”

The guys from Chicago looked at each other with a bit of fear on their faces. Had I struck a nerve? Before turning back toward me, Bryan’s upper lip tensed in a sneer.

“I’m guessing this would be at least your second warning, maybe even your third,” I ventured.

I watched as a new dark purple mass floated out of Bryan’s now contorted mouth. It was larger than the gob on the clerk’s shoulder. I nearly flinched as the two bits of purple stretched out toward one another with amoeba-like tendrils. Once they made contact, the two pooled together.

The new, combined dark purple lump more than doubled, and was about the size of a volleyball. The volleyball fusion moved from in front of Bryan’s face to the floor near his feet, where it sprouted legs.

It took all of my concentration to not focus on the little purple thing on the ground. Thankfully, it appeared The Game Grabbers had decided to back down.

“You know what, Bryan, let’s leave. This store’s got a shit selection,” Josh said, glaring at me and the clerk. He followed up his words by tugging at his partner’s sleeve.

His co-host seemed to agree and lowered his camera; however, the fight hadn’t left Bryan entirely. He moved closer to me and said, “Watch yourself.”

A tiny fragment of purple came out of Bryan’s nostrils. It hung there like an alien booger for a brief moment, and stretched for its companion on the floor. The walking purple volleyball now sprouted stubby arms.

Josh joined his buddy in an attempt to intimidate me, but I was confident these guys didn’t know shit about fighting. Looking both of them in the face, I said, “Anytime, fellas. I can handle myself.”

“Please don’t hurt us, nerd,” Josh said dramatically, throwing his elbows back and pinwheeling both of his arms in large circles. During his theatrical flailing, Josh knocked over the neat stacks of games the clerk had formed while ringing up their now-forgotten purchases.

Discs and cartridges toppled over onto the ground. The spilled games tumbled all over the counter and hit the floor. Several games ended up behind the counter with the clerk, but more landed in front of me and The Game Grabbers.

Josh faked his surprise. “Oops. I guess the dumbass shouldn’t have put the games there.”

I didn’t see the next purple glob leave the clerk, but I did notice a cotton-ball-sized bit join the growing figure on the floor. It had grown to be more than a foot tall, and I could have sworn it looked like it was hopping around Bryan’s feet. I got this feeling—like it was enjoying the escalation of this exchange, because its movements resembled a dance, and it clung to Bryan’s ankle like a tiny purple stripper on a pole.

When the clerk bent down to pick up the portion of the mess behind the counter, Josh nodded to his friend.

Bryan dipped his right shoulder way too low and pulled back his arm in an exaggerated fashion. Basically, the only way he could have telegraphed his intentions even more would have been if he’d shouted, ‘I’m going to punch you now!’

Using my years of martial arts experience, quick reflexes, and five plus inches of height advantage on him, I blocked Bryan’s punch with my left forearm while striking out with my right hand in a single, fluid motion. My knuckles hovered a fraction of an inch in front of Bryan’s nose.

“That’s your one and only freebie,” I said in a stern tone. I stared the guy down to let him know I wasn’t fucking around.

Josh pulled at Bryan’s sleeve with a bit more urgency than his first attempt, and The Game Grabbers were heading out the door. I watched as the purple volleyball thing seemed to faze into Bryan from its position on his leg. It appeared the group had gained a third member.

Shortly after they left, the clerk stood up from behind the counter. He let out a grumble and came around the counter to collect the rest of the spilled inventory. I hesitated on what to do. Should I help him pick things up, or chase after the unknown dark purple creature?

With the tiniest sliver of hope that this was still all in my head, I landed on helping the clerk. I bent down and helped the employee carefully gather the mess.

Chrono Trigger had slid far away from the rest of the merchandise. It had come to rest under a shelf. When I picked it up, there were scuffs on the white label and a massive crack toward the bottom cartridge. What a tragedy. For this guy’s sake, I hoped the pins were still intact.

I brought my collected portion of the games back to the counter. The clerk thanked me in Japanese. He shook his head in disgust and switched to English. “Bad men. Bad feeling.”


Chapter 2


Learning the Ropes



I’m not sure if it was a minor miracle or the ten uninterrupted hours of sleep I had the night before, but I woke up feeling refreshed and excited to get out of bed. Disgusting purple blobs and golden lights were the furthest things from my mind. And why not? This was the day I started my new job at Sun English.

Becoming a language instructor was the whole reason I had chosen to be an English major. All of those late-night cram sessions for exams, coordinating study groups, meeting with exchange students to practice the language acquisition methods I learned in class, joining immersive Japanese camps—all of it was for this goal. I was going to be a teacher, and I wanted to be a great one.

On top of wanting to be a great teacher, I wanted to teach in Japan. I had to. I fell in love with Japanese pop culture when I was a kid, and it grew from there. Before my mom or uncle knew what was happening, I was dedicating myself to karate, teaching myself hiragana out of textbooks I didn’t understand, and asking if the California rolls at Hy-Vee were authentic pieces of sushi.

Memories of those days made me grin. I stepped off the train and began navigating the enormous network of tunnels and corridors of Namba Station on my way to work. While my daily commute was going to involve a train ride smashed together with throngs of other people, I was confident in my decision to work at this school.

Sun English was an exclusive private academy. It was one of the only language academies that required its foreign teachers to be fluent in Japanese. I was going to be paid a bit more than a typical English teacher, have a regular Monday through Friday schedule—and according to the recruiter, the tight-knit staff were very welcoming. To a guy who firmly believed in being Iowa nice, all of those benefits made this position perfect for me.

Eager to dive into the curriculum for my classes, I arrived at Sun English an hour early. When I got off the elevator, a diminutive, fifty-year-old Japanese woman with short hair and a warm smile greeted me from behind an elevated front desk.

“Can I help you?” she asked in perfect English.

Not wanting to insult the woman’s abilities, I stuck with English. “Hi. I’m Dylan Rossi, and today’s my first day.”

The smile on the woman’s face grew. She stood up and offered her hand. “I’m Ms. Daimon. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Rossi.”

“Nice to meet you too, Ms. Daimon,” I answered, grasping her hand. The presumed secretary had a decently firm handshake for her size and age.

When I let go of her hand, Ms. Daimon said in Japanese, “So tall.”

I chuckled at her off-the-cuff comment, and intentionally bumped the top of my head on a sign hanging from the ceiling near her desk.

This got a laugh out of Ms. Daimon. “Once the shock of meeting a new teacher wears off, the younger kids are going to want to climb all over you like a piece of playground equipment. Feel free to tell them no if you aren’t comfortable,” she said.

“As long as it’s not against the rules, I’ll be totally fine with it. I have six cousins who are much younger than me, so I’m used to being a human jungle gym,” I replied.

Ms. Daimon snickered. “Give me just one moment, please.” She then directed her attention to her desk.

I quickly scanned the interior of my new workplace. From the looks of it, the layout of Sun English resembled the shape of a U, with the reception desk being the center where two parallel hallways met.

Stepping away from the desk, Ms. Daimon said, “Follow me.”

We walked down a hall. Along the way, we passed four closed doors. Each had a planet’s name displayed on a colorful sign above its frame. When we arrived at the end of the hall, there was a door with frosted glass, with the words “Staff Office” in both English and Japanese in the middle of the glass.

Ms. Daimon swiped her name badge and unlocked the door. After she stepped inside, motion-sensored lights flickered to life. She held the door open for me. I held my breath and entered with a dopey smile on my face.

Beaming back at me, Ms. Daimon said, “Welcome to your new office, Mr. Rossi.”

My smile grew and I shook my head before replying, “You can just call me Dylan.”

“Okay. Dylan it is,” Ms. Daimon said, slowly nodding. She added, “I was about to make some coffee. Would you like some?”

“Yes, please,” I answered. Not knowing if there was a policy about me being in the office without a badge, I added, “Do I need to come back out to the lobby, or can I stay here?”

“Of course you can stay, Dylan,” Ms. Daimon said, waving away my silly question. She added, “Make yourself comfortable, and I’ll be back when the coffee’s ready.”

After she left, I surveyed the inviting room. The first thing I noticed were the four desks. They were situated next to one another, and filled the space of one wall. Each desk had a computer, a comfortable looking office chair, and a large amount of surface area.

Three of the desks were decorated with drawings, plants, and small objects which gave each one a bit of personality. Portraits, likely created by a talented student, hung above each of these stations, informing me that my new coworkers were Kate, Austin, and Penny.

I was in the midst of devising a way to gamify my introduction to the students when Ms. Daimon came back into the office. She had a small tray with two cups of coffee, some cream and sugar packets, and two individually wrapped Biscoff cookies. I followed her as she set the tray down at one of the small tables lining the wall opposite the teachers’ desks.

“Please, have a seat,” she invited.

“Thank you for the coffee,” I replied, unbuttoning the jacket of my off-the-rack suit, and sat across from the older woman.

Ms. Daimon began doctoring her coffee. “It’s been a while since we’ve had a new teacher with so much enthusiasm. Don’t get me wrong, there’s a wonderful group of people working here now. But I don’t think we’ve had anyone arrive more than twenty minutes early on their first day.”

I smiled. “I’m happy to have the opportunity to be here. Coming to Japan has been a dream of mine for almost twenty years, so I’m still pinching myself, I guess.”

Ms. Daimon gave me a knowing smile. “Glad to have you.”

The next forty-five minutes flew by. Ms. Daimon and I got to chatting about several different topics. She asked about my first days in Osaka, what my experiences were with the recruiting agency in the States, my point of contact in Osaka, and if I’d tried any new food yet. This last topic seemed to be especially important to her.

“Have you tried horse mackerel for breakfast? It’s normally served with its head still on and there are some bones to take out, but it’s so flaky and delicious,” she said, half rolling her eyes back.

“I’ll put it on the list,” I replied and pulled out my phone. “To be honest, I’m not exactly sure what a horse mackerel is,” I added.

“What? You don’t know this fish?” Ms. Daimon asked in wide-eyed shock.

Before I could form an explanation for my seafood ignorance, a new voice chimed in from behind me. “See, Ms. Daimon. I told you, us Americans don’t eat a lot of seafood. Unless someone’s really into fishing, we don’t know the names of most fish,” a man said in Japanese.

I turned in my seat to agree with the guy and saw a young, slender man with spiky brown hair and a knowing smirk on his face. He moved toward me and extended his hand. I stood to greet him and quickly realized he was about the same height as Ms. Daimon.

Sticking with Japanese, I grasped the guy’s hand and said, “Hi, I’m Dylan. It’s nice to meet you, and thanks for the assistance.”

“Great to meet you. I’m Austin, and I’m going to be mentoring you for the day.” When our introductions were taken care of, Austin put his thumb under his chin and said, “I think the plan is to have you observe and assist for the first half of the day, and then switch for the second half.” He craned his neck in Ms. Daimon’s direction and shrugged.

Ms. Daimon nodded. “Yes, Austin. That’s exactly how I want you to handle Dylan’s first day.” Turning her attention back toward me, she continued, “You’ll be working with middle school students when you take over the teaching responsibilities. They’ll be more mature and skilled, but their level of energy might be a little lower. If you’re able to maintain your enthusiasm, you’ll do just fine.”

I was in the process of trying to figure out why the secretary was assigning teaching responsibilities when Ms. Daimon got to her feet and said, “I’ll be in my office if you need anything.”

After Ms. Daimon left, I turned to Austin. “She has an office?”

Austin shook his head. “Of course she does, she’s the director.” He must have seen the confusion on my face, so he added, “Ms. Daimon likes to pose as the secretary when new people start. She uses it as a final interview. She said it’s the best way for her to see how new hires will handle people on a lower social rung.”

Wait. That was an interview?

My eyes went wide, and I replayed the conversation I’d had with my new boss in my head. I’d been respectful, but some of my answers had been so casual. Was I too casual with her given the circumstances? I facepalmed, thinking I should have seen the situation for what it was.

Austin chimed in again. “Don’t worry, you did fine. Ms. Daimon would have sent you packing immediately if you hadn’t.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. About a month ago, there was a British guy in here who was a bit curt with her when he thought she was the receptionist. I didn’t hear him say anything vulgar, but he basically made it known he didn’t have time for anyone other than the director,” Austin explained.

A voice inside my head sent a thank you to my mom for always stressing the need to be polite to people regardless of where you meet them, and I put my game face back on. “What’s first?” I asked Austin.

“Our first class starts in a little over thirty minutes. I’ll show you around, and we’ll get started with the prep,” Austin explained.

We immediately got to work. After Austin gave me a quick tour, we broke down the flow of the first class. He explained where the students left off during the previous week, his expected outcomes for the current lesson, the activities we were going to have the kids complete, and how we were going to prepare for the next class.

When I brought up adding an online timer with a cartoonish bomb to one of Austin’s activities, he smacked his forehead and said, “Why didn’t I think of that? The kids’ll love it,” and we got back to the task of gathering our materials.

I briefly met Kate and Penny, while I was placing scissors and glue sticks into a basket with markers and other supplies. Like Austin, both women looked like they were only a year or two out of college, and seemed happy to be at Sun English.

Penny was African-American, had long hair, and an easy smile. She was slightly under six feet tall and had a thin frame. Kate was a Canadian with shoulder-length red hair. She had a determined look on her face and a short, athletic build.

There wasn’t much time to get beyond the simple introductions before the sounds of our students filled the hallways. The noises weren’t as chaotic as I remembered from recess, but there were running footsteps, laughing voices, and a few kids calling for one another.

Austin motioned for me to follow him, and we approached a classroom with a sign reading “Neptune” above its door. When Austin entered the class, he was greeted with a chorus of “Hello” from several seven-year-olds.

This is it. You got this!

I drew in a deep breath, and crossed the threshold into the classroom a few beats after Austin. I knew my size might intimidate some of the kids, so I put on an exaggerated smile when I walked in. I added a big wave to make myself more approachable.

As expected, I heard more than one “Whoa” from the ten children in the room, but thankfully, there were a couple of giggles as well.

After the initial shock of a new adult in the room wore off, Austin said, “This is Mr. Rossi. He’s a new teacher, and he’s going to be working with us today.” He turned to me and continued. “Please feel free to introduce yourself.”

“Gladly,” I replied, and turned back to the kids. “Like Mr. Brown said, my name’s Mr. Rossi, and I’m from Iowa in the United States. Has anyone ever heard of Iowa?”

Ten hands shot up in response. Dumbfounded, I turned to Austin for confirmation.

He nodded. “They’re young, but world geography works its way into a lot of lessons. You might be shocked by what they know about countries outside of Japan.”

Turning back to the kids, I added another question. “Does anyone know the two things Iowa’s famous for?”

There was a slight delay, before a girl in the front raised her hand and mentioned corn. I congratulated her, but she wasn’t able to think of the second farming staple from my home state. The rest of the children shook their heads in frustration.

Make a noise and let them guess.

I hunched over and started oinking. This started a fresh round of giggles, and all-out laughter when several of the kids started imitating my snorting sounds. After the impromptu pig impressions ended, the rest of the hour and most of the day flew by. Austin was a great instructor, and I learned where to step in with assistance by paying attention to the simplest of gestures.

Halfway through the day, we switched roles. It seemed like Austin became less hands-on with each passing hour. There were more interesting introductions, laughs, and the students reacted well to my lessons. Austin provided me with extremely positive feedback, and made some solid suggestions for getting more student engagement.

When it came time for the final class of the day, Austin pulled me aside. “Do you want to try this one alone? I talked it over with Ms. Daimon during our last break, and she thinks you’re ready.”

“That would be awesome! These are the oldest kids of the day, right?” When Austin nodded, I continued. “Great. I have an idea for an introduction activity.” I removed a few items from my bag and put them on the teacher’s station.

Ten minutes later, I was in front of a small group of ninth-grade students. The class consisted of four girls and two boys. All but one of them looked a little wiped out, but interested. A lone girl in the back was intentionally brushing her hair in front of her face and looking down at her desk.

Not letting one student’s disinterest get to me, I launched into my introduction and activity. “Hi, I’m Mr. Rossi, and I’m a new teacher. We’re going to start tonight’s class with a game. I want you to put your bags and phones on your desk.”

Most of the students looked at each other, shrugged, and followed my directions. As I suspected, each student had some sort of decoration or trinket on either their bag, phone, or both.

Good. Now we all get to play.

“Thank you. Here’s how the game works. I brought three objects from home. You’re going to pick a partner, and I’m going to hand you an object. You and your partner are going to talk about the object and try to guess something about me. Does everyone understand so far?”

Five heads nodded, and the girl in the back continued brushing her hair toward her face.

“Alright. While you’re talking to each other, I’m going to walk around and try to guess something about you. Any questions?”

I waited a few beats. After it was clear there were no questions, I grabbed my three objects: my ISU keychain, my black belt, and my Final Fantasy VI cartridge.

Moving from the teacher’s station, I saw four of the students quickly pair up. The girl in the back was still busy trying to cover her face with her hair. The remaining girl looked concerned. I handed the keychain and belt to the existing groups, and made my way toward the back of the room.

“What’s your name?” I asked the concerned girl.

“Emi, and this is Shino,” she replied. Looking at the other girl, Emi said, “Come on, Shino. The teacher’s going to be mad at us if we don’t participate.”

Shino stopped brushing her hair forward and sullenly whispered, “Doesn’t matter.”

“Hey Emi, I have an idea. How about I give you the last object, and you join another group. I want to talk with Shino for a minute,” I offered.

Emi slowly got up from her desk and looked nervous. As she was stepping away, she asked, “Is Shino in trouble? I don’t want to leave if she’s going to be in trouble.”

Touched by the camaraderie Emi was displaying for her friend, I put my hand to my chest and said, “I promise, she’s not in trouble. Sometimes we just have bad days, and I want to see if I can help Shino with hers.”

Once Emi sat with the other group of girls, I shifted my attention to Shino. “If you don’t feel like joining today’s lesson, it’s okay, but I just want to check in with you. Do you want to talk, or do you need help with something that happened outside of class?” I offered.

Shino stopped brushing her hair. She looked at me for the first time, and I saw a small clump of the slimy purple substance from the previous day. The bit on Shino’s face hung like a long tear from her left eye.

No! Not now. I need to help this kid. I don’t have time to hallucinate. I need to focus on her, and try to get her talking.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, trying to keep my voice neutral.

Shino’s breath hitched in her throat, but she surprised me when she whispered, “I don’t want to say.” Another hitch, and I could see the purple blob doubled in size.

Am I crazy, or did the purple stuff get bigger when she thought about the problem?

After quickly checking the room to make sure the other kids were still engaged in their activity, I turned back to Shino and said, “If you’re interested, I can tell you what I try to do when I have problems.”

“It’s big,” Shino whimpered, and the purple mass became about the size of a handkerchief. Along with its larger size, it wobbled to the top of Shino’s head.

Breathe. Don’t stare at her head. She doesn’t see it, and me losing my cool isn't going to help.

“I close my eyes, and take deep breaths in from my nose and out through my mouth,” I said and demonstrated. After a couple of breaths, I opened my eyes. I wasn’t surprised to see Shino hadn’t followed my lead, and that the purple glob was still on her head.

I continued with my advice. “After I breathe like that for a few seconds, I start to think about all the possible ways my problem could be solved. And I mean any way possible. Maybe trying to do something fun with a friend to distract myself, or working extra hours at a job to get some money, or talking to someone who has more experience with whatever the problem is to get their opinion.”

“No. They won’t listen,” Shino sniffled, her eyes beginning to fill with tears. The purple blob pulsated on her head and grew.

Maybe I can pull it off of her. If it’s gone, it might help her. It’s worth a shot.

I took one more look around the room. The other students sounded like they were wrapping up. If I was going to try to grab whatever the hell this purple shit was, I was going to need to try it now.

“Hey Shino. Do you want to try the breathing exercise once just to see if it helps a little?”

“I guess so,” Shino said in a watery voice. She slowly closed her eyes and started to draw in a breath.

Once I was sure her eyes were shut, I reached my hand toward Shino’s head.

Just as my hand was about to make contact with the purple ooze, there was a knock on the door. Shino’s eyes shot open, but I was able to pull my hand back before everyone’s attention shifted to the door.

Seconds later, the door opened and Ms. Daimon stepped into the classroom with two people I hadn’t met. They were both Japanese and extremely well-dressed.

The woman was about my age, or a year or two older. Her bangs were swept to one side, and the rest of her hair was pulled back in a low ponytail. She had an oval face with intense brown eyes, a small nose, and plump, blush-colored lips.

Her off-white blouse had an extra bit of fabric tied in a small bow, while a black suit jacket, form-fitting slacks, and a pair of flats completed the rest of her outfit. The way her clothing hung, I could tell she was in shape but still had some curves. She was gorgeous.

The man accompanying the woman was no less striking. He appeared to be close to thirty, but he still resembled a male model. His hair was slightly longer than mine, and the tailored black suit he was wearing looked like it cost more than my entire wardrobe.

“Mr. Rossi, these are members of the Children First Agency, and they need to speak with one of your students,” Ms. Daimon said, with a solemn look on her face.

Alarms went off in my head when my gaze landed on a pulsing, purple object at the man’s side. It looked like a katana inside of a scabbard.


Chapter 3


I Need a Drink



Without thinking, I positioned myself between Shino and the two agents. Ms. Daimon motioned for the pair to wait, and made her way to Shino’s desk. I stepped aside when she arrived.

“Shino, these two people want to talk with you,” Ms. Daimon said, grasping the girl’s hand. She leaned closer and whispered, “They can help.”

Keeping her hand wrapped around the director’s, the teen slowly stood up. Shino trembled a little, but was able to steady herself. She stepped toward the agents.

Is it really safe to let Shino leave with these people? The guy’s wearing a sword. And then there’s the purple stuff.

“Ms. Daimon, I’d⁠—”

“You may accompany us if you’d like, Mr. Rossi,” Ms. Daimon said from over her shoulder. Turning back to the students, she added, “Children, there’s been a change in plans. Mr. Brown will take over today’s lesson.”

Did I just mess up? Whatever. I need to make sure she’s okay.

I kept a straight face as I followed the small group out into the hallway. Once the door closed, Ms. Daimon tenderly placed Shino’s hand into the female agent’s.

“Shino, this is Agent Ito. She’s going to talk with you in my office,” the director explained.

The distraught teen nodded. Agent Ito gave Shino a reassuring smile, and led her down the hallway. When the male agent turned to fall in line behind them, I tensed and took a step forward. Ms. Daimon lifted an arm to block my path.

“Mr. Rossi…Dylan. Shino will be fine, but we need to talk,” Ms. Daimon said, with an edge of emotion in her voice.

I let out a sigh and agreed to follow her into the teacher’s office behind us. It bugged the hell out of me to see the agents walking away with a student, but I wanted to believe the director had the girl’s best interests in mind.

After the director sent Austin to my classroom, the two of us sat at the same table we’d used earlier in the day. Instead of coffee, Ms. Daimon poured water from an electric kettle into two teacups. Watching the tea bag puff up in my cup, I contemplated how crazy I would sound if I told Ms. Daimon everything I’d seen over the last two days. I was ready to spill my guts, when the director beat me to the punch.

“When I was a couple of years younger than Shino, my parents got divorced. This was extremely uncommon in Japan during the 1980s. As you can imagine, this caused all sorts of problems for me at home, and I was ostracized at school.” She sipped her tea.

“One day, when things were at their lowest, a man from the Children First Agency paid me a visit. He was so patient and understanding. We talked about my issues for a while, and I felt like someone was actually listening to me after months of being alone.”

“After I finished telling him about my situation, the agent said he was going to perform a magic trick, and make my problems fade. He didn’t promise to fix them, but he said they’d be weaker.”

“I was old enough to know magic wasn’t real, but I wanted to believe him. So, when he told me to close my eyes, I did what he asked.” She closed her eyes at this point, as if she was reliving the memory.

“As soon as my eyes were shut, I heard a strange sound. A few seconds later, the man told me to open my eyes again. When I did, I felt lighter. My problems didn’t end that day, but I saw a path forward.”

When she was finished with her story, Ms. Daimon finished her tea. We sat in silence for a few moments, and I imagined how the two agents talking to Shino might be trying to lighten her load. My thoughts shifted to the purple stuff on Shino, and the agent’s scabbard-like object. There had to be a connection.

After I finished my own tea, I said, “I’m glad you had a positive experience with the Children First Agency, but I’d still like to see Shino when they’re done. There’s something I need to check on.”

“Of course, Dylan. I know this was an awkward way to finish your first day, but I respect the way you showed immediate concern for your student. I think you’ll be a wonderful teacher,” Ms. Daimon assured me.

Before I could thank the director for her compliment, there was a knock on the door. Ms. Daimon motioned for me to wait at the table, while she went to the door. A few seconds later, I could see Shino and the two Children First agents in the hallway, and my jaw dropped.

The purple stuff was no longer on Shino’s head. On impulse, I got up, and stepped closer to the door. Getting a better look at the girl, I could see the purple mass hadn’t retreated to a different place on her body. It was gone.

The absence of the purple blob wasn’t the only thing that had changed. Shino had pulled her hair away from her face, and she looked much happier.

Shino surprised me when she was the first to speak. “Thank you for being so understanding, Mr. Rossi.” She gave me a slight bow. “I really appreciate your kindness.”

I couldn’t help but sigh out of relief, and smile at the girl’s apparent emotional change. “You’re welcome, Shino. I’m always happy to help.”

Shino excused herself, and went back to class. After she left, I finally paid attention to the two agents. Sure enough, the purple katana shape was still at the male agent’s side. The shape was unmistakable.

“I’m going to walk our guests out, Dylan. We can discuss your schedule and classes when I return,” Ms. Daimon said.

I need to talk with them.

“Actually, I’d like to accompany our guests, if you don’t mind. There are a couple of things I’d like to ask them,” I suggested.

The director shrugged, but agreed to my plan. She thanked the agents, and saw us out of the office. As soon as we were in the hallway, the male agent took the lead, leaving me walking next to the female agent.

“Sorry to be blunt, Mr. Rossi, but we have some additional business to attend to this evening. Please keep your questions brief,” the female agent said, with a single glance my way.

Her name’s Ito, right?

“I’ll try,” I replied. Leaning closer to her, I spoke through my teeth. “How did you help Shino? This might sound crazy, but why is your partner carrying a purple sword?”

Agent Ito’s body tensed for a split second, but she regained her composure almost as quickly.

Mimicking my hushed tone, Agent Ito answered, “You’re right, that does sound crazy. Maybe you should stick to teaching, Mr. Rossi.”
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Two hours later, I found myself inside of an Irish bar called McCarthy’s, nursing my second Moscow mule. Austin had suggested the place when I mentioned needing a drink, but I was unsure if I’d find my way back here in the future.

The interior of McCarthy’s didn’t really strike me as anything special. Soft lighting issued from a handful of fixtures, keeping most of the place dark. The stained wood paneling covering the tables and bar tops added to the seediness of the bar. A single pool table dominated a quarter of the floorspace, and the decorations all looked like they came from vendors selling major beer labels from either the States, England, or Ireland.

A mix of pop music from the last three decades played through the sound system. Several drunk westerners swayed to the beats, or belted out a familiar chorus when they weren’t talking to the people nearest them. Like the sidewalks and streets nearby, this place was packed.

I was able to work out at least one of the reasons why—the drinks were cheap. Another indicator was the boards hanging behind the bar, detailing a specific drink special for each day of the week. Some of these had a bit of katakana and kanji, but most of the writing was in clear English. On this particular evening, Moscow mules were half off.

While not my first choice, I went with the budget-friendly cocktail, because my funds were still limited. Austin opted for the same drink, and clinked fake copper mugs with me at the beginning of each round. He was giving me the rundown on the final class of the day, but I still had the abrupt conversation with Agent Ito repeating in my head.

“Man, I’m not sure what you guys said to Shino, but she was so engrossed in class when she came back into the room. She answered so many questions, and volunteered to demonstrate sentences with dependent and independent clauses,” Austin said, with animated hand movement.

Hearing Shino’s name broke me out of my funk. I smirked at Austin. “I wish I could take some of the credit, but it was those agents who helped her.” I sipped my drink and added, “I’m just glad she’s okay.”

Austin gave me a playful punch to my shoulder. “Let it go, man. You did great for your first day. There’s always going to be new challenges to face. You’ll learn to adapt. Becoming an unofficial counselor comes with the territory, but no one’s perfect at it right away.”

While I had more on my mind than Shino’s troubles, I appreciated Austin’s attempts to cheer me up. It was obvious he was a good guy. “Thanks, I’ll try to keep it in mind while I navigate this whole teaching thing.”

“Just keep trying to improve, and things’ll start making sense,” he said, and emptied his mug. He shook the cup and gave me a conspiratorial look. “One more? I’m buying.”

I checked my watch, and saw it was a few minutes after nine. “Sure, but then I gotta split. I don’t want to get sloppy.”

Austin brought his palms up. “Totally get it. One more, and we’ll take off.”

My spiky-haired coworker made his way back to the bar, and I tapped my fingers to the end of Sugar Ray’s Every Morning. I was trying to give McCarthy’s another chance when a vaguely familiar Brit-pop song started, and three people I hadn’t expected to see showed up.

I heard Josh’s high-pitched laugh before I saw either of The Game Grabbers. There was no mistaking either of the obnoxious YouTubers when they pushed open the bar door.

A small group of people followed the two Chicago boys. Initially, it looked like all of the incoming customers were more interested in the bar than either of the pseudo celebrities, but I did a double take when I saw Agent Ito. She was definitely watching The Game Grabbers.

Why is she here?

I was confused, but also pleased to see her stunning figure again. I wondered how her fierce eyes and full lips would react to meeting me for the second time in one evening.

My curiosity got the best of me, and I was on my feet without even having a plan in mind. Moments later, I was standing a few feet away from the well-dressed Children First agent. She was attempting to survey the crowd of people, and I had a stupid one-liner stuck in my head.

“Are you following me?” I asked nonchalantly.

Agent Ito froze, and cautiously turned in my direction. She pressed her tongue into her cheek and said, “Hello, Mr. Rossi.” Her professional demeanor cracked, and a slight smile flashed before she added, “Maybe some other time, when neither of us is wor⁠—”

“Oh, it’s that son of a bitch from yesterday!” Bryan bellowed. He and Josh forgot their business at the bar and started walking in my direction.

When they were close enough for me to not shout, I replied, “Hey fellas. I see you’ve left the camera at home tonight.” I noticed Agent Ito hadn’t moved. “If you want to talk about yesterday, maybe we should step outside.”

“Oh, so now you wanna say some shit because you got the drop on me,” Bryan crowed. He tilted his head from side to side, like he was hoping to draw an audience.

“Like I said, we can take this outside if things need to be sorted out.” I motioned in the direction of the door. My gaze briefly landed on Agent Ito.

She was temporarily transfixed. When the agent snapped out of it, she pulled her phone out. Her thumbs became a flurry of movement while she muttered under her breath, “This is bad.”

When Agent Ito's eyes moved away from her screen, they darted in the direction of Bryan’s lower body. I followed her gaze, and saw a dark purple blob appear.

It exited Bryan’s body from his waist, flopped down to Bryan’s feet, and began gyrating. The blob was nearly three feet tall, and it seemed to have more substance than before. It was almost like it was denser, more solid.

Just like our first encounter, neither Bryan nor Josh seemed to notice this dark purple thing. Hell, besides Agent Ito, no one else in the bar was even looking in the vicinity of the grotesque mess moving on Bryan’s feet.

But she IS looking at it. People don’t normally share hallucinations, so there’s a good chance I’m not going crazy.

A sudden surge of relief hit me.

Okay, I need to handle these two dumbasses, and then I can get some answers from Ito.

My guard had dropped while I reassured myself that I wasn’t losing it, and Josh took advantage of the opportunity. The smaller of the two YouTubers shifted to my right, and landed a kick at the back of my knee.

I dropped forward, within range of Bryan’s wound up haymaker. Unlike the day before, I wasn’t able to deflect this punch in its entirety. The side of Bryan’s knuckles grazed off of my left shoulder.

Bryan must have been feeling himself, because he belted out: “I thought you said you knew how to hang, bitch. Ain't so badass now, are you, bitch?” A few airy purple globs exited Bryan’s body, and solidified on the little purple man dancing on the ground like a gross cheerleader.

The wannabe pugilist threw an unskilled downward punch. I easily dodged it, and got to my feet to unleash a quick combination.

All three punches found their mark. The jab to Bryan’s nose stunned him. The cross caused his body to whip back at a predictable angle, and the uppercut took him off of his feet.

Bryan thudded to the ground and rolled over with a loud groan.

With the more aggressive grabber down, the little purple dancing man paused his movements. This didn’t last long, because a small amount of purple oozed out of Josh’s side. The large blob on the ground with Bryan reached out, and joined the small bit coming out of Josh. Suddenly, a slightly larger mass formed at Josh’s feet.

The smaller and noisier half of The Game Grabbers psyched himself up with a yell, and brought his arms up in a ugly guard stance. I kicked out my right heel, jamming it into Josh’s midsection.

Josh flew back at nearly the same velocity as Bryan. When Josh hit the ground, he wasn’t knocked out. However, the guttural sounds he was making—and the chunks being spewed all over the wood floor—told me Josh wouldn’t be back up for round two anytime soon.

My attention went back and forth between the small purple man at Josh’s feet, and Agent Ito. She finally took her eyes off of the purple mass long enough to see me looking at the odd figure. The agent whispered something I couldn’t make out.

“We need to talk,” I said, taking slow, nonthreatening steps.

“Behind you,” Agent Ito shouted, as Bryan jumped back into the scuffle with a discarded beer bottle.


Chapter 4


On the Run



Being only twenty-five, I hadn’t been in very many bar fights. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the first time someone had attacked me with an improvised weapon. A drunken idiot back in Ames came at me with a pool cue during my sophomore year, but I was able to disarm him without taking a hit from one of his wild swings. That wasn’t the case with Bryan’s bottle.

With Agent Ito’s warning, I was able to react to Bryan’s swing. As I rolled back and tried to bring my guard up, the bottle glanced against the side of my head and smashed on the edge of a nearby table.

Ow.

A dull throb was starting where the bottle had made impact, but a steady pump of adrenaline kept me focused on the fight. Bryan was slightly more dangerous, but I needed to take him down.

Bryan kept his right hand on the neck of his weapon, and pointed the jagged edges in my direction. To prove he was serious, Bryan took a few aimless swings at me. I kept my reactions calm and minimal. More than anything, I was worried Bryan was going to seriously injure someone else in the bar.

Again, I saw a small amount of the purple substance. This time, it came out of Bryan’s eye. The tiny glob stretched thin tendrils of sickly purple goo in Josh’s direction.

The toddler-sized purple goop lost its shape, resembling a massive amoeba. Reaching out with similar tendrils, the larger mass pulled itself to the smaller one, and Bryan regained his purple copilot.

A scream from someone in the crowd finally alerted the staff of the situation. The music died. Shouts for us to take it outside filled the cramped bar. The tiny purple man re-formed, and started dancing again.

“You want some of this shit?” Bryan yelled, with another easily avoided swing. “I’m going to fuck you up, bitch.”

“Not going to happen,” I said, keeping my hands up.

“Watch me. I’m going to end you,” Bryan threatened.

“You aren’t going to do shit. I’ve studied combat since I was six, and I’m willing to bet I can get that bottle away from you.”

Predictably, Bryan was getting frustrated, and aggressive with his swings and lunges. He overcommitted to a lunge, and I sidestepped his weapon.

I squeezed Bryan’s grip on the bottle with my left hand, hard enough to shatter the glass. At the same time, I landed a strike on Bryan’s wrist with the side of my right hand. I felt the crunch of a broken bone at the point of impact.

Bryan yelped in pain and dropped to the floor. The little purple man stopped dancing, once Bryan was on the ground. It looked like it was scanning the room for another fighter to cheer for. With no one else in the bar interested in attacking me, the purple figure separated itself from Bryan and ran for the door.

Agent Ito watched the small purple man’s path. She made a move to chase the figure, but caught herself. Turning in my direction, she pulled something out of her bag, and I heard a snap.

“This will help with any pain or swelling. Just hold it in place, and you should be able to feel it working,” she said, slipping me a heavy, warm rectangular object. Once the handoff was completed, she pivoted back toward the door and broke out into a run.

“Austin. You alright?” I asked my shaking colleague. Throughout the entire exchange, Austin hadn’t left his position against the bar. I got the feeling that most of Austin’s experience with violence involved him on the receiving end of bullying.

Bringing whatever Agent Ito had passed me up to my head, I walked over to Austin. The warmth of the rectangular object was soothing, and I could feel the throbbing dull immediately.

I put a hand on Austin’s shoulder. It snapped him out of his frozen state and he replied, “Yeah, I’m okay.”

“Good. Sorry to bail, but I’ve gotta check on something,” I said, and started to make my way through the stunned spectators. Every person steered clear of me as I strode to the door.

“You’re fucked,” Bryan screamed from the floor behind me, as I stepped out into the night.

Though her figure was barely visible, I could see Agent Ito in the distance. Hoping it wasn’t too late to catch up, I started running after her. I needed to get some answers.

Less than thirty seconds in, I could see I was making progress. Furthermore, I noticed there wasn’t any pain in my head. Whatever the thing that she’d handed me was, it was getting lighter and smaller under my hand.

After five or so minutes of running, I was dozens of feet behind the agent and dodging numerous people. She came to a halt at a large bridge over a murky river. Massive neon signs advertising beer, chocolate, 100 yen shops, and sports drinks lit up the backdrop. Apparently, the purple man had found a new tribe of warriors to root for.

On the edge of the bridge, six drunken businessmen were shoving each other and swinging chaotic punches. There were a few onlookers, but most of the pedestrians had made their way across the bridge. Those that remained gave the fighting men a wide berth. Predictably, none of the people seemed to notice the odd purple dwarf cheering on the brawl.

Agent Ito took her phone out, and started furiously typing.

“Are you trying to contact your partner with the purple katana?” I gasped, when I finally caught up to her.

This earned me a look of shock, but the agent was soon back to typing. “You shouldn’t be here, Mr. Rossi. Please, it isn’t safe. Go back to your apartment in Tsuruhashi, and someone from the agency will contact you in the morning.” Some of her unruffled, professional persona was cracking.

“I’m not leaving.” I paused as the realization hit me. “Wait, how do you know where I live?”

She gave me a cool look.

“Fine, we’ll come back to that. I’ve spent the better part of a day wondering if I was going crazy for seeing whatever the hell that purple shit is,” I said, pointing to the direction of the skirmish. “What is it?”

Agent Ito scowled at her phone, and closed her eyes for a moment. “We call it the Dusk, and you’re not crazy, Mr. Rossi.” She opened her eyes again, and swore at her phone.

It has a name. Okay, keep her talking. Maybe this will start making sense.

“Why are we seeing this Dusk stuff, but no one else is?” I asked. I was trying to keep my cool.

“I can’t tell you…” Agent Ito stopped herself mid-sentence to read something on her phone. “Shit! Toshi, where the hell are you?” She shoved the phone into her purse, and grabbed a couple pieces of wood about the same size as a domino. “There’s a possibility this could become deadly, and you don’t need to put yourself in peril, Mr. Rossi.”

“Dylan. Call me Dylan. And I said I’m not leaving, Agent Ito.” My muscles tightened when she said the situation could get deadly, but I couldn’t abandon her, or these other people.

“I’m not an agent. Just call me Ayane,” she said, absorbing the scene in front us. While I was focused on the purple Dusk, she seemed to be scanning the entire environment.

Why aren’t we doing something?

“If I break up the fight, will it help?” I offered.

“It’s too late,” Ayane answered, shaking her head.

We watched as one of the sloppy drunk businessmen landed a punch to his opponent’s gut. A small amount of purple leaked out of the struck man. It floated for a brief moment, before zipping to the larger Dusk collection. The figure started to pulsate and stretch in different directions. Its color no longer remained a dark purple, but cycled through several colors with a light source concentrated in the middle.

Ayane breathed one word. “Yokai.”

From reading manga and watching anime, I knew this word. Yokai were synonymous with monsters, demons, ghosts, and other supernatural beings in Japanese folklore. Was she saying this Dusk stuff was turning into a monster?

Before I could contemplate this any further, the Dusk creature in front of us stopped shifting forms. It was still covered with the hue of the Dusk over its entire body, but now the thing had a very distinct appearance.

At its base, a single clog-style sandal supported a long, musclebound leg. I could make out the back of the beast's heel and knee, as this bodybuilder-sized leg became green, and took on the texture of a bird’s talon. Above the single green leg was what looked like a huge red umbrella. The umbrella portion of its body was about the size of one you’d normally find in a set of outdoor deck furniture. In total, the being was now eight feet tall.

“What in the actual fuck?” I barely believed my eyes.

“Karakasa kozō,” Ayane responded, far too calmly.

When the enormous umbrella yokai finished forming, it turned in our direction. A single eye, with a black sclera and a neon blue iris, locked onto our location and narrowed. A maw full of mismatched serrated teeth hinged open, and a three-foot long tongue lolled out with copious saliva dripping down its barbed length. A menacing laugh escaped the yokai’s mouth.

“Last chance to leave,” Ayane offered.

The umbrella yokai heaved itself in our direction. I dropped into a defensive stance.

What the hell am I doing? This isn’t a bar fight with a loud-mouthed asshole. Can my attacks work against an eight-foot tall monster? I guess we’re going to find out.

I took in a long, deep breath and tried to steady myself. Turning my head in Ayane’s direction I said, “I’m sticking around.”

A momentary flash of unease crossed Ayane’s face. “Thank you. We’ll stick with defense until help arrives.”

The monster was getting much closer. It was obvious we were its targets. I was about to tell Ayane to make a run for it when she dashed in front of me. I heard a sound like a twig snapping, and saw a pile of ash form on the ground in front of her left leg.

Ayane quickly dug her right heel into the pile of ash, and swept her leg in a semicircle in front of the two of us. Finally, she brought her hands up in front of her chin, and rapidly chanted.

The yokai forced itself forward with another threatening hurl, and it impacted against something hard. The monster tried to come closer again. Boom! Against the invisible barrier. Nothing. It swung its extended tongue at us, but this was also stopped by the invisible force. Whatever Ayane had done, it had prevented the yokai from making any further progress.

When it became clear that the yokai couldn’t move any closer to us, it was also clear that it was pissed off. A ground-shaking bellow came from the monster’s hungry mouth. The unnatural neon eye narrowed at us once again. It looked like it was marking us for a future encounter. Eventually, the yokai shifted its gaze back to the fighting businessmen on the bridge.

We watched as the yokai spun around on the toe of its sandal, heading back in the direction of the combat. I could see its lolling tongue trailing behind the monster’s head as it moved in intentional hops.

“Is that thing going to eat them?” I asked Ayane.

“No. It’s a typical aggressive type. It wants to feed off of the chaos and panic to become stronger,” she replied with a long exhale, once again typing on her phone.

“It sure as shit looked like it wanted to kill us.”

“Aggressive yokai will always attack those who can perceive or harm them first,” she explained.

When the yokai reached the working-class warriors, the intensity of their fight ramped up. More blows were landing. Cuts were forming and blood was being spilled. This increase in violence caused the yokai to vibrate in place. A smile grew at the corners of its twisted mouth, and moved all the way up to its neon blue eye.

One unfortunate man had been shoved against the railing of the bridge by two adversaries. The man’s opponents were taking turns punching his stomach. Beyond the man’s shoulder, I could make out the shape of a large boat on the river coming in our direction. It appeared that the yokai saw this as well.

Using its tongue, the yokai nudged the elbows of the men who were restraining the third against the rail. The defenseless man’s feet slowly left the ground, and the attackers began laughing in a similar manner to the yokai. With the boat speeding closer to the bridge, and the yokai’s tongue still aiding them, the attackers moved to throw the restrained man over the railing.

The fall itself would be far from fatal. However—this unwilling diver had been beaten, was possibly concussed, and was going to be thrown into the path of a speeding boat. I couldn’t stand still and watch this guy possibly die.

Forgetting about the safety of Ayane’s barrier, I ran into the tussle, with my eyes locked on the man going over the edge.

Suddenly, an incoming elbow caused me to dodge to the left. I landed, and spun sideways to avoid a sloppy kick.

A decently thrown punch continued through its intended target, and glanced off of my shoulder. I shrugged it off and continued forward.

When I was a few feet away, the yokai shifted away from encouraging the attackers, and tracked my approach with its single, massive eye.

Without warning, the elongated tongue whipped in my direction. I ducked to my right. My momentum caused the duck to develop into a roll, but I was still able to quickly regain my feet.

I stood up in enough time to watch in horror as the defenseless man toppled over the railing. A single splash soon followed. There were no immediate sputters, coughs, or shouts from the guy in the water.

When I moved to help, the swinging tongue of the yokai came flying back around from behind and tripped me. I’d taken my eyes off of the thing for less than a second, and it was able to get me on my ass.

Moments after hitting the ground, a large foot-shaped shadow floated over me. I rolled to my left, and avoided being crushed by a humongous wooden sandal.

I stood up, just in time to hear the sickening crack of two objects colliding in the water below the bridge. This was followed by a deafening scream, and numerous shouts.

I dropped into a defensive stance once again, but the yokai stopped its advances. It slowly closed its huge eye, like it was relishing the chaos unfolding all around us.

Taking a chance, I peeked over the side of the rail. Instantly, I felt a sense of relief wash over me. The guy who had been thrown into the water was being helped into the tourist boat. Judging by his movements, he was alive. He was probably in an immense amount of pain, but it didn’t appear that his injuries were fatal.

Sirens screamed to life. I snapped my attention back to the commotion on the bridge, and the monstrous umbrella. It appeared that the sounds of approaching police officers had dampened the fighting spirit for the scrappy participants. Most of the brawlers looked dazed, or were attempting to make a careless retreat from the scene.

With numerous police cars less than a block away, the yokai’s howl nearly matched the volume and ferocity of their combined sirens. The beast stomped in place a couple of times, before deciding to look for more fun in the opposite direction. It took off with surprising speed.

Ayane ran to my side, breathing heavily. “You’ve proven how brave and reckless you are. Maybe you should reconsider going home. I have to follow the karakasa kozō to help my team,” she said, and continued running.

Hell no! I have to see this through. Monsters be damned.

I caught up with her, and we chased the yokai. Our pursuit went from busy thoroughfares, to side streets, to alleys. After several minutes, our chase ended on a dark street with a dead end.

The umbrella yokai was surrounded by multi-story buildings on three sides, and the two of us directly behind it. The monster turned around to face us. There was a look of annoyance on its grotesque face.

Ayane stepped toward the yokai like she had done on the bridge. I saw her grab an object out of her bag. As she was moving it in front of her, the yokai spat its tongue out, and smacked Ayane.

The strike was at an upward angle. Ayane was knocked off of her feet. I had to rush forward to prevent her from hitting the pavement. As it was, her head thunked hard off of my chest. The strap of her bag snapped, and it was sent flying behind us. Thankfully, it didn’t appear that Ayane’s wounds were major, but she had sustained a few cuts from the monster’s barbed tongue.

With Ayane in my arms, I tried to find whatever was in her hand. Looking in the area around both of us proved to be pointless. I imagined the object had been sent flying when the yokai attacked Ayane.

“Ayane! Do you have another one of those barrier things on you? Whatever the hell it was that you had in your hand?” I asked, with my hands on her shoulders.

She fluttered her eyes open, looking confused for a second. Before she could answer, the yokai decided to launch another tongue attack.

Bringing Ayane closer to me, I shoved the two of us away from the tongue. Ayane’s left hand came up to protect her face.

The yokai’s tongue sliced through the air less than an inch away from my shoulder and her head. We skidded to a stop against the wall of a building.

“Now would be a great time to try that invisible wall thing again, Ayane!”

“I don’t have my bag. The talismans are all in my bag,” she said in a panic.

I took up a guard with the left side of my body, and attempted to shield Ayane with my right arm. The one-legged umbrella tried to toy with us. It stomped lazily in our direction. The yokai shot its tongue at us, and struck the wall behind us. It did this a couple of times while it came closer. It was almost as if the yokai was trying to intimidate us.

One of these unfocused tongue strikes came within striking distance of my guard. I reached out and snatched the damn thing. I tugged, wrapping the monster’s tongue around my arm a couple of times, trying to ignore the sting of the barbs and the slime oozing onto my skin. The yokai didn’t like what I was doing.

We engaged in a tug of war. The monster was winning, but I came up with a last-minute strategy. Since the yokai only had one leg, I decided I’d try to get it off balance. I shifted the direction of my arm and yanked back at an angle.

The pull forward allowed me to land a front kick to the creature’s massive eye as it crashed onto the ground. My instincts were divided. Part of me wanted to keep my right arm where it was in order to continue shielding Ayane, while the aggressive side of me begged for a chance to unload a massive combination on this fucker.

“It’s not possible,” Ayane breathed from my right. “You can see Dusk early, and you can strike a yokai. How?”

“I’m not sure⁠—”

The yokai was quick to recover from my attack. It swung its head around and sent me flying in the direction of the other wall.

Pain exploded in my shoulder as it impacted the wall first. I had no time to check in with my shoulder before a huge, tromping green foot kicked into my stomach. There was no chance for me to defend myself.

I had the wind knocked out of me, and I experienced that terrible sensation of not being able to bring air back into my lungs. A trickle of fear crept into my body, as the seconds without oxygen felt like hours.

Luckily, my training kicked in. I was able to rationalize the feeling, because I’d experienced it during a few sparring sessions and in a competition or two. Taking what I’d gone through before, I was able to start coaching myself.

Slow, deep breaths. In through the nose. Out through the mouth.

This cool-headedness allowed me to block the yokai’s next attack with my shins and forearms. The monstrous foot skidded off of my defenses.

I rolled back up to my feet, ready to keep the yokai focused on me. The one-legged umbrella launched another front kick, but I was able to block it by crouching behind my forearms and raising my left shin.

The impact drove me back, yet I was still standing.

I steadied myself, and followed the monster’s attack with a right roundhouse kick. No effect.

Changing tactics, I threw a three-punch combination and a front kick. Nothing.

I was dodging to my right when Ayane’s voice rose up.

“Your attacks will have no effect if you don’t use a Dawn-infused weapon,” she said.

Baffled by her suggestion, my concentration broke. The yokai landed a strike against my chest with its long tongue, and I was sent flying in the direction of the alley’s entrance.

I struggled to get back onto my feet and growled, “A dawn what?”

Ayane didn’t have a chance to answer my question. A man spoke up from behind me. “You need a weapon infused with the Dawn if you want to destroy yokai.”


Chapter 5


The Dusk and the Dawn



The man’s English had a slight accent, but it was clear, with an even delivery. When he came into view, I recognized him as Ayane’s partner from earlier in the evening.

He walked toward the yokai without making a sound. Once he was a few feet away from the monster, he flicked the guard of his sword with his left thumb.

The man stretched his neck to either side and drew his weapon in a flash. While his katana was only visible for a moment, it appeared to radiate a golden color along its edge.

I’ve seen this, too.

In a heartbeat, the man delivered a diagonal slash to the umbrella yokai. When he was done, there was a cut from the monster’s knee to its eye. The only sound in the alley came when the man secured his sword back into its scabbard, with a satisfying snick.

The yokai shook for a moment, before blowing apart in all directions as particles of Dusk. The purple substance changed. It became golden, like the edge of the man’s katana, and then shifted to a faded iridescence before disappearing.

What the hell did I just see? How is any of this possible?

My thoughts were interrupted by the rapid exchange of Japanese between the two partners.

“Toshi, we need to step up the time table. We have to take him in tonight. Dylan can see the Dusk like a Tracker, and he can strike the yokai like a Hunter…kind of,” Ayane argued.

“You must be joking,” Toshi fired back, eyeballing me.

Ayane looked in my direction. “While he couldn’t stop the yokai, I saw Dylan’s strikes. They would have worked if he’d had the Dawn.”

Before Toshi could answer Ayane, both of their phones issued an alert. It sounded similar to the testing tones used for public service announcements. They each looked at their devices, and back at one another.

Toshi sucked in a long breath through his teeth. He shook his head at Ayane. “We should have enough Trackers available to pursue the nekomata. Take him to the Hold, but be careful.”

A nekomata? Now there’s a cat demon with two tails. Who are these people?

Ayane bowed, and moved closer to my side. Toshi tilted his head a little, and then left in a hurry.

Once Toshi was out of sight, Ayane let out a long sigh. “This is going to be difficult, but can you come with me?”

I massaged my temples for a second, feeling every single cut and bruise from that damned yokai, and tried to get my head on straight. “First you want me to stay out of this, and now you want me to go somewhere with you. I still have no idea what I just saw, or what any of this shit is.”

“I know this is a lot⁠—”

“In less than an hour, I saw this Dusk shit come out of several people, a mythological umbrella creature tried to kill me, and a man posing as a child services agent sliced through a monster with a katana. So, yeah, a lot,” I scoffed, trying to keep my voice from becoming a hysterical shout.

“I need you to trust me. If you come with me, I’ll introduce you to someone who can answer all of your questions.” Ayane took a tentative step closer.

“No bullshit?”

Reaching out the same tender hand she had extended to Shino hours earlier, Ayane said, “I promise. No bullshit.”

We shook on it, but I was keeping my guard up. I’d be ready to jet if things didn’t add up with this person I was supposed to meet. As we walked out of the alley, we tracked down her bag and scooped up all of its spilled contents.

Twenty minutes later, we were stepping out of a cab in an area of the city that was completely new to me. Ayane was still on her phone, so she didn’t see me gawking at the ornately decorated opening of a covered shopping street. There was a series of massive, colorful paper lanterns suspended from its roof.

It was nearly eleven o’clock at night, but there were still so many people moving between the small bars, restaurants and noisy pachinko parlors. Ayane put her phone away, effortlessly walking through the crowd, and I did my best to keep up.

After a few minutes, we took a left turn down an unassuming side street and entered what looked like a shrine. There was a large, grey concrete torii gate, flanked by two standing lanterns made from the same material. We walked into a series of green-roofed buildings, and I was shocked to see such a quiet place located a few hundred feet away from so many people.

Ayane led me to a simple torii just inside of the grounds. There was a prayer box, and a one-story building beyond the torii.

After she seemed satisfied that no one was nearby, Ayane clapped three times, bowed her head, and recited a long string of words rapidly. There was a soft click, followed by the sound of rocks scraping. A few moments later, I noticed two portions of the small building in front of us opened up, and I could see stairs going down.

My eyes went wide, but Ayane was already moving down the stairs and into a tunnel before I could ask anything.

I’ve come this far. Why not?

I followed her.

For all of the traditional-looking decorations used in and around the temple above, the tunnel appeared extremely modern. It was in the shape of a semicircle, and looked like it was built with reinforced concrete. Several light fixtures on the floor and the walls lent consistent, warm lighting to the whole structure. Other than the echo from our footsteps, we walked in silence.

There were a few intersections off of the path we were walking, but we remained on the straight path in front of us for the entire journey. We stopped in front of a round metal door. There was a panel on the wall near the door. Ayane pressed her hand onto a screen, and the round door opened.

Behind the door, there was a set of stone stairs going up. We climbed the steps, and I could feel air on my face. At the top of the staircase, I saw what looked like a small park in the shape of a triangle. Buildings pushed in on all three sides. None of the buildings had windows facing the side shared with the park.

Light fixtures around the perimeter of the park, and under some of its features, made the space feel welcoming. There were a few small trees, some grass, and a large rock garden. The focal point was a gazebo in the middle of the rock garden.

Ayane walked over a path of large, flat rocks in the direction of the gazebo. Halfway to the wooden structure, I finally saw another person. There was a Japanese man in his late sixties, sitting on a mat at the far end of the gazebo.

As we drew closer, more details of the man became clear. He had a full head of mostly grey hair, and a clean-shaven, chiseled face. He was wearing a black robe similar to the kind I’d seen monks wear, but there was a circle of brass pinned to one side.

Ayane gave the older man a deep bow, and I followed suit. We each received a slighter bow in return and the man motioned for us to sit on the available mats.

The old man let out a long breath, and looked at me. ”Welcome to the Osaka Hold, Mr. Rossi. My name is Mr. Ueda, but everyone refers to me as the Scholar.”

“Thank you, sir. I hope you won’t think I’m a rude guest, but I need some answers,” I replied, as politely as possible.

The Scholar nodded. His dark eyes were friendly, but his posture remained formal. “Yes, I can imagine you have numerous questions. It might sound odd, but my ability to answer your questions is tied to questions of my own. If you’ll indulge me, I’d like to start.”

“Sure,” I said, feeling caught off guard.

“Just to be clear, do you know what I’m referring to when I say the Dusk?” he asked, with an instructive tone.

“Yes. The disgusting purple globs that come out of people.”

“Good. Do you recall when and where you were when you first encountered the Dusk?” The Scholar asked, leaning slightly forward.

I don’t know why, but my intuition was screaming at me to tell this guy the truth.“Yes, I know exactly when and where. It happened yesterday afternoon, while I was in a retro video game store in Den Den Town.”

“Are you sure you never saw anything resembling the Dusk while you were still in Iowa? This is very important,” he pressed.

Why’s he so worried about exactly when I started seeing this supernatural shit?

“Yes, I’m positive yesterday was the first time. And, no, we don’t have lumpy purple masses, or monsters from folklore back in Iowa.”

The Scholar looked up to the ceiling of the gazebo, and sighed with relief. “Thank you, Mr. Rossi. My mind is put slightly at ease, knowing our fight hasn’t extended beyond Japan. I fear this won’t always be the case, but we may be able to stem the tide before then.”

Wait. Is he saying this Dusk stuff could happen back home?

“Let’s please back up. Why am I seeing the Dusk, the yokai, and what I’m guessing was the Dawn on Toshi’s sword?”

The Scholar shook his head. “I’m sorry, but your first question is one I can’t answer.” He sounded deflated.

That’s it. I’m out.

I got to my feet. “Great. Thanks for the wild night, but I think I’ll be going.”

“Mr. Rossi, I can’t answer what I don’t know. Please, sit. There’s much more I can tell you,” the Scholar offered.

Looking back at Ayane, I locked eyes with her. Her face pleaded with me to stay.

I sighed and lowered myself back down. “Okay, but you’ll understand that my patience is running thin.”

“Understood, Mr. Rossi,” he acknowledged, with a curt nod. “Throughout our organization’s entire history, there have only ever been Japanese members.”

“How do you—or the rest of your members—start seeing these things?”

He raised a finger. “It’s genetic. People with a specific mutation are able to perceive these things. We regularly test the children of our members, and normal citizens who report they have seen anything supernatural.”

I shifted in my seat. “I’m guessing my genes wouldn’t display this mutation.”

“No, I’m certain they wouldn’t. However, the sudden development of your ability is both fascinating and alarming. I hope you can provide me, and others in the organization, with some additional details about your experience in the gaming store at a later date. Please, continue asking your questions,” he said with a lift of his hand.

“Let’s go with your organization. What is it?” I asked.

“We’re known as the Wheel of Justice, or the Wheel for short. We've been fighting against the dark forces controlling the Dusk for nearly seven hundred years, since the Muromachi Period in Japan’s history.”

I thought the name sounded a little cheesy, but I moved on, “Okay. Let’s go back to the Dusk. What is it? I have an idea based on what I’ve seen, but I want to hear the whole story.”

His eyes narrowed, and a smile touched the corners of his mouth. “I like how direct you are, Mr. Rossi.” He touched the brass circle on his robe. “In order to answer your question, I think it would be best for me to also touch on the Dawn, as they are two sides of the same coin.”

“Both of these mystical energies spill into our realm from Mount Hiei. There is a temple on this mountain called Enryakuji, and deep within the temple, there are portals connecting us with two other realms,” he said with a straight face.

Realms? Holes at a temple? Is this guy high?

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Time out. I just started to convince myself that I’m sane, and now you want me to believe there are holes in reality?”

The Scholar’s brows went up, and a few new lines formed on his forehead. He let out a long exhale. “Hearing about these topics is difficult to accept. I’ve had similar conversations with a few typical Japanese civilians over the years, and they all reacted in a similar fashion. I assure you, what I’m telling you is real, and I can arrange for you to visit the temple if you’d like.”

I’ve come this far, I might as well hear him out.

I shook my head. “Alright. I’ll maintain my suspension of disbelief, but I might take you up on that tour.”

“Certainly. As I was saying, these portals connect our realm to those of the divine and the abyss. Energy pours into our realm from both, and this energy becomes the Dawn and the Dusk respectively,” he explained.

Leaning back on my mat, I asked, “Wait, if the Dusk is coming from a hole on a mountain, how is it here in Osaka? For that matter, why don’t you just close the hole?”

The Scholar let out a slight chuckle.

“Did I say something funny?”

“Not at all, Mr. Rossi, and I mean no offense. I’m enjoying our conversation, and your perspective. I hope you seriously consider joining the Wheel when we’re finished,” he replied, with an earnest look on his face.

“Thank…you.” It was all I could think to say to the sudden offer.

“I’ll start with your second question. The portals cannot be sealed. At least, they can't be from our realm. Every attempt to cover, close, or block them has resulted in disaster. This has led many to believe the portals must be sealed on the other side.”

“Is it the same story if you try to attack the Dusk while it’s entering our realm? It causes disasters?”

“Not quite. Only a few exceptional Trackers have ever seen wisps of these energies entering our realm. This forces us to seek out the Dusk when it coalesces. The Dusk needs to find and latch onto negative emotions. And then find more. This process continues, like a ball of snow rolling down a hill, until it becomes visible to the rest of us,” he explained.

“If left unchecked, the Dusk accumulates and becomes a yokai. Even with your limited experience, you’ve seen the violence caused by a yokai, but they aren’t the largest threat.”

“And what exactly is larger?” I asked, trying to steel myself for his answer.

“Oni, and the master they serve in the abyss. The Wheel has destroyed tens of thousands of yokai, but we’ve also had to contend with oni. Thankfully, we’ve only encountered a hundred or so oni. Their low numbers betray the carnage and lives lost in defeating them,” he explained, and I heard the sadness in his voice.

Are they always taking on these threats alone?

“What about the Dawn? If the Dusk is forming into monsters and demons, does the Dawn create allies for you?”

“Sadly, we lost the ability to communicate with the guardian of the heavenly realm centuries ago. Since we’re still able to find viable sources of the Dawn from positive emotions, we know the guardian is still present. You saw Toshi use the Dawn earlier. This is our only effective tool against the Dusk, and the other negative forces associated with it,” he confessed.

So, they’re not really getting a ton of help from the other realm. There have to be other avenues they haven’t explored. Right?

“Have you considered opening up to the public? Who knows, the prime minister might grant you access to modern military hardware. Something like an R.P.G. would have to be effective against an umbrella monster,” I suggested.

The Scholar shook his head a few times, and heaved out a heavy breath. “Like you said earlier, the suspension of disbelief for most people snaps very easily. Much like our efforts to seal the portal to the abyss, we’ve tried to inform the average citizen. These have all ended in a catastrophe. It was decided that we needed to remain in the shadows, and find ways to help.”

“But what help can you offer if you remain a mysterious organization?” I said, without thinking.

“We have several public-facing entities and agencies. If I’m not mistaken, you were originally introduced to Ayane and Toshi through our Children First Agency.”

“Yeah, I’m guessing they got rid of the Dusk stuck on one of my students. Wait, does that mean the Children First Agency is a scam?” I asked, hoping it wasn’t.

“Not in the slightest. Toshi and Ayane are trained in childhood psychology. Like so many others within the Wheel, they’ve paired an education with skills to fight the Dusk. We have members trained as first responders, instructors, medical staff members, hospice providers, funeral directors, and so much more.”

“We’ve positioned ourselves in the background of the most emotionally taxing professions in Japanese society. Along with patrolling, this allows us to react to the Dusk and yokai more effectively,” he concluded.

“Wow. And no one knows?”

“Outside of some key officials in the government, no,” he confirmed.

They’re a secret organization helping people during difficult moments in their lives, and they fight monsters. No wonder they went with the cheesy name.

I scratched my neck, and tried to make sense of everything. “I don’t think my head can take any more of this right now. It’s kind of a lot.”

This earned me another chuckle from the Scholar. “Indeed, it is.”

“Is it possible for me to meet with you again, or is this a one and done situation?” I asked.

“Please, feel free to take your time. However, I’d like to leave you with the offer I referred to earlier. I’d like for you to become a Hunter. According to Ayane’s initial report, you fought bravely against a being you had no chance of defeating. Coupled with the fact that you’re the first foreigner to see the Dusk, I think you would make a fantastic addition to the Wheel.” There was an eager look on his face.

“Thanks, but I already have a job at Sun English. Teaching was one of the biggest reasons I wanted to come to Japan,” I admitted.

“An admirable rationale for visiting a new country, and one you can continue pursuing within the Wheel. There are numerous members, and their children, who’d relish the idea of taking lessons from an in-house English instructor who’s a native speaker.”

I bowed to the Scholar. “That sounds tempting.” I paused, and thought about my bottom line. “Um, I’m sorry if this is rude, but I have a lot of school debt to pay for back home. How much does being a Hunter pay?”

The Scholar gave me a knowing grin and a nod. “I can assure you, it’s much higher than what Sun English is paying you.” He paused. “The starting salary for a new Hunter is 13,000,000 yen a year.”

That’s nearly twice the amount Sun English is paying—that’s over $80,000!


Chapter 6


Okonomiyaki



Mr. Ueda agreed to meet with me again in a week, if I had any more questions about the Wheel, or any of the other supernatural things I was seeing. We said our goodbyes, and Ayane escorted me back the way we came.

About halfway through the tunnel, Ayane paused, turning to me. “Are you hungry?”

I snickered at the idea of being asked such a normal question while walking in the underground hideout of a secret organization. “Yeah, I could eat.”.

“Good. There are so many great places nearby, but I think we should go with an Osakan speciality,” she said, dropping her fist into her other palm.

“Whatever you have in mind, I’m here for it. Lead the way.”

Several minutes later, we were above ground, and walking through the twists and turns of covered streets that led to tiny alleys.

After the seventh or eighth turn, Ayane asked, “Do you know which station we walked by a few minutes ago?”

Shifting around two giggling college students, I answered, “Nope. I’m completely lost.”

“Tenma,” she called back. “It’s common in Japan to use stations, or ward names, to identify different parts of the city. It should start making sense after a few more weeks.”

“I hope you’re right,” I replied.

Ayane made an abrupt stop and turned left, into a hole-in-the-wall restaurant with a tiny sign outside of its door. Following her in, I had to duck my head down at least six inches, and still brushed my hair on the doorframe. She turned back and began laughing.

When we got to our booth and she exhaled the last of her giggles, Ayane said, “I think you’re taller than Okada. What are you, 192 centimeters?”

I shook my head. “I’m not great with the metric system yet. Let me Google it.” Looking at my phone, I added, “Who’s Okada?”

“What? You don’t know about Kazuchika Okada? He’s so famous. He’s in the AEW now.”

“Are you talking about a wrestling league? And this guy, he’s a wrestler? I guess that makes sense.” I looked up from my phone and added, “According to Google, I’m 193 centimeters tall.”

“You are taller than Okada. You’re actually taller than Jake Lee,” she replied.

I chuckled. “Let me guess. Another famous wrestler I should probably know, in the A something W.”

“AEW, and no. He’s actually in the NJPW, but a pretty new addition,” she informed me, matter of factly.

“The what?”

As Ayane was about to answer, a waitress came to our table and twisted a knob under the metal surface. She gave it a few seconds, checked for a flame, and was starting to leave when Ayane got her attention.

“We’ll have one pork and one seafood combination,” she ordered.

The waitress punched our order into a device larger than a phone, but smaller than a tablet. She repeated the order back to Ayane, and left.

“Sorry for just ordering like that. Their kitchen’s closing soon, and I wanted to make sure we got a seafood combination before they ran out,” she explained, looking a little self-conscious. She bit her lip in the cutest way and added, “Oh, and I ordered the pork one in case you don’t really like seafood, but I promise, the okonomiyaki here is great.”

I waved off her apology. “Not a problem at all. I’ve never had any kind of okonomiyaki, so I’m really looking forward to it.”

“What? I get to teach you about New Japan Pro-Wrestling and watch you try one of my favorite dishes for the first time? This should be fun,” she said, with a huge smile on her beautiful face.

The way Ayane’s personality shifted was amazing. Her professional demeanor had come off as cold a few times, but she was like a different person in the restaurant. Obviously, I was attracted to her when we first met, but sitting in this small restaurant, listening to her talk with so much enthusiasm, I was mesmerized. I wanted to know more about her.

“It’s been a long time since I was able to attend an event in person, but the last one I went to was so much fun. It started with a six-man tag team match,” Ayane said, growing more animated. As she began using her hands to recreate the most dramatic points in the match, I found myself captivated. “Then Yano walked into Tonga’s low blow, and the match was over because Tonga was able to perform his finishing move—the Veleno,” Ayane finished, practically bouncing in her seat.

The waitress came back to the table with two metal bowls mounded with raw ingredients. She mixed the contents of one bowl, dumped them onto the metal cooktop in front of us, and did the same with the second. The sizzling piles of batter, cabbage, and various meats caused Ayane to pause her storytelling.

“See the way she’s evening out the cabbage? She’s going to make sure we have an even surface while the middle cooks, and then she’s going to flip it. But you only flip it once,” she said, with hunger in her eyes.

Watching the cooking demonstration unfold, I said, “It looks kind of like a cabbage pancake.”

“Exactly. A lot of people call it a cabbage pancake or a cabbage pizza.”When the waitress stepped away, Ayane added, “We have a few more minutes until she comes back to flip it, so I’ll try to cover the other matches quickly.”

I laughed. “You’d better hurry. I don’t want to miss any of the finishing moves.”

“Hmm. I know you’re making fun of me, but the finishing moves are the most important part. It’s how the performers want the audience to remember the match,” she said, adding a fake pout.

I brought my hands up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I like how passionate you are about this. I know next to nothing about the sport, but you’re making it come to life.” After she put away her lower lip, I added, “What got you interested in pro wrestling?”

“Watching wrestling was an activity I shared with my dad. When he wasn’t cheering for the heroes, he’d tell me the history of each character. The action was exciting, but the costumes pulled me in. I was intrigued by the stories some of those elaborate outfits told,” she explained.

“That sounds like a great way to spend time with your dad.”

“Yes, they were great memories, and I still love the costumes. The outfits worn by the female wrestlers in Stardom are amazing. They really accentuate their bodies well.”Her eyes got wide for a moment when she mentioned the bodies of the female wrestlers, as if she hadn’t meant to say that part out loud.

The waitress came back to the table to check the flame, and flipped our cabbage pancakes. The newly exposed side of each pancake had a beautiful golden brown color that any grill master would be proud of. My stomach growled in response.

Ayane snickered. “How about you? I’ve been talking about my silly hobby, and you’ve been patiently listening. Tell me something about your childhood.”

Even after hearing Ayane be a little self-deprecating in regard to her hobby, I wasn’t sure if I should get too deep into my otaku stuff. In the end, I decided to talk about what led me here.

“It might sound kind of strange, but I can remember the day I became interested in Japan. I was with my uncle Ronnie in the basement, playing an old copy of Street Fighter II Turbo when E. Honda’s stage came on the screen. It was the first time I saw another language, and I was drawn in. I couldn’t imagine what all of those unfamiliar shapes and lines in the background were, but I knew they meant something,” I said.

“Did you ask your uncle?” Ayane asked.

“No. I was totally engrossed in the background, and that jerk kicked my butt while I was staring at the screen” I couldn’t keep the smile off of my face. Old Ronnie had no idea what he sparked that day.

We moved on, and were discussing different video game titles we’d both played when the waitress made her final appearance. She pressed the top of the cabbage pancakes. Seeming satisfied with their firmness, she dumped a rich brown sauce and gobs of mayonnaise on the tops. Once the sauces had settled, she finished with sprinkles of something green, and thin flakes that almost looked like transparent wood shavings.

Ayane must have noticed my reaction, because she said, “It’s seaweed and bonito flakes. Try it!”

We were both handed mini metal spatulas to cut off our own pieces. I went with the more familiar option first. When the crispy cabbage, slightly sweet sauce, and juicy pork touched my tongue, I knew Ayane was right about this place.

“Good?”

“I think I just found one of my new favorites,” I said, between bites.

For nearly an hour, we talked about bright memories and enjoyed our delicious meal. I didn’t notice the passage of time until another staff member informed us they’d be closing soon. I paid the bill, and we were on our way back toward the station.

“Thank you for paying the bill. It was my idea, so it was supposed to be my treat,” Ayane said, poking my shoulder while we walked.

“I was happy to do it. The meal was amazing. I mean, I liked both of them, but the pork was so good.”

“If you like pork, there are so many yakiniku restaurants near your apartment. Tsuruhashi is famous for yakiniku. We could…go there next time,” she said, turning a little pink.

I couldn’t resist the urge to tease her a little. “I meant to ask you this earlier. How do you know where I live? Are you stalking me?” I added my own light poke to her shoulder.

Ayane put her hands up. “I’m not a stalker. We looked you up after your…” she paused to look around. “...your comments. One of the databases we have access to is for work visas. The rest was pretty straightforward.”

“Ah, so this was a work thing,” I joked.

Ayane rolled her eyes. “No, this wasn’t a work thing.” She licked her lips and added, “Regardless of what you decide about the Wheel, I was hoping we could get together again sometime. Here, let me put my number in your phone to show you I’m being honest.”

Deciding not to let the opportunity pass, I unlocked my phone, opened the contacts, and handed it to her. Ayane keyed in her number and passed it back.

Without thinking, I texted: “You can pay next time,” and waited to see Ayane’s response.

A sneaky grin grew on her face. She texted back: “Have you tried the seasonal burger at McDonalds yet?”


Chapter 7


Decision Time



The next two days of work flew by. My classes went well, I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, and I maintained a text chat with Ayane. The thread went back and forth between serious questions about one another’s day, and a series of memes. Since our pop culture references didn’t perfectly overlap, there were a few images that needed further explanation, but it was part of the fun.

Even though I was enjoying our flirtation, I couldn’t help but dwell on what the Scholar had told me. The Dusk, Dawn, portals, monsters—it all seemed so unbelievable. But I had seen it with my own eyes. Did I want to become part of a secret organization? It didn’t seem like the sort of thing you’d just do for a couple of weeks. This would be a serious commitment. If I chose to go further down the rabbit hole, I had to be sure.

A buzz from my phone interrupted my thoughts. As I was hoping, it was a message from Ayane.

“Been a quiet night. U?”

I decided to try my luck. I still wasn’t sure what I wanted to do in regard to the Wheel, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Ayane. I felt drawn to her, and I wanted to know more about her.

Screw it. I’m just going to put it out there and see what she says.

I texted back. “Pretty boring. Do you have plans for Friday?”

The “Seen” message appeared on my screen a few seconds later, and I could see she was typing her response.

“Nope. What are we doing?!?!”

“Is your offer for a seasonal McDonald’s burger still open?”

“Hey! I want to eat some real food. I have an idea.”

We made plans to meet at 8 p.m. on Friday, and fell back into our normal conversational flow. The chat continued until we were both ready for bed and couldn’t do more than send memes.

Soon enough, it was Friday morning. I got out of bed with a bit of extra enthusiasm, knowing I’d see Ayane in the evening. The rest of my pre-work routine had similar hints of something additional. The water in my shower came out at the exact right temperature. My tie looped around perfectly, and I found a seat on the crowded train into the office.

By the time I walked into Sun English’s lobby, I was whistling the ISU fight song. With everything going right, I almost missed the expressions on Austin and Ms. Daimon’s faces when I greeted them at the reception desk.

I did a double take. “What’s going on?”

Ms. Daimon bit her upper lip. “Kate was involved in an incident last night, and she’s understandably upset.”

My mood instantly shifted. “Is she alright? Is there anything I can do?”

Ms. Daimon nodded. “That’s very kind of you to offer, but it seems like she’s still trying to process things. She’s in the teacher’s office with Penny, so you may want to be brief when you go in there.” She checked her watch and added, “If you’ll excuse me, I need to meet with the police.” She picked up her bag, and got onto the elevator.

Austin excused himself in order to prepare a joint classroom for his and Kate’s students, and I got to work writing a list of the materials I needed for the first half of the day. If Kate was struggling, I didn’t want to bother her by constantly entering the shared office unnecessarily.

When my list was finished, I walked to the office with intention. I was going to offer to help Kate in any way I possibly could, grab my stuff, and then give her all the space she needed. I scanned my badge, pushed open the door…and immediately had to hold on to my composure. I’d almost forgotten how vile the Dusk looked.

“He fucking knows where I live, Penny. I’m afraid. I can’t go back there,” Kate said. She was standing near one of the tables with her back to me. A tendril of Dusk clung to her shoulder.

Penny’s dark, sympathetic eyes moved from our distraught coworker, to me. She softly waved me toward the other side of the office and looked back at Kate.

The upset woman wasn’t as distracted as Penny was hoping for, because she shot a glare over her shoulder at me. A shock of red hair tumbled around her frantic face. After a few beats, Kate’s expression softened and she said, “Hi, Dylan. We’re kind of in the middle of something. I don’t mean to be a bitch, but do you mind leaving after you get your stuff?”

Shaking my head and slowly showing my palms, I answered, “I don’t mind at all. I’ll be out of here in three minutes.” I fought hard to keep my eyes on Kate, and not the purple blob growing incrementally on her shoulder, but it was impossible to not steal a few glances.

As she was turning back to Penny, Kate caught me watching the Dusk pulsate. She cocked her head and unloaded. “What is it? You’re looking at me funny. Why? Is it because I’m not all happy and excited and ready to teach like you’ve been this entire week? I just had one of the worst nights of my life, so I’m sorry if I’m not ready to parade in front of a bunch of kids.”

She’s furious, but it’s not all her. The Dusk is part of the problem. I need to help her.

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to upset you. Honestly, I was wondering if there was anything I could do to help. I don’t know anything about what happened, but I can tell it must have been bad,” I replied, trying desperately not to look at the Dusk.

Kate planted her feet shoulder-width apart, put her hands on her hips, and huffed a strand of ginger hair out of her face. She closed her eyes. “I’m sorry for blowing up at you. I appreciate you offering to help. But unless you can act as my lawyer, I don’t think it’s going to do much good.”

Thinking the Wheel would have a connection to at least one law office, I answered, “You’re right. I’m not the person for legal stuff, but I might be able to connect you with someone who is. Do you want me to ask?”

The short Canadian woman gave me a perplexed look, but shrugged.

I pulled my phone out, and thumbed open my conversation thread with Ayane. Before pressing a key, I looked up at Kate. “I don’t need to know the exact details, but my friend might have questions. Was this a physical altercation, a threat, financial, or something else?”

A breath hitched in Kate’s throat. “Physical, and he implied there’d be more.”

Muscles in my arm tightened, and I clenched my jaw. Pushing down my initial reaction to find and hurt this unknown attacker, I calmly replied, “We’re going to make this right.” I thumbed my text to Ayane, with the word “purple” included at the beginning and end of my message.

Fortunately, Ayane saw my text and called me immediately. We skipped all the pleasantries, and she asked, “Is your coworker okay?”

Looking at Kate, I answered, “She’s in one piece, but I don’t know the extent of what happened. Is there someone there who can help her?”

Ayane let out a long breath. “Yes, there are numerous members in the legal profession. Try to keep her calm and isolated. Someone will be there in less than ten minutes.”

“Thanks. I’m glad you called so quickly.”

“It’s what we’re here for. We assist people with the problems they can see, along with the hidden ones,” she answered.

I thanked her and hung up. Shifting my attention back to Kate, I said, “Someone should be here soon. I’ll meet them, bring them to the office, and step back. If you need anything else, just let me know.”

Kate’s face shifted from disbelief to astonishment. She mumbled out her thanks, and sat next to Penny. I did my best to reassure her again, and went about the business of gathering my supplies. I had to keep my hands busy, because my mind was racing.

I’m basically sitting on the sidelines. I want to do more. If I had something, some kind of weapon with the Dawn, I could at least help her get rid of that purple parasite.

As promised, I had all of my stuff collected and was ready to head out a few minutes later. As I was grabbing the door handle, Kate snapped out of her silence and asked, “Do you really think this’ll work?”

I wanted to believe in the positive work that people in the Wheel were capable of. “Yeah, I think you’ll see a way forward after you meet with them.”

The elevator chimed less than five minutes after I left the office. I was expecting another pair like Toshi and Ayane, but there was only a Japanese man in his early thirties. He had slicked back hair and thin facial features that didn’t match the obvious muscles covered by his well-tailored black suit. Like Toshi, he had a sword in a purple scabbard at his side.

The man introduced himself as Isamu from the Nishimura firm, handed me a business card, and began scanning the lobby. When he was satisfied we were alone, Isamu leaned in to say, “My Tracker is out. It might be an hour before another one becomes available. I can watch the woman until another Tracker arrives.”

What the hell is he talking about?

I shook my head a couple of times. “Why do you need a Tracker? The Dusk is on her left shoulder.”

“Keep your voice down,” Isamu warned. His eyes swept the area again, and he added, “I’m a Hunter. Unlike Trackers—and apparently you, we can’t see Dusk until it’s semi-permanent and can move on its own.”

“How do you destroy the Dusk if you can’t see it?”

“The Tracker chalks out where the Dusk is on the individual’s body, and we take care of the rest,” Isamu answered.

“Chalk? Don’t people think it’s weird to have someone write on them?” I asked.

Isamu pulled a laser pointer from his pocket. He pointed it at the ground, drawing a quick circle and said, “Chalk is just an old term we still use.”

I watched as the circle Isamu drew maintained its shape on the ground for a few seconds, before fading away. With my next question forming on my lips, a crash and muffled shouts from the office interrupted me. Isamu and I both hurried back to investigate. A step or two away from the door, I pulled my badge out and heard another roar with more clarity.

“How could you say that?”

“You were the one complaining⁠—”

Penny stopped mid-tirade when I opened the door. She and Kate were staring each other down, with a broken chair forgotten at the back of the office. There were pieces of Dusk on both women.

The glob of Dusk on Penny’s forehead shrank, a couple of seconds after Isamu and I entered the room. The one on Kate’s shoulder did not. I watched the small mass on Penny spread its tiny appendages toward the larger one on Kate’s shoulder. The two connected, and the purple hanger-on grew.

Knowing Isamu was blind to what I witnessed, I jumped in. “Penny, I think it would be good if we all stepped away while Kate talks to this gentleman from the Nishimura firm. I’m going to make sure they have everything they need, and I’ll be right behind you.”

With the Dusk off of her body, some of Penny’s natural sweetness started flooding back. A look of concern crossed her face, but she silently agreed with my suggestion and left the room.

Kate glared at Isamu and I as the door shut behind Penny. “Are you going to mansplain how I’m supposed to be feeling right now?” she snapped.

I calmly took a step forward. “Kate, I don’t know exactly what you’re going through.” I gave Isamu a quick look to make sure we were on the same page, and continued. “I can clearly see one of your problems. If you have a seat and talk with Isamu, I’m confident he’ll be able to help you.”

“Whatever,” Kate huffed, and sat down with her arms crossed.

Isamu waited for Kate to settle before moving in her direction. He walked next to me, and pressed the laser pointer into my hand as he passed. Isamu took the seat across from Kate at the table and drew in a deep breath before speaking.

“Hello, Ms. Jones. I’m sorry we’re meeting under these circumstances, but my name’s Isamu Nishimura. I’m a legal associate, and I specialize in cases involving assault and battery of a domestic nature.”

Kate opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, but said nothing. Isamu continued, “It’s my understanding that you’ve been acquainted with the suspect for six weeks.”

Her eyes went wide. Kate’s arms uncrossed, and she leaned forward. “How…do you know that?”

“Our firm is extremely thorough, Ms. Jones. Can I call you Kate?” Isamu asked.

“Sure,” Kate managed.

Isamu gave a reassuring smile. “Good. Kate, we’re going to use every legal tactic available to ensure the suspect atones for what they’ve done. Now, I’ve avoided using much in the way of specifics with Mr. Rossi in the room, because he is neither a witness nor a member of your legal team. However, if you feel he is a trustworthy individual, I’d like for him to remain in the room a minute longer. Is that acceptable, Kate?”

“I’ve only known Dylan for a week, but yeah, he seems like a decent guy. He can stay. Why did you ask that?” Kate’s face seemed conflicted. The Dusk on Kate’s shoulder was convulsing more violently, as if it was trying to pull her back into the darkest corners of her feelings.

“Thank you, Kate. There’s an exercise I want you to try, but it involves closing your eyes. Since we’ve just met, I thought you’d feel more comfortable with a familiar face in the room,” Isamu explained.

“That sounds kind of weird, but I get it. Sure. I’ll close my eyes, but I’m going to open them if you say or do anything funny,” Kate said defensively.

Looking back in my direction, Isamu said, “Understandable. This will be over quickly.”

I nodded back at Isamu. I had my hands behind my back during their whole conversation. Because we never discussed a plan, I knew I’d have to be ready for an opening. It took me a few rolls of the pointer in my hands before I realized the button was at the back, and not on the barrel.

Turning back to Kate, Isamu said, “This is a calming exercise, but it also helps with sensory recall. Please close your eyes, and describe in as much detail as possible your favorite thing to eat as a child.”

This is it. Pay attention. We’re only going to have one shot at this.

Kate’s eyes narrowed. “You want me to describe Kraft Dinner?”

“Yes. Please close your eyes, and tell me all about Kraft Dinner,” Isamu said, with a compassionate face.

Kate let out another huff, closed her eyes, and began describing mac & cheese. After her third word, Isamu nodded at me.

I expected my arm to be unstable, but I was ready. I brought the laser pointer in front of me, clicked it on, and drew a loop the size of a softball on Kate’s left shoulder.

Isamu was in the middle of asking Kate to elaborate on the smell of the neon orange powdered cheese when his hands went to the sword at his waist. Moving faster than I could see, he unsheathed his katana. The warmth of the Dawn filled the room in a flash. Isamu swiped the Dusk cleanly off of Kate, and had the weapon back in its scabbard without pausing his line of questioning.

Speed like that shouldn’t be possible.

The second the Dusk was destroyed, Kate’s whole body lightened. She relaxed in her chair, recalling a memory of her and her dad eating two boxes of mac & cheese together while a blizzard blew fluffy white snow around their home.

At that moment, I knew I’d made my decision.


Chapter 8


Highball



Ayane offered to pick me up immediately after my last class, instead of waiting until 8:00. When I stepped out of the building, I was greeted by Ayane standing next to a black sedan. There was a driver in the front seat.

Shortly after I took a seat in the back of the car, Ayane’s at-work persona kicked in. She informed me the driver was a member of the Wheel and proceeded to pull a tablet from her bag. She opened a file, and gave me details on Kate’s developing case.

According to Ayane, Kate was cooperating fully with the Nishimura firm, and they were already pressuring the police. The firm expected a swift and satisfactory resolution to the legal matter. Someone in the counseling division of the Wheel had reached out to Kate, and she would be able to schedule sessions immediately. As a final layer of precaution, a small group of private security members were providing discreet protection if Kate’s attacker continued to cause trouble.

When I mentioned wanting to help with the security detail, Ayane shot me down. “I’m certain you can be covert, but she knows you. If she recognized you, the operation would run the risk of being exposed,” she explained.

I balled up my fists. “I just don’t want this guy to have another chance to hurt her.”

“Your willingness to put yourself in front of oncoming danger is one of the reasons why the Scholar’s happy about your decision,” she said. Her professional demeanor melted for a moment, and she put her hand on my shoulder. “Trust me, Dylan. This man will receive swift justice if he comes within a block of Kate.”

Helping people is why I want to do this.

“Thanks. It’s reassuring to hear she has people looking out for her,” I replied, feeling some tension recede.

“I’m glad you reached out.”. As if she was worried about someone noticing, Ayane brought her hand back to her side. She became all business again, and clicked open a different icon on her tablet.

For the remainder of our ride, Ayane asked me about my schedule and cross-referenced appointment blocks in the Scholar’s availability. Once I shared my decision to join the Wheel with Ayane, the Scholar had requested we move up our next meeting. Since we were both free, I was going to visit the Scholar the following afternoon, instead of waiting until Monday evening.

As the black sedan slowed on an unassuming street, Ayane slid the tablet back into her bag, stretched her neck a few times, and let out a long exhale. The car stopped outside of a ten-story concrete building, and Ayane smiled at me before getting out.

A few minutes later, we were seated and Ayane was ordering highballs for the two of us. The interior of the bar was brightly lit, so the smooth surface of the cypress wood on our table and the intricate geometric patterns decorating the chair cushions were all clearly visible. We were tucked away in the corner, which provided a bit of privacy.

“This is my favorite izakaya. Their pickled vegetables are amazing, but the sour ones are the best! If you like tart food at all, you’ll love them,” Ayane predicted with a grin.

I smiled at her sudden emotional switch. “The only sour foods I had growing up were lemons and limes, but I’ll give anything a shot. Order whatever you normally would. I’m excited to try it all.”

Ayane narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure? If I order chicken livers, you’re not going to get scared, are you?”

In an effort to match her intensity, I narrowed my eyes in return and said, “Bring it on!”

An hour later, our bellies were stuffed, and we were each working on our second highball. The cocktail was a simple but potent combination of Japanese whiskey and club soda. The hefty amount of whiskey added some peat flavor that I wasn’t used to, but the first drink went down easily.

Better slow down on the second one. I don’t want to get too sloppy and make her think I drink like this all the time.

Seeing the pink of Ayane’s cheeks and the sparkle in her eyes gave me another reason to pace myself. With a pause in our conversation, Ayane brought her cocktail up for another sip. When she set the glass down, her beautiful smile returned. She’d been wearing it since we ordered our food, and I was hypnotized by it.

“Thanks for bringing me here, but I think I’ve noticed something,” I confessed.

Ayane propped her chin up on her hand. “What’s that?”

“You’re not a big drinker, are you?” I asked.

Ayane tilted her head from side to side. “Not really, but I got some good news at work and wanted to celebrate.”

“Really? What happened?”

Ayane looked at the tables closest to us, and settled back in. “I can’t really talk about it here, but I’m going to be taking my rank five test soon.”

I had next to no context for whatever rank five meant, but I still replied with genuine happiness for her. “Whatever it is, I know you’ll do great. I can tell you’re good at your job. You’re so focused while you’re working, and you seem so competent.”

The pink in her cheeks intensified, and she ducked her head. When her face came back up, she said, “Thank you, Dylan. I really like being with you. You’re so positive, and easy to talk to. It’s really helping with my nerves.”

“You’re welcome, but you should take at least half of the credit, because I really like being with you too,” I answered, feeling a few butterflies in my stomach.

Ayane’s smile became a bit more coy and her eyes narrowed. She brought her glass up for another swig. “Then why did it take you two days to ask me on a date?”

I blinked. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to think I was being too aggressive. How can I make it up to you?”

She pushed her tongue against the inside of her cheek and looked up. A moment later, her eyes went wide and she said, “Tell me something you’re a little embarrassed about.”

I’ve come this far. What the hell?

Crossing my arms and leaning back in the chair to give Ayane my best shrewd businessman impression, I said, “Okay. I’ll tell you what you want to know, but I want something first.”

Ayane’s smile opened and she said in a playful, but professional tone, “State your terms.”

“Good. When are you free for another date?” I asked with a straight look on my face.

With her eyes narrowing and smile growing, Ayane said, “Tomorrow. How does yakiniku sound?”

“Great,” I said, secretly thrilled. I cleared my throat and continued. “You asked for it…I’m a little bit of an otaku. I don’t fetishize anything really, but I like anime and manga.”

Ayane shrugged. “Considering most of the western guys who come here are trying to find a girlfriend, are obsessed with Japanese pop culture, or both, I’m not really that surprised. Why is that embarrassing?”

Maybe she is different.

I took a sip of my own drink and thought of a diplomatic way to phrase my next response. “Where I’m from, a lot of people think being interested in anime is something for kids or weirdos. I was teased a bit in high school, but it ended when I demonstrated I could defend myself against anyone who tried to bully me. I still had plenty of friends, but, I never felt like I could completely be myself around them.”

“I’m sorry you had those kinds of experiences, but liking these forms of entertainment isn’t something to be embarrassed about here. In fact, I’ll prove it. Do you know what doujins are?” she asked.

I furrowed my brows. “Yeah, independently produced media. Aren’t most of those manga?”

“They are, and I’m a fan. There’s a series I’m reading now about some succubi—” Ayane eyes went wide, and she stopped herself. Without hesitation, she picked up her glass and downed the rest of her drink.

My eyebrows went up, but I didn’t push her.

Ten minutes later, we were walking in the direction of some modern high rise apartments. With late autumn winds blowing through the streets, we naturally huddled closer together. At some point, I wrapped my arm around Ayane’s shoulders, and she nuzzled closer to my body after a few steps.

I noticed this area of Osaka didn’t have much in the way of parks, but we did pass a row of trees planted at set intervals next to the sidewalk. Leaves colored fire engine red, banana peel yellow, and pumpkin orange were illuminated by the fixtures next to each tree’s trunk. An especially strong gust broke me out of my foliage gazing, and I brought my free hand up to block anything from flying in our faces.

When the wind died, Ayane stopped and looked up at me. Her body swayed a touch, but she wasn’t stumbling. The beautiful smile returned to her face, and she motioned for me to bring mine closer.

“You have something in your hair,” she explained.

“Then you better get it out. I don’t want anything to start growing on top of my head.” I laughed and bent down.

Ayane plucked a crimson leaf out of my unruly hair, and ran her fingers down my face. I looked up to find her only a few inches away with her eyes hooded. I closed the gap between us, as she closed her eyes completely.

The kiss began gently, with Ayane’s full bottom lip parting slowly. As our tongues glided against one another, she moved her hands to the sides of my head and ran her nails through my hair. I cradled the back of her head and thumbed the base of her low ponytail.

When our lips separated, Ayane’s chest was rising and falling rapidly. I had let go of her ponytail, but she still had her hands tangled in my hair.

As she gradually released me, she whispered, “I liked that.”

With a huge dopey smile on my face, I said, “Me too.”

The pink on her face was more pronounced, and her swaying was a touch more noticeable.

If we move further, she needs to make that decision with a clear head. I can’t take advantage of her.

Remembering I was walking her back to her apartment, I asked, “We’re almost to your building, right?”

Misunderstanding my intentions, Ayane’s eyes went wide, and she said, “Uh, yeah. Toshi’s going to be out for a while chasing that damned nekomata.”

I froze. Why is she bringing up Toshi? Are they together?

My face must have betrayed my shock, because Ayane began laughing. She tugged my hand forward, and took several steps in the wake of her chuckling.

Finally, she let me in on the joke. “Toshi’s my brother. My grandparents are a bit traditional, so they wanted us to live together until one of us got married.”

I blew out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. Relief swept through me.

A couple minutes later, we were standing in front of a forty-story building. It was concrete, metal, and glass, but it stood out from the other structures. The building’s sides were slightly curved at the corners, and the window panes on the first three floors were vertical behemoths with reflective edges.

“Nice place,” I said, craning my neck up.

“Thanks. We keep the unit pretty tidy, but you’ll see. Come on,” she invited, pulling my hand.

Wanting to be certain she wasn’t going to do anything she’d regret later, I kept my feet planted. Ayane playfully tugged a few more times, but I held my ground.

“I appreciate the invitation, but I think we should wait for another time,” I said.

Ayane pouted cutely. “I promise I won’t bite.”

“Why don’t you get some rest, and we’ll pick things up tomorrow,” I said.

Ayane frowned, but moved closer to me. She rubbed her head against my chest and the smile returned when she looked up at me.

“Have it your way,” she said, shaking her head. Ayane tucked her finger under her chin and added, “Now I really can’t wait for yakiniku, and for more.”

I wrapped my arms around her for a hug. Ayane’s body was small, but she used a surprising amount of strength to pull me into her. We kissed again, and I almost let my lower head convince me Ayane was sober enough to keep going.

As our lips parted, Ayane whispered, “Thank you for everything, but I’m not going to let you get away next time.”


Chapter 9


Two Week Notice



The following afternoon, I was sitting across from the Scholar in the same gazebo inside of the Hold’s rock garden. Even though I’d made a decision to join the Wheel, there was still a voice in the back of my head that told me to treat this interaction like a job interview. For this reason, I was in my best Men’s Warehouse suit.

Once we finished with the pleasantries, the Scholar told me we’d be joined by his highest ranking Hunter. He would be the person in charge of my training regime, and all duties associated with destroying the Dusk and yokai.

“Have you thought of any more questions since our previous meeting?” the Scholar asked.

“Several.” I nodded. “Since I’m a goal-oriented person, I’ve experienced greater success when I’m able to see the big picture. Can you tell me more about the Wheel as an organization, so I know what I’m striving for?”

“Certainly. The Wheel can be found throughout the country. While the Dusk most often takes root in more populated areas, we have a Hold in all forty-seven prefectures across Japan.”

“In order to address any incident, each Hold acts as a base of operations for a Scholar and their team of Hunters and Trackers. Each Scholar must lead their team, and recruit new members for the Wheel,” he continued.

“Does each prefectural branch act as its own entity?” I asked.

“Not entirely. Every Scholar is given some freedom to oversee their teams, but they still need to follow the Wheel’s doctrine. We also gather regularly for council meetings. Furthermore, there is an individual at the top of our organization called the Master,” the Scholar explained.

“The Master is selected from the group of Scholars. While most of our decisions are voted on, the Master is asked to be the final voice of authority on occasion. You can liken it to the American president’s veto power. The Master keeps a small group of advisors.”

I shifted in my seat. “I’m guessing all of those kinds of decisions would be well beyond my position as a Hunter.”

“Yes, you would be—how do you say—entry level within the Wheel. The majority of our active members are either Trackers or Hunters. Our Trackers search for the Dusk before it takes on a semi-permanent form, and is no longer tethered to a person’s body. Meanwhile our Hunters shatter the Dusk, or kill the yokai it becomes,” he explained.

Thinking of what I’d witnessed Ayane, Toshi, and Isamu do during the previous week, I couldn’t help but interject. “I understand a Hunter needs to use a Dawn-infused weapon to destroy the Dusk or a yokai, but why can’t a Tracker like Ayane kill a yokai? I mean, she used something to heal me, and to block the karakasa kozō when we were fighting it.”

“While Ayane is an outstanding Tracker, her body cannot make contact with the Dusk or a yokai. You saw her use a couple of the talismans she has at her disposal; however, none of them are for offensive purposes,” the Scholar answered.

“I’m guessing the same goes for Hunters and seeing the Dusk before it becomes semi-permanent.” When the Scholar nodded, I continued, “Then why can I see the Dusk early, and physically interact with the yokai?”

The Scholar leaned back on his mat, ran a hand through his mostly grey hair, and said, “Normally, you are correct. A Tracker and a Hunter cannot perform the other’s job. While we don’t know why exactly, there have been a couple of cases like yours in the past. I, for example, have the same abilities.”

Is there a connection between me being the first foreigner to see the Dusk, and having both of these abilities?

“Do you mind me asking what position you held prior to becoming the Osaka Scholar?”

“Given your abilities, I was expecting this question. The Wheel is in need of both positions, but the demand for Hunters has been much higher over the last several generations. Since I wanted to be the one to prevent monsters from harming other people, I became a Hunter,” he said, with a small smile on his face.

I guess we sort of think alike in that regard. I’m glad I’ll be more actively involved, but there’s more to this job.

My thoughts drifted to an average day. “What does a Hunter do when they’re not fighting the Dusk or a yokai?” I asked.

“Sato should be here soon and will go over your training schedule, but a Hunter’s life is similar to that of a firefighter. While they’re on call, a Hunter divides their time between the work tasks associated with their chosen profession, and patrolling for Dusk or yokai. When their shift is finished, they have the following forty-eight hours off,” he said.

“One day on and two days off are bizarre hours for a teacher,” I blurted out.

“Under normal circumstances, you would be correct. However, you’ll be paired with two other instructors, and rotate schedules with them after the start of the next academic semester.”

“I’d like to assist the other instructors whenever possible, but I understand wanting the kids to stick with a set schedule. Besides, this will allow more time for me to learn more about my other job responsibilities,” I said.

“That was our hope as well. Please know, we have no intention of standing between you and the classroom, but having you complete your training and becoming a competent Hunter will be our top priority.”

“I understand, but what happens immediately after my training is finished? Would I be expected to start patrolling and fighting right away?”

“Of course not.” A smile grew on the Scholar's face. “We ensure the safety of our rank one Hunters by pairing them with more experienced Hunters, and a Tracker, during patrols. You will learn from the higher-ranked Hunters and develop effective attacks.”

While more questions circled my head, we were interrupted by a Japanese man in his mid-thirties, with a medium build and long hair, striding purposefully toward us. He had a thin goatee, with no hair connecting his mustache and the hair on his chin.

When this man entered the gazebo, I saw that he had what appeared to be a club slung around his back. Just like the katanas I’d seen Toshi and Isamu use, the club was kept in a sling with an eerily familiar purple color. He bowed deeply to the Scholar, and offered me a slight head tilt. He proceeded to sit next to the Scholar and whispered into his ear.

The Scholar closed his eyes and leaned back with a pained look on his face. After a few seconds, the Scholar waved the other man away from his ear and said, “Enough. Mr. Rossi will soon be a member of the Wheel, so he needs to know we aren’t keeping anything from him.” Looking at me, he continued, “This is Sato. He’s the lead Hunter and trainer.”

Sato gave a sharp exhale and said curtly, “Per the Scholar’s suggestion, I’ll share my news. The monks monitoring the portals on Mount Hiei just reported a bellow from the realm of the abyss.”

I still need to visit this place to see these portals for myself.

“I’m sorry, but I’m at a loss here. The window to another realm made a noise, and this is somehow dangerous?” I asked, genuinely perplexed.

Sato’s face tensed, and he looked like he was going to blow up, but the Scholar brought his hand up to calm the other man.

“The Wheel has recorded these bellows only a handful of times in the past. Each one resulted in an oni attack approximately one month later. I’m afraid this poses an imminent and potentially deadly threat. Are you positive you still want to join?” the Scholar asked, his face becoming grave.

If this is worse than the yokai, it could affect so many more people. I can’t back out now.

“I want to help.”
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An hour later, I was standing outside of the Sun English building with Sato. We had shared a mostly silent taxi ride, and were waiting for Ayane to join us. The Scholar’s plan was for the three of us to meet with my director, and get my visa transferred to a school operated by the Children First Agency.

Since Ms. Daimon had met Ayane, she would explain my connection to the agency and why I was being headhunted. Sato’s role was that of an emergency recruiter with numerous applicants ready to take my position at Sun English. Compared to their performances, I had it easy. I was supposed to look apologetic, but motivated to help children in need. Because I felt both of those things, it wouldn’t really be an act.

Sato studied a tablet while we waited. He punctuated what he was reading with an occasional grunt. I looked in his direction after the third non-verbal noise.

“What is it?” he asked, his eyes still scanning his screen. His dismissive tone made it clear that I hadn’t exactly made a good first impression with him.

“I was just noticing you don’t seem satisfied with whatever you’re reading,” I answered honestly. I leaned in closer and added, “Is it related to what you reported earlier?”

Sato shook off my question and looked at me like I’d just shit in his shoes. He regained some of his composure and said, “I know this is all new to you, but avoid discussing work in public. We have codes, and you’ll learn them in due time.” He looked back at his screen and added, “As to your question, I’m appalled by some of these candidates. I need to remove several of them from the list. From her file, I know Ms. Daimon’s an astute director.”

“Oh, so you really are a recruiter?” I asked with interest.

“Of course,” he replied coolly, as if I’d asked a stupid question. “More of a human resources coordinator, but I’ve done plenty of headhunting. Digging deeper into people’s CVs, employment histories, and public records is all part of the job.”

“You’re also perpetually early for every engagement,” Ayane said from behind me. She used her usual even tone, but there was an edge that said she didn’t like how Sato was treating me.

Sato gave Ayane a grunt before returning to his tablet. Keeping things professional, I flashed Ayane a quick smile. With his eyes still on the tablet, Sato went over the plan, and we headed into the building.

Less than ten minutes later, we were sitting with Ms. Daimon. Sato’s information on my director’s work habits were accurate. She’d been at the school alone for the past several hours, in her unadorned office. Once the introductions were made, the four of us wedged into the confined space.

“It’s good to see you on a Saturday, Dylan, but something tells me you’re not here to plan for next week’s classes,” she said carefully.

I heaved out a sigh. “I’m sorry, but I’m here to submit my two-weeks notice. I’ve been offered a position with the Children First Agency.”

Ms. Daimon looked conflicted and disappointed. Her eyes moved between Ayane and me, but she addressed Ayane when she said, “This is incredibly sudden. He just started, and the children have already taken a liking to him. I respect your agency, but I can’t afford to be short-staffed.”

“Your loss of staff is precisely why I was invited,” Sato interjected. He tapped a few icons on his tablet. “I was contacted by an old acquaintance of yours, and have several available instructors for you to consider.”

“Old acquaintance?”

Ayane reached into her purse. “My partner and I recognized Mr. Rossi’s innate talent when we visited Sun English.” She found what she was looking for, and handed Ms. Daimon an envelope. “My supervisor regrets not being here in person, but he believes Mr. Rossi is a necessary addition to our agency,” she added.

Ms. Daimon took the elegant envelope and opened it, with a bewildered look on her face. The expression shifted, as her eyebrows soared to her hairline while reading the letter inside. When she was done, Ms. Daimon folded the paper, held it to her chest, and closed her eyes.

I could see her eyes welling with tears the moment she opened them. “I can’t believe he still works for the agency,” she said. Shifting her focus to my future trainer, she added, “I’ll review your list, Mr. Sato.”


Chapter 10


Iron Fist



The message from the Scholar convinced Ms. Daimon to stamp my visa paperwork and accept my notice. In the elevator, Sato told me that numerous departments within the Wheel would assist in my employment transition over the next two weeks. They’d handle everything from updating my alien registration card, to finding me an apartment not owned by the school. This would allow me to focus exclusively on my remaining commitments to Sun English while at work.

We were on the street, about to part ways, when Sato received a message. He looked at it, arching one of his eyebrows. “A training opportunity’s just become available. Ayane, if you’re free, please accompany us.”

Ayane shrugged. “I don’t have plans until this evening.”

Sato put his phone away. “Shouldn’t take long. The situation’s at a nearby bar.” He began walking, and we fell in line behind him.

Less than five minutes later, we were standing outside of a tiny bar with beach-themed decorations and reggae music drifting out into the street. The shouts that we could hear from inside were a stark contrast to the establishment’s otherwise chill vibe.

“I’ve been in this shit country for nearly twenty years,” we heard, in a slurred English accent.

Sato shoved open the bar’s door, and we were able to take stock of the situation. There were two Japanese men, one Japanese woman, and a bald Western man with a large amount of Dusk on his chest.

The male bartender had his hands in front of him, and looked like he was trying to defuse the situation. The other Japanese man shot Sato a quick look and a nod from his position. He was sitting at a round table with a pair of crutches propped against it.

The westerner looked like he was in his mid-forties. He was average height, with a little bit of a paunch. More importantly, he was holding the woman by her wrist, and she was struggling to get away.

Sato’s fists clenched. He glanced back at me. “You’re up. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

“Gladly,” I replied through my teeth. Walking toward the hostile guy, I called out, “I’m only going to say this once. Let the woman go.”

The man’s blurry eyes settled on me. He tipped forward and spat, “Take everything you can from these people⁠—”

In a fluid movement, I stepped between the guy and the woman, thrusting my right palm under his jaw.

The Western man’s head knocked against a surfboard on the wall behind him, but he didn’t drop. He brought his fists up in an uncoordinated stance. The Dusk on his chest was almost half his size.

The sobbing woman fled in Ayane’s direction the moment she was free. Ayane pulled the woman in, getting her away from the fight.

I dodged an unfocused punch, and smashed an elbow into the guy’s temple. That did the trick. He fell to the floor.

The Dusk separated itself from the guy’s chest, and started dancing away from the man on the floor. The Dusk moved around the room like it was trying to start a wave in a packed stadium. It circled a point several times, but no one was feeding it any more energy.

Sato must have finally noticed the Dusk, because his hand moved reflexively to the club on his back. This movement seemed to alarm the Dusk, and it darted out of the still-open door.

The two of us raced after it, finding ourselves on a fire escape. Our pursuit ended on the roof of a building. After running up six flights of stairs, my heart was pumping. I was alert, but I wasn’t too winded.

Sato had his club out of its sling. Much like the two katanas I’d seen earlier in the week, the wooden stick with metal studs was covered in the golden light of the Dawn.

Keeping himself in a balanced stance, Sato asked, “When did you first see this collection of Dusk?”

“The moment we walked into the bar. It was on the guy’s chest,” I replied, taking up a defense stance.

“Your description matches what the Tracker reported. It would seem Ayane’s account was accurate. You can see the Dusk earlier than other Hunters,” he said, with begrudging admiration. He adjusted his stance to a more aggressive one before continuing. “But Dusk is far less dangerous than a yokai. I want to see what your attacks can do to it.”

I nodded, and cautiously approached the purple lump. I kept my guard up while closing the distance. With Sato’s club still trained on the Dusk, this felt like the closest thing to a safe real-world drill I could hope to expect.

Once I was close enough, I decided to try a variety of strikes on the Dusk. I ran through the Heian Nidan kata—a familiar karate pattern—in my mind for some inspiration. With a few choices selected, I threw several punches, and ended with a strong right front kick to the smooshy purple thing.

The Dusk reacted, but the response was as if the attack was a nuisance, rather than causing an injury. The Dusk shook itself, and continued to bob around.

I threw another combination of hand strikes.

Same results.

A pistoned knee.

Nothing different.

I was getting increasingly frustrated, but I wasn’t ready to give up. I had to think of a possible combination or pattern that could bring more powerful strikes together.

“I’ve seen enough,” Sato finally said. He moved up to my left side and readied his club.

Thinking I had to prove something to myself, I said, “Can I borrow your club? I need to know I can do this with the right tool.”

He paused and backed up. With a hint of mistrust on his face, Sato handed me his club, but held up a finger.

Sato pulled his phone out. “Another Hunter will be here in less than a minute. We should be safe.”

Having next to no weapons training, I decided to avoid anything fancy while moving swiftly toward the Dusk. I pulled the club back over my right shoulder and smashed it down on the purple mess.

My strike may have betrayed my novice abilities, but it still disintegrated the Dusk in a single hit. After the impact, the Dusk took on that golden color for a moment, and then shattered into thousands of particles. The gold of Sato’s club also cracked and broke into particles.

Without the unearthly color, the club just resembled a lethal baseball bat with metal studs along most of its barrel.

Shit! Did I just break it?

“What happened?” I asked, unable to keep the worry out of my voice.

“I need to apply more of the Dawn,” Sato confessed—more to himself than me—and looked in my direction. “Your file mentioned your background in numerous martial arts. I can see that the mention of you being a practitioner of iron fist was no exaggeration. I think that explains why you don’t have any broken bones in either of your hands. I’ll update your training profile.”

Sato scanned the rooftop, and returned his club to its purple sling. For the first time, I noticed a slight undulation in the purple sling’s form.

It’s made of Dusk!

Sato looked back at me. “Guess you’re not completely useless,” he grunted, and headed back down the fire escape.

When we got back to the street, there was already a swarm of activity. Toshi and two other Trackers joined us. My eyes were drawn to the purple scabbard, but I kept busy.

With the last of the cleanup finished and Sato gone, I pulled Toshi and Ayane aside. “I know I’m new, but why are you—” I lowered my voice and continued, “Why are you using the Dusk?”

Toshi looked down at his katana, and slowly nodded his head. “I’m not doing anything wrong, Dylan. All Hunters have been using inert Dusk to disguise their weapons while they’re in public for the last 150 years. As you can imagine, it’s not exactly ordinary for people to walk around with sharpened katanas at their waist.”

I opened and closed my mouth a couple of times. When my follow-up question was clear, I leaned in again. “Regular people can’t see the Dawn either, right?”

Toshi confirmed this with a nod.

“Okay. So, why risk using the Dusk to hide your weapons? Why don’t Hunters use the Dawn to do it? Wouldn’t that be safer?” I asked.

Toshi took in a long breath and released it. “Scarcity. You know the movie The Road Warrior?” Without waiting for my reply, Toshi continued. “There’s not a lot of gas in the future, so people do all kinds of crazy things to find it in the wastelands. There’s also a group of people who have a supply of gas, but they have to use it sparingly in order to accomplish their goals.”

“In other words, you don’t have enough gas.” The realization struck me. “Not enough Dawn.”


Chapter 11


Caught in the Rain



A few hours later, Ayane and I were walking into a yakiniku restaurant a few blocks from my apartment. We carried a couple of shopping bags in our wake. Ayane had suggested a trip to Den Den Town before dinner, and I wasn’t going to deny her.

Almost all of the seats were occupied, with diners flipping chunks of beef and pork on their tabletop charcoal grills. The smell of cooked meat was enough to make a vegetarian consider giving up broccoli.

Ayane and I were seated at a table near the door, and she pounced on the menu.

“We need pork belly, beef tongue, beef loin, and, um…is pork cheek okay?” Ayane tilted her head and scrunched up her face when she asked me about the last cut of meat. It was like she was begging for me to say yes.

“Yeah, I’m fine with whatever you want. I trust you.” I reached across the table to squeeze her hand.

She squeezed back, and called the waiter over, ordering our meat along with two oolong teas. With the charcoal bucket dropped into place on our table, and the mesh grill top set up, Ayane began arranging the scissors, tongs, sauces, and plates in anticipation of the incoming plates of meat.

As if she was trying to distract herself, she said, “I’m glad we had a chance to visit J-Books. It’s one of my favorite stores for doujins.”

“Me too,” I replied, and moved closer to her. “Thanks for recommending that series.”

Ayane’s cheeks flushed, and she gave the cooking utensils an unnecessary adjustment. She was probably remembering what had led up to me purchasing three particularly erotic doujins.

Shortly after we arrived at J-Books, Ayane had zoomed to a wall displaying the third volume in a series called Night Market Succubi. Her face had looked like she was short-circuiting, and she’d muttered, “When did this come out?”

Picking up on her enthusiasm, I’d opened a used copy of an earlier volume. The drawings were amazingly detailed—particularly in the tits and ass—and the story followed the beats one would expect, given the title. Was I unreasonably turned on by this attractive woman who read what were essentially erotic graphic novels?

Yes. Yes, I was.

Back in the restaurant waiting for our food, Ayane regained some of her composure. She switched topics, catching me off guard. “I can’t believe your ceremony and my test are both happening tomorrow. We’re going to be so busy.”

I leaned closer. “I thought we were supposed to use a code, or something.”

Ayane laughed. “No one here has any idea what we’re talking about. I think I know who told you that, and he’s got a bit of a reputation for being overzealous.”

Several plates of raw beef and pork arrived, and Ayane’s hands flew into action. She focused intently on the meat, but continued talking. “We can talk about something else, if you want.”

I was busy soaking up the efficiency of her movements, and her preternatural sense of when each piece needed to be flipped. “You’re amazing at this.”

“You should see me in the kitchen. I’ve been cooking with my grandmother since I was young.” Motioning toward her head with the tongs, she added, “Most of her recipes are up here, but I still have a few written down on old cards.”

She loves dirty doujins, tracks monsters, and cooks?! This woman is incredible.

“Since my mom was always working, my uncle Ronnie would usually be in charge of food. We’d make some basic stuff, but he’d take me to Casey’s for pizza on the weekends,” I admitted.

“I don’t know what Casey's is, but pizza doesn’t sound very healthy. I’m surprised you’re not heavy,” she said, with concern in her eyes.

I almost spit out my tea. When I got control of myself, I said, “Casey’s is a gas station chain, but their pizza’s really good. As for my weight, I learned how to make normal American food when I was maybe eight or nine.”

Ayane pushed the first round of cooked meat to the edges of the grill, and motioned for me to take some. I snagged a piece of beef tongue and popped it into my mouth. The meat was juicy, tender, and perfectly cooked.

“Good?”

Without answering, I grabbed another piece.

“Better than Casey’s?”

Covering my mouth, I answered, “Casey’s isn’t even in the same league as this! I can’t wait to try your other cooking.”

Ayane’s eyes narrowed, and the corners of her mouth went up. “We’ll see about that,” she replied coyly.

While the plates of meat dwindled, I marveled at the flavor of each cut. We talked more about our families, and didn’t notice the shifting weather outside. An hour or so later, we started to see people with umbrellas, and all of the puddles.

Ayane glanced outside, twisting her lips from side to side. “Rainy evenings are the best for sitting on the couch, watching movies.”

“We could be at my place in a couple of minutes if we hurry. Sound good?” I asked.

Her eyes became hooded. “Sounds perfect.”

I threw my suit jacket over our heads, and we hurried in the direction of my apartment. As we turned right and rushed by a huge pachinko parlor, I could tell the jacket wasn’t doing much to keep us dry. I was relieved when I spotted my unassuming dark grey building on the side of an intersection.

A few minutes later, Ayane was following me into my apartment and we were dripping water all over the floor. We both squished off our shoes and turned them on their sides. I turned on several of the lights. I held my breath, and waited to receive any sort of judgment from my first Japanese houseguest.

To put it bluntly, my studio apartment was a shoebox. Most of the space was dominated by my bed, the closet, a small couch, and a TV. There was also a bathroom and a kitchenette immediately off of the entryway.

The bathroom was just to the left of the front door. Other than the electric toilet seat, it was like a lot of other bathrooms I’d had in cheap apartments: narrow shower, pedestal sink with a mirror above it, and a wall waiting for me to bump my knees against it any time I sat down to shit.

The kitchenette was to the right of the front door, and it was a joke. There was a single gas burner, a half-sized fridge, a small microwave oven, a rice cooker, and a two-door cabinet for me to store dishes and food.

“Thanks for having me,” Ayane said, after briefly looking around the apartment. She absent-mindedly rubbed at her shoulders, tugging at her wet blouse. Whether it was intentional or not, I saw a glimpse of her bra and tempting breasts. “Do you mind if I take a shower?”

I know what you’re doing.

Rolling my tongue around my cheek, I answered, “Be my guest.”

“Sorry to ask, but do you have anything I can wear while my clothes dry?”

The image of Ayane wearing one of my shirts flashed through my mind. I was positive whatever I gave her would end up looking like a blanket. I stifled a chuckle. “Sure, I can find you something.”

Grabbing the first two shirts I could find from my closet, I handed one to Ayane, and started looking for some sweats to complete each outfit.

The moment the tan t-shirt hit her hand, Ayane said, “This is fine!”

She bounded back to the bathroom before I could protest. Feeling a little awkward standing next to my couch, I turned the TV on and pulled out my drying rack. Once I heard the water running, I stripped down, dried off, and put my wet clothing on the rack. Figuring I’d be next up for a shower, I wrapped a towel around myself and sat on the couch.

Ayane finished her shower, and came out with a towel wrapped around herself. She tilted her head back toward the bathroom. “The shower’s all yours.”

I picked up the remote and handed it over on my way to the shower. “I have a few options queued up in my Hulu and Netflix accounts. Feel free to find something else if you don’t see anything you like.”

The hot water felt more like a massage than a shower, but I didn’t want to keep Ayane waiting. Washing off the action from the afternoon and the smell of charbroiled meat, I let the realization that I would be joining the Wheel sink in.

It’s all so weird, but it feels right. I’ve made the right decision.

When I got out of the shower, I dressed quickly. Coming out of the bathroom, I saw Ayane perched on my couch, surfing between different options. As it turned out, the tan t-shirt I’d given her was from Chainsaw Man, and was one of my only pieces of anime clothing. As predicted, the shirt covered everything from her neck to mid-thigh.

Ayane turned in my direction and smiled, as the shirt rode up to reveal a better view of her smooth, amazing legs. She patted the couch cushion beside her, and I plopped down. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders, bringing her closer.

“There’s so many choices. I don’t know what to pick,” she said, tapping the remote against her bare thigh.

“Yeah, having too many options can give you decision paralysis.” I rubbed my thumb on her shoulder.

Ayane traced her fingers down my thigh, to my knee. “We don’t have to watch anything.”

“But I thought this was exactly what you wanted to do on a rainy night,” I said innocently, and pulled her closer.

We both leaned in, and our lips met with the same passion we’d shared the previous night. Ayane wrapped her tongue around mine and kneaded her fingers on my thigh. She dropped the remote, and dug her other hand into my hair.

Testing the waters, I brushed my hand against the side of her chest. Ayane moaned into my mouth in response. Taking her reaction as an invitation to move forward, I cupped one of her soft breasts, feeling her firm nipple at its center.

Ayane broke away from my lips, but her eyes rolled back, and she let out a satisfied whimper. “More,” she begged.

I gave her nipple a slight pinch, and she dove back in for another kiss. I moved from one boob to the other, and matched Ayane’s tongue’s ferocity.

After a few minutes, we broke apart. My hand was still grasping one of her tits. Ayane shuddered, drawing in an uneven breath. “We should move,” she whispered, closing her eyes as she moaned.

Knowing I was too big for the undersized couch, I couldn’t have agreed with her more. I paused my caressing and squeezing to pick her up. She let out a shocked laugh, but didn’t protest when I carried her over to the bed.

When I set her down, the bottom of the shirt slid up to reveal that she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. She caught me looking, and gave me a playful swat to the shoulder. “Dirty Dylan. What are you looking at?”

Matching her teasing, I answered, “I’m not sure. Maybe I need to get a closer look.”

I traced a line of kisses down her neck, but she stopped me when I got to her collarbone. Feeling more than a little confused, I looked up at her smirking face.

Ayane shook her head. “You first.”

She wrapped her arms around my neck and rolled us over. When she was on top, she utilized the same play by kissing my jaw and neck. I was tempted to accuse her of stealing my move, but stopped short when she snuck into my sweats and seized my cock.

Pleasure rocked through me.

Kissing my chest through my shirt, Ayane looked up at me. “I can’t move enough.” Shaking the wrist lodged in my waistband, she gave me a teasing smile. “Can you help?”

As Ayane tugged at the front of my sweats, I arched my back and pulled at the sides. Once my erection was freed from its cotton confinement, she moved down.

When Ayane settled into her new spot, she began stroking me in long, even pumps from head to base. She altered her grip a little with each stroke, but kept building up her rhythm. The feeling was intense, but she was just getting started.

Peeking up at me, she wet her lips, and brought her mouth to my throbbing hard-on. She flicked her tongue out to lick around the head while her hand continued pumping. After a few moments of lapping at my head, she took me into her mouth.

Ayane slowed her hand, and developed a new, synchronized set of movements between her hand and mouth. She kept this pace for a minute or two, but soon changed things up. She began to bring her mouth up to the head of my dick on every few passes, and vigorously pumped her hand along the shaft.

Suddenly, Ayane changed tactics altogether. She started taking more and more of my length into her mouth and willing throat. She began to add in a mind-numbingly hot moan, with my dick lodged in the back of her mouth.

The sensation of Ayane’s oral technique was almost too much. I had to find a way to turn the tables in order to avoid ending this encounter too early. Easier said than done, when the sexiest woman I’d ever been with was going to town on my tool.

“I…think it’s your turn,” I tried.

Ayane begrudgingly pulled my dick out of her mouth with a satisfying pop. As if she were a child unwilling to share her favorite toy, she kept her face close to my cock. She smacked herself on her cheek with it a couple of times for good measure.

“I can’t let you have all the fun,” I argued, while trying to avoid nutting on Ayane's face.

She gave herself a couple of contemplative smacks on her chin with the head of my dick, before letting go of me. Ayane pulled the shirt over her head in a slow strip tease, and laid on her back.

Finally seeing her naked, I took in her perky tits, flat stomach, and trimmed landing strip. Ayane pulled my hand toward her wet pussy, and placed my middle finger at her entrance.

“This is where I want you.” Her voice cracked on the last word, as my finger penetrated her.

I used a “come here” gesture, with my finger inside of Ayane’s tight pussy. The pad of my thumb found her clit, and I started making circles there, while my finger continued sliding in and out.

Ayane began trembling. The speed of her breathing increased, and she let out several soft cries. The warmth and wetness of her pussy seemed to pull my finger in further with each flick. I was enjoying her reactions to my fingers almost as much as I had enjoyed her blowjob. I wanted to give her more pleasure.

A whimper escaped Ayane when I pulled my finger out of her, but I quickly positioned my mouth where my hand had been. She tasted slightly sweet.

While working my tongue up and down each of her lips, I teased her entrance with two fingers. Ayane responded with a slight buck of her hips. With her warmed up, I set my tongue to work on the small nub of her clit. My tongue danced the strokes of different hiragana and katakana alphabet shapes over her sensitive bud.

Ayane’s thighs clenched and unclenched around my head as her breathing quickened, and her moans became much louder. I continued to work my tongue, while finally inserting my two fingers all of the way.

This proved to be the tipping point for Ayane. She took in three rapid breaths and squealed, “Iku, iku, iiiiikkkkkuuuuu!”

I slowed my fingers, and gradually moved my tongue away from Ayane’s sensitive spot. When my eyes met hers, she had the most contented face I’d ever seen. Her body continued to rock with my gentle, even fingering.

She spread her legs wide, and I positioned myself at her entrance. Even though Ayane had just cum, she sucked in air when I withdrew my fingers and pushed my dick into her.

Ayane’s moans and quick breathing brought me back to the moment. Her tightness was unlike anything I’d experienced before. Her tunnel gripped me, and flexed around my shaft with each pump. She met my strokes with gyrations of her hips.

Within a couple of minutes, after slowly working my way deeper, I was able to drive my full length into her. Ayane’s breathing became heavier, and it seemed like she was well on her way to her second orgasm. When I increased the speed, she matched my pace. Soon, my suspicions about Ayane having another orgasm proved to be true.

Ayane let loose, squealing that she was cumming in Japanese. This goaded me on, and I increased my tempo even more. I could feel the pleasure in every inch of my dick as I moved through her passage, but I was interested to see what else we could do. I tucked away the growing pleasure, and focused on Ayane. I concentrated on seeing if I could make her second orgasm last longer than her first, or if she would cum for a third time.

It was obvious that Ayane was lost in the throes of her second—and much longer—orgasm. My increased pounding caused her eyes to roll back, and her tongue fell to the side of her mouth. The rest of Ayane’s body showed just as much evidence of her enjoyment. Her nipples remained pointed as her beautiful tits rocked back and forth with my constant pumping. She dug her nails into my back, and her legs quaked around my waist.

Her second orgasm finally crested, but I was starting to feel the tightness in my balls. I slowed my pace slightly to see if I could delay the inevitable. Her pussy was just too fucking good. The snugness of it just barely fitting my dick, the gripping sensation along my shaft, the softness greeting my head when I went balls-deep into her, and the wet sensation of the whole experience were all proving to be too much. Seconds after I dropped my intensity, I knew it didn’t matter. I was going to blow my load.

“I’m going to cum,” I growled.

“Give it to me. I want to see it,” Ayane begged.

Ayane’s whimpered requests proved to be the tipping point. As I withdrew my cock, I was shooting rope after rope of cum. Strands landed near her neck and all the way down to just above her pussy.

When she noticed I had stopped firing, her face lit up with a smile, and her eyebrows went up. “Wow, so much.”

We both laughed, and headed to the bathroom to clean up for the second time in less than an hour. Since we decided to share shower number two, it quickly escalated into round number two.

Neither of us could stop once we began washing the other. The shower wasn’t large enough for us to get a good angle for sex, so round two involved a lot of licking and sucking. My second load wasn’t as substantial as my first, but Ayane took several spurts of thick cum all over her face when the blowjob reached its finale.

With our shower finished and my dick finally at ease for the night, we stretched out onto my bed. I was on my back with Ayane curled up against me. I had my arm wrapped around her shoulders, and Ayane used it as a pillow. She traced her fingers over my chest. It felt

perfect. I can’t remember who drifted off first, but I remember feeling at ease and happy as we both fell asleep.
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I knew I was dreaming right away. I was in complete darkness, but it was the sense of floating in place that really gave it away.

Suddenly, a golden light came to life and pointed upward. It was like seeing a spotlight for a grand opening several miles away.

A voice spoke directly into my head.

“You have yet to acknowledge me, but you will soon.”

Acknowledge you? How can I acknowledge a disembodied voice?

“Perhaps we can address this question at another time. You must follow my advice. Keep your eyes closed during the final moments of the ceremony.”

The dreamscape faded back into nothingness, before I could ask anything further from the voice being transmitted into my head.

I remained in dreamless sleep for the rest of the night.


Chapter 12


Legend



The next morning, I woke up to the smells and sounds of Ayane making breakfast. As I sat up in bed, my brain attempted to interpret a mixture of familiar and new scents. Moving toward the kitchenette, I saw a new, rectangular frying pan on the dish rack, and an unfamiliar electric kettle on the counter next to my rice cooker.

Ayane was wearing my tan t-shirt and mixing some ingredients next to the sink. I hugged her from behind, and kissed the top of her head.

“Good morning. What are you making?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” she answered with a coy smile, and kissed me while still mixing whatever was in the bowl. When she pulled back, she added, “Go wash your face. We have a long day ahead of us.”

When I came out of the bathroom, I saw Ayane pull what looked like a drawer from the center of my cooktop. I leaned in, and noticed it was a tray. She put two hunks of salmon on it, and pushed the tray back in.

I didn’t even know my stove had a tray.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Fish grill. What? You’ve never used it?” She seemed astonished.

“Nope,” I answered with a chuckle. I moved to the couch to give her as much space as possible.

She had mentioned being able to cook at the restaurant, but this was like watching a well-choreographed dance. Ayane timed each of her movements flawlessly, with her hands drifting to the next task at the same, unhurried pace.

I watched in awe as she reached for the power button on the electric kettle, clicked it, and grabbed a bowl of beaten eggs with no wasted motion. She poured the eggs into the small rectangular pan, and poked at them with a long pair of chopsticks.

A few minutes later, Ayane brought six different components together on a tray for breakfast. Looking down, I could identify a hunk of pink salmon, a bowl of rice, some pickled pieces of cucumber and radish, and a bowl of miso soup. This left the rectangular slices of eggs and a small dish of stinky beans.

“I know these are eggs, but what do you call this dish? And…sorry, but I think these are spoiled,” I said, motioning to the dish of beans.

Ayane shook her head. “Natto’s supposed to smell strong. It’s healthy. The egg dish is called tamagoyaki.”

The skills Ayane demonstrated weren’t just for show. The meal was unbelievable. The salmon was flaky and packed with umami flavor. The tamagoyaki brought a touch of sweetness to a familiar taste. The zing of sour from the pickled vegetables was quickly becoming a craving for me. With the rice and soup playing an easy rhythm in the background, I couldn't help but hum while eating my breakfast.

Then, there was the natto. I’ve heard of foods being an acquired taste, but this was my first encounter with something I didn’t immediately like. The slimy texture and foot odor threatened to keep it as a taste I would never really acquire.

I had already thanked Ayane profusely, so I didn’t feel too bad when I gently pushed the pungent beans toward her with a playful smile. “Have some more natto. I’ve heard it’s healthy.”
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Most of the day after breakfast was a blur. We returned to the Hold, where many details were waiting to be addressed. The first of these was a tour of the facility. Since Ayane needed to prepare for her test, Toshi acted as my guide.

In one area of the Hold, I noticed a massive training room and gym filled with wooden dummies, various punching bags, and other normal self-defense materials. These familiar pieces of equipment were coupled with at least a dozen different weapon racks. On the racks I could see spears, kunai, swords, and a few items I couldn’t easily recognize. Most of the Hunters were practicing with swords, but I saw at least seven of them using something other than a katana.

I guess Sato’s not the only one.

Toshi waited until there was a natural pause in their practice, and introduced me to dozens of people. He shared a few inside jokes with several of them, before being pulled away by a couple of younger female Hunters.

“Are you okay with me stepping away for a few minutes?” Toshi asked, with the two young women yanking at his arms.

I waved him off. “I’m fine. I’ll be right here.”

I talked with three other Hunters while Toshi demonstrated a few stances to the ladies, who suddenly needed a private lesson. Judging by the flirtatious giggles, I guessed one or both of the teens had a crush on Toshi.

Toshi finished his impromptu lesson, and we continued our tour. The next stop was a tailor’s shop.

I was fitted for my work-issued suits. Toshi explained that my suits would be of the lowest quality, due to my Hunter rank. Over time, they would improve, along with my rank. I was told that this first round of suits would be ready well before my first scheduled patrol, in about a month.

While we were with the tailors, I was fitted for a haori-style robe for the evening’s ceremony. I’d never worn something that intricate, so I was relieved when I learned someone would give me some assistance in putting it on.

After our stop at the tailor’s shop, Toshi showed me the library. While it wasn’t as big as my university’s library, this portion of the Hold clearly housed tens of thousands of books. There was ample space for hundreds of people to sit comfortably all around the spacious area.

Walking among the numerous shelves, my eyes were drawn to a glass case against one of the walls. When I got closer, I saw a large scroll unrolled and propped up. Instead of containing a long history or poem, the scroll displayed the aftermath of a battle. There were six female warriors dressed in samurai armor, each thrusting a spear or the tip of a sword into their vanquished foe—a devil with decomposed skin.

Toshi stopped next to me. “There are a handful of scrolls like this one. The artist is unknown, but each one of the existing scrolls is from the early fifteenth century.”

“This is six hundred years old? It’s in remarkable condition,” I marveled.

Toshi shrugged. “You’ll earn some bonus points with Sato and the Scholar if you talk with them about the legendary warrior maidens on the scroll, but we need to pause the tour. Ayane’s test is going to start soon.”

Following Toshi, I walked through several passages and took a handful of turns, until we eventually stopped outside of a room resembling a small lecture hall. All of the seats were full, so we joined the overflow of people standing beyond the double doors.

Toshi sucked in through his teeth. “Ayane’s going to be pissed we’re not sitting in the front.” He gave me a wink and added, “I have no idea why your tour took so long.”

“Oh, you’re not throwing me under⁠—”

“Shh, it’s starting.” Toshi interrupted me with a playful smile.

A platform about the size of a small stage was at the front of the room. Ayane was seated on one side of the stage, flanked by two women in their late fifties. Another older woman was in a chair several feet away from the group of three. She was positioned at the center of the stage,facing Ayane’s group. There was a partition behind the lone woman. Behind the partition, there was another row of three chairs.

The Scholar stood and walked onto the stage. He was followed by two other men dressed in robes similar to his own. All three of them sat down behind the partition, and pulled a tablet from under their seats.

“Those other guys are Scholars from Ehime and Oita. They’re going to test Ayane’s ability to see the flow of Dawn inside of a person. Each of the Scholars is going to send Dawn to a different part of their body. Ayane needs to tell the proctors where the Dawn is,” Toshi explained.

“Why the arrangement with the woman in the middle?” I asked.

“Ayane needs to avoid distractions. The woman is going to attempt to fool Ayane by moving her flow of Dawn around like a decoy,” Toshi answered.

The women acting as proctors barked orders, and the other participants on the stage answered in unison. Ayane indicated she was ready. The visiting Scholar sitting closest to the audience closed his eyes, and concentrated.

When he barked he was ready, Ayane’s face brightened. In less than a second, I saw the telltale glow of the Dawn cover her eyes like the lens of large sunglasses.

“She did it,” Toshi breathed.

“Right index metacarpal,” Ayane said matter of factly.

The man opened his eyes, entered something on the tablet, and walked off of the stage. The remaining visiting Scholar barked in a similar fashion to the first.

There was no hesitation from Ayane. “Thoracic vertebrae T-11.”

Again, the man on stage opened his eyes, recorded something on the tablet, and left.

Our Scholar shook his head, closed his eyes, and barked.

Without skipping a beat, Ayane said, “Left stapes.”

The Scholar stood with a proud smile spreading across his face. He walked to the front of the stage, and addressed the other Scholars.

“Any objections?”

Both men shook their heads. The Scholar turned to Ayane, nodded, and gave his attention to the audience.

“Join me in congratulating the youngest rank five Tracker to grace our organization in the last two hundred and fifty years—Ayane Ito!” His voice boomed out across the audience, filled with pride.

The audience erupted in applause.

I need to get in there to congratulate her.

“Is there, like, a side entrance?” I asked Toshi.

“Follow me.”

A minute later, we were cracking open a door leading directly to the small stage. Even though she was in the middle of thanking the proctors and Scholars, Ayane turned in our direction when the door moved.

Ayane narrowed her eyes and drew her finger across her neck, before popping a chocolate bar into her mouth.

“Shit. She’s really pissed,” Toshi squeaked.

“Yeah, but the chocolate bar thing was kind of cute,” I said, without thinking.

Toshi snorted. “Huh? Ayane’s anything but cute when she’s angry. She just burned through about a thousand calories doing her Dawn tricks.”

Ten minutes later, Ayane joined us in the tailor shop while we picked up my ceremonial robes. Her expression left nothing to the imagination as we walked through the maze of tunnels.

“Brother, why weren’t you and Dylan in the room when I was being tested?” she asked, as she bit into a new chocolate bar.

Toshi scratched at the back of his head, stammering. “Dylan had a lot of questions while I was showing him the Hold. I didn’t want to be rude, so I⁠—”

“You were showing off again, weren’t you?” she guessed, hands on her hips.

Toshi sucked in an inhale through his teeth again. “I just remembered. I have to check in with Sato. There might be an update on the abyss and the bellow from yesterday.” He started moving before Ayane could speak again.

“Hey! I’m still mad at you! You’re on your own for food for the next two weeks,” she threatened.

Toshi kept moving, but he called back from over his shoulder. “I’m sorry, okay? Get him ready and in the garden in an hour. I’ll see you there.”

“Jerk,” she said to herself. Looking in my direction, her face softened. “You’re not completely off the hook, but I’m sure we’ll find some way for you to make it up to me.”

“I’m sorry for not being in the room, but you were amazing. I can’t believe your ability to see the Dawn is so precise. It all looks like giant golden spotlights to me.”

“Thank you for saying that. I’ve worked hard in order to get to this level, and there’s more I want to do, but we can talk about it later. We need to get you ready,” she said, leading me to a small private room.

Ten minutes later, I understood why Toshi had made mention of the hour timeframe. While my robe wasn’t as intricate as a formal kimono, there were still several fabrics involved, a specific layering, and an overall aesthetic observers at the ceremony would be looking for. Basically, my appearance was almost as important to the success of the ceremony as the actions I needed to take during said ceremony.

As Ayane brought the second layer of material around my midsection, the reality of the situation started to set in. I focused on the portions of the ceremony I’d need to perform. From what Ayane and Toshi had explained, my participation would be broken down into three parts.

The first portion would basically be me agreeing to an oath. This was my verbal commitment to defend the public at large. According to Toshi, this was akin to the sort of oath a soldier or government official took.

The next portion would require me to be absolutely still. The Scholar would draw his sword—an odachi—and trace his blade along both of my shoulders and head. This was supposed to be a test of trust. I needed to acknowledge that my life might be put in danger, but the others in the Wheel had my best interest in mind, and wouldn’t knowingly harm me.

The ceremony would come to a crescendo with embracing the Dawn. The Scholar would swing his blade down in front of me, and I needed to clap my hands onto the sides of the blade as it fell. This was my test of courage.

Ayane continued to tutor me while she helped me dress. According to her, most Hunter candidates would witness at least three other individuals being inducted into the Wheel before they participated in this ceremony. Me being pushed ahead might alarm traditionalists like Sato, but she insisted most of the other Hunters and Trackers would be impressed. She said it would be perceived as the Scholar having faith in my abilities.

With her final words of advice still in my ears, Ayane finished dressing me for the ceremony. I turned to a full-length mirror in the waiting room to assess myself.

Damn, I clean up pretty good.

The robes were light gray, with a black pattern of rough waves crashing. There was a dark gray outer obi in the middle. The outfit came together with numerous intricate creases and intentional folds wrapping around my body. It fit perfectly. The clothing looked sophisticated and classic.

Ayane gave me an approving nod and led me out of the waiting room, through several hallway intersections, and up to the rock garden.

Besides Toshi, Ayane, and the Scholar, there were approximately fifty other people. I didn’t recognize most of them. While no one appeared to be upset about my participation in the ceremony, I thought it was odd that a group of six people were stationed further away than the others.

In that group, there was a man in his late forties or early fifties sitting on a chair. It was impossible to tell from my position, but it looked like he had short hair and wore glasses. Given their appearance and the various Dusk-covered weapons they carried, it was obvious the other men surrounding him were all Hunters. My curiosity about the removed group was broken when the ceremony finally began.

The Scholar turned his chiseled face and intense gaze to the assembled mass of people, and began the ceremony. After the audience acknowledged his introduction, he called for me to kneel in front of him.

“As a Hunter of the Wheel of Justice, do you swear to battle against the Dusk, the yokai, and the dark forces controlling them?” the Scholar asked.

“Yes,” I replied without hesitation.

“As a Hunter of the Wheel of Justice, do you swear to follow the orders of your Scholar?”

“Yes.”

The vows of allegiance continued. Basically, I swore I’d do everything in my power to improve myself, so that I could best serve the Wheel in its quest to defeat the Dusk once and for all, while protecting the public.

With the oath taken care of, the Scholar moved onto the second part of the ceremony—the test of trust. His odachi was twice the length of Toshi’s katana. It was probably the most badass close-combat weapon I’d ever seen. The sound it made when he withdrew it from its scabbard echoed off of the surrounding building walls.

I was still in awe of the Scholar’s weapon when he brought the massive blade within half a hair’s width from the side of my right shoulder. The speed and fluidity reminded me of Isamu’s strike at Sun English. I was extremely proud of myself for not flinching away.

Part of my training’s going to include improving my speed. Maybe I’ll be moving like that, too.

The Scholar’s hands didn’t so much as tremble while he carved the air around my right shoulder, head, and left shoulder. I remained motionless, and demonstrated my trust.

Finally, it was time for the test of courage. A female assistant carrying a small lacquer box walked to the Scholar’s side. The woman opened the box, and a perfect golden glow of light beamed from inside.

The Scholar waved a practiced hand over the top of the box, and the glow floated up to surround his hand with a thin, nearly transparent layer of gold. The Scholar raised his hand above his head. The golden color lit the area around the Scholar with a warm hue. With his other hand, he brought the massive odachi up in a perpendicular line to meet his open palm. The Scholar drew the blade away from his open hand in a dramatic arc. This movement caused the Dawn to move from the Scholar’s hand to the blade.

Once the Scholar’s blade was coated with the Dawn, he took on a readied stance. He held the odachi with both hands, as he prepared himself to swing the sword down in my direction. The Scholar barked a line of arcane Japanese to indicate that the ceremony was about to reach its peak.

Up until this point, I had my eyes locked on a fixed point in the distance. I needed to not look away, but staring into the face of the Scholar would have been considered exceptionally rude. However, there was something clawing away at me. It was like I was forgetting something.

In a flash, I remembered the final portion of the dream I had the night before. The disembodied voice had told me to keep my eyes closed during the final moments of the ceremony. With a final glimpse at the warmth of the Dawn on the Scholar’s blade, I closed my eyes, and stilled every fiber in my body.

“I’m ready,” I said, with my eyes still closed.

I could feel the warmth of the Dawn swinging closer to me, in the space between my heartbeats.

Closer. Closer. Almost. Now!

My hands clapped together on both sides of the blade, the warmth of the Dawn a fraction of an inch in front of my face. The Dawn shot from the blade into my palms, and exploded through the rest of my body. It felt like the Dawn’s warmth traveled to every corner of my body via my nervous system. I felt a sense of pride in what I’d just committed to, awe at the fact that I was entering into an unknown world, and gratitude for having some guidance.

The feelings that I could identify were joined by another. There was a fourth feeling hidden behind the other three. It was like it was above, or stronger than the others, yet it stayed in the background, remaining a mystery.

When I finally opened my eyes, I gazed around the rock garden. I was greeted by faces plastered in disbelief. Toshi and Ayane’s eyes were especially wide.

Did I do something wrong?

After completing my scan of the onlookers, my eyes landed on the Scholar. The stoic look he’d worn for the ceremony was now replaced with a knowing grin. A chuckle actually escaped his mouth before he said, “Interesting.”

My question about everyone’s reactions was forming in my mouth when the sound of wood hitting rocks drew my attention away from the Scholar. The distraction had come from the removed group. The man who had been seated was now on his feet and marching in my direction, with his entourage falling into place behind him.

As the man brought his group closer, I could make out a few more details. His crew-cut hair was mostly black, but there were a few rogue gray strands popping out on the sides. His black glasses had square frames, but they did little to obscure the lines coming in around his eyes. His short, slight frame was dressed in a black sharkskin suit, with gold accenting his tie clip, watch, and cufflinks. He looked like a mafia boss, and he walked with purpose.

The group stopped next to the Scholar, as the man said, “He can stay, but the council will want regular updates on his progress.” His tone was dismissive, and he didn’t wait for a reply before he turned to lead his group out of the rock garden. When they were at the steps, he stopped, adding “And the Master wants this cursed nekomata situation taken care of, now.”

The Scholar’s face was carefully blank, as he bowed deeply to the group while they exited. Once they were down the stairs, he turned in the same direction. This was the signal for a procession to exit the rock garden. Ayane fell into position near me, and leaned in close.

“What you did was mentioned in a legend, so the Scholar was impressed,” she whispered. After a couple of steps, she added, “The man acting as the Master’s advisor doesn’t seem as happy, though.”

“Wait, the guy with the glasses reports to the top dog?” I asked in disbelief.

Why would he be here?


Chapter 13


Bring on the Tests



The two weeks after my ceremony flew by. Even though I still needed to fulfill my final days at Sun English, there were several obligations I needed to attend to with the Wheel. I quickly learned that bureaucracy was inevitable in the Japanese system.

Every day brought a new stack of paperwork for me to fill out. I was thankful for the help other members of the Wheel provided me with, but I was still required to be involved, and completed most forms in triplicate.

I also squeezed in some apartment tours. Thankfully, the Wheel was well connected with a number of real estate firms in the city. I worked with an agent Toshi recommended, and selected a nice place near the Hold that didn’t require a huge deposit.

To keep myself sharp, I spent any remaining free time in the Hold’s gym. That was where I started to notice an immediate change after my initiation ceremony. I felt like I was capable of setting new personal bests each time I stepped up to the bench or the squat rack. In the past, I’d been satisfied with 270 on the bench and 350 on the rack. Now I was handling 325 and 405 respectively, without any stiffness the following day.

On the nights when she was free, I’d meet with Ayane. Depending on the amount of time we had, these encounters ranged from quick coffee dates to the rare entire evening together. Ayane was full of anecdotes about restaurants in different parts of the city, but she would often find an excuse to prepare something at home instead.

Her love for cooking was obvious, and I counted myself lucky each time I dug into a dish she prepared. I’m not sure when I started to pay specific attention to it, but I picked up on her boast from our yakiniku date—she never used her phone to consult a recipe.

When my last day at Sun English arrived, the staff threw me a party. It was sweet, but I was impatient to start my new job with the Wheel. I was happy to see both Kate and Shino had no lasting effects from the Dusk. Kate’s case was proceeding, and her attacker was in police custody. Meanwhile, Shino had maintained her upbeat personality, and would often encourage her classmates if they were struggling.

Finally, my first day of training arrived. Just like I’d done on my first day at Sun English, I showed up an hour early. Hunters and Trackers in training were only required to work half of a normal shift, so I was going to be busy until 6:00 the next morning. I welcomed the challenge.

With more than an hour to kill, I decided to spend some time in the Hold’s library. During my perusal of the numerous shelves, I bumped into the Scholar. This was our first encounter since the night of my ceremony, so I wasn’t sure how our dynamic had changed. With no one to guide me, I decided to remain respectful, yet honest.

“I’m pleased to see you taking to your new role with such a high level of enthusiasm, Dylan. I hope this continues for many years to come,” the Scholar said after greeting me. He didn’t seem bothered at all by the three massive—and probably extremely heavy—leather-bound books he held under one arm.

“Thank you. I hope so as well. I’m looking forward to getting started,” I said.

“Sato can be firm, but he’ll appreciate your eagerness,” the Scholar informed me with a chuckle.

The two of us had started walking during our conversation, and were in a new section of the library. The Scholar paused halfway through an aisle of shelves, and scanned the titles.

“Are you at all interested in the history of the Wheel of Justice?” he asked, without looking in my direction.

“Definitely. Do you have any recommendations for where I should begin?”

The Scholar’s face was still buried in the direction of the shelves, but he grunted an affirmative response. He slowly traced a finger across the spines of the books on a lower shelf, until he landed on the title he was looking for.

“I don’t mean to offend you, but perhaps you’d better start with one of the shorter volumes.” He handed me a small book with a light brown cover, titled The Path of Energies. “We usually use this one when teaching children about the Wheel, but it will probably be a good introduction for you.”

With a shrug, I took the narrow book. “No offense taken. I know there’s still so much I need to learn.”

“We have time before Sato gets here. If you’d like, I could answer any follow up questions you might have, or recommend another book once you’re finished with this one,” he offered.

I gladly accepted the Scholar’s assistance, and we found a desk in a remote corner. I read, and he gave me some additional context. The book was about the first appearance of the Dusk and the Dawn. Since it was a book designed for children, it depicted both energies as mythical beings. The Dawn was white and gold, and it looked like a cross between a horse and a dragon. The Dusk was grey and black, and it looked like the skeleton of a giant.

Neither of the mythical creatures were named, so I asked the Scholar what each form was.

“The peaceful one is the Kirin. It was said to be so kind that it even refused to step on the grass, for fear of damaging a single blade. The hateful one is the Gashakokuro. It was said to loathe anything still alive,” the Scholar explained.

Sato found us in the library shortly after 5:30. Instead of a slick suit, he wore a black training tracksuit over a white t-shirt. Sato’s appearance had me thinking I still had time to practice reading, but he quickly corrected this assumption.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your teaching, Scholar, but this Hunter-in-training needs to accompany me to the gym facilities. Apparently, he wasn’t aware of the fact that he was starting his shift with some drills,” Sato drawled, eyeing me with dislike.

“Of course. I look forward to future lessons. Please feel free to borrow this book or any other for your future studies,” the Scholar said pleasantly.

Sato and I bowed to the Scholar, and we left the library. Just as he’d done outside of Sun English, Sato didn’t speak to me while we were walking.

Once we made it to the gym, Sato showed me to a locker room. I had a locker assigned to me, and there were several exercise outfits similar to his hanging inside of it. As expected, they fit perfectly.

“Don’t spend too much time staring at yourself. I want to see if we can get a few tests in before the rest of the Hunters arrive,” Sato said.

I changed into my tailored short-sleeved shirt and warm-up pants, and followed Sato out of the locker room. He guided me to a heavy bag with a sensor array around it. Above the sensor array, there was a screen reading “0 KPH”. Next to the bag was a shelf with several thin, fingerless combat gloves.

Sato put on a pair of gloves, eyed the bag, and threw a punch. After Sato’s punch landed, the screen above the sensor array read “80 KPH”.

Damn! That was about fifty miles per hour.

When I whistled in response, Sato scoffed. “That’s just a warm up. Hunters are often required to throw punches, kicks, and swing their weapons at much faster speeds.”

“If you say so. What you just did was superhuman,” I argued, unable to dim my awe.

“You’re right, in a way. My body’s using the Dawn, and these are the results. When you connect with it, the Dawn will make you feel stronger, faster, and more sure of your actions,” Sato explained.

He removed his gloves and waved me over. I found a pair that fit, and positioned myself in front of the heavy bag, knowing there was no way I’d get anywhere near Sato’s speed.

“Your connection to the Dawn started during your initiation ceremony. Think about the feeling you experienced that night. The gloves should help give you a focal point for the Dawn,” he said, jerking his chin at the bag.

I steadied myself, and thought about how it had felt to have the Dawn racing through my entire body. I conjured up the same emotions I’d experienced at the point of contact with the Scholar’s blade. The feelings I could remember were pride, awe, and gratitude…but that fourth one was still a mystery. I concentrated on the three I could identify, and hoped it would be enough.

I could feel the emotions fuse, and a new sense of power surged through my body. Instinctively, I knew I could harness this power. I channeled it into my fists, before drawing my right arm back and then firing it forward.

It was as Sato had explained. My hand shot forward with a force and speed I’d never experienced. My punch landed on the bag, and there was a satisfying thwack at the point of impact. Then the displayed numbers began to roll.

“Impressive,” Sato admitted, a bit sourly. He seemed to gather his thoughts. “Normally, a rank one Hunter would score somewhere between forty and fifty-five kilometers per hour, but you were able to register a ninety on your first attempt.”

“I just did what you said. I thought about the feeling of the Dawn circulating through my body⁠—”

“Stop. You may need to repeat yourself. You said you could feel it through your whole body? Don’t you mean hands” Sato interjected, with narrowed eyes.

“No, you heard correctly,” I said, and suddenly understood why my workouts had been getting progressively easier. “Last week, I could feel the Dawn everywhere inside of me. It was like the sensation traveled through my nerves, or something.”

After Sato stood in silence for a moment, I decided to ask a follow up question. “Is that bad?”

Sato pursed his lips. “Not necessarily, but I’m hesitant to accept your description. At least, with the exact wording you chose. Master practitioners of the Dawn can send the energy through their bodies via the skeletal system. You witnessed a demonstration of this during Ayane’s test.”

“Yes. I remember the specific locations and bones being named.”

“Good. You’ll hear other Hunters refer to their network, but you can think of the Dawn using the skeletal system like a highway. Rank one Hunters feel the Dawn in their hands—the point of contact with the Scholar’s odachi. In fact, one of the requirements for a Hunter to test out of rank one is to build their network…or a road, so to speak. They need to connect the two points, starting with the metacarpals of each hand, and ending when they meet at the sternum,” he explained, drawing a line across his chest with a finger.

“I understand your analogy, but I feel⁠—”

“Creating this network connection between the hands, through the center of a Hunter’s chest, takes an average rank one a year to complete,” Sato interrupted.

“Are you telling me this is another legendary thing, like having my eyes closed?”

Sato responded as if he were speaking to a child that was asking too many questions. “No. I’m saying we need to have a rank five Tracker scan you, to see if there’s even a shred of validity to your claim. Unfortunately, we’re on high alert for the next two weeks in preparation for the oni, so we’ll have to wait.”

Would it be weird if I asked Ayane to do it?

While I was devising a plan for asking Ayane about a scan, I almost missed Sato moving to a different area of the gym. I caught up with him, and we stopped in front of a weapons rack.

Sato scanned the rack, and grabbed the grip of a spear and withdrew it. A moment later, he picked a nearby katana off the wall as well.

Moving to an oval practice area positioned far away from the equipment and machines, Sato said, “We’re going to test your ability to infuse different weapons with the Dawn. Normally, a Hunter will have an affinity with a specific weapon.” He held the spear and katana away from his body and added, “Much like the speed test, a Hunter can send the Dawn inside of their body into a weapon.” Neither the spear nor the katana took on the complete golden glow of the Dawn, but I saw a crackle of gold light around both of Sato’s hands. The tips of both weapons flashed gold for a split second.

How’s he pushing the Dawn out of his body?

“We call this the spark test. What’s inside of your body will act like the flint in a lighter. The weapon should give off a little flash. This is the first step a Hunter needs to complete, in order to infuse their own weapon with the Dawn,” Sato said. He demonstrated his point once more, and the spark quickly faded.

Sato handed me the spear. “Connect to the feeling of the Dawn again. This time, you need to focus on pushing the energy out.”

Reconnecting with the feeling was actually easier this time. With my eyes closed, I could feel the Dawn rushing toward my hands. There was a sensation of the Dawn concentrating at the various points of my palms, my fingertips, and where they were making contact with the spear.

I’ve got this. I can do it.

I opened my eyes, but nothing happened to the spear. I tightened my grip, and tried again. Still, nothing happened. In a last ditch effort to complete the exercise, I closed my eyes again. I tensed my muscles, and willed an even higher concentration of the Dawn to travel to my hands. Unfortunately, there was no sign of a golden spark when I opened my eyes for a second time.

Sato shook his head, and offered me the katana he picked up from the wall. He rolled his eyes before saying, “The spear’s usually the easiest weapon for this test, but maybe you’ll have better luck with the sword.”

In an effort to not get inside my own head, I took three deep breaths prior to reconnecting with the Dawn. With my mind a bit clearer, I started the whole process over.

The surge of Dawn rushing to my hands was almost too intense. I felt like my palms were going to start launching fireballs, like a character from a fighting game.

Disappointment awaited me when I opened my eyes. Nothing had happened to the blade. To make things worse, Sato was shaking his head in disbelief.

“You aren’t concentrating correctly. Are you using all four of the emotions? You should feel something like pride, awe, gratitude, and righteousness.”

“I feel the first three, but I don’t think I’m feeling any righteousness. Could it be something else?” I replied, feeling stupid.

Sato just sighed, carrying both weapons back to the rack as he explained to me that the emotions he’d listed were universals. According to him, having a burning sense of righteousness allowed Hunters to strike down the Dusk and yokai with no sense of hesitation. This also made us less of a liability in a fight that required more than one Hunter.

“We’re going to have to try something else,” he mumbled unhappily.

He stood in front of the rack and started taking down a variety of weapons. The two of us walked back to the oval with double-edged kunai, stars, nunchucks, and a club similar to the one Sato used. He told me it was called a tetsubo club.

“I’ve seen you use this in combat, so there’s always a chance you have an affinity for it,” he said, sounding unconvinced.

For the next hour, I followed Sato’s instructions and attempted to spark the assortment of weapons. No luck.

“Disappointing,” Sato said after my final attempt.

I was bent over, breathing heavily. This test was quickly teaching me how exhausting it was to keep channeling the Dawn. If it was this hard for me to just spark a weapon, what was it going to take for me to actually infuse one?

By this time, several other Hunters had found their way into the gym,and were either sparring, performing patterns with various weapons, or exercising. Sato met with each for a few moments and found a fault in all of their forms, barking suggestions for improvement.

When I’d caught my breath, Sato handed me an armful of weapons. “Come on. There’s plenty of other training for you to complete that doesn’t involve the Dawn.”

Stealing a glance at the other Hunters, he continued, as if to himself. “They’re improving, but not quickly enough.”


Chapter 14


Date Night



By the time I got off the train the following morning, I was battered and mentally drained. However, I felt good about my first day. Other than the misstep of the spark test, I was able to keep up with Sato’s training. Once we put the weapons away, he moved me to kendo practice.

Sato instructed me for hours on maximizing strikes, how to block, and proper footwork. I wasn’t a swordmaster by any stretch of the imagination, but I was able to fall back on the conditioning and training I had from previous experience in martial arts. As the hours ticked by, he gave fewer nudges and corrections.

The rest of my training focused on tactics. We covered how to coordinate with Trackers in order to zero in on the Dusk or a yokai, isolating yokai in order to minimize their impact on the general public, and working in concert with other Hunters to kill a yokai. When we moved on to the last topic, I half expected Sato to pull out an actual playbook, since there were so many different names and formations used.

By the time I walked into my apartment, I was ready to collapse. Ayane must have stopped by while I was out, because there was a note, and a plate of food waiting for me in the fridge. I microwaved the simple omurice—an omelet with fried rice inside of it—and read Ayane’s message.

Dylan,

I wanted to make sure you had some food waiting for you when you got home. I hope you're not mad at me for sneaking in while you were at work. (-_-) Get some rest, and make sure you’re ready to go out to eat when I get there at about 8:00 p.m.

Xoxo Ayane

I tucked the note away in my pocket when I was done reading it, and inhaled the delicious eggs, vegetables, and rice. Ayane’s skills were on full display with the dish. I didn’t care if the omelet wasn’t as complex as other meals she’d prepared, because it still tasted amazing.

Finishing the last bite, I washed the dishes and got changed for bed. When I set an alarm on my phone, I saw that it was a little after 7:00 a.m.. Maintaining night-shift hours for the next week was going to be brutal, but I was happy to have the next twenty-four hours off.

According to Toshi and Ayane, I would become accustomed to sleeping at odd hours of the day if I meditated. Not having any experience with mindfulness or meditation, I decided to give myself a little bit of an advantage by not drinking any caffeine after I got to work.

I turned on a guided meditation video Ayane had recommended, and climbed into bed. Seconds later, a slow moving river came onto the screen, and a soft-spoken voice began giving me instructions. The voice wanted me to focus on my breathing, and to be satisfied with myself in the moment. Part of my brain wanted to call this hippie bullshit, but I was determined to give it a shot.

Without my realizing it, the soft-spoken voice’s instructions were becoming spaced further and further apart. In the midst of focusing on a breath coming into my nostrils and out of my mouth, I drifted off.
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I was in the complete darkness of a familiar dream, and a massive golden spotlight was shining somewhere miles away. Just like my first experience with this place, it felt like I was floating.

Looking around, I could see twinkles of light that reminded me of stars in the blackness above me. While the light being emitted from each distant heavenly body was animated, their attempts at illumination were insignificant when compared to the golden beacon in the distance.

The voice spoke into my mind again.

“You’re making progress, but I fear there isn’t enough time.”

What am I making progress on?

“I’ll soon lose the ability to communicate with you directly. Look to my retainers for help.”

The dream faded when I was jolted awake by the alarm on my phone.

I’d only given myself fifteen minutes to get ready, so I needed to get out of bed immediately after the alarm sounded. Some of the details of my dream replayed in my mind while I was in the shower.

What am I supposed to be making progress on?

Any further pondering on the subject was cut short when Ayane called my name from the entryway of my apartment.

Ayane cracked open the bathroom door and chided, “Why aren’t you ready, lazy boy?”

Washing the soap from my pits, I responded. “You’re here early. I’ve still got another nine minutes.”

“I got a ride. I wanted to make sure we had plenty of time to eat before I got sleepy. Hurry up! I want ramen,” she said with a playful whine.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a salute.

Less than twenty minutes later, we were walking into a local ramen restaurant. Ayane picked the spot because the chef was especially good at both miso and pork-based ramen broths. We bought our tickets from a white vending machine in front. I landed on pork, and Ayane went with miso, but we agreed to share.

The restaurant wasn’t terribly busy, so the guy behind the counter chatted with us for a bit while he was making our food. He spoke to us in both Japanese and English, but it was obvious that his English was a bit rusty.

“Here, cute couple. Free,” the cook said, setting down a dish of five gyoza dumplings.

We thanked him, and dug into the minced-pork-filled wonders. The pan-fried bottom added a bit of crunch to a portion of the shells, but the tops were still soft and somewhat chewy. They were delicious.

Slurping down the last of my pork broth, I almost dropped the bowl when a woman’s scream rang out. With barely any hesitation, the two of us were on our feet and leaving the restaurant.

Outside, we quickly spotted a small group of people: a middle-aged patrol officer, a woman in her early twenties dressed like she was heading to a club, and a grizzled older man dressed like he’d just stepped off of a construction site. The man in the dirty work clothes was waving a knife around, and shouting. At least, this was the scene everyone else at the restaurant saw.

Ayane and I could see what was really causing the situation to escalate—a yokai. We approached the six-foot-tall mound of brown fur. Its red eyes were spaced too far apart from one another, and had yellow irises. The yokai had covered the top of its head with what looked like an oversized bucket from a public bath. It wore a circular wooden washtub around its body like an impromptu outfit. When the yokai opened its mouth, half of its head hinged back to reveal dozens of needle teeth mashed next to one another.

The knife-wielding construction worker swung his weapon in the direction of the patrol officer. The washtub yokai shot out an impossibly long, noodly arm to nudge the angle of the blade at the last second. The edge of the knife sliced the officer’s wrist as he was bringing up his service revolver. The officer dropped his gun and shrieked in pain.

The escalation in violence caused the yokai to dance around in celebration. The dancing intensified when the construction guy reached for the dropped gun.

My feet started moving without me even realizing it. In the space of a couple of heartbeats, I was near the group and lunging for the gun. My fingers hit the butt of the gun, and it slid away from the group. When I looked up, I saw the construction worker drop to his knees before slouching forward.

Behind the fallen man was a young Hunter I hadn’t met. He tipped his head in my direction to acknowledge me, then shifted his focus onto the yokai, as it unleashed a terrifying growl and took up a defensive position a few doors down the street.

Getting to my feet, I got a better look at my fellow Hunter. Young didn’t properly convey what this kid looked like. If he told me he was fifteen, I wouldn’t be surprised. His head was shaved like he was a freshman on a high school sports team. He was five foot six at best, and he had a slight frame. From where I was standing, a strong wind could have sent him to the next ward.

“I can help you,” I offered.

The young Hunter turned in my direction. “It’s a typical aggressive type. I should be fine. Besides, I don’t recognize you. What’s your rank?”

I licked my lips and told the truth. “I’m still in training. I won’t officially be a rank one until next week.”

The young Hunter scoffed, and shook his head. “Don’t underestimate me,” he warned, with some attitude thrown in.

“I’m not. But I was just taught that it’s always safer for Hunters lower than rank three to work together, whenever possible, to fight a yokai.” I tried to reason with him.

Taking a few bold steps toward the washtub yokai, the kid Hunter spoke over his shoulder. “And who says I’m not a rank three?”

Ayane ran up to me. “More police are on their way. The officer’s laceration was stabilized.” Arching a brow at the marching Hunter, Ayane added, “Takashi just achieved rank two a few weeks ago. He should know better than to take on a hyōsube by himself.”

From an abandoned alcove, the washtub yokai shot its brown, furry, spaghetti-like arms in the direction of the assertive Hunter’s midsection.

Takashi dodged to his left at the last second. I had to give him some credit—he was a bit blustery, but it appeared he had some skill.

In a fluid movement, the Hunter moved back into his original direction of attack, and drew his katana. From the tactical training I had earlier in the day, I knew Takashi was using a technique called first hand. The movements were direct, and involved a frontal attack. It was a good tactic for a single Hunter, but the training materials said first hand was only recommended for those who had a lot of experience.

The washtub yokai performed a dodge of its own. It spun away from Takashi’s incoming blade, and the katana pierced the air where the yokai had been standing.

With its back to us, the hairy yokai turned its head in our direction, narrowed its hellish red eyes, and ran in the direction of the station.

Takashi swore under his breath and gave chase. Without saying a word, Ayane and I followed him.

A couple of minutes later, the yokai led us to a small parking lot on a side street. Since we were still a few feet away, I leaned toward Ayane and asked, “Do you think the kid—I mean guy—will listen to you? I think he’s using the wrong tactics for this kind of fight, and he might need some help.”

“Doubtful. If I’m not mistaken, this is Takashi’s first encounter with a yokai since becoming rank two. Hunters tend to have a lot of pride when they start patrolling independently,” Ayane responded. She had her phone out, and was sending a slew of messages.

“You outrank him. Doesn’t that mean he has to listen to you?” I tried.

Ayane put her phone away. “Unless they’ve been assigned to the same team, Hunters and Trackers lead their own. Since Takashi is the higher-ranked Hunter, your job is to lend him some assistance if he asks for it, or jump in if his life’s threatened. Of course, that will all change if other Hunters arrive.”

“I feel like I’m sitting on my hands, but I’ll be ready if the situation gets ugly,” I said, with a sour taste in my mouth.

My Tracker companion leaned in even closer. “Three Hunters have been dispatched, and should be here in less than five minutes.” When I shot her a look of confusion, she added, “Like I said, it’s a pride thing. The experienced Hunters want to give Takashi a chance to prove himself before coming to his aid.”

I tried to compartmentalize the message of letting new Hunters possibly get maimed in order to stroke their egos, and focused on the scene in front of me. Takashi had the washtub yokai backed into a corner of the parking lot.

He drew his blade, and stalked closer to the yokai. Again, I could see the young Hunter was using the first hand approach. The materials dictated a Hunter should follow an imaginary tether between themselves and their target. At the point of impact, the Hunter needed to thrust their weapon through the end of the tether.

The yokai threw a few more furry, stretchy armed attacks in Takashi’s direction, but the Hunter was able to bob and weave between them. The young Hunter kept his eyes on his imaginary tether.

Six feet away from his target, Takashi twisted his midsection back, and threw his whole body forward. He added a shout to his exhale.

With the tip of Takashi’s blade less than a foot away, the washtub demon dropped into its wooden cover. Takashi’s blade futilely skidded off of the yokai’s bucket headgear.

Takashi’s attack was too aggressive, and he couldn’t stop his momentum. Once his wrists were above the yokai’s head, the demon twisted the top half of its body, and sent the Hunter’s blade flying.

The washtub yokai followed its disarming attack with a sweep, and Takashi’s body hit the ground hard.

I sprinted toward the fight.

The yokai rocked back on its heels and pitched forward. The demon looked like it wanted to squish Takashi under its weight.

A few feet away, I launched a jumping side kick. My foot found its mark, and I was able to shove the yokai to the side of Takashi.

When I landed, I saw Takashi getting up from a roll. The young Hunter was panting.

Springing to his feet, Takashi searched the area for his weapon. His eyes looked panicked.

I fell back into a position on Takashi’s left. “Your katana went in the same direction as the yokai. I think it’s under that red Mazda.”

Takashi craned his neck in the direction indicated, and let out a long exhale. “Thanks for your assistance, but I think I can handle things now,” he said in an unconvincing voice.

“I can distract it, while you go for your weapon and launch your attack,” I offered.

Takashi grunted his approval. “Are you familiar with the two ways strategy?”

“Yes. I’m ready whenever you are,” I said, readying myself for a sprint.

“Go!”

In the time between my kick and our brief conversation, the yokai had positioned itself near the red Mazda. My goal was to swoop in, agitate the yokai, and pull it away from the vicinity of Takashi’s katana.

From the start, I could tell there was something wrong. From Sato’s lesson, I knew there were a couple different options to use when employing the two ways strategy: one was for Hunters who were armed, and one for those who were unarmed.

The strategy for Hunters without weapons suggested they veer away from each other at forty-five degree angles, move five meters, and come back together to cross and form a diamond shape. However, Takashi’s footwork made it clear he was using the armed version of the strategy.

Takashi ran straight forward, and took a parallel route to my own after ten meters. I was essentially trailing behind him.

When the young Hunter looked to his right and saw me, he had a look of disbelief and frustration on his face.

The yokai used Takashi’s confusion to launch its next attack.

“Watch out,” I yelled, but it was too late.

A hairy arm swept in and shoved Takashi into a white minivan. I could hear the crunch of crumple zones and the cracking of safety glass at the point of impact.

I didn’t have time to see if Takashi was alright. The yokai was in the midst of swinging its other hairy arm in my direction.

I dove forward, and rolled into position next to Takashi’s still-glowing weapon. My hands found the hilt, and I got to my feet, ready to end the fight. Without thinking, I began channeling the Dawn through my body. I directed it toward my arms and legs.

Now I just have to hope this sword works as well as Sato’s club did.

The yokai pivoted in my direction, and bellowed a ground-shaking roar. From behind the monster, I could see Takashi laying on the ground. He was breathing, but he wasn’t moving.

Remembering my kendo practice, I brought the katana over my head in an amateurish stance. My eyes locked on the feet of the yokai to help me gauge what its next move might be.

The yokai’s feet shifted, and I read it as an incoming attack. Both of its impossibly long arms rocketed toward my chest.

Whether it was the Dawn, my training, or a combination of both, I was able to pivot my body out of the way at the last second. Barely.

A look of frustration stormed over the yokai’s face. It dropped half of its mass into the washtub, and threw a flurry of punches.

Blending my footwork and the katana in my hands, I was able to avoid or deflect the entire barrage.

Except the last punch. It clipped me in the jaw, and I saw stars for a moment.

Come on! You can do this!

As I turned my head to evade a particularly close jab, I caught sight of Ayane. It was impossible to tell from the distance between us, but it appeared she was covering her eyes with the Dawn, like she had done during her Tracker test.

Once the torrent of fists stopped, I shifted the blade to the space over my left shoulder. I deflected an erratic incoming arm.

The monster leaned too hard into its attack, and I saw my opening.

More. I need just a little bit extra.

It felt like the Dawn responded to this request, and I was able to move at an inhuman speed. A flicker in the center of the yokai demanded my attention.

I knew immediately that it was the core.

I brought the blade down. My slash bisected the flickering object at the center of the yokai.

The golden glow of the Dawn ripped through the shape of the yokai. As was the case with Toshi and the umbrella yokai, the wash tub yokai shook, and disintegrated into miniscule golden particles before fading.


Chapter 15


My Network



The three Hunters arrived less than a minute after I dispatched the yokai. Two of them helped Ayane administer first aid to Takashi. Judging by their reactions, it was obvious the talismans weren’t strong enough.

Less than five minutes later, a private ambulance screeched to a stop outside of the parking lot. Sato, Toshi, and a small medical crew jumped out and took over.

Once Takashi was stabilized and loaded into the ambulance, Sato barked orders to the three Hunters, then motioned to Toshi and began walking in my direction.

“Was Takashi struck by the hyōsube when he delivered the killing blow?” Sato took his tablet out.

“No. I slew the yokai with Takashi’s sword after he was injured,” I answered.

Sato sighed and looked up from his tablet. He narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure you’re not mistak–”

“Dylan’s telling the truth, Sato. I witnessed the entire exchange,” Ayane said quickly.

With my adrenaline finally fully spent, I realized how tired Ayane looked.

She must have hit a wall after a full day of work, and then having this encounter on top of that.

Sato grunted. “He’s only completed a day of training. He’d need months of instruction to move his body fast enough to keep up with a yokai, let alone kill one.”

“Based on our conversation during the spark test, I was able to concentrate, and direct the Dawn to my arms and legs. It sped me up and guided my strike,” I explain I was still amazed that I’d moved that fast.

Toshi and Sato exchanged glances, and the older Hunter shook his head. “The tactic you're describing—harnessing the Dawn in three or more locations—is an advanced technique used only by Hunters at rank three and higher.”

Toshi jumped in. “Sorry, Dylan, but it’s just not possible. Your network of connections can’t be far enough along at this stage.”

Sato waved his hand. “Ayane, I know it’s a pain, but I need you to perform a network scan on Dylan. We have to figure out why there’s a disconnect between his actions and our prescribed training.”

Ayane drew a deep breath, steadying herself. “I began scanning Dylan the moment he picked up Takashi’s blade. What he’s reporting is accurate. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s as if the Dawn has built a network using both his skeletal system and nervous system.”

Sato froze, and his eyes went wide. He just stared at me for a moment. Finally, he snapped back, making a note on his tablet and carefully putting the device away. He turned in the direction of the other three Hunters, as if to walk away. After a couple of steps, he stopped, and looked back. “Toshi, here’s your second chance. Work with him, but step up the recommended training regimen. I need to focus on the rank threes and below. We’re running out of time.” He stormed toward the other group, barking another string of commands.

Toshi and I made plans for the following day. As he was leaving, a giant smirk took over his face. “Aren’t you full of surprises? I figured you were the one keeping Ayane away from the apartment these last few weeks. I’m not complaining about the peace and quiet, but you owe me a new personal chef.”

Sounding half asleep, Ayane fired back, “Keep it up, and it’ll be nothing but store-bought lunch sets for the next month.”

Toshi placed his palms together and cheekily apologized, before joining the group of Hunters. Ayane and I took it as our cue to leave.

About a block into our walk, Ayane’s blurry eyes found mine. “I need a Crunky bar and some Galbo Choco from Family Mart.”

I laughed, thinking her statement sounded like a plea. “We’ll get all the Crunky and Galbo Choco you can carry.”

“I can carry a lot,” she shot back. She leaned her head against me, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders before she added, “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to apologize for wanting chocolate. I’ll buy one for myself if it makes you feel better,” I offered.

“No, I’m sorry for scanning your network without your permission. Scanning someone’s network without letting them know first is like trying to catch them naked.”

I pushed down the urge to make a joke, seeing the concern all over Ayane’s face. “It’s okay. I’m not mad. You did what you thought was right in the situation,” I reassured her.

We took several steps in silence and Ayane shook her head against me. “You’re letting me off too easily.”

Thinking back to our date in the izakaya, I said, “Fine. Tell me something you’re a little embarrassed about.”

Ayane looked up briefly, like she was thinking of something. A few seconds later she said, “I will, but there’s something I need to do first. I have an idea, and I think you’ll like it, but my embarrassing thing will have to wait until I show you.”
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Ayane stayed at my place, and we shared a lazy morning together. Eventually, the day got away from us, and I had to go work. Ayane left when I did. She said there were a few things she needed to take care of back at her place. We said our goodbyes at the station, and boarded trains going opposite directions.

I was thirty minutes early for my second day of training. As I walked into the main corridor, a text from Toshi came in. It was a one-word message: library. I texted back that I was on my way.

The library was busier than it had been a couple of days earlier. There were a handful of Hunters at tables in ones and twos, and I saw a group of three debating something in a massive tome. Scanning the room further, I saw the back of the Scholar’s gray head, but I didn’t see Toshi.

Since I still had some time, I decided to approach the Scholar to see if he had any other book recommendations for me. The guy must have had a sixth sense, because he greeted me without turning in my direction.

“Good evening, Dylan. Although, you’re not nearly as early as you were a couple of days ago. I hope last night’s experience hasn’t caused you too much trouble,” the Scholar said, turning a page in a battered old book.

I took a sharp inhale. “I’m fine, but I have been wondering if I could have done more to prevent Takashi’s injuries.”

The Scholar nodded his head. “In my experience, that feeling never goes away. However, Takashi needs to shoulder some of the responsibility. He decided to act aggressively, but he’ll learn from this encounter.” He turned another page in his book and added, “He’s able to do so because of your actions. They were astonishing, considering how little you’ve learned from us. Then again, maybe not, if your network is as developed as Sato’s report indicated.”

I preened a little inside at the compliment. “Thank you for having confidence in my abilities, but I still don’t fully understand them. I hope I’m able to keep learning, and that I’ll develop into a great Hunter.”

The Scholar turned in his seat and gave me a gentle smile. “Yes, I suspect you will. Much like your sudden ability to see the energies in our world, and your actions during your initiation ceremony, I suspect we’re being prepared for something. In my mind, it’s no coincidence that you decided to join our fight on the same day that a bellow from the realm of the abyss occurred.”

“I’ve never thought much about having a greater purpose, but I knew joining the Wheel made sense. It was like I was responding to a call…if that makes any sense?”

The Scholar motioned for me to take a seat across from him. “Ask anyone within the Wheel, and I’m positive you’ll hear a similar response. Since our formation, we’ve all felt the need to take on this responsibility.”

“Actually, I was thinking about a similar topic when I entered the library. I was hoping you could lend me some assistance,” I said.

“Of course.”

“Are there any other books you can recommend for me? There’s so much I still need to understand.”

“It would be my pleasure,” he replied and stood. “Oh, look who’s arrived.”

Turning, I saw Toshi walking up with a cheek full of food, still chewing. He took an audible swallow and said, “Sorry, there was a last-minute change to my meal plans. Where are we heading?”

“Dylan wants some study materials. I was going to show him a few books on my way out,” the Scholar explained.

“Certainly, Scholar. Our training session can wait,” Toshi replied, formally.

The Scholar began walking and we followed. A few twists and turns later, the older man stopped in front of a bookcase. As he scanned the titles he said, “It’s times like these when I wish my speciality was early Wheel history, instead of the proliferation of the Dusk.”

“Is there a way for us to help you find what you’re looking for?” I asked.

His hand landed on the spine of a green book about an inch and half thick. “That won’t be necessary.” Standing up and examining the cover, the Scholar grunted and handed the book to me. “Take it home with you, and feel free to keep it as long as you like.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, putting the green book—titled The Devious Sprite—into my bag.

“If there’s nothing more, I’ll let the two of you be on your way,” the Scholar said, and turned to leave.

“Sorry, but what was that thing you just mentioned? Something about specialties?” I was unable to stop my curiosity.

The Scholar let out a soft chuckle. “No need to apologize. Every Scholar has a different speciality. They range in topics, but they’re all related to the work we do within the Wheel. As I said, mine is the proliferation of the Dusk. It’s one of the reasons why I’m fascinated by your abilities, Dylan.”

“I guess this is another case of something greater at work,” I answered, with a smile and a bow.

“Perhaps.” The older man inclined his head and walked away.

Once the Scholar was out of earshot, Toshi said, “Let’s start with the spark test. Sato’s orders.”

The next two hours were filled with the same level of frustration I’d experienced during my first day of training. I could feel the Dawn racing through my body, but I couldn’t get a single weapon to give off the golden flicker. Worse yet, I was feeling exhausted again.

“Is it normal to feel this tired?” I panted, looking at Toshi.

Toshi scrunched up his nose. “Not really. At least, it isn’t common for Hunters to feel exhausted outside of an extended period of combat. Now, Trackers are a different story. They can easily get drained if they overuse the Dawn in their network for scanning.” He paused, adding, “I mean, you’ve seen Ayane afterwards. They’re bringing a large concentration of Dawn outside of their bodies.”

“Isn’t that what I’m attempting to do—pull the Dawn outside of my body?” I asked, still catching my breath.

“Sure, but we’re talking about a much smaller amount. You’re trying to generate something that’s the equivalent to a breadcrumb. Trackers are summoning an entire slice of bread,” he explained.

“What happens if a Tracker hits their limit, but they keep trying to summon the Dawn?”

“I’m not really sure. Pass out. Go into a coma. Accidentally send the Dawn out of their bodies. There are a ton of theories, but no one’s pushed hard enough to find out.” Toshi smacked my back. “You don’t need to worry about it. You’re a Hunter, and you’re just getting frustrated with this test.”

“Maybe you’re right,” I admitted.

Toshi’s face transformed into a fiendish grin. “Too bad, because we’re just getting started.”

The next nine hours were filled with more combat training, tactics, and proper reporting practices. It was at the end of this last bit when Toshi finally brought up the topic of the previous night.

“Okay, so you’ve been shown the proper technique for our reporting procedure. I want a report of what happened after you encountered the yokai last night,” Toshi commanded, in a convincing middle-management voice.

“Sir! Would you like this to be in the style of an in-field report, or an after-session report?” I said, giving my best impression of a grunt.

“Idiot! Does it look like we’re in the field? After-session report, now!”

“At approximately 20:35, I heard screams, and the sound of a commotion from northwest of my position inside of a ramen restaurant,” I barked. I gave Toshi the entire story of my encounter with Takashi and the yokai.

When I got to the point in the story where I picked up Takashi’s weapon, I hesitated. “Sir, I’m not sure if the next portion of my report is normal, or something particular to me.”

“Continue.”

“When I used Takashi’s katana, it felt like the Dawn was guiding me to the yokai’s core,” I said.

Toshi started vibrating. His body shook for several seconds, before he got himself under control. He closed his eyes for a moment and leaned closer to me.

He grabbed my shoulders, his eyes shining with excitement. “Dude! We might have a way for us to finally rid ourselves of the nekomata,” he said. More to himself he added, “This is my shot.”


Chapter 16


Sukiyaki



Instead of elaborating on his comments, Toshi doubled down on reviewing tactics. For the remainder of my shift, we discussed and practiced strategies for multiple Hunters attacking a single target. The intricacies of a particularly complex movement called the diamond formation were still buzzing around in my head as I entered the four-digit door code to my apartment. Since my attention was on something else entirely, I nearly missed one of the greatest reimaginings of an anime trope of all time. Ayane was in the kitchen wearing an apron…but not much else.

“Welcome home, dear! Would you like to have some food? Would you like a bath? Or perhaps would you like to have…me?” Ayane fluttered her eyes at me while delivering her last line. The apron ties dangled just above her slim, perfect ass.

She must have seen the front of my pants and known which one of her options I’d be choosing, because she slowly turned around and untied the back of her apron.

The simple white cloth hit the floor, and my pants got even tighter. Ayane was dressed in the exact same deep blue strapless bra, garter belt, and panties combo worn by best-girl Yua Nanahoshi, from Night Market Succubi.

After I picked my jaw up off the floor, I decided to take a chance and fed into her roleplay.

With some of the spicier scenes from our favorite doujin flashing in front of my eyes, I crossed the room and pulled Ayane’s exposed back into me, putting my lips near her ear.

“You’ve been a naughty succubus, haven’t you?” I asked with a hint of gravel in my voice.

“Uh-huh,” Ayane whimpered. She followed this up with a quick wiggle of her butt against my throbbing cock.

I briefly let go of her to yank my pants off. Ayane quickly pulled her panties down, and I could see a few drops of lust on the blue material. The sight of this nearly drove me insane, and my hands repositioned themselves right away.

I leaned in once more and said, “Let’s see how naughty you really are.”

Ayane let out a squeal, and I lined myself up with her wet, beckoning entrance. For a moment, I thought about teasing her with just the head of my cock and making her beg for the rest.

This immediately proved to be impossible. Her slick lips led to the sublime warmth and wetness of her tight pussy, and I had to plunge myself in balls deep.

Ayane let out a slight yelp, and a hitch of air escaped her lips, reminding me of a sound that hentai voice actresses make. Of course, it only made me want to dive deeper and harder. With my pelvis ramming against her body so hard, my balls started to slap her clit on each plunge.

Ayane soon lost all control, and was either breathing raggedly or letting out thick moans for more. Her silky passage continued to clench me firmly with each stroke. I leaned forward and yanked her strapless top down, caressing each jiggling tit in turn.

It had only been a few minutes, and I was ramming Ayane with all of the energy I could manage. The sensation from her snug cunt was mind melting. She felt soft, warm, and welcoming, but at the same time, her opening was pulling me in. I could feel her muscles squeezing me as if they were desperate to coax out my load.

The tactile overload was equally matched with the view I had from this position. Ayane’s tight ass flexed and released with each impact. Her thin hips had dispensed with slow, gentle rolls and were now engaged in a delirious whirl.

Ayane’s rounded tits were swinging back and forth like two perfectly timed pendulums, and the sight of her face over her right shoulder was probably the most arousing part of the whole view.

Her breathing quickened, and I could tell Ayane was on the precipice of an orgasm.

“I’m cuming, cuming, cuming!” Ayane howled.

I only had a second or two to bask in the glow of her finishing before me when the sights, sounds, and feelings finally took hold. I pulled my cock out with one hand and pushed at Ayane’s back with the other. A tense sensation traveled up from my balls, through my shaft, and erupted.

Ropes of cum sprung out in thick globs. They landed on Ayane’s slender back, pale ass, and all over the blue garter belt.

When I was finished, Ayane looked over her shoulder and whimpered, “Again, there’s so much. How do you do that?”

I patted her butt, winked, and said, “I think we should get cleaned up before we eat.”

We barely managed to keep our hands off of each other while in the shower. Ayane explained that she was in the middle of preparing sukiyaki when I got home, and she wanted to make sure the ingredients tasted just right.

I kissed her on the forehead as we exited the shower, and assured her that all of her cooking had been phenomenal thus far. I was positive this hot pot dish was going to be just as good.

“It’s getting colder, so I thought we should eat something with lots of vegetables and broth,” Ayane explained while throwing on my tan Chainsaw Man t-shirt.

Ever since our first night together, Ayane refused to wear any of her own clothing after sex. We hadn’t talked about it, but I was starting to see a pattern.

“Sounds good to me.” I paused. I was going to ask her something, and I still couldn’t believe the words that were about to exit my mouth. “So where did you find this specific outfit?”

Ayane turned her head and gave me a side-eye with a wide grin on her face.

“Oh, so you like Yua-chan cosplay?” she asked with a giggle.

“Very much,” I admitted.

“This was what I wanted to show you before talking about my embarrassing thing. I’m so happy you liked it.” A smile covered her entire face. She took my hand and added, “Since I need to keep an eye on the sukiyaki, can we continue this in the kitchen?”

“Lead the way.”

Once we were back in the kitchen, Ayane stood over the pot of food bubbling away on the stove. Stealing a glance over her shoulder, she asked, “Do you remember who the artist of Night Market Succubi is?”

“Yeah, their pseudonym is a Japanese version of the English word ‘boss’, right?”

“Correct. There are several theories online that Bosu is actually a female artist,” she said, taking a sip of the soup.

“I hadn’t really thought about it, but I guess it makes sense for some doujin authors and artists to be women,” I said.

“There’s no way for me to prove this, but I believe Bosu is female. It comes across in how beautifully drawn each succubus is, and in how they interact with each other.”

“What do you mean? Don’t they just enjoy having sex with each other and the protagonist?” I asked.

Ayane’s head dipped and her shoulder raised a couple of times.

Did I say something wrong?

Moving closer to her, I saw Ayane turn off the stove. She turned and started running her thumb against the palm of her hand.

“I can’t put this off any longer,” she whispered. Ayane closed her eyes, steadied herself, and said, “The embarrassing thing I want to say is something I’ve never shared with anyone else. You can’t get upset, okay?”

I narrowed my eyes and tilted my head. “I won’t freak out. I’m totally lost, but you can tell me anything,” I offered.

Ayane stopped rubbing her palm and cupped my cheek. “Thank you. It means so much to hear you say that, and it makes me feel safe. I feel like I’m drawn to you, and I want to show you everything.” Ayane let go of my cheek, closing her hands and putting them by her sides. “I…sort of think…women are sexy.”

“What?” I blurted without thinking.

Ayane’s cheeks flushed pink for the first time in weeks, and she quickly added, “Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m crazy about you, and I’ve never been with a woman, but when I see things like Bosu’s drawings I…get curious.” She looked at her feet. “Are you mad, or bothered by this?”

“Not at all. You just caught me off guard a little. I think sexuality is different for everyone, and you shouldn’t be afraid to be yourself.”

She blushed even harder, with her eyes glued to the floor. “So, would you be open to me…and another girl?”

I’m not sure when I moved, but my arms were wrapped around Ayane, and I began chanting, “I’m the luckiest man alive. I’m the luckiest man alive. I’m the luckiest man alive.”

Ayane let out another giggle. “Let go of me, lucky man, or you won’t get any sukiyaki.”


Chapter 17


Bedtime Story



Like all of Ayane’s other dishes, the sukiyaki was amazing. I’d seen 2-D representations of the meal, but this was my first time actually eating it. The sweet and salty broth hid a deeper umami flavor. That amazing taste seemed to soak into the surface of each vegetable, mushroom, slice of tofu, and piece of meat that the broth touched. The freshness of the ingredients added to the experience. Suddenly, it became impossible for me to imagine myself ever eating another bowl of Campbell’s.

I insisted on cleaning the kitchen when our meal was finished, and Ayane only refused twice before clearing out of the way. Once my share of the work was done, I finally felt the exhaustion from my training.

“I think I need to lay down,” I said.

We moved to the bedroom and lay there in silence for a couple of minutes. I thought about Toshi’s excited reaction at the end of my day.

As if she could sense my contemplation in the dark, Ayane asked, “What happened today?”

“I was just thinking about something Toshi said today.”

Ayane sighed. “What did my idiot brother do now?”

I chuckled and pulled her in closer. “Nothing. It’s fine. We were just talking about the Dawn guiding my strike to the yokai’s core.” I stroked her hair with my thumb and continued, “He said we could use this guidance for the nekomata…and something about this being his shot.”

Ayane shook her head into me and wrapped both of her hands around my wrist. It was almost as if she was trying to hold me back, or protect me.

“What is it?” I asked.

We laid in the quiet of the room for several moments. I started to wonder if Ayane had fallen asleep, until she broke the stillness.

“I think it’s time I told you the same story my grandfather used to tell me. He would use this as a bedtime story whenever I had trouble falling asleep,” Ayane began.

“A long time ago, a young man entered a town because he heard a demon was in the area. All of the people in the town and the surrounding lands called this demon, and others like it, yokai. Since the young man was a Hunter, his job was to destroy the yokai.”

“This Hunter had recently completed his training, so he was still naive about the world. He was also nervous about doing his duty with honor. He wanted to perform well and protect the town, but he was still uncomfortable with killing yokai.”

“While seeking the town’s yokai, he did his best to suppress these treacherous feelings. He came from a long line of Hunters, and he used this fact to steel himself for the impending encounter. In his head, he would repeat his line of ancestry from his father’s name all the way to that of his great ancestor from two hundred years before.”

“When the young Hunter found the yokai, defeated it, and was about to deliver the killing blow, he hesitated. Quickly naming his predecessors in his head didn’t help. Thinking about dishonor did nothing either. The Hunter couldn’t bring himself to kill something so…beautiful.”

“Since his Dawn-infused katana had stopped just outside of the yokai’s core, the young Hunter saw something no one in the Wheel had ever mentioned—an enchanting woman.”

“After the young Hunter saw the beauty inside of the yokai’s core, he knew couldn’t kill her. However, he also knew another Hunter would be sent to the town if he failed. So, he decided to help her.”

“Speaking with his heart, the young Hunter told the woman he would help her. Speaking with her heart, the woman inside of the yokai said she would accept his help.”

“While the beautiful woman remained inside of the yokai’s core, she pushed her arms and legs out and stood still. The young Hunter cut around the woman in the perfect shape of her body. When he finished, she stepped out of the core. The Dusk from the yokai became Dawn, and flowed into the beautiful woman.”

“The beautiful woman agreed to become the young Hunter’s bride. Prior to their wedding, the Hunter wanted to share the knowledge of a yokai’s core with the rest of the Wheel. But this was a mistake.”

“The first person the young Hunter confided in was his father. The Hunter’s father grew incredibly angry upon hearing his story. What the young Hunter was confessing flew in the face of everything the father—and the Wheel—believed. It was heretical. The father disowned his son, and said he would hunt the woman down, as she was clearly a devious yokai.”

“The young Hunter fled his home, his family, and his life in the Wheel to be with the woman he had rescued from the core of the yokai.”

“Luckily, the young Hunter’s father never found his son, but he could not tell the Council the truth. The father told the Council that his son was a coward, and had left the Wheel. This angered the Council. They demanded the father’s nose as payment. Furthermore, they decreed that all future members of this family would faithfully serve the Wheel, but would never rise above the station of a Hunter or Tracker again.”

Ayane shrugged and smiled. “It wasn’t all bad. The young Hunter and his yokai bride shared many happy years together, and had several children. Each of their children were gifted. The same could be said about their grandchildren, and so on. The family line retained a strong connection with the Dawn through several generations.”

Ayane stopped talking and rested her head on my chest.

“Test time,” Ayane said without looking in my direction. “When did the young Hunter first see the beautiful woman?”

“Before striking the core,” I replied. My mouth was starting to dry.

“Correct. Two more questions.” Ayane’s voice became a little more serious. “What punishment did the young Hunter’s father receive?”

“He had his nose removed, and his family was demoted by the Wheel with no hope of advancement,” I said, not sure where this was going.

“Correct again,” Ayane said. She ran her hand through my hair.

“I think I’m beginning to understand.”

“Good. Final question. What was the family name of the young Hunter?”

“You never…wait. Ito?” I ventured.

“Correct,” she replied and took in a long inhale. Ayane nuzzled deep into the crook of my arm and exhaled. “It’s probably nothing, but this story is like a fairytale about my great, great grandfather.”

Breathing in her scent, I tried to puzzle out where Toshi’s remarks fit. “So Toshi thinks killing the nekomata will help your family’s status?”

“I’m sure there’s more to it, but yes. We didn’t have much time with our parents, but I know Toshi remembers our father the same way I do—as an ambitious man. I think we inherited his drive,” she confessed. “Both of us want to be the first Scholar from our family. It’s the goal we shared when we entered the Wheel,” she added.

“Striving to improve yourselves is a good thing.”

Ayane chewed on her reply before speaking. “You’re right, but I just hope Toshi isn’t considering anything too reckless. He’s fallen behind me in ranking, and I know it’s agitating him.”
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Ayane’s story was still in my head when I woke up later in the day. Unfortunately, she was already gone. The Wheel operated on a twenty-four hour schedule, with Hunters and Trackers starting at staggered times in the morning and evening.

Currently, we were both on p.m. starts, but I heard schedules could change based on availability. I hoped the scheduling gods would remain on our side, and we’d still be able to go out on the occasional date.

When I searched the fridge for breakfast, I noticed a plate of food was waiting for me. It was a straightforward combination of eggs, sausage, and salad. The small heart of ketchup on the eggs and the tiny note stuck to the plate were both touching additions.

After enjoying my 6:00 p.m. breakfast, I noticed that I was actually feeling better than I had anticipated. The drain from using my Dawn had completely fallen away, and I wasn’t even sore. This gave me an idea.

The Scholar had recommended training on my days off, and that’s exactly what I found myself wanting to do. I landed on the idea of getting in a bit of research, and trying my luck with the spark test again. After washing up, I threw on some street clothes and headed out.

A cool breeze hit me when I stepped outside. It was the middle of November, and I’d finally felt a slight chill in the air. Without thinking too much about it, I ran back into the apartment, grabbed a hoodie and pulled it on.

There weren’t very many other Hunters or Trackers in the library when I arrived at the Hold, but I did bump into the Scholar again. He was in the process of putting a large, old tome on the bookshelf when our paths crossed.

We exchanged some pleasantries, and he said, “So, you’ve returned to study. Did you bring The Devious Sprite with you?”

“Right here,” I replied, pulling it out of my backpack.

“I’m free for the next thirty minutes,” he offered with a smile.

“I appreciate your help.”

The two of us found a table and dove right in. Much like the first book the Scholar recommended, The Devious Sprite was aimed at children. The characters of the Kirin and the Gashakokuro returned. In this book, the Kirin was sending servants to a mansion to help the lord with some tasks, but the Gashakokuro would find ways to interfere. Some of the servants became evil, and agreed to help the Gashakokuro.

When I closed the book, I turned to the Scholar and asked, “Was this supposed to teach kids that even good people can become bad, or were there actual cases of people knowingly serving the Dusk?”

“There have been cases of members who made some poor decisions, but there’s no known record of an individual from the Wheel willingly serving the Dusk, or the forces controlling it.”

Something wasn’t sounding right. “So it’s possible, but there’s no record of it?”

“Careful, Dylan. Being mistrustful of the other members could lead to hardships. Remember our earlier conversation. We all feel the need to take on this duty. It’s a calling,” he reminded me.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”.

The Scholar looked at his watch. “I fear our time is up. Sato’s probably pacing outside of my office, and I hate to keep people waiting.” Rising out of his chair, he added, “I’m always fascinated to hear your perspective. I look forward to our next conversation.”

I thanked him, and returned The Devious Sprite to the library’s front desk. There were so many questions still rolling around in my head, so I decided to ask the staff for additional recommendations.

An elderly woman behind the desk gave me a warm smile and stood up. “Follow me,” she instructed. Two minutes into our walk, she spoke up. “Not a lot of Hunters pay attention to folklore these days. What a shame. There are so many ideas buried in those pages.”

We arrived at a set of shelves in the back corner of the library. Oddly enough, we weren’t alone. Toshi was thumbing through a thick book with a red cover.

“Well, I guess I was mistaken. It appears there are some Hunters who are interested. Toshi, do you mind sharing Folklore for the Ages with Dylan when you’re done?” the elderly woman requested.

Toshi flashed the woman a huge smile, following it up with a deep bow. “Of course, great-auntie. I’m nearly finished with it.”

The staff member set off for her desk, and I was left wondering why Toshi was here on his day off.

“Listen, Dylan, I’ve come up with a few additional formations that I think we can use when we track down that deviant-type cat yokai,” Toshi said. A half crazed smile grew on his face, and I could see the dark circles under his eyes.

Has he been up all day?

“Sounds like a plan, but I have a couple of questions. One, you just used a term I’m not familiar with. What’s a deviant-type yokai? And why is everyone so obsessed with the nekomata?” I asked.

Toshi tilted his head. “I’m surprised Sato didn’t go over this during your first day. Oh well. A deviant-type yokai is an abnormality. They’re much more intelligent and agile than a normal aggressive-type yokai. They don’t launch unprovoked attacks, and they don’t cause problems for the public—initially.”

“I’m not sure I follow,” I admitted.

“Members of the Wheel have only ever encountered a handful of deviant-types. They always flee from us. This allows them time to plot something more severe than a fight, or random chaos. The nekomata fits into this category because it has acted as an oni beacon for the last three generations.”

“Wait. This yokai’s been around for generations? How?” I asked.

Toshi shrugged. “Like I said, they’re cunning and elusive. But, there’s a chance we can prevent next week’s predicted oni attack…if we get rid of the nekomata.”


Chapter 18


My First Patrol



Sato texted me the following morning. He told me my training had been fast-tracked, and I was going to accompany Toshi during his next patrol. He finished the conversation with two instructions: Don’t get cocky, and that I needed to spark a weapon to avoid being a liability.

When the day of my first twenty-four shift arrived, Toshi greeted me at the entrance of the Hold and said the two words I’d grown to despise. “Spark test.”

As it turned out, we spent the initial three hours of my first patrol day the same way we’d spent my training: practicing tactics, swinging kendo swords, and yes—me attempting in vain to spark weapons.

“Sato’s willingness to let you jump into a night of patrolling says a lot about your abilities, but it’s odd that you still can’t do this,” Toshi mused.

“I wish I knew why, because it’s frustrating the hell out of me.”

Toshi clapped my shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll make sure your weapon’s infused with the Dawn before we head out.”

We headed to the locker room and got ready to head out. I felt a bit weird wearing a tailored black suit and tie to go fight monsters on the streets of Osaka.

I’m a long way from Iowa!

The whole bizarre experience would be way better if I could spark. I did my best to push the annoyance of the spark test to the back of my mind, but it still needled me. The feeling only seemed to compound when Toshi handed me a katana. It felt awkward having the inert Dusk of the scabbard so close to me.

Toshi must have sensed something was off, because he randomly asked, “Okay, be honest, is Die Hard a Christmas movie?”

“What?”

“You know Die Hard, don’t you? It’s one of my grandfather’s favorites. Anyway, we’re going to start seeing Christmas decorations pretty soon, and it reminded me of the movie. So, what do you think?” he asked, with an expectant look on his face.

I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. When I regained control of myself, I answered, “I’ve never seen it, but I’ll add it to my queue.”

Toshi’s plan worked. I stopped thinking about tests. While we walked, he asked for my opinions on several action movies released over the last fifty-plus years. If I hadn’t seen a particular title, he’d stop me and explain exactly why I needed to watch it.

Eventually, I began to trade similar questions with him about manga and anime. During these portions of our drawn out conversations, the shoe was on the other foot. He was familiar with several of the titles, and even knew the stories for the extremely popular series, but he had what I thought were shocking gaps. Like Toshi had done to me, I joked about how he needed to catch up on these shows and books during his time off.

I was in the middle of assigning Monster as a portion of Toshi’s homework when we ran across a group of students. A girl in the group was shouting at the others, and I could see a purple blob of Dusk on top of her head. My sudden stop must have tipped Toshi off.

“There’s Dusk on that girl’s head.”

“I still can’t see it,” Toshi admitted. He looked around us at the thousands of people moving in and around the station and nearby department stores.

I joined Toshi in checking out the surrounding area. Using the tactics we’d discussed, I had already discovered three pathways we could use to lure the Dusk away, should it become semi-permanent.

As if he was reading my mind, Toshi said, “They’re just kids arguing about school crushes. The Dusk will try to find someone else with more negative emotions to feed off of. We probably won’t remain here.”

The small group of teens continued to bicker, and the Dusk on top of the girl’s head slowly grew. Several office workers passed the high schoolers, and shook their heads in response. However, a woman wearing a dark sweater and a gaudy purse approached the group with her young kid in tow.

We watched as the middle-aged woman chastised the high schoolers. Her intervention quickly morphed from random criticism to full-on dressing down. It appeared she had experienced a terrible day, and was unloading on these kids. Even though we were several feet away, I could tell the woman’s grip was tightening on her child’s hand.

The intensity of the woman’s words grew to a crescendo, and I could see movement from the Dusk. With the final barrage of screams from the woman, the glob of Dusk jumped away from the teen and glommed onto the middle-aged woman’s chest.

“Do you see it yet?” I asked Toshi.

“No, but I can see your focus has shifted away from the girl. We need to follow the housewife,” Toshi said.

We followed the angry woman, her child, and the growing purple mass on her chest.

Tailing an agitated person wasn’t a challenging task. The housewife stomped through the crowds with a mixture of determination, and disregard for anyone near her. As the woman moved further away from the station, she shot a few angry words to her now-crying child. I couldn’t catch all of it, but she included a few lines about the kid’s father, mixed in with some insults targeted at the teens the woman had just chewed out.

Ten minutes into following the housewife, we found ourselves in a much more secluded residential area about a half mile away from the station. Toshi and I cautiously increased our distance, in order to avoid making her suspicious.

The purple blob of Dusk grew in tiny increments during the entire journey. By the time we had tailed her to a small side street with two and three-story houses on one side, and a few larger apartment buildings on the other, the Dusk was nearly the size of a gym bag. Toshi said he still couldn’t see it, so I gave him a running commentary on the size and behavior of the Dusk along the way.

The housewife had turned a corner, and entered a dark and nearly deserted street. Toshi motioned for us to pick up the pace to avoid losing her and the Dusk in the dark. We had rounded the corner at a sped-up pace when it happened.

Both of our phones sounded with the buzzing of a public service announcement. A quick glance told me it was about a nekomata sighting.

Not this shit again!

When the woman turned toward the sound of the noise and saw two men she didn’t know nearly running at her, she appeared to swell with rage. Much as she had done with the group of teens near the station, she yelled at us with a volume and ferocity I didn’t think was possible for a five foot three inch tall woman.

This unleashed anger had the unintended consequence of feeding the Dusk on the woman’s chest. About five seconds into her tirade, the Dusk creature had become semi-permanent and hopped away from her. The little purple globby man stopped moving a few feet away from the woman’s side, and appeared to cheer for the woman’s fury.

Toshi started by apologizing to the woman, but he quickly shifted gears once the Dusk became visible to him. He stopped responding, faced the Dusk, and lunged for it. The woman recoiled at Toshi’s movements. Luckily, she didn’t pursue either of us when we began to chase the Dusk down the street.

This particular Dusk moved with a bit more speed than the other two I’d witnessed. Toshi and I were nearly sprinting in order to keep up with it.

A zig to the left, and the Dusk was moving down an alley when a car suddenly started backing up. Toshi and I had to jump against the wall in order to avoid being run over.

After the driver’s shocked face shot past us, we were running once again. The speed made my lungs cry out for more air, but we were gaining on the Dusk.

A zag to the right, and the purple thing was climbing up an open stairwell of a four-story apartment.

Toshi and I took the same stairs two at a time. We were getting closer with each flight.

Almost there.

In a flash, we found ourselves on the rooftop of the apartments. The purple lump paused. Instead of attempting to evade us any further, its surface began rippling. It was almost as if it was waiting.

Toshi was able to catch his breath before me. He flicked the guard of his katana and was preparing for a strike, when a huge blur of black and purple came flying out of nowhere. When my eyes were able to focus, I saw the shape of an enormous cat.

The size of the nekomata reminded me of a sabertooth tiger exhibit I once saw at a museum, but the way this cat’s coat blurred between purple and black gave it an unnatural calico appearance. It also had two constantly moving black tails.

I immediately sensed this beast was different from either of the two yokai I’d encountered. The big cat’s head made subtle movements to track us, while its eyes seemed to be calculating.

“Now I’ve got you,” Toshi said to himself. Darting a look in my direction, he whispered, “This is what we’ve been preparing for. Open the warning app and hit the “here” icon. If other Hunters are nearby, we’ll have backup.”

I had pressed the icon before Toshi was even finished speaking. “For part one, do you want me to distract it from the right or left?” I asked, never taking my eyes off of the massive nekomata.

Toshi began to mirror the subtle head movements of the nekomata. It was like he was trying to predict what the yokai was going to do next. Once he and the nekomata’s timing appeared to sync, he said, “Right. We’ll ignore the semi-permanent Dusk for now.”

Wait, something’s off. If the nekomata’s a deviant-type, shouldn’t it be trying to escape?

My thoughts must have caused me to pause longer than I’d anticipated, because Toshi felt the need to add, “It’s okay. I’m nervous too. Just stick with the plan, and we can win this.”

“I’m on it,” I said, reaching for my sword. Touching the Dusk-covered scabbard sent a chill through my body, but I remained focused.

Toshi kept his eyes and movements locked in a mirror of the nekomata, while slowly drawing his katana. The Dawn lit the entire roof.

A thick, bass-filled yowl escaped from the nekomata and its fur stood on end. The reverberations from its battle cry rattled my chest.

I don’t know if I’m ready for this.

“Good,” Toshi said. I wasn’t sure if he was speaking to himself or the cat, but he bent his knees low.

Without warning, Toshi sprung forward at an inhuman speed.

My eyes tracked his trajectory, and it looked as if his sword was going to slice at the center mass of the nekomata.

A fraction of a second before Toshi’s strike landed, the nekomata dodged.

Our plan was working. As I moved in, I could see a few tufts of fur floating lazily in the space where the yokai had been standing. The demon let out an agitated shriek.

I directed the Dawn to my legs and rushed in from the right. My job was to deliver a feint to disguise Toshi’s next attack.

It was as if the nekomata had been reading our playbook. In a single movement, it sidestepped me and launched a counterattack.

As it turned, the yokai launched off of a rooftop rail, flipped, and was bearing down on Toshi from above.

Lost in his forward momentum, Toshi didn’t look up. I knew with every fiber of my being that he wouldn’t survive if this strike landed.

Driving the tip of the blade into the ground with my initial step, my body started moving on its own.

Suddenly, the scene happening in front of me froze. Toshi was frozen, the nekomata’s knife-sized claws were frozen…even the air seemed frozen in place while I moved.

Even parts of my body weren’t able to catch up with my legs. When I started moving, I was positive I wouldn’t make it in time. I ended up crashing into Toshi still shouting, “Uuuuuuuupppppp…”

As I impacted against Toshi, two parallel lines of pain sang out along my back. Our collision caused us to roll away at separate angles, like a couple of pool balls clanking.

Once I stopped rolling, I knew the yokai’s claws had gotten me, but nothing felt seriously damaged. Bringing myself up to my feet, I hoped the same was true for Toshi. As I stood up, a hot exhale of breath blew across my hair and face.

The nekomata must have studied ninjutsu, because I never heard the sound of its landing or approach. It was just there. It stared through me with emerald green eyes.

Fear should have been shooting through me, consuming me. I should have been looking for an opening, a parry, or an escape…but I was being drawn into the intense gaze of the nekomata.

After staying still for the entirety of our fight, the blubbery mass of semi-permanent Dusk ramped up its dancing encouragement.

Who’s it trying to provoke?

Using a single, massive paw, the nekomata backhanded the nuisance away. The Dusk rocketed into the exposed edge of my katana. When it made impact with the weapon, the purple mess turned gold, and eventually shattered into nothingness.

Something was happening to the yokai as well. The stiff posture and tensed muscles it had adopted prior to Toshi’s planned attack were easing. It seemed to be stilling itself. Thinking. Then the chaos of its calico pattern stopped shifting.

I could see a shape forming at the core of the yokai. Faintly at first, but quickly gaining clarity. Silhouettes and shadows formed into the shape of a person. Soon, the darkness of the shadow cleared enough for me to see the body, hair, and face of a woman.

“What…are you?” I whispered in awe.

Excitement and shock seemed to fill the green eyes looking into me.

Slowly, I started to lift my hand and said, “Why are you in there?”

“Get away from it!” Toshi shouted. He had finally staggered to his feet, and was propping himself up with his katana.

The nekomata’s head whipped around in Toshi’s direction, and it once again took an aggressive stance. The unnatural calico colors began to dance around the yokai’s fur, and I could no longer see the woman’s shape.

Toshi regained more of his bearing, and I noticed other Hunters starting to arrive on the rooftop.

The nekomata reverted to the behavior of a deviant-type yokai and fled. It bounded in the direction of another rooftop. When it landed, I could have sworn it looked back in my direction.

“Idiots! Why are you letting it escape?” a voice shouted.

I ignored the voice and went to check on Toshi. He had three deep slices in his right arm and an unnatural bend in his left leg. He wasn’t able to fully stand, but he shrugged off my attempts to help.

“Why didn’t you stick with the plan? This was my chance,” Toshi said through clenched teeth.

As a reply was forming in my mind, the other Hunters landed on the roof en masse. I now realized the person who had shouted at us was Sato. He was accompanied by five other Hunters.

Once it was established our wounds weren’t life-threatening, Sato gave a grunt. “Maybe I gave you too much credit after all.” He scanned the direction the nekomata had gone, looked back at Toshi, and added, “Especially you.”

Sato and his team gave chase, and we were left waiting for medical assistance.

Toshi eased himself into a sitting position and muttered darkly, “It should’ve worked.”


Chapter 19


Being the Bad Guy



Toshi and I were transported back to the Hold. Our injuries were treated with a combination of talismans and advanced medicine. Even with that level of care, the medical staff told Toshi to stay off of his feet for at least a week.

When we were told the Scholar was waiting for us to report our encounter with the nekomata, Toshi refused the assistance of a wheelchair. Instead, he used a pair of crutches to attend our meeting. He avoided looking at me as we slowly made our way to the Scholar’s office.

During Toshi’s report to the Scholar, he omitted the portion of the encounter where I spoke to the yokai. Since I was given strict instructions to observe, I didn’t say anything either.

On his way out of the room, the Scholar looked at me. “Our next conversation is long overdue. I realize tomorrow is your day off, but I’d like for you to come in during the afternoon. Say, four o’clock.”

“Yes, sir,” I agreed without hesitation.

The remainder of our shift was spent in the library of the Hold. The Scholar told Toshi to be my history instructor for the next several hours.

After reading a legend about lights guiding a Hunter to a distant Hold, I decided it was time to ask Toshi about what happened on the roof.

“Why didn’t you say anything about me and the nekomata?” I asked, with my eyes still on the book.

“Keep your voice down,” Toshi warned, quickly looking around.

I turned a few pages, and he finally answered my question.

“There was no need to report anything, because I didn’t hear you ask one of the most infamous yokai stupid questions instead of following through with our plan,” Toshi said a little too loudly, before biting his knuckle.

“The plan was falling apart; you have to realize that,” I reasoned. I hated this unnaturally moody Toshi.

Toshi drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “Did you even try? You said so yourself: the Dawn guided you toward the core of a yokai after a single day of training. If you would have tapped into it, you could’ve run that fucking monster through!”

“And you’d be dead!” I retorted, my voice rising.

Toshi stopped drumming and balled his hand. “Yeah, I’d be done, but we’d be safer. Like I said before, that yokai is a beacon. And now several other people are going to die because I wasn’t fast enough, and you didn’t do your part,” Toshi said, anger burning behind his eyes.

“I’m not a coward. I saw something.”

Toshi ignored me. “Do you know how many people died during the last oni attack?”

“No,” I answered honestly.

“Seventy-nine. Two of whom were my parents,” Toshi said.

I felt like Toshi had punched me in the gut.

“I’m so sorry. I had no idea,” I said lamely.

“It was a long time ago,” he replied, staring hard at the table. I thought I saw a sheen of wetness in his eyes.

Didn’t he see the woman? It’s basically the story Ayane told me.

“Look, Ayane told me the story about your ancestor and the woman in⁠—”

Toshi waved me off. “This wasn’t about my stupid bet with Ayane to see who would be the first Ito to become a Scholar. I don’t care about that. What I care about is making sure there aren’t any other kids who lose both of their parents on the same night. Kids who are then unable to sleep at night because they’re worried they’ll be next, and have to stay up with their grandfather watching stupid action movies until the sun comes up.” Toshi looked away, clearly lost in a memory.

He rebuffed every attempt I made to keep talking about what had happened. I decided to wait for Toshi to clear his head, before mentioning what I’d seen.

Ayane might listen.

I pulled my phone out and sent her a text saying we needed to talk. Since our paths wouldn’t cross for more than a day, I’d have to sit on this for now.
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I slept like shit. It felt like I was phasing in and out of the recurring dream I’d had a few times before. Only now the dream would glitch, like it was an image over an image.

Getting out of bed and to the Hold was more challenging than staring down the nekomata. I still managed to make myself halfway presentable, and was waiting outside of the Scholar’s office more than ten minutes prior to our meeting.

Seated on a black leather couch, I could hear two voices behind the office door. They weren’t shouting, but the tone of the conversation sounded intense. Without intending to eavesdrop, I heard my name and Toshi’s.

At precisely 4:00, the door swung open. Sato stepped out of the office and bowed in the direction of the Scholar’s desk. The long-haired Hunter turned to leave, and shot a stern look in my direction.

“I’ll see you in the gym when you’re finished here,” he said pointedly, and walked away.

A few seconds later, the Scholar called me in and asked me to shut the door. He motioned to one the simple office chairs across from his own, and I sat.

“You look exhausted. Are you having trouble adjusting to your new schedule?” he asked.

“The schedule’s a bit of an adjustment, but I’ll be fine. Honestly, I’m concerned about this being my second encounter with a yokai that has resulted in another Hunter being injured,” I answered. I felt terrible about it.

The Scholar leaned back in his chair, and brought his palms together. “There’s no need to have a guilty conscience. By the time they are able to patrol alone, Hunters are well aware of the dangers awaiting them.”

I leaned back in my own chair and blew out a long exhale. I rolled my next statement around in my head before saying, “I just know there’s more I could have done in both situations.”

The Scholar nodded. “That brings me to the reason why I asked you to join me today. I fear I’ve put too much on your shoulders, without allowing time for you to process. Starting with my unorthodox approach to recruiting you, then dropping you into an initiation ceremony, and shortening your training regime by a considerable amount. You’ve responded well at each step, but a mistake or two was bound to happen.”

“If there’s a way for me to improve…” I began, but the Scholar brought his hands up.

“This is my failing, not yours. And I intend to address this issue now instead of allowing it to fester, so some changes are in order. Starting with your schedule. You’ll report back at the Hold forty-eight hours after you’ve finished assisting Sato,” he said.

“Assisting Sato?” My stomach dropped. Just what I needed: more time with people who didn’t like me.

Less than twenty minutes later, I was in the gym working over a heavy bag. Each punch and kick was accompanied by a comforting thwack, and each one was music to my ears. Concentrating on the bag gave me an outlet.

The only tricky part was maintaining proper form. Prior to having a reserve of Dawn in my body, using incorrect form might have led to minor injury—at worst a broken bone. Now, breaking a bone was probably the best outcome I could hope for if I screwed up.

All the potential dangers of self-inflicted injuries aside, striking a bag and focusing on the flow of Dawn in my system felt good. Hell, it felt like one of the only things I was good at within the scope of the Wheel.

Sato was the one who told me to practice my kata this way. Before he left, he instructed me to summon the Dawn in the same way I’d done for my successful speed test. I needed to treat every punch, palm strike, elbow, knee, and kick like that punch. The Dawn would help me attack, and my enhanced attacks were part of Sato’s lesson.

Even after a few minutes, I could feel subtle improvements to speed, power, and aim. I didn’t want to get cocky, but I started to imagine how much more I could get out of my limbs if I continued to train like this. I also started to wonder if other Hunters were doing something similar as part of their training routines?

They don’t, and that’s why he needs me as his assistant. Well, more like his target.

I spotted Sato walking toward me. He had a line of five men barely old enough to shave trailing behind him. All of them exchanged nervous glances with each other and the back of Sato’s head.

When they were about twenty feet away, Sato’s voice carried over the din of the gym.“These countermeasures might provide the edge we need to eliminate the oni with fewer casualties. My stand-in oni—” he paused his lecture, looked at me with the barest smirk, and added, “Say ‘hi’, oni.”

I bit my tongue and said “hello” to the group.

“Good. Mr. Oni stand-in is actually useful for this project. He’s an accomplished martial artist who has a ridiculously developed Dawn network. This means he’ll be able to somewhat replicate the speed and attacks of our true foe,” Sato explained.

All of the young men nodded during Sato’s lecture, but none of them would make eye contact with me.

“Any questions?” Sato asked. When they all shook their heads, he commanded, “You’ve all completed your spark test and have an affinity with a weapon. Grab the practice equivalent and convene at the large oval. Go!”

After the men scattered, I walked up to Sato. “Aren’t they kind of young for this?” I asked.

Keeping his eyes focused on the scattered students, Sato answered, “The oni doesn’t care about their age or experience. Besides, I need you to learn your part before we run this drill again with the groups of Hunters who actually know what they’re doing.”

I saw the logic in his approach. I turned to walk toward the oval and asked, “Did all of those guys really pass the spark test?”

Sato chuckled and shook his head. “Yes. It’s the easiest task we ask Hunters to accomplish,” he said dismissively. Looking in my direction, he added, “And you won’t be doing anything for the Wheel outside of assisting me until you can, too.”

Through gritted teeth, I said, “Fine. I’ll make sure I can spark a weapon before the end of my next shift.”

I gave the bag another hit, and jogged to the oval.


Chapter 20


Protection



I was exhausted after the hours of drilling. Sato was right, my ability to play the villain improved with each group. By the time the rank threes and fours came to the gym, it felt like I was moving nearly at the speed of the nekomata.

Food was the only thing on my mind when I got off the train. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and my gut was grumbling with dissatisfaction. In order to avoid shopping on an empty stomach, I popped into a convenience store and bought two pieces of fried chicken to tide me over.

Shoving the last pieces of crispy goodness in my mouth, I entered the grocery store with a few different meals in mind. Obviously, I needed to have something more substantial for dinner, but I was also thinking of tomorrow’s breakfast.

Even though my cooking skills weren’t anywhere near Ayane’s, I wanted to show my gratitude by preparing a meal for her. I was going to start things off right and make her one of my specialities: blueberry pancakes.

Since I already had milk, eggs, salt, and sugar at home, I wouldn’t need to buy every ingredient included in the recipe. I tracked down what I was missing, along with some whipped cream and syrup, but I was shocked to see there weren’t any fresh blueberries in the store.

Frozen it is.

Giving up on the idea of cooking dinner, I searched the prepared food section of the store. Once I found a tray of sashimi and sushi that looked good, I headed to the self-check area. Luckily, there was just enough room in the larger area of my backpack to slide my food and ingredients in, next to the pair of boxing gloves I’d borrowed from the Hold’s gym.

After my boast to Sato, I wanted to give myself as much practice as possible with the Dawn. I found the gloves really did help me focus. Fortunately, I wasn’t the first Hunter who wanted to borrow equipment from the Hold. When I asked the guy managing the gym area, he just nodded and let me go.

My apartment was a bit of a walk from the station and the larger stores in the area. It was a little tricky to remember the exact turns I needed to take from the station when I first moved in, but now I could navigate back and forth without thinking. After the second turn, I’d normally find myself walking alone the rest of the way home. Sometimes a car would drive by, but there really weren’t a lot of people here. In a city of a couple million people, it felt nice to have these blocks all to myself.

The idea of surprising Ayane with blueberry pancakes was still dancing around in my head when I turned off of the busy street outside of the station, and onto the more secluded portion of my walk. I was just working through the logistics of how much time I’d need to have the pancakes ready for her when I heard a yowl.

I probably would have ignored the yowl, if it weren’t so close and chillingly familiar.

Nekomata!

The sound came from a tiny alley just off of the deserted block. I looked around, but didn’t see anything. My brain was screaming at me to run, but I was a part of the Wheel now. I had a duty to alert the other Hunters.

The yowl came again once I got closer to the alley, moving as carefully and quietly as I could.

I stood outside of the alley and reached for my phone to contact the other Hunters. But my finger froze over the send button.

An image of my previous encounter with the nekomata flashed in my mind. I could clearly see the woman at its core. The small moment we’d shared, seeing one another, played over and over.

I couldn’t forget the story Ayane told me. I decided to go with my gut.

“I’m alone. You can come out,” I called out, sliding my phone into my pocket.

There was another sound, but this one was a bit more of a deep growl. I got the impression the yokai wanted to stay exactly where it was.

I gave the area another scan. Still nothing, and definitely no people or Dusk. So why was the nekomata here?

Wait. Did the nekomata follow me?

“I’m coming back there. I don’t have any weapons, and I’m not going to attack you.” I added, “Please don’t attack me.”

Shit. I can’t believe I’m about to do this

I slowly entered the alley. Almost immediately, I could see the unnatural black and purple calico fur and enormous size of the nekomata, perched on the covered entryway to a narrow two-story house.

Once we made eye contact, the nekomata leapt down from its position and hunched down near me. I flinched, but I didn’t raise my fists. Much like our previous encounter, the yokai’s muscles appeared to relax, and its green eyes seemed to draw me in.

The woman inside of the core came into focus faster this time. It was like she was excited to break away from the shadows covering her form. I even thought I saw a smile touch the corners of her lips when she became completely visible to me.

“I can see you,” I whispered. Somewhere in the span of seconds, I had stopped talking to the nekomata and was now addressing the woman.

The woman brought a finger up to her face, pointed at one of her eyes, and then pointed at me.

Holy shit! She understands me!

“Are you the nekomata, or are you trapped inside of it?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what I could do with the answers to either of my questions, but I started to feel the sensation of the Dawn in my system.

The woman scrunched her eyebrows down and twitched her lips. It appeared that the answers to my questions were too complicated to explain with gestures alone.

The three emotions I associated with the Dawn were coming through clearly. I could feel pride, awe, and gratitude swelling inside of my body. I wasn’t focusing on the Dawn, but I could feel its intensity build. I could feel the Dawn’s pathways expanding, and it was like a fog was lifting.

“Do you need help?” I finally asked.

The woman’s eyes ballooned for a moment. She then tucked her chin into her chest. With her gaze pointed at the ground, she slowly raised and lowered her head.

“I can…help you,” I offered. I wasn’t quite sure how, but I wanted to nonetheless.

Another layer of fog seemed to burn off of my mind. What was it about helping the woman that was having this impact on my understanding of the Dawn? More to the point, I’d offered to help her without knowing exactly if it was possible.

Based on her reaction, the woman must have thought the same thing. She raised one of her eyebrows, and a thin line of disbelief grew across her lips.

Think. I need the Dawn to defeat the Dusk, but I don’t want to hurt her. I want to…protect her.

The last of the fog in my mind burned off, and the fourth feeling became crystal clear. Protection. The feeling was telling me I needed to lend my strength to her. But how could I lend her my strength?

In Ayane’s story, her ancestor used his Dawn-infused katana to cut the beautiful woman out of the yokai’s core, but I didn’t have a weapon. All I had were a pair of gloves.

My mind instantly flashed back to my first experience in the gym at the Hold. How the speed test was second nature to me. The combat training I’d been practicing since childhood seemed to fit perfectly with the way I was experiencing the Dawn inside of me.

Then there was my practice this afternoon. I had seamlessly moved the Dawn between my arms and legs. It was becoming second nature. I could feel each strike getting stronger and faster. Maybe I couldn’t spark a weapon because I wasn’t supposed to use one!

I could feel the woman growing wary of me as I removed my bag and lowered it onto the ground. After opening my bag, I found the pair of gloves I’d borrowed from the gym.

A sound approaching a hiss escaped the nekomata when I pulled on the gloves. The woman seemed to take three steps back into the shadows of the yokai’s core, and I could see the body of the nekomata tense.

“Wait. I’m not going to attack you,” I said. I held my hands open. “See, there’s nothing here. These just help me focus. I think I know how to help you.”

The woman took a cautious step forward in the nekomata’s shifting form. Her eyes were filled with distrust. She took another step forward when I slowly rotated my hands like a blackjack dealer leaving a table, demonstrating that there was nothing on either side of them.

“I know why you’re scared. You don’t have a reason to trust someone like me, but I want to help you,” I said. “I want to protect you.”

The woman’s mouth transformed into a thin line, but she finally gave a few nods, stepping back to her original, fully visible position in the core.

“Good. Is there something I can do to help convince you?” I asked, more to myself than to her.

I looked around the alley once again, in the hope that the answer might be written on one of the surrounding surfaces. It wasn’t.

When my fruitless search returned to the woman in the yokai’s core, my back started to itch. I absentmindedly scratched at it, and an idea came to me.

“You don’t know if you can trust me, right?”

The woman slowly nodded.

“Well I might have a way for you to start trusting me.”

She tilted her head to one side.

“While I’m getting you out, position one of your claws against my throat. If I break the surface of your core, kill me,” I concluded with a confidence I didn’t really feel. I didn’t like the idea of razor-sharp claws near any part of my body.

Her eyes narrowed at me. She seemed to test my resolve by lifting one of her front paws and extending its knife-like claws. When I didn’t move away, she swept the paw within an inch of my face.

I stood my ground. “Are you satisfied? I’m not scared of you, and I want-–”

The familiar public service announcement buzz went off on my phone. The nekomata jolted, deadly claw still extended only a hairsbreadth from my throat.

“That sound is about you. I need to check my phone to see what’s happening,” I explained, without moving my body.

She eyed me suspiciously, but pulled her claw back about a foot and gave me a nod.

As I suspected, the message on the app was about a Tracker picking up the nekomata’s trail in Kyobashi. It didn’t appear that they knew the exact location, but it was obvious they’d be in the area soon enough.

I put my phone back into my pocket. “We’re running out of time. They know you’re in the area. I want to protect you, but I can’t fight them all.”

We shared a moment of stillness. The woman slowly closed her eyes, and nodded at me. I waited for her to move her claw back into position before beginning.

With her claw back in front of my throat, I closed my eyes. I concentrated on the feeling of the Dawn inside of me. I pushed through the pride, through the awe, and through the gratitude in order to focus on protection. I wanted to protect her.

When I opened my eyes, my hands had moved beyond having just a spark. They were covered with Dawn.

This could actually work!


Chapter 21


Here Kitty, Kitty, Kitty



At first, the woman inside of the core looked shocked by the appearance of the Dawn on my gloves. Her face quickly changed to a look of determination, and I could see a faint glow of gold around her entire body.

I took in a long breath, targeted a point just above the woman’s left shoulder, and said, “I’m going to start.”

My right fist flew forward, and made contact with the exact point of Dusk I’d been aiming for above her shoulder. There was no delay between the moment of impact and the twinge of pain I felt.

It felt like I’d punched a windshield. However, a huge chunk of Dusk in the area nearest her shoulder blew away, and faded into nothingness.

An excited smile flashed on the woman’s face. She nodded several times, like she was encouraging me to keep going.

Hoping the following blows wouldn’t feel as painful, I targeted an area a little lower and next to her left tricep. I punched through, and another shock of pain ravaged my entire right hand.

Again, the Dusk in the area I had aimed for blew away. We were making progress, but I was starting to wonder if we’d have enough time—and if my body could withstand the impacts.

Two minutes and five strikes later, the left side of the woman’s body from her shoulder to her thigh was free from the yokai’s core. Things were working better than I could’ve hoped, but our progress was being slowed.

Initially, the feeling of punching a brick wall was the only issue. This changed after I landed my fourth hit. Now there was a hint of sexual arousal thrown into the mix. While I was targeting my fifth blow, a perfect pink nipple on top of what I presumed was a double D-sized tit winked at the corner of my line of sight.

Obviously, I could tell it was a woman at the core of the yokai before we got started, but her face had been the clearest part of her. The rest of her was covered in a swirling mass of shadows inside of the core. They sort of moved like the calico coat of the nekomata. I guess I had assumed she was wearing something. As it turned out, she most definitely wasn’t.

The distractions became more intense as my progress downward freed more of her body. After noticing her flawless left breast, I saw the side of her waist move inward, and then outward for her hips. She had a perfect hourglass figure, and what looked like ideal proportions between the two halves of her body. My mind started to wander when my latest strike knocked away the Dusk nearest her left thigh.

Snap out of it! Focus on the pain in your hands, and stop getting distracted.

The woman blinked at me several times. I must have taken a longer pause between punches. A look of concern worked its way across her face. Her eyes looked at the mess my hands were becoming.

Even with the help of the gloves, my knuckles had split, and blood was running out of each fingerless opening. I could also tell my wrists were starting to swell from the repeated impacts.

When she was done examining me, the woman shook her head slowly. The determined look returned to her face, and she pulled her claw back from its position in front of my throat. She closed her eyes and spread her limbs wide. She was showing her trust in me.

The faint glow around her body suddenly became brighter than a set of high beams on a truck driving down a country road. Not only did this help me regain my focus, but I found the impact of the blows on my fists had lessened.

It still stung when I made impact with the Dusk, but now it was almost a welcoming pain. It was a pain I recognized, and had grown to appreciate. This pain was the toughening of my limbs while I was learning iron fist. It was the pain I grew with in order to break boards and bricks. We were old friends, and I knew he would take me where I needed to go. The journey might suck, but the destination would be worth it.

Working my way up the right side of the woman, my damn phone buzzed again. I had intended on ignoring the annoying app, but the base of my spine froze when I heard the same buzz from other devices nearby.

I couldn’t know for certain, but my best guess put the approaching members of the Wheel about half a block away from the alley. We were running out of time. Judging by what I’d seen while on patrol with Toshi, whoever was coming down the street would attempt to coordinate with others to locate the nekomata and attack.

In an effort to possibly buy us some more time, I pulled my phone out and shut it off. The last thing I needed was another notification to go off and give away our exact location. Once my phone was back in my pocket, I quickly got back to work.

Even with my precaution, they’d probably be on us in less than a minute. I figured I needed to land six more precise hits to get the woman out. I focused on an area near her right hip and threw my left fist.

The woman opened her eyes and seemed to plead with me to hurry.

I nodded, took aim, and landed another strike.

I could hear the sound of rushing footsteps outside of the alley.

Aim. Strike.

The pace of the footsteps increased.

Aim. Strike. Aim. Strike.

They were running.

Aim. Strike. Aim.

They were so close. I could hear voices.

Strike.

Shouting from a rooftop and just outside of the alley.

Why isn’t she free?

I quickly looked over the naked woman’s entire form. There was no visible Dusk on either side of her body or in front of her. This had me stumped, and we were out of time. The Hunters and Trackers would be here in moments.

The woman looked nervously around. She was exposed, and seemed afraid. When she turned in profile to look toward the entrance of the alley, I saw the problem. There was still some Dusk surrounding her two tails.

“Stay like that,” I hissed.

She froze in place, and I tried to ignore the rounded, sumptuous ass just below the two tails. I took aim and landed a punch.

“It’s here!” someone shouted from the head of the alley.

Standing in front of me was a naked and trembling…cat girl? With two tufts poking out on the top of her head and two swaying tails behind her, it was painfully obvious that she was a cat girl.

“Dylan?” I heard an approaching voice ask.

Without thinking, I yanked my hoodie off and gave it to the cat girl. “Put this on,” I said, before stepping in front of her.

A weak sound came from behind me.

As soon as I was in front of the woman, I could clearly make out the features of five Hunters heading in our direction. I recognized two of them.

About a dozen steps away from me, one of the Hunters I recognized took the lead. It was Isamu. Other than helping with Kate’s legal issue, I hadn’t seen him since my initiation ceremony.

“Where did the nekomata go, Dylan?” Isamu asked, breathing hard and with a hint of concern in his voice.

“I’m not sure,” I said, and leaned back a little further. I added a few deep breaths when my shoulder blades brushed up against the wall behind me.

The woman must have been crouching, because I only felt the hard surface of the wall in the space between my shoulders and the middle of my back.

“When did it leave?” Isamu tried.

“I…I can’t⁠—”

Ayane suddenly landed in front of me in the most jaw-dropping and badass landing I’d ever seen a person stick. She must have jumped down from a nearby balcony, because Ayane looked like a damn superhero when she hit the ground.

“Dylan, are you safe?” Ayane asked, temporarily dropping her professional work demeanor.

“I’m fine. I encountered some semi-permanent Dusk, and I took care of it without a weapon. I think the nekomata hit me from behind,” I lied.

To help sell the story I had thrown together, I held up my still-gloved hands. Rivulets of blood were running out of the fingers and bottoms of both gloves. I sparked my hands to offer up a bit more evidence.

Isamu mumbled, “Tranquil fist. Another legend.” He had a starry-eyed look, and I honestly thought Isamu was going to start acting like a fanboy.

Ayane closed her eyes and brought both of her hands up before I could ask what Isamu was talking about. “Dylan must be the one to report this to the Scholar. We should leave any mention of the tranquil fist out of our report,” she said.

When she stopped talking to Isamu, Ayane's face started glowing. Just like she’d done during her test, Ayane pushed the Dawn out. Her eyes were covered in what looked like golden sunglasses.

A confused look gathered on Ayane’s face. It was as if she could sense the woman crouched behind me, but was trying to put together two pieces from different puzzles.

“So much…Dawn,” Ayane said slowly.

“Yeah, I guess my reserves must have come out when I used my fists on the Dusk,” I reasoned, widening my eyes dramatically.

Ayane tilted her head to one side in the most adorable way, but the look on her face made it very clear. She wasn’t buying my bullshit.

“If the nekomata attacked Dylan, it must still be nearby,” Isamu guessed.

In a last ditch effort, I cleared my throat to get Ayane’s attention. Once she was looking at me, I moved my eyes to the opposite end of the alley and gave my head a small tilt. Luckily, she caught onto my pathetic charades version of “get them away from me”.

“Yes, I’m picking up on the nekomata’s Dusk this way,” she said, pointing in the direction I’d motioned to. She added, “We’re close.”

“Let’s go,” Isamu commanded.

The Hunters and other Trackers moved in the direction Ayane had indicated, but she hung back.

When the last of our comrades were gone, Ayane leaned in close. “Why does the thing behind you have enough Dawn inside of it to infuse every weapon inside of the Hold’s armory?”

I looked over my shoulder and saw the cat girl peeking at Ayane from behind my waist. Readying myself for a bit of explanation, I brought in a deep inhale. “It’s related to the text I sent you, only now’s-–”

Ayane waved a hand to cut me off. Our eyes met, and I knew our long conversation was going to involve some heated emotions. I knew I was in trouble.

She regained her composure. “My shift ended an hour ago, but I volunteered for this search. I’ll come back to your apartment later.”
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Luckily, it didn’t take too much convincing for me to get the cat girl to follow me home. She immediately latched herself to my left arm and wouldn’t let go. My hoodie covered the front of her body down to her mid-thigh. However, it became abundantly clear the same could not be said about her back.

Since we’d hurried to my apartment, I hadn’t noticed how her tails were interacting with the back of my hoodie until the lights flickered on in my entryway. The bottom of the hoodie was hiked up, and her full, bare ass was exposed.

She pulled down the hood of my sweatshirt as I studiously avoided looking at her perfect ass. I finally noticed the two tails weren’t the only feline features she had. Sure, her straight black hair was passably human, but the fuzzy black ears on top of her head were decidedly feline. Her large green eyes, small rounded nose, and pink lips gave her face a cute, approachable look.

The cat girl began investigating every corner of my apartment. She picked up a dirty pair of boxer briefs from the floor, sniffed them, and rubbed them on the side of her face with a smile on her lips. She gave me a confused look when I quickly moved in and took my underpants away from her, but she was soon back at her exploration of my place.

Like she had done with my used underwear, the cat girl smelled all of the other articles of clothing she could get her hands on. After smelling them, she would rub whatever she was holding against the side of her smiling face a couple of times before dropping it. There were a few of Ayane’s things in the apartment, but the cat girl seemed to avoid these items during her investigation.

After working her way through my clothes, the cat girl joined me in the kitchen. I’d intended to put my groceries away, but the pain in my hands was increasing. I sucked in a bit of air through my teeth, and I knew it was going to be a bitch to get these gloves off.

The cat girl sniffed around my hands for a moment. She tenderly clasped her hands over mine and looked up at me with worry in her eyes. She shocked the hell out of me when she spoke.

“Hurt?” she asked. Her high-pitched voice held just a hint of cat’s chirp, and was as cute as her face.

“A little,” I confessed.

Gently removing my mangled hands from hers, I unfastened both gloves and moved over to the kitchen sink.

To distract myself, I asked, “Do you have a name?”

“Fumiko,” she replied, with a smile in her voice.

“That’s a pretty name,” I said, looking at my wrists and deciding to free the left hand first.

“Thank you, Dylan.” Fumiko blushed a little.

Thinking out loud, I said, “This is going to suck…wait.” I looked back at Fumiko. “How do you know my name?”

“Your mate said it when you protected me from the others with the Dawn,” Fumiko said matter of factly.

“What do you mean, my mate?”

Fumiko shrugged. “Her smell is here. Her…coverings? You called her Ayane.”

Curbing my fascination with Fumiko’s deductive reasoning, I went back to my hands. The swelling in my knuckles had bulged and distorted the finger openings. Every snag of fabric against my skin caused another wince or audible breath.

After a minute, I was finally able to free my left hand. As I expected, my knuckles were cracked and were expanding to the size of marbles. Each wound was painted in dried blood.

Fumiko’s voice grew concerned. “The Dusk.” She paused and looked down. When she looked back in my direction, her eyes were welling up. “Thank you. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I reassured her.

Looking down at my pulverized hand, I knew my work wasn’t done.

I knew my right hand was going to be a bit more of a challenge, because I’d used it more frequently while busting Fumiko out of the nekomata. She must have sensed this, because she hunched closer to the sink and brought her head level with my shaking hands.

Like the experience with freeing my left hand, working my right glove off was torture. Each bunch of fabric, or tug and flex of my fingers shot excruciating pain through my system. I yelped when I was finally able to free my dislocated pinky from the glove.

Fumiko was shaking and choking back tears during the entirety of the slow, painful business. Once both of my hands were free, she broke down. Sobs hitched in her throat, and she apologized to me at least a dozen more times.

I tried to reassure Fumiko, while rinsing the blood off of my hands, and thinking about how I was going to treat my injuries. With limited medical supplies in the apartment, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to address everything on my own—the dislocated pinky being the most obvious issue.

I considered my options. If I went to an emergency room, I could probably throw together a disguise and take Fumiko with me. They’d ask questions about my injuries, but she’d be safe. I knew it’d be the opposite at the medical facilities in the Hold. They’d have no issues with treating my wounds, but I wouldn’t be able to slip Fumiko past the other members of the Wheel.

Just when I started scanning my apartment for a more convincing outfit to offer Fumiko, she looked up at me with tears streaming down her face.

“I’m sorry. I help you, Dylan,” she pleaded.

“Thanks, but I think I need to go to a hospital. My hands are in worse shap⁠—”

“No hospital. The Dawn. I use the Dawn,” she insisted.

Before I could say anything else, Fumiko lightly held her hands out over mine. The bright golden shine of the Dawn started radiating from her body. I could feel it concentrating around Fumiko’s hands and working itself into my body. There was a sense of harmony between the Dawn in my network, and the Dawn coming from Fumiko.

My hands numbed, and I watched in amazement as the cuts, cracks, and gouges in my fingers and knuckles began to seal. Finally, my pinky finger popped out and back into place. There was no pain involved with any of Fumiko’s healing. The Dawn coming from her body had a warm and soothing sensation.

When she was done, the glow of gold faded from around Fumiko, and she tipped backward. There was a satisfied look on her face, instead of her tears from earlier. I froze for a half a second and dumbfoundedly watched her pitch toward the floor.

Thankfully, I was able to spring into action and catch her. With my arms wrapped around Fumiko, I was reminded of my need to protect her. However, this was momentarily replaced with inappropriate thoughts when Fumiko spoke.

In a breathy voice, she whispered, “You smell…good. I need food.”

After carrying her over to the couch, I went back to the groceries. When my hands landed on the tray of sashimi and sushi, I figured it was worth a shot.

Fumiko’s ears pricked up and her eyes went wide when I came back with the tray of fish. I removed the lid from the tray.

While handing it to her, I said, “I hope you like it.”

The cat girl’s eyes rapidly moved back and forth between my face and the tray. When I held the tray closer to her, she grabbed it. She stuffed the pieces of sliced salmon, octopus, and yellowtail into her mouth, with mere seconds between bites.

When she’d finished the last piece, Fumiko dropped the plastic tray and looked at me expectantly. “More?” she asked.

“I have some tuna in a can. Do you want to try it?” I offered.

Fifteen minutes and three cans of tuna later, Fumiko was dozing on the couch.

Figuring she’d be more comfortable on a bed, I picked her up and headed back to my room. Gently setting her down, I pulled the blankets back and tucked her in on my side of the bed. She immediately nuzzled her face into my pillow.

“Dylan smell,” Fumiko murmured with her eyes closed.

She seemed to settle into the bed, and her head rolled over toward Ayane’s pillow. Fumiko’s nose gave a twitch, and she spoke in her dreamy voice again.

“Ayane smell. Mate. Maybe…I…mate…” her voice trailed off.

I figured it was time to step away. Before I could, Fumiko’s hands reached through the blankets and caught my arm. Her eyes were still closed, but her face scrunched up into a look of disappointment before she spoke.

“Stay…more…protection,” she nearly whined, and her body began to tremble.

I let out a sigh and eased my way into the bed next to her. I tried to settle into a position mostly above the blankets close to Fumiko, but not too close.

The nekomata is actually a cat girl. The nekomata is in my bed. Holy crap.

Feeling overwhelmed, I was actually thankful for the distraction when my stomach decided it wanted to cry out in protest.

“What am I going to do about dinner?” I wondered out loud.


Chapter 22


I Swear, Nothing Happened



Luckily, it didn’t take very long for Fumiko to fall asleep. I had propped myself up on my side of the bed and was reading. There was no way I’d remember anything from the book, but it was distracting me from the half-naked cat girl in my bed. I’d even started to forget about being hungry…sort of.

About ten minutes after I could hear regular breathing from Fumiko, I tested the waters and tried to disentangle myself. She gave a soft moan when I freed my left shoulder, but it seemed like I was safe to get out of the bed and dash downstairs before the curry restaurant closed.

I tiptoed to the door, slid on a pair of shoes, and exited my apartment as quietly as possible. To avoid needing to punch in the door combination, I flicked out the lock and let the exposed thrown bolt rest on the door frame. I wasn’t terribly worried about intruders, because someone would have to walk past the restaurant to access the stairwell to my apartment.

It was ten minutes to closing time when I popped open the door to Tanaka Curry. As was the case the last four times I’d visited, the owner shouted out an enthusiastic welcome. When Mr. Tanaka noticed it was me, he chuckled and switched to his broken, but understandable English.

“Ah, Dylan. Back soon. You ordered lunch combo…Monday,” Mr. Tanaka said with a smile.

In Japanese, I told him the food was too delicious to have only once per week.

“Your Japanese speak well. English. I need more English,” Mr. Tanaka pleaded.

“Your English is good!” I responded politely. “But I can teach you more if you want.”

“Good. What is today order? Fireball original?” he guessed.

“Yes, please. I’ll have the tonkatsu with fireball original curry. Spice level…six, please,” I said, with a little bit of doubt in my voice.

Curry wasn’t exactly a staple back home, but I was beginning to fall in love with it. Part of this new romance was my growing ability to tolerate spicier flavors. The lunch special I’d had earlier in the week had been a level five. I’d enjoyed the delicious burn in my mouth, and the spots of sweat on my forehead felt like tiny badges of honor.

Mr. Tanaka turned his head sideways after hearing the spice level for my late-night meal. His eyes narrowed in comic fashion, and a mischievous grin cracked his lips.

“Can you spicy, Dylan? Hot, now. Six make you burn,” Mr. Tanaka said, waving a hand in front of his mouth for added effect.

Following his lead, I pumped my fists in front of me. “I’m brave enough to try, Mr. Tanaka! Please give me the level six spice. I’d like an extra helping of rice and a soft-boiled egg as well. To-go, please.”

Mr. Tanaka rang up my order, took my money, and set his cook to task in the back. Shortly after I found a seat facing the door, Mr. Tanaka came back up to the front of the restaurant. He set to work cleaning the counter near the register. It seemed like he wanted to make sure I didn’t feel ignored, because he started talking to me again a few moments later.

“New girlfriend, Dylan?” Mr. Tanaka asked, while putting some elbow grease into a stubborn spot on his counter space.

“Huh? No, I’m still seeing Ayane,” I answered, with a presumably puzzled look on my face.

“Girl upstairs not girlfriend.” Mr. Tanaka stopped cleaning and shot me a cheeky smile. He added, “Maybe skinship friend.”

I guess I should have known Mr. Tanaka—and anyone else inside of the restaurant—would have seen Fumiko and me coming in earlier. Since this guy was buddies with the building’s owner, I had to come up with something.

“Oh, you’re talking about Fumiko. She’s a…friend from work. She had too much to drink, so I’m letting her sleep it off,” I explained, hoping it was at least a feasible story.

Mr. Tanaka chuckled. He dropped his rag and went back to the kitchen. A few minutes later, he came back to the front with two bottles of Kirin Ichiban beer and two glasses. He set everything down and headed to the door, shutting off his window sign and locking the door before returning to my table.

He took a seat and proceeded to open one of the beers. Mr. Tanaka poured half of the bottle in a glass, and pushed it in front of me with a quick request to “drink”.

Once the opened bottle was set back onto the table, I returned the gesture and poured the remainder into a glass for Mr. Tanaka.

I took a swig of my Kirin and enjoyed the crisp lager flavor. Mr. Tanaka must have enjoyed the beer as well, because he gave a cartoonish “ahh” after taking his drink. I would’ve laughed at Mr. Tanaka’s reaction, but this was all new territory for me. He’d never offered me a free serving of rice, let alone a beer.

“In youth, I had many—” Mr. Tanaka quickly looked around the restaurant and leaned in closer before continuing. “I had many skinship friend.” A wolfish grin pulled at the corners of his mouth.

“She’s not my—” I adopted Mr. Tanaka’s leaned in position, and continued. “---skinship friend. She’s just a little drunk, and I’m helping.”

Mr. Tanaka gave me two quick, dismissive affirmations in Japanese. “No problem. Ayane…maybe problem. I understand. You young. Enjoy, but careful, Okay?”

Since I didn’t have any other excuses chambered, I took another swig. Mr. Tanaka’s grin stayed on his face as he polished off his glass. We performed the same ritual of pouring the other’s drink with the second bottle, and drank it mostly in silence.

My order came up a few minutes after we finished the second bottle of beer. The sack looked like it contained way more than what I’d ordered. Once Mr. Tanaka’s employee handed the bag to me, I investigated the contents.

“Is this someone else’s order? I only got the fireball original,” I said, a bit confused.

“Your order and two more. One Ayane. One Fumiko,” Mr. Tanaka replied.

When I turned my head in puzzlement, Mr. Tanaka laughed.

“Trust me. Hungry girl, angry girl. You feed, maybe happy,” Mr. Tanaka said with a giggle.

I thanked him several times and rose to leave. Mr. Tanaka walked me to the door, let me out, and wished me good luck.

My head was still shaking when I closed the door to the restaurant and headed back to my apartment. Walking back up the stairs with a full plastic bag of curry, rice, and toppings was a bit more challenging than my exit. Every step caused a crinkle or swish, and threatened to give away my secret departure.

At the top of the stairs, I did my best to slowly open the door and sneak back into my apartment. There didn’t seem to be any sort of noticeable reaction to my entry. I briefly believed my departure and return had gone undetected. This all changed when I turned away from the door to face the interior of my apartment.

Fumiko was standing at the entryway of my apartment, and she was shaking. Her hair was a bit of tousled mess, and her ears were drooping forward in a way that would have appeared cute under different circumstances.

“Dylan, you're here! I thought Kuro found you,” Fumiko said in a quivering voice. ear was written all over her face.

“I’m fine. I just needed to get something to eat.” I held up the full bag of curry. In an effort to win her over, I added, “There’s nothing to worry about.”

Fumiko lunged at me and wrapped her arms around my waist. She began rubbing her face on either side of my chest and whispering. Since I was the cause for her concern, I decided to let her continue her cat-like behavior for a minute or so.

When the smell of my takeaway curry got to be too much, I finally interrupted Fumiko’s rubbing.

“Really, I’m OK. There’s food in here for you too, if you’re still hungry,” I tried.

Fumiko brought her face away from my chest. She took a moment to process what I was saying, as her face changed from fear to disbelief. After I placed the bag of food onto the counter, Fumiko tilted her head. Her eyes narrowed on the bag.

“It has a strong smell. Is it…fire food?” Fumiko asked, with one of her ears perking up.

I was so focused on how damn adorable Fumiko’s ear movements were that I nearly missed her question.

“Fire food,” I repeated. After a moment, I asked, “Ah, do you mean spicy?”

“Spic–y. Yes, is this spicy food?” Fumiko reframed her question.

“Yeah, the curry part is spicy, but you can just eat the toppings and rice if you don’t like spicy food,” I offered.

Fumiko’s tails swayed back and forth, and her tongue ran along her lips at the prospect of more food. It appeared the girl was still hungry after all.

After contemplating the structural integrity of the to-go containers, I pulled out a couple of plates. I wouldn’t want Fumiko’s first experience with curry to end in a disastrous spill. With the food portioned out, and a cat girl hopping on the balls of her feet, I walked the plates over to my table. Once I put the plates down onto the table, Fumiko tilted her head again and joined me.

I probably shouldn’t have been surprised, but Fumiko didn’t take the seat across the table from me. No, she started by sitting in my lap. This wasn't an entirely unpleasant experience, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to eat my meal with her ass wiggling into my crotch. I lifted her up and walked her over to the other chair.

For good measure, I put a spoon in her hand. I assisted her in the process of scooping up some curry, egg, and rice. She looked back and forth between her spoon and my face a couple of times, before tentatively tasting the food.

Once the spoon was in her mouth, I could feel her whole body vibrate.

“Good. Fire…spicy food is good,” Fumiko declared.

I laughed, sat back down and was finally able to get some food into my system. My stomach was growling louder than a chainsaw by the time the first spoonful of curry hit my lips.

Outside of the noticeable increase in spice, fireball original curry was just as amazing this time as it had been every time prior. There was a similarity between the flavor of the curry and the thick beef gravy my mom used to make for pot roast. Sorry mom, I thought, but that’s where the similarities ended. There was a much stronger depth of flavors dancing around in the background to support the burning pepper punch. I was hooked.

After getting a few bites into my meal, my brain brought back the first thing Fumiko had said when I got back into the apartment. She mentioned ‘Kuro’. At first, I’d thought she was just using a different word to describe the Dusk, but that didn’t feel right. The way she said it with terror on her face had me thinking it had to be something else.

Between spoonfuls, I asked, “So, what’s Kuro, and why would it get me?”

Fumiko put down her spoon. She took in a deep breath, appearing to steady herself. “I don’t remember. It’s…dark. Kuro isn’t the all name. Sorry, I can’t explain it.”

“Dusk? Are you talking about the purple…the negative feelings you had around your body earlier?”

“No, same name, Dusk. I know Dusk and Dawn. You smell like Dawn and a little Kirin.” She squinted her eyes. “And something else.”

She can smell the beer I just had? How sensitive is her nose?

“I had a beer with Mr. Tanaka while I was waiting for the food. Sorry to make you worry.”

“Beer? Huh, maybe beer, too. Sorry, Dylan. I don’t know how to talk about Kuro.” Fumiko bit her upper lip.

Seeing that she probably wasn’t upset about me having a beer, I thought of some other options for what this Kuro could be. I thought I’d heard her use a different word for the other Hunters, so I was pretty sure I could rule out my new coworkers.

Just to be safe, I ran through numerous titles and terms I’d come across over the last several weeks. While many of these words were new to her, Fumiko confirmed the Kuro wasn’t the Scholar, a Tracker, a Hunter, the Master, the Council, or the Wheel, once they were described to her.

After my seventh or eighth attempt, Fumiko started to look frustrated. She scrunched her face and her tails from side to side. I would have taken her more seriously, but she had a smear of curry on the side of her face.

“What?” I laughed.

“I need more memory,” she huffed.

“Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out,” I promised.

Fumiko let out a long yawn that stretched her entire face. “Please, don’t go. Stay close. Help me rest.”

I cleaned up our mess, put Ayane’s portion of curry in the fridge, and got Fumiko back into bed. Once I got onto the bed, Fumiko roped one of her arms over my chest. This was soon followed by one of her legs kicking out from the blankets and ensnaring both of mine. Since Fumiko’s thigh was rubbing against my crotch, I had to gingerly pat her leg down lower. This was met with some resistance and a growl, but Fumiko ultimately relented.

The cat girl fell asleep much faster this time. Fumiko’s breathing became regular within a couple of minutes. Knowing it would be exponentially more difficult to have a constructive conversation with Ayane if she found me in bed with Fumiko, I gently moved her arm and sat up.

She shouldn’t freak out again if I’m in the room, right?

I stood up and tried to puzzle together the insanity of the evening. How in the world was I going to explain any of this to Ayane? On the one hand, she might be shocked to discover her grandfather’s fairytale was true. Fumiko had been a woman trapped inside of a yokai. On the other…Ayane might treat her as an extension of the nekomata.

Oh god, what am I going to do if she’s like Toshi, and thinks the nekomata was a beacon for the oni that killed their parents?

But Fumiko wasn’t the nekomata. I knew there was a line separating her from the yokai. When I saw her in the core, it was like she was imprisoned there. She wanted to be freed.

Was she in control of the monster? No, the way she uses the Dawn doesn’t fit with her being malicious. Was she just an unwilling accomplice?

At some point, I’d started pacing my room and into the hallway. I was unconsciously setting myself up to intercept Ayane at the doorway and guide her to the living room or kitchen to have this conversation.

As I was turning toward the bedroom on another pass, the beeps for my door code sounded. I stopped in my tracks and eased the bedroom door closed as Ayane walked into the apartment.

When I looked in her direction, Ayane was leaning against one of the walls in the entryway. She had her phone out and was still wearing her shoes.

“I’ve never been this drained or famished,” she said softly, her face set in uncharacteristically harsh lines.

I kept my face neutral and my tone careful. “I have some curry for you.”

Ayane shook her head, and placed her hands on her hips. “You have ten seconds to tell me why you wanted me to lie to the people I’ve trusted my entire life, and why there’s a being filled with Dawn in your bedroom, before I leave here for the last time.”

Shit.

I licked my lips and launched into my explanation. “Your grandfather’s story was real. The woman sleeping in the other room was in the core of the nekomata, and I freed her.”

“What?” Ayane asked, her face scrunched in confusion.

Wanting her to know the truth, I moved closer. “I’m not making this up. You scanned her in the alley. You saw the Dawn. She’s…well, I don’t know what she is, really. But I’m telling you she was inside of a yokai.”

Ayane’s eyes softened. She searched my face for a long moment and bit her lip. She looked down and whispered, “Impossible. What you’re saying is insane. My grandfather just used it as a story to…”

I tilted her chin up and saw a shimmer of tears. “It’s all true, and it’s why I texted you after Toshi got hurt. I knew we needed to talk about what I saw. I’ll tell you everything I know,” I promised.

She fell forward and wrapped her arm around my waist, burying her face into my chest. “I was so worried about you. But if she’s real, how do we know she’s not a threat?” Ayane asked.

Stroking the back of her head, I leaned down. “See for yourself. I think Fumiko’s here to help.”

On our way back to the kitchen, Ayane peered in on Fumiko. The cat girl was still fast asleep. If our talk in the entryway had created a few cracks in Ayane’s armor, seeing Fumiko in bed shattered whatever was left.

Ayane’s mouth formed an ‘O’, and she brought her palm up to cover it. Her eyes widened, and she swiveled her head back and forth between me and Fumiko.

“She’s so…cute,” she said, with a smile plastered across her face. When her eyes turned back to Fumiko, they narrowed. “Is she wearing one of your shirts?”

Scratching at the back of my neck, I said, “Yeah. She was sort of naked when I freed her from the nekomata’s core. I had to give her something to wear.”

Satisfied with her initial examination of Fumiko, Ayane tugged at my hand. “Come on, I’m starving.”


Chapter 23


Hungry for Answers



I sat Ayane down at the table and pulled her meal out of the fridge. She added a request for a salad, and I was happy to oblige. She was calling out the ingredients I’d need to make a dressing, when she must have spotted the whipped cream.

“What’s that for?” she asked, pointing at the container.

“Part of tomorrow’s surprise, but you’ll have to wait for breakfast.”

“I’m a little tired of surprises, but I guess you can have this one.” She shook her head. After taking a drink of her barley tea, she added, “Go on, tell me everything. I like her, and I’ve decided to not call every Hunter in the city, but you’re not out of trouble yet.”

Fair enough.

I spilled everything. I started by telling her about my patrol with Toshi, then moved onto our encounter with the nekomata, how I saw Fumiko for the first time, and her brother’s reaction afterwards.

Ayane heaved out a sigh. “Toshi never talks about the first few weeks with our grandparents. Once we have a better understanding, I think I should be the one to speak with him about Fumiko.”

I agreed and moved onto my afternoon with the Scholar and Sato. Without thinking, I included my interaction with Sato.

“I'm glad I can use the Dawn around my hands, but do you think it still counts if it’s my fists being sparked and not a weapon?” I wondered out loud.

Ayane chuckled. “Don’t you remember Isamu’s reaction in the alley? You not only completed a spark, but you covered your hands in the Dawn. It’s actually a part of our history. Centuries ago, Hunters didn’t use weapons to fight the Dusk. They used their bodies.” She took a bite of her reheated curry.

Ayane’s eyes went wide, and she fanned her mouth. “Dylan. What spice number did you pick?” she asked, with a bit of accusation in her voice.

“Six.” I looked at the floor.

“Baka. That’s too much heat,” she said in a playfully angry voice, taking another swig of tea.

“Sorry. I’ll get the foreigner spice level next time,” I teased. “Why did the Hunters stop using their hands and feet to fight the Dusk?”

Ayane took another bite of food. “The Wheel doesn’t really know. This was more than four hundred years ago, so it’s been lost. However, Sato will have to recognize your ability when you see him.”

I described my encounter with the nekomata and Fumiko near the apartment. At this point, Ayane had stopped eating. She was taking in long breaths, and concentrating on a point in the middle distance.

“I’m sorry about not saying anything to Isamu and the rest of the team when you arrived, but I knew I had to protect Fumiko. I don’t want you to be upset, and I would never lie to…” I trailed off.

A single tear ran down Ayane’s face. “You’re too reckless, Dylan. You listened to my silly story and made a dangerous choice. This time, you’re lucky. Maybe not next time. You know the protocol. You should’ve called it in.”

I moved over to Ayane and held her tight. As soon as her face met my chest, I could feel her shudder against me. I slowly stroked the back of her head and repeated, “It’s alright,” over and over again. We stayed like that for a few minutes, with her silently crying in my arms.

After a while, her shaking stopped. “Please don’t make me worry about you again,” she whispered. “Hearing all of this is a lot to process, but I want to help you.”

Keeping her close to me, I said, “Thank you, and I’ll do my best to not cause you any more trouble. There’s one last thing I need to tell you.”

We separated, and Ayane continued eating her food. I spared her some of the more gruesome details centered around removing my gloves, but I included every portion of Fumiko’s healing.

“Do you think she was using the Dawn, like you do for a high level scan? She was so hungry and tired afterwards,” I thought aloud.

“Yes, it’s extremely possible. Pulling Dawn out of yourself is a huge strain. Honestly, I’m surprised you’re not fast asleep after covering your hands in the Dawn to free Fumiko.”

“Adrenaline?”

“That would account for an hour, maybe. But why are you still awake now?” Ayane wondered.

“I’m really damn tired, but I wanted to talk with you.” Thinking about my training, and the experience of freeing Fumiko, I asked, “Is it normal for the Dawn to get stronger inside of a Hunter’s network? I don’t know how else to describe it, but the power I’m able to draw upon seems to be increasing.”

Ayane shook her head. “No. I haven’t heard of anything like that, but it might be why you’re not suffering from the same level of hunger and fatigue that a normal Tracker or Hunter would.” She looked away for a moment. “I could look at the Dawn in your system if you’d like.”

“I thought you were at your limit?”

She shoveled the remaining spoonfuls of curry into her mouth. “If I’m quick, I should just drift off to sleep. I’ll probably be really hungry tomorrow, so I hope your surprise has a lot of calories.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at her last comment. “You’re in luck. But you don’t have to push yourself.”

Ayane put down her spoon, and settled into her chair. “Too late.”

Gold flashed to life over Ayane’s eyes, and her jaw dropped. “There’s a consistent amount of Dawn everywhere in your system.”

I lunged forward, catching Ayane just prior to her face landing on the table. She looked up at me, but her eyes were heavily lidded. I felt a flash of worry, but it began to subside as a contented smile grew on her face.

In a sleepy voice, Ayane whispered, “Grandpa was right.” This was followed with a giggle. “You sleep on the couch. I get to sleep in the bed with the kitty girl.”

This earned a laugh from me, but I wanted to make sure she hadn’t overdone anything. I picked her up like a bride, and brought her close to my face.

“Are you going to be okay?” I asked.

“I just need sleep,” she mumbled. She was about ninety percent there already.

I carried Ayane through the kitchen, down the hallway, and into my bedroom. Once we were across the threshold, I could hear tiny whimpers from Fumiko in the bed. I quietly eased Ayane down into the bed in my spot.

Ayane and Fumiko instinctively latched onto one another. They simultaneously looked adorable and incredibly erotic. As I was stepping away, I heard a quick exchange between the two women cuddling in my bed.

“No, Dylan. Mate. Mate good smell,” Fumiko mumbled, holding onto Ayane even tighter.

“Spicy curry. I like it spicy now,” Ayane mumbled back, stroking a hand down Fumiko’s hair.

I had to bite the side of my finger in order to avoid laughing. After easing the door closed, I followed Ayane’s suggestion and moved to the couch in the living room. Part of me wanted to grumble about being kicked out of my own bed, but another portion of my brain told me I’d dodged a bullet. I’m sure plenty of girlfriends wouldn’t have been nearly as understanding as Ayane seemed to be.

Since the gray vinyl couch was more of a loveseat than a couch, it was impossible for my entire body to fit when I laid down. I usually slept on my back, but that resulted in my legs hanging off the edge.

I didn’t get much sleep for the rest of the night. I spent most of it rolling around, trying to find a comfortable position to sleep in. I alternated between hanging my legs over the edge, propping the front of my body up in an almost seated position, and even tried an awkward fetal position. None of them really worked for me.

At some point, I must have fallen asleep. I distinctly remember opening my eyes, seeing daylight outside of my apartment, and hearing whispers coming from my kitchen.

I rolled off of the couch and went to the kitchen to see what Ayane and Fumiko were up to. Coming around the corner, it dawned on me that I must look like hell. Ayane and Fumiko immediately stopped whispering to each other and stared at me. Fumiko’s face was a bit more expressive than Ayane’s, but they each gave me a look of pity.

Both women were wearing my clothes. Ayane had on the same tan t-shirt as always, and Fumiko was wearing my black Berserk t-shirt with a small red brand logo on it. Ayane’s slim legs were on full display, while Fumiko’s shorter, slightly thicker thighs were mostly hidden by my large shirt.

Well, her legs were hidden, but not her ass, which was once again waving in the air due to my shirt being propped up by her twin tails.

“Is there any coffee?” I tried to rub the sleep out of my eyes and the dirty thoughts from my mind.

I walked into the kitchen and gave Ayane a kiss. She handed me a cup and swatted my butt. “I’m really hungry. You have to feed me, remember?”

“Hold on, let me get a bit of caffeine in my system, and I’ll get your surprise going,” I promised, taking a sip.

Ayane pulled Fumiko to the table to sit. “You get one cup of coffee and then you have to cook.” She looked at Fumiko for support, got a nod, and grinned. “And we’ll tell you to cook it again if it tastes bad.”

My eyes went wide. I was immensely impressed with my Japanese girlfriend’s ability to make sarcastic jokes in English.

“You’re going to eat what I give you, and you’re going to say it’s the best thing ever,” I answered, in a mockingly stern voice.

After a couple more sips of coffee, I got to work on the blueberry pancakes. Ayane and Fumiko stayed at the table while I cooked.

They laughed about something I couldn’t make out, and Fumiko said, “Ayane’s Dawn strong. Not big Dawn like Dylan, but strong. I…more…remember more.” She tapped the side of head, like she was attempting to shake her memories loose.

Ayane gently held one of the cat girl’s hands and told her we’d do whatever it took to help her. Fumiko thanked her for the offer, and asked Ayane to tell her more about wrestling.

When there was a break in their conversation, I recalled Ayane’s scan from the previous night. She’d mentioned another one of those terms I wasn’t familiar with.

Who knows, it might help Fumiko too.

“Ayane, do you remember what you said to me right before you fell asleep? You finished your scan, and you mumbled something about a consistent amount of Dawn. What does that mean?” I asked, mixing my wet and dry ingredients together.

Both women looked back in my direction. There was a slight pause, and Ayane said, “Every member of the Wheel gains a set amount of Dawn after their initiation ceremony. It’s normally about the size of a baseball. We’re taught to store the bulk of our Dawn in a central area: the sternum for Hunters and the frontal cranial for Trackers. Then we send some of the Dawn to the parts of our bodies that we want to enhance. You, on the other hand, have a small amount of Dawn everywhere.”

Fumiko nodded. “Yes, Dylan big Dawn.”

Can Fumiko scan like Ayane?

“Fumiko, how do you know about the Dawn in my body?” I asked.

Fumiko cutely scrunched her face. “Smell. You have Kirin smell.”

There’s no way I still smell like beer.

Ayane and I shared a look. We both shrugged, and I got back to cooking. Less than a half hour later, I had a stack of blueberry pancakes ready for the table. Ayane’s face was blank when I placed the plate between her and Fumiko. In the back of my head, I was wondering if I’d forgotten something, because I thought she would have been more excited.

The butter, syrup, and whipped cream had already been set out, so I encouraged both of the girls to dig in. Since there were still several more pancakes to make—not to mention a few on the stove—I told them not to wait for me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Fumiko push the plate toward Ayane. “Want meat,” she said.

Ayane piled three onto her plate, added a little bit of butter, and a tower of whipped cream. She sliced into her mound of pancakes and whipped cream.

With food still in her mouth, Ayane said, “Dylan, you need to make these again.” She paused, chewed, and added, “And again, and again, and again. I used to think I hated blueberries, but these are now my favorite pancakes.” She chewed through another forkful. “I love them! Why are they so good?”


Chapter 24


Meet Me at the Expo



Once breakfast was done, Ayane showed Fumiko how to wash the dishes, and started talking about specific wrestling storylines involving amnesia. Fumiko took her portion of the task seriously, while also listening to Ayane with rapt attention.

Though the conversation was mostly one-sided, it had the feel of an exchange between friends. It was like I was watching a new bond form. At one point, Fumiko stood up straight, replied to something Ayane said in a crisp soldierly fashion, and even saluted her afterwards. This caused Ayane to double over in laughter, and the two ended up hugging for some unknown reason.

After the hug, Ayane led Fumiko out of the kitchen. I heard the TV turn on in the living room. A few moments later, I heard the vaguely familiar sounds of a crowd cheering, and the slapping impacts of muscular performers slamming into each other. Ayane came back into the kitchen with a smile on her face.

“Really? You’re making her watch wrestling? How’s this going to help?” I asked, shaking my head.

Ayane’s eyes narrowed. “She wanted to watch.”

I rolled my eyes and she sat down. Once she was in her seat, I reached for her across the table.

With a smirk on her face, Ayane looked down at our hands on the table. “Fumiko told me about healing you last night.”

“I’m pretty sure I didn’t skip that part,” I said, probably sounding more defensive than I meant to.

Ayane shook her head. “You said something, but you didn’t include how severely you were injured.” She brought my hands up to her face and rubbed them against her cheek. “If this is how you use the Dawn, we need to find a way to help you.”

“We’ll worry about that problem later. Like you told her, we need to focus on trying to get her memory back.”

A commercial with an overly enthusiastic announcer came on the TV. The excited voice was doing its best to entice viewers to visit a park for a ramen festival. Before I could register anything else, I heard the thumping of feet running to the kitchen.

“Expo! Let’s go Expo,” Fumiko sang, with almost as much enthusiasm as the commercial.

Ayane and I traded glances. I turned back to Fumiko. “Sure, we can go to…expo?” I looked at Ayane confusedly.

“It’s an old park in the northern part of the city. The former site of the 1970 World’s Expo. I thought you knew it from a manga?” Ayane replied, doing a finger gesture from 20th Century Boys.

“Oh shit, that expo.” I shook my head in disbelief.

Ayane looked at Fumiko. “Why do you want to go there?”

Fumiko rocked back and forth on her heels. “More nature. Maybe it helps.”
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Two hours later, we were stepping off of a monorail heading toward the expo park. Fumiko got a few looks from the other passengers during the ride, but they saw the nondescript sweater, stockings, and skirt of a fictional school uniform, and presumed the ears and tails were part of an elaborate cosplay outfit. Ayane made sure to pick up a furry headband and a couple of ribbons for Fumiko’s tails to sell the idea.

As soon as we exited the station, our eyes were drawn to an enormous white statue towering over the trees on the opposite side of a multi-lane highway. There was a golden metal disk reflecting beams of sunlight at the top of the statue. The rest of the structure looked like a mixture of a cone and the largest penguin in the world. It was mostly white, but there were two parallel red cursive lines running up and down the front. At the center, I could see the faces of the moon and sun smashed together. Then there were the two large arms—or horns?–-coming out of the sides.

I took a few minutes to soak up the odd sight of the several-stories-tall fixture, before being pulled away by Ayane and Fumiko. Since we were here for the cat girl’s sake, we were letting her decide which area of the park we should head to.

About five minutes into our walk, Fumiko sniffed the air and pointed toward the northern section of the park. We passed a handful of tourists and locals enjoying picnic lunches or playing with their children, but the park was fairly empty.

After walking by a rose garden, Fumiko became more animated. She pointed at a sign for the Japanese garden display and picked up her pace. Ayane and I shared a look of confusion, but followed her in.

There was a large wooden building with an open-air view of a pond, trees, and the rolling hills behind them. A couple of old women were sitting on a wooden bench, silently taking in the scenery.

Fumiko barreled in and leaned against the smooth railing. I was worried she might tip over into the pond, but she pushed up from where she was leaning and looked back at us with renewed eagerness.

“I remember here,” she said, smiling with her whole face. Her green eyes glittered with excitement.

Before either of us could ask her to elaborate, Fumiko grabbed Ayane and me by our hands, leading us down a series of side stairs to get closer to the pond. At the edge of the pond, she stared down into the water and narrowed her eyes.

“These fish bad taste,” Fumiko said, with a hint of sadness creeping into her voice. She added, “Sometimes, no other food.”

“You used to come here and eat the koi from the pond?” I hoped the question might help jog whatever flood of memories were coming back to her.

“Yes. Long time ago. Can we walk?” Fumiko asked.

We agreed, but I noticed the beaming smile was no longer on Fumiko’s face. She looked conflicted.

The three of us walked over a small stone bridge, and then deeper into the well-manicured landscape of the garden. I had a chance to marvel at the late-season foliage before Fumiko plopped down on an empty bench. She patted the seat beside her, and we joined her.

“Memory is hard. The Dusk…fighting.” Fumiko bit the tip of her thumb.

Ayane rubbed the cat girl’s back. “There’s no Dusk here. You don’t have to worry about fighting. We can stay as long as you need.”

I nodded. “You remembered something back at the pond. Do you want to talk about it?”

A mixture of remorse and pain flooded Fumiko’s eyes. She leaned onto my shoulder. “I have memory from yokai. Seeing hurt, but losing control. Dusk control when fighting.” She turned her face into my chest and started to cry.

Ayane and I exchanged looks from over Fumiko’s head.

“You remember being inside of the yokai. Do you know how long you were there?” I asked.

Fumkio shook her head. “Long time.”

“If the sightings of the nekomata were accurate, it first appeared a hundred years ago,” Ayane answered. She looked shocked and added, “Was she in the core the entire time?”

I shrugged, looking back at the distressed cat girl. “You saw what was happening, but you couldn’t stop it?”

Fumiko nodded. “No stopping. I control when resting. Dusk control when fighting.”

If she’s telling the truth, it would explain why no one else would’ve tried to save her.

“Fumiko, how did you take control when I saw you on the roof? Toshi and I started by attacking. Why did you stop?” I asked.

She sat up and wiped her face. When she’d regained her composure, she furrowed her brows and bit her lip. Finally, Fumiko closed her eyes and said, “Dylan has no weapon.”

“I had a katana on the roof,” I interjected.

“No! Dylan drops. Dylan has no weapon. Dylan doesn’t move. Looks in eyes. I see…and smell. Kirin mark.” Fumiko opened her eyes.

This isn’t about a beer.

“Is the Kirin mark the Dawn inside of Dylan?” Ayane asked.

Fumiko slowly tilted her head. “Not the Dawn, but Kirin mark helps the Dawn.”

“She might be talking about my network,” I guessed.

Fumiko quickly shook her head. “Kirin marked Dylan. Dylan Dawn big. Gets bigger. Dylan fight Kuro, and I…I help!” The cat girl vibrated with excitement.

Maintaining her high level of energy, Fumiko sprung to her feet. She scanned the area. Her gaze settled on a point to the southwest of the garden, and her eyes narrowed. “There. We go there.”

We followed Fumiko to her next designated spot—an empty, open field of grass.

“Here! I help Dylan,” Fumiko announced. She sat on the grass cross-legged, and motioned for me to sit as well.

“Wait, what are you helping me with?” I asked warily, unslinging my backpack.

“Better use Dawn. Watch,” she instructed. Fumiko closed her eyes and sat still. Her breathing slowed. Seconds afterwards, Fumiko’s entire body was covered with the Dawn. The golden energy surrounded her, a couple of inches from her skin.

For a fraction of a second, I saw the Dawn’s consistency hardening into the shape of armor, and a flash went through my mind. “It can’t be,” I whispered.

Ayane fell to her knees beside me, and shook my shoulder. “That’s well beyond what we know about the tranquil fist technique. How…how is this possible?”

Snatching my bag off the ground and reaching in, I pulled out Folklore for the Ages. Flipping through the pages, I landed on the middle-school summary of the legendary warrior maidens. I passed the book over to Ayane.

“Come on. You can’t be serious. This is just a sto⁠—”

“A story. Like your grandfather’s,” I interrupted her.

“There’s so much we can’t explain, but do you really think Fumiko’s one of these women? And she’s what, here to help us fight the Gashakokuro?” Ayane asked, with some skepticism in her voice.

At the mention of the Gashakokuro, Fumiko’s eyes flew open. The Dawn returned to her body, and she was on her feet. “Yes! All name, Gashakokuro. Kuro is Gashakokuro. Thank you, Ayane,” Fumiko exclaimed, clearly excited about another piece of her memory returning.

“Glad to help, I guess,” Ayane responded lamely.

“Good. Good. Dylan, I help now. Follow, same as me,” Fumiko said, and went back to her original position on the ground.

“Let me see something in that book while you’re being helped, big Dawn,” Ayane teased.

I passed her the book and mirrored Fumiko’s pose on the ground. My legs were crossed, arms resting on my thighs, back straight. I finally closed my eyes, and brought in long, controlled breaths.

After a minute, I opened my eyes. “Am I missing a step?”

Fumiko’s eyes were still closed. The Dawn was around her body again, but it was closer to her skin. She said, “Feeling. Last night feeling.”

Returning to my original posture and breathing, I brought up the feelings I’d come to associate with the Dawn. When I landed on the need to protect, my body started to warm.

“Good,” Fumiko’s voice said from behind my ear.

When did she get so close?

I almost snapped my eyes open, but I fought against that initial reaction and continued to focus. The warmth increased by a degree.

Suddenly, two soft weights were pressing against my back, and a pair of hands were touching my chest. These distractions proved to be too much.

“What are you doing?” I asked, opening my eyes.

Refusing to move her large breasts from my back or hands from my chest, Fumiko gently ordered, “Eyes close.”

I looked at Ayane for a hint on how to react. My Tracker girlfriend shook her head and gave us a dismissive wave. She went back to the book in her hand with a fiendish smirk on her face.

“Eyes close,” Fumiko repeated.

Settling back into Fumiko’s recommended position, my breathing and connection to the Dawn came much faster. In a matter of seconds, I was feeling the same level of warmth.

“Yes, Dylan. Big Dawn. Push out.” Fumiko dragged her hands over my chest, down my arms, and back again.

Focusing on the sensation of the Dawn—and not those coming from my instructor’s large chest and roving hands—I set the Dawn in motion. Knowing that my network had Dawn everywhere, I thought of the energy cycling through my system like a chain on a bike. The image helped.

Behind my eyelids, I could still detect flashes of light.

“Yes! Dawn out. Good, Dylan. More. Push more,” Fumiko encouraged.

An image of shifting gears popped up, and I attempted to increase the RPMs of the Dawn in my network. The warming sensation was rising, and threatening to become hot. I felt beads of sweat forming on my forehead.

Cracking open my eyes, I could see my knuckles and palms were covered with the Dawn. This was far more than a spark, but I’d managed to cover my entire fists the night before. Seconds later, the Dawn went back into my body.

Fumiko huffed out an exhale. “Good, but you need bigger. I can help again.” She brushed her breasts against my back once again, and patted my shoulder blades.

“Sorry to interrupt the fun,” Ayane said, stifling a giggle.

“Ayane, you too,” Fumiko cheered.

Ayane looked up from her book. “What?”

“Sit. Maybe push Dawn out,” Fumiko said, tilting her head from side to side.

Ayane shrugged and sat next to me with the book in her lap. “I think I found something interesting. The passage on the warrior maidens is short, but it alludes to the leader of the group having feline features.” Ayane closed the book, and looked up. “It’s been a while since I’ve read up on the Wheel’s ancient history, but I know the library has better books.”

“Should one of us go there on the way home?” I asked.

Ayane thought this over for a moment. “Yeah, I think it should be me. I was going to check in on Toshi anyway. Besides, this will be the perfect time for me to bring up Fumiko.”

Upon hearing her name, Fumiko jumped back into instructor mode. “Eyes close. Dylan too!”

Ayane and I laughed at the cat girl’s intensity, but followed her instructions. I barely noticed the weight of Fumiko’s breasts leaving my back. I zoned into the exercise and thought of the bike chain again. The sensation of connection with the Dawn came faster. I felt the revving up of my cycling and the heat increasing, but it wasn’t as uncomfortable.

I was in the process of testing out another gear when Ayane’s heavy, ragged breathing snapped me out of the exercise. As I opened my eyes, the sight in front of me made it impossible to concentrate.

Fumiko was resting her large tits against Ayane’s back. The cat girl was using the same instructional technique of tracing her hands between Ayane’s chest and arms. Meanwhile, Ayane’s nipples were swelling under her shirt, and her cheeks were flushed.

I guess I’m not the only one turned on by our impromptu teacher.


Chapter 25


Making a Plan



We were all famished after Fumiko’s lessons. I felt a twinge of regret when we left without touring the inside of the huge white statue, but it could wait for another day. There was a large mall on the other side of the highway, and Ayane suggested stopping at their food court.

It may have been my first twinge of homesickness, the groaning of my stomach, or the memory of a joke Ayane made, but I couldn’t ignore the golden arches of McDonald’s plastered on the front of the mall.

“Burgers? Dylan, that’s not healthy,” Ayane tsked, when I pointed at the entrance.

“I still want to try the seasonal burger you promised me,” I shot back. Holding my stomach, I added, “Besides, where else are we going to get food this calorie dense?”

Ayane relented, and we went nuts. I ordered a combination of familiar items and a selection of ones that were new. My tongue reflexively raced over my lips when I saw the option to add double patties to the list of familiar burgers like the McChicken and Big Mac. A Big Mac with four patties? Yes, please!

The McFeast was a delicious greasy mess, and it settled our stomachs long enough to accomplish another task at the mall—getting Fumiko some real clothes.

Ayane volunteered to take over this portion of the trip. Soon, we were weaving through a variety of boutique and name-brand clothing stores, trying to find the right fit for Fumiko. The cat girl willingly let Ayane lead her to displays, racks, and dressing rooms for the sake of discovering an appropriate look.

In the end, Fumiko gravitated to outfits sharing common traits with what she already had on. Several of the bags I ended up carrying held sweaters and skirts that fell into the school uniform or librarian categories.

When we finished shopping, Fumiko changed into a couple of her new purchases. The outfit consisted of a tan cashmere sweater, and a plaid pencil skirt that ended just above her knees with an elastic back. Her tails were still on display, but people just took her for a cosplayer.

Fumiko and Ayane napped on the train ride back, and I thought about our time in the park. My mind drifted over how much my use of the Dawn had changed in less than twenty-four hours. At first, I needed the gloves to focus, but now I could practically cover my hands with the Dawn even without them.

It’s not enough, though. And I can’t keep turning my hands into hamburger with regular gloves.

My eyes wandered along the numerous advertisements displayed on the walls and screens inside of the train car. One was of a baseball player displaying his large Seiko watch, and another was a warning about public intoxication. When my gaze landed on an energy drink photo with a famous anime character on it, a brainwave hit me.

“Star Platinum!” I nearly yelled.

Ayane sprung awake. “What?”

I pointed to the picture on the train.

“Okay. So you want an energy drink?” Ayane asked, sounding extremely confused.

Pulling out my phone, I found a better picture of the character from the ad. I zoomed in on Star Platinum’s fists, and handed the phone to Ayane. She looked at the picture and back at me with a shrug.

“What’s on his fists?” I asked.

“Gloves…ah, I think I know what you’re talking about,” Ayane said. She stretched her neck from side to side. “You could probably find what you need at work.”

We arrived at the transfer station a few minutes later. Ayane continued on to the Hold, while Fumiko and I headed back to my apartment.

As we were boarding our final train, I noticed Fumiko’s energy was still a little low. There was a 7-11 near the apartment, so I suggested stopping there to get some snacks. The cat girl nodded, and we were on our way.

The clerk gave us a warm welcome when we stepped in. I wasn’t exactly sure, but I think the clerk was from the Philippines. His name tag was written in katakana, and he would often switch to English when I came into the store.

I gave the clerk a friendly “Hello” back and grabbed a basket. Our first stop was the snack area. There were several single-serving sized packages of nuts, jerky, and chocolates. These were normally picked up as a drinking snack, but I had a hankering for jerky. Into the basket it went.

Next, we stopped by the crackers and chips. Fumiko watched me scan the bags for a couple of minutes. She leaned close to the shelves and sniffed a bag of honey butter chips. The packaging made them look irresistible, so we added them to our haul.

We moved onto the sweets section, and I knew we were in trouble. There were simply too many options to choose from. My inner child wanted to scoop everything off of the shelves and toss them into the basket. In the end, we selected three different types of Kit Kats— green tea, dark chocolate, and cheesecake—as well as a hard gummy candy called Kami King.

The Kit Kats were a mystery, but I knew the gummies were amazing. They were slightly sour and were a bit tougher to chew than a normal candy. My jaw hurt a little if I ate too many of them in a single sitting, but the flavors, texture, and chewing were addictive.

We managed to get out of the store without buying any freshly prepared items from the warmers, but the two of us had a respectable haul. Fumiko and I split the bag of sour candy on the short walk to my apartment. Her face puckered up, and she danced in the cutest way after popping the first gummy into her mouth.

Fumiko intently watched me punch in the door code. She nodded when the automatic system unlocked the door, and I twisted the knob.

“Wait! Me,” she pleaded.

I pushed the door closed, and allowed the automatic lock to engage. When the double beat sounded, I stepped out of the way. Fumiko pressed the code in the correct order and held the door open for me when it unlocked.

“Not bad,” I said.

Fumiko's face lit up for the first time in a couple of hours. She raced into the living room after we removed our shoes, and I could hear the TV power on while I was still in the hallway. When I rounded the corner, I saw the cat girl plopped down in front of the screen watching an English lesson designed for seniors.

“I’m fine, thank you. And, you?” the enthusiastic female host demonstrated. When she held her hand out to the audience to indicate it was their turn, Fumiko echoed, “I’m fine, thank you. And, you?”

“Good pronunciation,” I said and sat on the vinyl couch.

Fumiko shot another smile in my direction, and went back to intently watching the TV. After repeating three other common phrases, I opened the remaining snacks and put them on the coffee table.

“The snacks are ready if you want to take a break,” I offered.

The cat girl stood up and plopped down next to me on the couch. While it was on the small side, there should have been enough room for us two while still allowing a sliver of space in between. Fumiko ignored the idea of a personal bubble, and pressed against me as she sampled the food. To keep my mind out of the gutter, I brought up Fumiko’s language study.

“I can help you with learning languages if you want. That’s what my job was before joining the Wheel.” I crunched into a couple of chips.

“Dylan, help? Yes. Help me. I help Dylan!” Fumiko agreed with a bounce.

Using the program she’d been watching as a springboard, we practiced the fundamentals of greetings, and words for polite interactions. We made a game out of eating the snacks in between the greetings used at different times of the day.

Once all of the food was gone, Fumiko turned the TV off and rotated back to me, ready to keep practicing. I drilled her on dozens of everyday vocabulary words, and she was able to recall all of them an hour later when we moved on to a little bit of writing.

After an hour, I asked Fumiko if she wanted to switch to Japanese. She nodded emphatically, and we covered similar material in a second language. If anything, Fumiko picked up Japanese faster than English.

Fumiko showed signs of slowing down after our second hour of language study. She got restless, and acted like she was fighting against an oncoming headache.

“We can stop. I don’t want to overload you,” I offered. When Fumiko stretched her neck from side to side, I added, “Do you want to get some sleep?”

Her eyes went wide, like she was afraid to be alone. Fumiko licked her lips. “I teach Dylan now.”

“Are you sure? We can just relax if you’re not feeling well.”

Fumiko shook herself, like she was getting ready to step into the batter’s box and face off against the other team’s closing pitcher. When she was done, she tilted her head down.

She looked up at me. “Fighting Dusk.”

Not exactly sure what she was referring to, I agreed with her. “Yeah, we need to fight the Dusk. Isn’t that going to help us stop Gashakokuro?”

The cat girl bit her lip again and looked like she wanted to say more. Instead of diving deeper into what she was feeling, Fumiko started teaching.

We moved to the floor to practice Fumiko’s lessons, and started with the same exercise from the park. When I saw the Dawn around Fumiko during the first practice, it was on her skin. By the time we moved onto our third breathing exercise, the Dawn was patchy, and Fumiko’s breathing had become labored.

“Dawn, I need it,” Fumiko said, her eyes hooded.

I touched one of her shoulders to make sure she didn’t tip over. “Let’s stop. You’ve used too much, and you need to rest.”

Fumiko must have gotten the wrong idea, because she wrapped her arms around me and purred, “I need it. Inside.”

I pulled my arms away slowly. I needed to defuse this situation, before Ayane came back and possibly made things worse.

“Fumiko, I don’t understand. What’s happening?” I asked calmly.

“Dawn inside, Dylan. I’m fighting, but I can’t…keep hmmm,” Fumiko said, while rubbing herself against my chest.

I gently placed my hands on her shoulders and pried her away from my chest. Once she was a few inches away from me, the door code beeped.

Ah, great.

Ayane pushed open the door and called out, “I’m back.”

“In the living room,” I called back, hoping it would slow Fumiko down.

It didn’t.

The cat girl struggled against my hold, and tried to pull herself back into me.

Ayane came into the room and rolled her eyes. “You’re having all this fun while I was getting research materials.”

“Help,” I pleaded.

“Dylan has big Dawn. I need Dylan’s big Dawn inside,” Fumiko said, plastering herself to me.

I got to my feet, but the cat girl maintained her hold around my midsection.

Ayane’s eyes widened. She quickly pulled a couple of books out of her bag. “I just read something about the warrior maidens. Hang on.” She began flipping through the pages.

Fumiko temporarily relented on her hold, and looked at Ayane.

“Ayane, can you Dawn outside like Dylan?” Fumiko asked.

Still looking through the book, Ayane said, “No, I can’t. I can bring the Dawn out around my eyes, but that’s it.”

Fumiko stuck out her bottom lip like she’d just been denied an extra ten minutes of video games before bed. She turned back to me. “But Dylan’s has Dawn. Inside, please.”

Ayane stopped turning pages and cleared her throat. “According to the legend, each maiden entered our realm with great reserves of Dawn; however, they were not able to fully access those reserves on their own. They needed to be infused with Dawn.”

“Like a weapon?” I asked.

Fumiko made a cute frustrated noise, and grabbed my hand. “Dawn outside. Here, Dylan.”

Not exactly sure where this was going, I closed my eyes, controlled my breathing, and connected with the Dawn. A few seconds later, my hand was mostly covered in the Dawn. With my eyes closed, it felt like I was actually making some progress.

Wet. Why is it wet?

Erotic sucking noises and a slightly rough tongue rolling over my fingers snapped my concentration. Whatever progress I might have made, it was long forgotten when I opened my eyes to see my first two fingers inside of Fumiko’s contented mouth. Her eyes rolled slightly, and a small moan escaped.

Twisting my head fast enough to possibly cause whiplash, I looked back at Ayane. “I didn’t know she was going to do that!” I pulled my fingers out of Fumiko’s mouth.

Fumiko gave another pout. “I need more inside. Big Dawn. Fighting Dusk.”

Ayane closed the book and put it down. She walked toward us with an expression that was impossible to read. She picked up my dry hand, and she took one of Fumiko’s hands with her other.

Looking into my eyes, Ayane said, “This should be obvious, but I’ll say it anyway. I like you, Dylan. A lot. And I know you have feelings for me too.” She squeezed my hand a little tighter. “But this—it feels…bigger than just the two of us. So, if Fumiko needs your Dawn inside of her, then it’s your duty as a sworn member of the Wheel to help her.”

Ayane gave my hand another squeeze and let it go. She kept her other hand inside of Fumiko’s. The two women shared a quick glance at each other.

Looking back at me, Ayane’s face and tone warmed. “I swapped shifts with another Tracker. She went into labor earlier than expected. Dylan, do whatever you have to do to help Fumiko fight the Dusk.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, my mind buzzing with the implications of what Ayane was saying. “This isn’t going to ruin our relationship?”

Fumiko’s big, green eyes bounced back and forth between the two of us.

Ayane twirled her fingers around a lock of Fumiko’s glossy, black hair, and her lips curved into a sensual smile. “Just remember, turnabout’s fair play.”


Chapter 26


Recharge



Ayane packed a few things for work, and kissed both of us goodbye a few minutes later. After sharing a borderline sensual kiss with Ayane, Fumiko wedged my arm between her tits and her forearms. Standing in the doorway with Fumiko latched onto my arm, I was still dumbstruck by the situation as the door closed.

“Inside now, Dylan. I need it,” Fumiko nearly yowled.

“Wait. We will, but I’ve never used the Dawn…this way,” I said, clearing my throat.

Fumiko buried her nose into my chest and rubbed her cheeks on me. When she stepped back, her face was in a state of euphoria. She pulled down her skirt with a single, fluid motion, her two tails swishing back and forth above the curve of her incredible ass.

While I was appreciating the view, I almost missed Fumiko releasing my arm. She struggled to get the sweater off, but it went up and off to reveal her large, firm tits. Completely naked, she pulled my hand back in and pushed her breasts together with her elbows.

I squeezed her left breast instinctively. She rolled her eyes upward, and let out a low moan. Before I even realized it, Fumiko’s fingers were fumbling with my pants. She no longer looked like she was in a trance. Fumiko’s eyes were hungry.

“Dylan and Fumiko will mate. Dylan, you put the Dawn inside of me when finished. This will recharge my Dawn and keep the Dusk away from me forever,” Fumiko urged, yanking my pants down.

My hand slowly moved from Fumiko’s left tit down her hourglass figure, and landed on her ass. I gave her full butt a firm grab. This elicited an excited yowl out of her, and some energetic waving of her tails.

“You’re saying if I have sex with you and cum inside you, the Dusk will never affect you again?” I confirmed.

Fumiko slowly nodded her head, and leaned in to lick my chest and shoulder.

“What happens if I don’t?” I asked, barely repressing a groan as my cock grew impossibly harder.

Fumiko let out a frustrated whine, and nipped at my shoulder. “Please. If you don’t, the Dusk will take me again. I will be the nekomata again, but maybe stronger. Maybe I can’t be freed.”

Fumiko pulled back from my chest with a bit of panic on her face. “Please, I don’t want to be nekomata again. It’s lonely.” She buried her face back into my chest, and started rubbing my dick with both of her hands. “You protected me in the alley. Please, protect me again.”

This pushed me over the line. Our mouths crashed together. Fumiko’s somewhat rough tongue pushed its way past my lips and began circling my own. The texture was a new experience, and I wanted more. Our tongues lapped around one another, and Fumiko’s two-handed strokes intensified.

In order to avoid cumming all over the sexy cat girl in my entryway, I scooped her up and carried her to my bedroom. This paused Fumiko’s jacking efforts, but she moved her hands to the sides of my face to deepen our kiss. I was able to navigate the hallway and the turn that separated us from the comfort of my bed.

Once we were in the bedroom, I broke away from our kiss to set Fumiko down, and removed my shirt. All of a sudden, a thought struck me. Instead of waiting for this thought to process in my brain, I just blurted out, “Fumiko, are you…a virgin?”

Instead of giving me a verbal answer, Fumiko tucked her chin toward her tits and looked down. After a moment, she brought her finger up to her mouth and gingerly bit it, while nodding her head yes. It was probably the most goddamn adorable thing I’d ever seen, and I had to fight the urge to let an “ahh” out of my stupid mouth.

“It’s okay. I just wanted to know if there was something specific you liked. I’ll go slow, but it might hurt a little when we start,” I explained as gently as possible.

Instead of giving me a response, Fumiko laid back on the bed and spread her legs. Her hand traced a circle around one of her ruby red nipples, and a small moan escaped her lips. Not wanting to be left out, I kneeled over her, licked the tip of my finger and traced it around her other nipple. Fumiko’s response was more intense, and her moans were closer to full volume.

The feeling of the Dawn began swelling in my body, and I briefly took in the amazing sight of Fumiko’s pink, glistening pussy. Lowering my face between her legs, I began giving Fumiko some oral attention. Fumiko let out a cry of passion when my lips latched onto her throbbing clit.

I sucked on the small nub of flesh with a slowly increasing amount of pressure. I was focused on making sure Fumiko’s first time was filled with as much pleasure as possible.

She purred and clutched my hair.

After I had warmed her clit up with my lips, I danced my tongue over the sensitive bump. Figuring this would be an opportune time to give Fumiko an English lesson, I traced the alphabet across her nub. I started with block lower case letters, moved to their corresponding capital versions, and finished with cursives for both.

I pushed one of my fingers inside of Fumiko. She dug her clawed fingers into my scalp and yowled. She slowly shifted her hips from one side to the other. It seemed she was instinctively keeping up with the gradual speed I was building to with my fingering. This became increasingly difficult when one of her tails started to tickle my nose.

The tightness of Fumiko’s cunt was unreal. I knew it was going to be a bit challenging for me to get my granite-hard cock into her, but I didn’t expect it to be so difficult just to insert my finger past the knuckle. That being said, the warmth and softness of her opening was begging for further exploration. I was stuck between wanting to go at Fumiko’s pace and the maddening need to get more of me inside of her.

With one particularly loopy cursive capital “L”, Fumiko’s breathing started to intensify. By the time I got to “P”, she was panting. The “S” sent her over the edge, and I inserted the rest of my finger to the sound of Fumiko's first loud orgasm.

In order to test the waters further, I pulled my face away and tried to insert a second finger. Her entrance allowed just enough give in order for me to accomplish this, and Fumiko’s moaning pleasure hit a crescendo.

Her soft, warm canal felt like it was pulling my fingers in and pulsing around them. Fumiko’s body was calling out to me, and I was eager to oblige. When I pulled my fingers out of her, they were wet from her cum, and this allowed Fumiko to recover. She propped herself up on her elbows. Her expression was dazed.

“Dylan, put it inside now, please,” Fumiko begged, unconsciously pushing out her gorgeous breasts.

Wanting to make sure Fumiko would have as much control over the pace as possible, I laid on my back and coaxed her over. Fumiko turned her head to one side, seemingly confused by the invitation.

“It’ll be better for you this way. You’ll have some control. I don’t think—” I paused to hold the base of my dick. “I don’t think I’ll be able to fit it all in,” I explained.

Fumiko nodded her head in agreement and got up on her knees. She moved to straddle me, but she positioned herself below my dick. She lowered her face to the level of my cock. Fumiko’s mouth hung open when she gazed at my dick, and I swear I saw a bit of drool escape her lips.

Without asking, Fumiko leaned forward and lapped my dick from the bottom of my shaft up to the back of the head. Just like when we kissed, I could feel that Fumiko had a distinct tongue. It wasn’t as rough as cat’s, but the sensation was definitely feline-adjacent.

After Fumiko finished with her licks, she took me into her mouth. Instead of trying to get me all the way to the back of her throat, Fumiko directed the head of my cock into the inside of her cheek. The soft, slippery skin felt so different from her slightly coarse tongue.

Fumiko looked up at me with that same dazed and satisfied face the entire time my dick was in her mouth. Her green eyes were filled with bliss. When she started moaning with my dick in her mouth, I nearly lost control. I needed her to stop soon if she wanted my jizz deposited inside of a different hole.

“Fumiko…ahh, I’m close. If you want the Dawn inside of you, we need to move onto that part,” I said, between panting breaths.

Fumiko’s lips grinned around my dick, but she didn’t stop slobbering immediately. She gave the head of my dick a couple more passes against the soft flesh. Finally, she popped me out of her mouth and brought her body into position with mine.

I grasped the bottom of my shaft again to guide myself in, and Fumiko lowered herself onto my wet head. I could see some residual cum glistening at Fumiko’s entrance, so I was optimistic about getting the head in without too much trouble.

Once we made contact, Fumiko leaned her head back and let another yowl loose. She paused with just the head inside of her for a moment, and rocked her hips from side to side. Meanwhile, I was fighting the temptation to reach up toward Fumiko’s waist and pull her down on top of me. My hands actually started moving in that direction, and my conscious brain had to think of something to distract my hands, in order to avoid making a huge mistake.

At the last minute, I forced my hands to latch onto one of Fumiko’s tails. I grasped the tail, but not hard enough to hurt her. Keeping my hand wrapped around her tail, I pulled away from the base toward the tip.

“Ahhh, good. Dylan, so good,” Fumiko moaned. She sunk down another inch, and encountered the slightest bit of resistance from her hymen.

There was a brief pause as a flash of confusion washed over Fumiko’s face, but she wiggled a couple more inches of my length into her. I was nearly halfway in, and she seemed to be enjoying the slow rocking sensation from her position on top.

Figuring Fumiko’s tails were a major erogenous zone for her, I decided to busy both of my hands. Soon, I was massaging both of her tails. My movements started from the base of Fumiko’s back and pulled away in a “V” shape. It was at this point that it finally dawned on me that Fumiko’s tails were positioned horizontally, not vertically. Regardless of her tail placement, my hand movements were making Fumiko hornier.

I could see a bit of drool coming from the corner of her mouth. She was starting to rock forward and back with a few more inches of my cock inside of her. There was still a portion of my base exposed, but I was most of the way in, and she was picking up the pace of her movements.

Sensing Fumiko’s enjoyment allowed me to focus on the tight warmth of her pussy surrounding my cock. It felt like tiny fingers were encouraging me to delve deeper inside of her with each stroke. When Fumiko would rise up and my head neared her entrance, the feeling intensified. Of course, when Fumiko started bringing herself down onto me with more force, the urge to cum ratcheted up even further.

I bit the inside of my cheek to delay the rush of ecstasy racing through my body, and took in the view above me. Just above Fumiko’s lightly furred pussy were her thick thighs, narrow waist, and tight stomach. Bouncing above all of that were her two full D-cup tits.

Soaking in the sight of those natural beauties, I decided to give them some attention. I brought my lips up to her right nipple and licked a circle around it. This earned me a few moans from Fumiko and an increased rhythm from her rocking. I started to suck on her nipple, and the moans intensified.

“Ahhh, Dylan. So good,” Fumiko nearly cried. She made another one of those noises resembling a mixture of purr and a moan. “You know where it's good.”

I resisted the desire to smile, and moved onto her left tit. In response, Fumiko sped up her breathing and her motions. It sounded like she was approaching a second orgasm.

With her breathing getting heavier, Fumiko moaned out, “This feeling again. Ahhh. Put the Dawn inside of me now! I want this feeling and the Dawn at the same time.”

That sent me over the edge. I felt my nerves tingle from the middle of my back, down my spine, to my balls, and all the way out of my cock. My connection to the Dawn streamlined, and I felt like the energy Fumiko needed was swelling along with my need to climax.

The need to go deeper into Fumiko finally took over, and I thrust up into her as the first shot of cum exploded from the tip of my cock.

Instead of reacting like she was in pain, Fumiko’s moans went up an octave. Though she didn’t seem to have the vocabulary for this sensation, it was obvious we were cumming at the same time.

The Dawn was definitely inside of Fumiko. When the last shot of jizz filled her, a gold light permeated from the center of the cat girl. The gold light moved outward, in concentric waves in all directions, and soon went several inches beyond Fumiko’s body. It was as if the Dawn was forming an entirely new shape around Fumiko.

When Fumiko’s orgasmic waves of pleasure subsided and she regained her senses, she looked around herself. She didn’t seem upset about what was happening. She took in one last satisfied deep breath and looked down at me.

“Thank you, Dylan. The Dawn is inside of me. The Dusk can never touch me again,” she said, leaning down to kiss me softly.

When Fumiko pulled away from my lips, she brought her finger up to hers and softly bit the tip with one of her canines. She lowered her eyelids and let out a long, satisfied sigh.

“Next time, we try behind style, yes? Naughty Dylan, pulling tails,” Fumiko teased, kneading on my chest with both of her hands.

I was about to respond when I took notice of the Dawn. It was still shining, and it was still in a shape around Fumiko.

It was in the shape of…a cat.


Chapter 27


Beyond the Veil



My expression must have given something away, because Fumiko cocked her head to the side and asked, “What?”

“I can see the Dawn, but it’s in the shape of a cat. Do we need to worry about anything?” I tentatively asked.

Rather than looking at herself, Fumiko closed her eyes and sighed out a satisfied breath. A smile touched the corners of her lips, and her whole face told me she was content.

Even though the cat shape immediately brought the nekomata yokai to mind, I could see some distinct differences. For instance, this new shape was gold, not purple. It was also considerably smaller than the nekomata. The cat features of this form were on a scale of a panther, rather than a massive sabertooth tiger. Lastly, there was no core for Fumiko to get lost inside of—instead, she was clearly visible at all times.

“Safe. Trust me. Veil,” Fumiko said, with the light of the Dawn fading back inside of her.

Once the light of the Dawn had completely retreated back inside of her, Fumiko slid off and snuggled up next to me. Her tails swished lazily against my legs, and she nuzzled into my shoulder. Less than a minute later, Fumiko was snoring softly.
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The familiar setting of my dream came into focus. The space was slightly different. Most of the area—the empty void—was still dark. Nothing had changed in regard to the huge spotlight in the distance. I still felt myself being drawn toward it.

However, now there was a flicker of light beside me, keeping pace with me. Though it was just a tiny spark, the light at my side felt reassuring. It seemed to encourage me to continue heading toward the larger source of light in the distance.

After traveling a considerable distance, I reached a hand out to the small flutter of light next to me. I wanted to hold it, keep it close to me, and reassure it like it was reassuring me. The tiny light hesitated, but eventually it joined with me. The little light turned into Fumiko in her Dawn-covered cat form.

She was the size of my thumb in the dream. Once I picked her up, I brought her close to my face. I gave her a big, dopey grin, because she had helped me in the dark. Fumiko patiently smiled back, but she soon was motioning for me to continue walking toward the enormous light source in the distance.

Once I started walking again, I could see five other flickers of light come to life. They were weak and scattered about in different directions, but I could sense warmth from them. I had a sense that these flickers were just as important as Fumiko.

As I walked further with the tiny Fumiko in my hand, I could finally start to make out some of the details from the light. It wasn’t a single source of light. If anything, it was a dimly lit scene. A field, with tall grasses and a couple of cherry blossom trees. There was something—a creature maybe—between all of the cherry blossoms.

Whatever the thing was, it was stationary.

Is that the thing controlling the Dusk? Is that the Gashakokuro?

Fumiko shook her head, and she thought back.

No. It’s where I’m from. You’ll see, but you need more light.

I nodded and looked back up at the five flickering lights.
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With that, the dream ended. However, every detail remained sharp in my mind. When I opened my eyes, I could see Fumiko was still wrapped around me and snoring softly. The two of us had hardly shifted in bed.

I gave Fumiko’s forehead a quick kiss and slipped out. Seeing the sun filtering through the cracks in the curtains, I could tell it’d been up for a while. After checking my phone, I nearly let out a “damn”, because it was almost 8:00 a.m. We’d been asleep for more than ten hours.

Sitting on the living room floor, I picked up the book Ayane had left the previous night. I saw more detailed accounts of the folklore I’d recently been reading about. There were full retellings of the stories, accompanied with potential connections between legends and actual historical events.

When I flipped to the chapter on the warrior maidens, there was a picture of the scroll in the Hold’s library, and a description of the six women. Ayane’s hunch was right—the maiden that was designated as the leader of the group did share Fumiko’s feline features.

I wonder why this wasn’t captured in the artwork.

According to the book, the maidens pre-dated the Wheel. They had been involved in a conflict between the Dawn and Dusk nearly a millennium earlier. The final outcome of their old war resulted in a victory, but it was close, and far from complete. After the battle, the maidens returned to their realm with the promise to return.

How old is Fumiko? Is she a reincarnation? The original maiden leader or a descendant?

I turned a page, and started reading about the healer in the group. The book indicated she was tied to the colors green and yellow, as well as having a connection to the water. It was believed she was capable of healing external and internal wounds by using the Dawn.

Fumiko interrupted my studies by sneaking into the room, wrapping her arms around me, and purring “Good morning, mate!” She followed this up by rubbing her cheek on my face and kissing my neck.

I still wasn’t sure how this relationship was going to work out between the three of us, but I definitely had feelings for both Ayane and Fumiko. I welcomed the affection, and hugged the cat girl in response.

“Are you hungry?” I asked.

“Yes! Feed me,” she nearly demanded in response.

We moved into the kitchen, and I started putting together a simple breakfast of eggs, toast, and the uncured pork that passed for bacon at my local grocery store.

Fumiko watched me place some bread in the toaster and wanted to practice doing it herself. She grabbed one of the slices she toasted and sat at the table to wait for the rest of the meal.

The cat girl was chewing on a bite of her bread when she asked, “Dream. You remember?”

I was moving the eggs around in the pan when Fumiko asked. Her question caught me off guard, and I nearly dropped the spatula.

“Vividly. You were helping me, and we were walking together. I don’t know where we were headed,” I answered, stirring the eggs again.

“Yes, bright. I remember,” Fumiko said, with her eyes closed.

I let her comment process for a second and turned the eggs.

I’ve come this far. Why not buy into shared dreams?

Clearing my throat, I asked, “Did we have the same dream?”

Fumiko’s face lit up, and she opened her eyes. “Yes. I was in veil. Small me.”

I chuckled. “I remember that too. You were so tiny. I was carrying you. Do you have any idea where we were walking to in the dream?”

“Kirin. Going to Kirin,” she said, in a more serious voice.

“Any idea how we’re going to get there?” I flipped the pseudo-bacon.

Fumiko scrunched her face and shook her head. “Memories still coming,” she said, softly and a little sadly.

After portioning out our plates, I stopped by the fridge to grab some ketchup for my eggs and brought the food to the table. When I set Fumiko’s plate in front of her, she remained in a state of frustration.

“It’s okay. You’re doing great. We’ll keep trying to help you get your memories back, and I’m sure more will come back to you,” I said, encouraging her to eat.

The rest of our breakfast was more lighthearted. I continued our language lessons. Like the day before, we started with English. Fumiko amazed me with her abilities. Not only did she remember the vocabulary from our original practice, but she asked for additional phrases and words.

An hour after breakfast was finished, we switched to Japanese. Still sitting at the table, we were discussing hobbies, likes, and dislikes. Most of Fumiko’s likes were centered around food, Ayane, and me. The only dislike she could think of was “a lot of water.”

When I asked her to elaborate on this peculiar dislike, Fumiko motioned around her body and repeated, “A lot of water, mate. So much.”

I had to stifle a laugh at her reaction and explanation. I didn’t want to belittle her possible fear of drowning, but I was curious about the amount of water.

I pulled up a picture of the ocean and said, “Like the ocean or sea? You don’t like these places?”

Fumiko narrowed her eyes. “Too much water. I don’t like it.”

Deciding it would be best to shelve the conversation about how most of the food she liked—fish—came from the sea, I searched for a picture of a lake.

Fumiko’s negative reactions to bodies of water stopped around the time I landed on pictures of bathtubs and hot springs.

We decided to switch gears and do some reading practice. Fumiko wasn’t really interested in the small selection of books I had in the living room, so we headed back to the bedroom. I had a small number of comics and other books on a shelf, but Ayane’s army of reading materials was clearly taking over the bedroom.

Fumiko sniffed around the room and flitted between the shelves and stacks of books. She stopped at a shelf near the floor and flipped several narrow volumes to the side, before pulling out a cover I was very familiar with.

“This! We read,” Fumiko said, practically dancing.

“I’m not sure if you’re ready for succubi—” I was interrupted by an incoming phone call. I held up a finger to see who was calling, and saw it was my mom.

“Hi, Mom. How are you doing?” I started.

“Mom?” Fumiko asked, tilting her head.

Having no idea how to explain anything currently happening to my mother, I motioned for Fumiko to stay in the bedroom. I turned and made my way back to the kitchen.

“Hi son. I’m fine, but I’d be better if you weren’t halfway across the world. Are you okay? Have there been any earthquakes or tsunamis that haven’t been reported in America yet?” my mom asked.

This was a common beginning for every phone call since I’d arrived in Japan. I’d try to start a conversation with my mom, and she’d include some sort of crazy question about poisonous fish or monsoons. I knew it was her way of showing she cared about me, but it was becoming a bit repetitive to keep reassuring her every week.

I was halfway through my explanation of the safety precautions used in new Japanese construction to make things safer during earthquakes, when Fumiko came into the kitchen with every issue of Night Market Succubi in her hands.

“Succubi! Do you like or dislike succubi?” Fumiko asked, tilting her head.

My eyes shot open, and I had about a tenth of a second to hope my mother hadn’t heard Fumiko’s question before she started laughing on her end of the phone.

“Ah, so that’s why you didn’t call me. You have a girl over. Honestly Dylan, you’re a man now, and I know that men are interested in girls. Go tell your…friend, girlfriend?” she drew the last word out like a question. When I didn’t answer, she continued, “Your whatever she is, tell her your mother says ‘hi’.”

“Yeah, mom, I will,” I said, and pinched the bridge of my nose.

“And Dylan, is it normal for young people talk about things like succubi early in their relation⁠—”

“Stop right there. I’ll tell her you said ‘hi’. I love you, but I’m going to let you go,” I said, hoping there wasn’t some sort of minor emergency going on back home.

Mom laughed again and returned my sentiments, before saying goodbye and hanging up. I shook my head, locked my phone screen, and put it back in my pocket. I looked up at Fumiko to discover that the cat girl was enthralled in the pages of Night Market Succubi, volume three.

Fumiko gave me a scowl when I took the doujin away and suggested practicing something else. Her sour mood was short-lived, though, and the cat girl took over the role of the instructor.

“Mate, how does Dawn feel?” Fumiko asked. She’d been using the word “mate” instead of my name for the entire morning. I didn’t hate it.

“I’m not sure. We could go through the normal exercises to see if anything’s changed,” I offered.

Fumiko seemed to think this was a great idea. I got into position. The process of connecting to my network was becoming second nature. I noticed a difference from the beginning. The moment I focused on protection, there was a spike in the Dawn’s power.

There was no longer a need to warm up my network. The cycling of the Dawn through my body had become like a light switch. There was still an intensity gauge, but I felt like I could flick the Dawn on at will. In order to test this theory, I stood up and moved around the room while trying to summon the Dawn outside of my hands.

It worked. Sort of. I could see the beginning stages of the tranquil fist growing over my skin, but it was patchy and incomplete. When I stopped moving, the patches sealed, but I still wasn’t able to cover either of my hands.

I need something to focus on.

The gloves I used to free Fumiko were hanging up on a drying rack. I pulled them on and used them as a hub for the Dawn. Less than a second later, my hands and forearms were covered in the Dawn.

“My mate has a veil, too,” Fumiko sang, and hopped around.

“I’m not sure if that’s accurate. It only kind of feels like it’s on my skin.”

Fumiko stood in front of me and closed her eyes. As soon as she closed them, her cat-shaped Veil began to cloak her. Once it was in place, she opened her eyes and gave me a giant smile.

“You try. Push Dawn outside all…whole body,” she instructed.

Following her lead, I closed my eyes and tried to imagine other areas of my network activating. At the same time, I attempted to enlarge the tranquil fist. The warming sensation was rising again. Soon, it shifted into uncomfortable heat.

The Dawn was growing around my hands, and creeping beyond my elbow, but there was no other sign of a veil like Fumiko’s.

We stopped after about ten minutes. The drain was intense. I was just sitting down on the couch when the familiar sounds of my lock code beeped in quick succession, and Ayane threw the door open.

“Dylan, we’ve got trouble,” she called from the entryway.


Chapter 28


Pain



Fumiko and I rushed to the entryway. Ayane looked panicked. She grabbed my shoulders, and it sounded like she was catching her breath.

Fumiko stood awkwardly next to us for a moment with an uneasy expression on her face. The cat girl turned to leave, but Ayane moved one of her hands to Fumiko’s arm. Without saying anything, Ayane pulled Fumiko into her side.

Looking at Fumiko, Ayane said, “I’m sorry. He wouldn’t listen.”

“What are you talking about? Who wouldn’t listen?” I asked.

Ayane took in a couple of deep breaths to steady herself. “The night was completely quiet, so I started my conversation with Toshi about Fumiko. At first, he didn’t believe me, and thought I was teasing him about his injuries.”

The saliva in my mouth dried. “When did he start accepting what you were saying?”

Ayane’s eyes fell to the floor. “After I swore on dad’s name. It was a stupid thing we used to do as kids to keep each other honest. Once I said that, Toshi’s anger took over.” She lifted her face in Fumiko’s direction again. “I won’t let him hurt you, okay? He’s my brother, but I know you didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Hurt?” Fumiko asked in confusion, tilting her head.

“Toshi thinks you’re working with the oni. We⁠—”

Fumiko’s hiss interrupted Ayane’s response. Hatred washed over the cat girl’s face, and her ears pinned down. “Never! Oni is with Kuro. I help Dylan. Help Kirin,” she nearly shouted.

“We know that, but the Wheel doesn’t,” I explained.

The storm clouds faded from Fumiko’s face. Her eyes went back up, and she went back to intently listening.

“Toshi was trying to secretly rally others around him when I left. He told me they’d come after us if…if you didn’t bring Fumiko to the Hold,” Ayane whispered with regret.

My stomach knotted. Thinking through my options, I said, “Not going to happen. I’m not taking her there until everyone’s calm. I’ll go and talk with him.”

“Dylan, he won’t listen,” Ayane replied, shaking her head sadly.

I placed my hands on her shoulders. “I have to try. Someone’s bound to listen to reason when I bring up the connection between Fumiko and the warrior maidens.”

Ayane tucked her chin into her chest and whispered, “I don’t know.”

Lifting up her chin, I said, “We have to try.” Looking at Fumiko, I added, “You need to take her and leave. Do what you can, but keep her safe.”

We shared some tender goodbyes, and I hurried to the Hold. If I wasn’t able to convince Toshi, I hoped I’d be able to at least stall him. Ayane told me she’d ditch her phone at my apartment in the hopes of leaving fewer breadcrumbs when they left.

When I arrived at the Hold, Toshi was waiting at the entrance of the tunnel. Sato was standing next to him. Both men tensed their jaws as I approached. I had just enough time to register the fact that Toshi was only using one crutch before the exchange started.

“Where’s the nekomata?” Toshi said between clenched teeth, barely moving his lips.

I licked my lips. “Fumiko is safe. I came alone, because I don’t want anyone to do something they might regret.”

“Like causing injuries to other Hunters,” Sato shot back. He tilted his head, and a group of ten Hunters entered the tunnel. He looked at me again. “Have you been working with the nekomata since you arrived?”

Well, this isn’t working.

“No. I freed a woman named Fumiko from its core, and I’ve been working with her,” I explained slowly.

Toshi limped closer to me. “How did you convince Ayane? I was okay with your actions on the roof, but getting my sister to buy into your plans is too much.”

I fought against the urge to get defensive and angry. Toshi was so consumed with anger, I was surprised there weren’t blobs of Dusk forming around his body.

After a few beats, I said, “Ayane isn’t being coerced. She’s just as convinced as I am that Fumiko is here to help.” Looking back at Sato, I added, “And if we’re right, more help’s on the way.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Sato asked, his whole body tensing.

I closed my eyes. “Toshi, I’m sorry for never taking your advice during my original tour of the Hold.” I opened my eyes, looked at Sato and asked, “What do you know about the warrior maidens?”

Less than five minutes later, I was sitting inside the gazebo in the Hold’s rock garden. I hadn’t been in this section of the facility since my initiation ceremony. Sato and Toshi sat on either side of me, and we waited in silence for the Scholar to arrive.

When the older man arrived, the three of us bowed to him, and he took a seat across from us. The Scholar’s face was covered in stubble and exhaustion. He returned our bows and sat with a heavy sigh.

“Normally, I’d be pleased by the lack of Dusk. We’ve gone more than a day without a single incident, but now—” he paused, motioned at us, and continued. “Now we’re back to the nekomata issue.”

Sato was the first to speak for our group. “I’m sorry for troubling you in the midst of our impending crisis, but I knew you’d want to be informed. Hunter Rossi has most likely committed a crime against the Wheel. However, he’s making some unusual claims,” he finished, with a growl and glare in my direction.

The Scholar looked shocked, but motioned for me to speak my piece. I thought through what I’d witnessed and participated in over the last couple of days. I struggled to assemble the argument in my head until my eyes fell to my hands.

Looking back at the men sitting behind me, I said, “Have either of you seen me spark a weapon?”

“We’re here to discuss your conduct and a possible punishment, not your inabilities, Hunter Rossi,” Sato barked.

Turning back to the Scholar, I asked, “Will you accept Hunter Sato’s reaction as evidence of my previous performances?”

The Scholar turned his head. “Yes, but I also fail to see the connection.”

Good, Isamu didn’t say anything about me using the tranquil fist in his report.

I drew in a breath, sent the Dawn in motion, and sparked my hands. Each man in the gazebo reacted. Sato broke out of his drill sergeant demeanor, and leaned closer like a kid trying to discover the secrets behind a magic trick. Toshi clicked his tongue and let out a grunt. The Scholar allowed the edges of his lips to rise for a split second.

Stopping the flow of Dawn to my hands, I said, “I stumbled upon the ability to spark my hands through trial and error. I also found out I could cover gloves with the Dawn.”

“Tranquil fist,” the Scholar said reverently, and shook his head.

“Yes, but there’s more. At first, I needed to use gloves. Actually, they still help me enhance the flow, but I’m able to do more with the Dawn because of Fumiko.”

Drawing in another breath, I pushed the Dawn out of my hands. When I looked down, my hands were covered in the unmistakable golden light. I still wasn’t able to get the Dawn to cover my wrists, but I was getting closer.

The group was stunned into silence, and I felt a glimmer of optimism. I pulled the Dawn back into my body. The Scholar was the first to speak.

“Do you know if it’s effective?” he asked.

“My hands experienced some pain when I freed Fumiko from the nekomata’s core,” I began.

“Understandable. Your ability to summon enough Dawn to cover your hands is…impressive, but it’s not to the extent documented in our histories. Those stories described the tranquil fist extending nearly thirty centimeters away from the Hunter’s hands,” Sato interjected.

The Scholar put up a hand to pause the conversation. “Sato, call for whatever gloves Dylan needs. I want to see a full demonstration of his capabilities.”

Sato bowed, and turned to me with a brow raised.

“The same style we used for the speed test is fine,” I said. After a second I remembered my revelation on the train and added, “Do you know if we have anything like these?” I fished my phone out of my pocket, and showed him a picture from Jojo.

“Anime? What are you getting at?” Sato asked curtly.

The Scholar motioned for my phone, and I gave it to him. He looked at the picture and said, “I believe Dylan’s requesting something along the lines of a caestus. Ask in the armory.”

Sato gave another bow, but he paused.

After seeing Sato’s reaction, the Scholar elaborated. “They were leather wrappings with metal studs, sometimes worn by gladiators in ancient Rome.”

Sato nodded, and took confident strides back to the tunnel.

Once the long-haired Hunter was gone, the Scholar looked at Toshi and me. He let out a small grunt and asked, “Who’s Fumiko?”

“The same thing as the damn nekomata—a beacon for the oni,” Toshi growled. Anger built in his voice. “If we don’t destroy her, Osaka will be hit with another oni attack. So many will die!”

The Scholar brought his hands up in an attempt to calm Toshi. He waited for the other Hunter to slow his breathing before saying, “I haven’t forgotten your parents’ tragedy twenty years ago, Toshi. Since I was actively involved in the battle, I never will.” Turning his attention back to me, the Scholar continued. “While I don’t share Toshi’s desire for wanton violence, I still don’t see the connection between your skills and trusting this Fumiko. I believe you attempted to do what you felt was right, but there is a correlation between the nekomata and the oni.”

But Fumiko’s not the nekomata.

“While I’m mostly ignorant in regard to the last several oni attacks, I think there are two things to consider. Correlation doesn’t necessarily imply causation. The other is that Fumiko was a captive, not a willing participant. She was trapped inside of the nekomata for years, if my suspicions are correct,” I responded.

Sato returned to the rock garden with two sets of gloves. His eyes were the size of tennis balls when his face came into view. He wasn’t alone.

What are they doing here?

Toshi’s molars ground together, and he seethed, “Nekomata.”

While his leg was injured, his hands were still fast. In two fluid motions, his left hand dropped to the scabbard at his side, and his right tried to draw the blade.

I was faster.

I set the Dawn in motion through my arms and legs the second I saw the distinct glow of Dawn in the shape of a cat. Time felt like it stopped. It was like the roof. Nearly flying to Toshi’s position, I tackled him.

“Get off of me! This is my chance,” he bellowed.

Fumiko cried out, “Mate!” She rushed to the gazebo, with Ayane and Sato falling in behind her.

Caught between protecting Fumiko and not wanting to hurt Toshi, I held him down and said, “She’s not your enemy. The nekomata is gone. I killed it. I dismantled every piece of Dusk trapping her. It’s done, Toshi. Stop.”

Ignoring my attempts, Toshi switched to his sister. “Have you forgotten our parents, Ayane? Why are you ignoring their sacrifice?”

Ayane’s face twisted in pain after hearing the venom from her brother. She bit her lower lip and trembled for a few breaths, before shaking herself. “No, I’d never commit such a heinous act. But Toshi, she’s not the nekomata. She’s not an oni. Look at her.”

Toshi struggled more violently against my grip. He must have twisted his injured leg in the process, because he let out a groan of pain.

Still covered in her cat veil, Fumiko stepped into the gazebo and stared at Toshi. “Hurt?” she asked. The concern in her voice was sincere, and she was crouching beside Toshi’s leg before he could even utter a response.

The Scholar was on his feet standing over us. The old man’s eyes were wide and full of disbelief, but he kept his composure.

“Toshi, drop this toxic blindfold. Look at her. She’s bathed in the Dawn. Instinctively, you know she has a connection to the heavenly realm,” the Scholar advised.

While the Scholar was speaking, Fumiko examined Toshi’s affected leg. She narrowed her eyes at a point on Toshi’s knee, laid her hands on it, and pushed the Dawn into the spot. When she was done, she moved her hands and dropped her veil.

“No more hurt,” Fumiko announced.


Chapter 29


Answering the Call



Toshi stopped struggling. He flattened his hands and turned his head back to me. After closing his eyes, he said, “Please let me up.”

Ayane held her breath, but nodded. I released my hold on Toshi and stood up. Not knowing what his reaction was going to be, I positioned myself between him and the two women. The Dawn was still cycling through my system, but it seemed like the air had settled.

Once he was on his feet, Toshi pushed his tongue into both of his cheeks and looked at the floor. It was apparent he was conflicted. His eyes went to me first.

“What is she?” he nearly whispered. Turning his attention to the Scholar, he added, “I need time.” He gave a bow, and left the rock garden without another word. There wasn’t even a hint of a limp in his stride.

Fumiko heaved out a long, tired exhale and mumbled, “Stopping hurt hard. Not my good job.”

Ayane put a hand on Fumiko’s back. “You did just fine. Thank you for helping my idiot brother.”

The cat girl smiled in response to Ayane’s compliment. She started rubbing her cheek on the side of Ayane’s face and purred, “Ayane-mate.”

Flustered by Fumiko’s response, Ayane reeled back and tried to stop the other woman’s advances. It appeared Ayane wanted to keep things all business while she was in the Hold, because she added, “Fumiko, no. We can’t use ‘mate’ here. This is work.”

The Scholar chuckled when Ayane’s eyes darted between the others in the gazebo. The Tracker was able to peel the cat girl off of her, and jumped back into her normal work persona.

“Apologies for the public displays of affecti⁠—”

“Kirin calling!” Fumiko interrupted, her tails swishing madly. “Dylan. Now go opening. Kirin opening!”

My eyebrows felt like they dropped to my nose. Looking between Fumiko and Ayane, I responded, “What do you mean? What call?”

“Now. Opening. Dylan and Fumiko and Ayane go. Calling,” Fumiko insisted, pulling on her hand.

Ayane scratched the side of her head and confessed, “She started saying something about the Kirin calling about fifteen minutes after you left. She practically dragged me here.”

The Scholar cleared his throat. “We can visit Enryakuji Temple, but I must inform the Master.”

Less than twenty minutes later, the five of us were in a large, black sedan leaving Osaka. Sato was behind the wheel, with the Scholar sitting next to him. Our car was in the middle of a three-vehicle group driving to Mount Hiei.

During the long drive, I told the Scholar everything that had happened over the last two days. Ayane interjected with our working theories about Fumiko and the warrior maidens, and I ended our summary with the descriptions of the other maidens that I’d found in Ayane’s borrowed book.

After contemplating our story for a couple of minutes, the Scholar asked, “Dylan, do you remember our first conversation in the gazebo? I asked you about your ability to see the Dusk. Can you please recount that experience again with as much detail as possible?”

Why does he want to hear that again?

Nodding my head, I closed my eyes and did what he asked. I described every detail I could recall. I included my walk to Mr. Tomato, what led to my decisions inside the store, and the appearance of those YouTube jackasses.

I was just getting to the point in my story when I’d turned back to buy the Super Famicom, when a fat puzzle piece fell into place. “There was a white hair…I moved it. When I touched the white hair, I saw the Dawn for the first time,” I realized.

Fumiko had been mostly silent until this point. After I brought up the white hair, she perked up and announced, “Kirin mark. Now Dylan has big Dawn. And getting stronger.”

“Yes, it would appear so,” the Scholar chuckled. He turned to Fumiko and added, “Your arrival has the potential to shift our entire organization and its practices. Other members of leadership may want some explanations regarding your lost memories. Will you agree to some tests when we return to the Hold?”

“Dylan?” Fumiko asked, instead of responding to the Scholar.

I gave her hand a squeeze. “You can trust him. They just want to help you.”

Ayane volunteered to accompany Fumiko during any prescribed test, and this seemed to resolve the issue for the cat girl.

“Excellent. Ayane, we still have more than thirty minutes before we arrive. Please provide Dylan with the background on the mountain and site,” the Scholar requested.

Ayane agreed, and launched into a detailed summary of the location. She informed me that Enryakuji Temple’s grounds were established in 788. However, the location didn’t become associated with the Wheel until 1357, when a band of six Trackers discovered the portals. Once the validity of the portals was confirmed, the temple grounds became a focal point for the Wheel.

Eventually, the location became the backdrop for a power struggle within the Wheel in 1640. A small faction from the east challenged the existing hierarchy for control, but cooler heads prevailed. The outcome of this near civil war indirectly led to the construction of the temple’s main hall two years later. The hall was meant to be a symbol of compromise and inclusion.

Nowadays, it’s disguised as just another world heritage site in the Kyoto prefecture. The Wheel maintained its relationship with the temple authorities. This allowed for steady access to the grounds, and for the site of the portals to remain secluded behind several gates.

With Ayane’s lecture complete, Sato stopped the black sedan. The lead car was next to a small booth surrounded by a sea of pine trees. After the driver of the lead car completed his exchange with the guard on duty, a gate opened, and our small convoy was moving again.

There were no signs, markers, or rails along the narrow winding road. From the windows of the sedan, I saw a mixture of deep green coniferous needles and the empty limbs of the occasional deciduous tree, but not much else. Eventually, Sato stopped the car at the foot of an ancient stone staircase.

“We walk from here,” the Scholar said, and we all exited the sedan.

Drivers and passengers from the other cars exited and fell in line behind us. Halfway up the steep hill, I heard a faint chant coming from the direction of the top. When we finally crested the stairs, we were faced with an elevated walkway between two buildings. Each portion of this structure was painted orange, had a curved roof, and displayed rounded ornate carvings on every piece of exposed wood.

A group of three monks was waiting for us. They were all dressed in simple, dark robes. All made a slight bow to the Scholar when we approached. The Scholar thanked them for their service and asked to be led back to the portals. The monk in the center motioned for us to follow him.

As we passed under the elevated walkway, we found another group of four Wheel members waiting for us. One looked oddly familiar.

“The Master regrets his inability to be here himself, but your request sounded like it couldn’t wait,” the short man dressed in a sharkskin suit flanked by four Hunters said.

Details from my initiation ceremony flooded back. The slight guy in the center of the group, wearing a suit more yakuza than Wheel, was an advisor for the Master. He was the same guy who’d been a bit agitated after I’d caught the Scholar’s blade with my eyes closed.

I was still in the middle of putting together my recollection of the ceremony when the Scholar’s words grabbed my attention. “Dylan, please allow me to formally introduce Mr. Endo. He may have some additional questions while we’re here,” the Scholar offered.

We exchanged pleasantries and continued our climb. Ten minutes later, we were making our way along a small footpath to a clearing in the trees. The monk who led the way waited on the path, while the rest of us continued into the clearing. A couple dots of light came to life in the direction of downtown Kyoto in the far distance.

Walking over moss, dried leaves, and other forest debris, I noticed that there were no trees. There was healthy forest in all directions, but for some reason nothing taller than a blade of grass existed in this basketball court-sized place. We approached two circles of light on the far end. From our distance, they looked like floating ping pong balls of purple and gold.

When a golden glow resembling the Dawn intensified, Ayane whispered, “The portal to the heavenly realm has never done that.”

Fumiko ran to the shimmering golden circle. Three steps into her sprint, the cat-shaped veil covered her. She stopped in front of the portal and turned in my direction.

“Dylan, come. Kirin calling,” she beckoned.

We joined her near the heavenly portal, and the Dawn in my network became electrified. Warmth filled my body, and my hands became covered with the energy. I’d activated the tranquil fist without intending to.

All of the members who hadn’t witnessed Fumiko’s veil or the tranquil fist were awestruck. Their eyes went huge, and gasps filled the clearing.

“Dylan, like me. Like me,” Fumiko insisted. She plopped down in front of the portal and adopted the same posture she’d used during our exercises.

I looked around at the other members, shrugged, and joined her on the ground.

The second I closed my eyes, I was transported to my dreamscape. The light was slightly closer, but I wasn’t moving. Turning my head, I saw Fumiko in the same space. She was no longer tiny, but she was about a quarter of her actual size.

A comforting voice spoke directly into my head.

“Congratulations on connecting with my first retainer.”

I’m glad I was able to, but you could’ve made this easier. Am I right in thinking there are five more?

“Yes. The next will cross over now.”

Will she be here?

“No. She will be in Osaka, but she will be drawn to you. They all will be. Work with my retainers. In order for your full potential to be realized, you must recharge them in the same way you did with the first. Time is running out.”

Time for what? The oni?

“Yes, and much worse.”

What’s worse, and how can we stop it?

“No time. Keep seeking me in the other plane. I’m losing my finite amount of control here.”

Fumiko thought into my head, “Stop. We stop. Kirin’s power low.”

The two of us opened our eyes and were back in the field. Everyone else was seated in a similar manner, with their heads bent forward. Most of them had their eyes closed. The Scholar, Sato, and Ayane were exchanging nods and hand gestures, while the advisor named Endo was shaking his head.

Before I could ask any questions, an unearthly laughter shook the ground. Ayane got to her feet and raced toward me and Fumiko, while the other members in the field tried to steady themselves. When the sound stopped, birds took to the sky in a panicked reaction, and the purple ping pong circle was now the size of a baseball.

That can’t be good.

Turning my head back to the golden circle, I watched as it shrank. Once it became smaller than a quarter, my guts tensed, and I held my breath.


Chapter 30


Let’s Do This



The portal to the heavenly realm was now half its original size. My brain had just enough time to process this change before Fumiko tipped over into Ayane’s arms.

“What’s wrong?” Ayane asked, giving the cat girl a gentle shake.

Fumiko's jaw went slack for a second, but she was able to murmur, “Connect Dylan to Kirin hard. Food and sleep.”

Ayane and I exchanged a look of concern, and I patted down my pockets in the futile hope of finding something edible. One of the other Hunters joined us, and handed over a silver pouch with a white spout on its top.

“It’s energy jelly,” Ayane said after I gave the Hunter a confused look. Ayane accepted the pouch, opened it, and offered the container to Fumiko.

The cat girl came back to her senses enough to suck down the silver pouch. My stomach groaned in protest, and I finally realized how much Dawn I’d used in the course of the day.

I’m going to need to eat something too, but I have to figure out how to relay the Kirin’s message to everyone else.

I turned to the Scholar, and tried to think of a way to make myself not sound crazy. He must have seen the conflicted look on my face.

“I just sent Kisami to the car for more food. Once Fumiko’s ready to move, we’ll head back to Osaka. You need to be there to establish contact with the next warrior maiden. Do you plan on taking up a stationary position, or move about the city?” he asked. His dark eyes were steady, and full of an energy I hadn’t seen before in the older man.

“Patrol the city. How did you know another one’s coming?”

The Scholar smirked. He looked over his shoulder at Sato and got to his feet. When he walked past the long-haired Hunter, they shared an exchange I couldn’t hear. The Scholar waved in my direction and moved onto advisor Endo.

Sato nodded, and replied, “We heard everything. I don’t know how, but your conversation with the Kirin was clear to all of us here. The Scholar intends to support you, but that’s going to take a lot of coordination.” The older Hunter got to his feet, dusted himself off, and added, “Do you need help carrying Ms. Fumiko? We need to leave as soon as possible.”

The Scholar rode back to the Hold in one of Advisor Endo’s vehicles. Ayane and I bunched together in the backseat. This allowed Fumiko to recline the seat up front and get some sleep. A few more of those energy pouches were offered up, and I greedily sucked them down during the mostly silent car ride.

With the final silver pouch empty, I noticed Ayane was napping on my shoulder. Her grip on my arm tensed every so often, but she appeared to be sleeping well. At that moment, the warmth of the car settled around me, and I gave into the need for rest.

When I awoke, we were back in the Hold. The facility appeared nearly empty. Sato told me to meet him in the gym in twenty minutes for a strategy session, and exited the car to rejoin the Scholar.

Fumiko was able to walk, but she was still lethargic. Ayane volunteered to stay with the cat girl until she regained her energy. I walked the two of them into the Hold, while Fumiko rubbed her face against the side of my chest.

“I hope this goes smoothly, but I don’t really know what to expect,” I confessed.

“Dylan can find. New one will help. But small,” Fumiko muttered sleepily.

Ayane and I shared our millionth look of confusion, and I asked, “The new maiden is small? How small?”

Fumiko’s face scrunched, and she whined, “She’s small. We all small at the start.” Fumiko closed her hands together like a child forming a snowball and continued, “Small. But Dusk finds us fast. Surround.” She yawned with her whole face, fuzzy ears drooping, and I had to carry her the rest of the way.

I set Fumiko down on a large couch near the Hold offices, and Ayane texted another member for some additional food. When Fumiko mumbled her goodbye, she surprised me with a sudden embrace and tender kiss.

Ayane tsked. “Not at work.”

When I pulled my lips away from the cat girl, I turned to Ayane. My Tracker girlfriend narrowed her eyes and pulled me in for a tight hug of her own.

With her face against me, she whispered, “Be safe, but make sure you find her.”

There were a dozen other Hunters and Trackers in the gym. Sato was updating the members who weren’t at the temple. The Scholar and advisor Endo were seated behind Sato.

“I’ve communicated with the members who are currently on patrol. We still haven’t had any signs of Dusk nor of the Dawn,” he reported.

I raised my hand. When Sato tilted his chin in my direction, I said, “I just learned we’re looking for a small concentration of Dawn. It’ll be smaller than a baseball, but the Dusk will be attracted to it immediately.”

Sato nodded. “Good to know. Okay, you all heard Hunter Rossi. A small concentration of Dawn will be drawn to him, but it will be pursued by the Dusk. Any questions?”

The members in the gym shouted a resounding, “No, sir!”

“Stay in communication,” he barked to the group. Sato turned to the men behind him and asked, “Anything to add?”

“If I may?” advisor Endo asked the Scholar, continuing once the older man nodded his approval. “Since your numbers are less than ideal, I think three Hunters from my group should join. Hiro, Kenji, and Aoi are more than capable.”

“We appreciate your assistance,” the Scholar replied with a shallow bow.

When it was clear there was nothing else to discuss, Sato ordered everyone to pair up. Several Hunters and Trackers formed up in what were presumably familiar teams. I wasn’t sure if the plan was for me to head out alone, or to partner up with Sato.

I took a step toward the back of the room to ask, and was slightly shocked by a tap on my shoulder. My mind nearly short-circuited from astonishment when I turned and saw Toshi.

He wasn’t able to meet my gaze, but his message came out clearly. “I fucked up. I know that. I need to make this right, but I’d like to see this whole…thing you do. Process? Whatever it is…with my own eyes first.” He bit the inside of his cheek. “Do you mind if we partner up?”

It wasn’t exactly an apology, but the guy was making an attempt. I tried to imagine how I’d react if both of my parents were killed at the same time. How much would have changed in my life? Wouldn’t I want some justice, maybe even vengeance?

I put my hand out. “As long as you don’t give me a hard time about a movie I haven’t seen yet, you’re on.”

Toshi’s eyes darted to mine, and a small grin touched his lips. He grasped my hand. “No promises.”

Sato passed me a pair of gloves on our way out. They were the ones he got from the armory, and they looked like a hybrid of a caestus and an MMA glove.

After I changed into one of my work suits, I gave the gloves a test fit. There were no issues when I flexed my fingers, and the weight felt perfect. The small, rounded pieces of metal on top of the gloves didn’t impede my movements or jut out too far. For the most part, they just looked like a pair of black light-weight gloves for combat sports.

As we were leaving the Hold, Toshi suggested, “Let’s start in Tennoji. It’s kind of the ghetto, but it’s a hot spot for Dusk.”

“Ghetto? What the hell are you talking about?” I scoffed. I wouldn’t call any neighborhood in Osaka—or even all of Japan—“ghetto”.

Less than twenty minutes later, we were stepping off the train in a large station. While I didn’t fully agree with Toshi’s label of “ghetto”, there was an increased amount of graffiti around the tracks. A few other signs of economic depression popped up when we left the area immediately around the station. Within a few blocks, I saw some abandoned buildings, broken windows, trash piled up against walls, and even a few homeless people.

“See, ghetto,” Toshi remarked, after seemingly reading my mind.

I couldn’t help myself and let out a soft chuckle. Toshi wasn’t necessarily wrong, but I was confident there were way worse places in the States. We walked on a southwestern path, and found ourselves near the Tennoji Zoo and the old, boxy TV tower.

The area around the base of the tower seemed popular. We passed tour guides leading their assigned flocks of visitors through pedestrian paths lined with numerous restaurants and carnival-game-like booths. Each business seemed like it was in competition with its neighbors to see who could have the most outlandish and neon-filled sign.

Soon enough, Toshi’s hunch about the area proved correct. We stumbled across two groups of tourists getting heated with each other. Though neither group were native English speakers, they were tossing insults at one another in English like it was the agreed upon language of confrontation. I think the western group of tourists were from Spain, and the eastern group were Chinese.

“Dusk?” Toshi asked after I paused.

“Yep. It’s coming out of the forehead of that guy,” I said, pointing to a presumably Spanish man. He was either in his late forties or early fifties, with dark hair on the top of his head but a mostly gray beard.

“We can wait over there.” Toshi motioned to a spot on the left. It was tucked away in one of the only dark corners on the whole street. “If the Dusk is attracted to the Dawn, we might get lucky and see the ball of Dawn while we’re here,” he added after we stopped moving.

The altercation intensified. The guy with Dusk stuck to him started shoving a guy in the other group. A small piece of Dusk came out of the Chinese man who’d been shoved. This tiny blob stretched out for the larger piece of Dusk on the Spaniard’s head. When the Chinese man went in for his own shove, the two pieces merged and grew.

Other members of both groups began engaging in similar shoving matches with one another, and the Dusk on the first Spanish man’s head snowballed in size. Inevitably, the first man threw a punch, and the situation escalated quickly. Punches, kicks, elbows, and knees were raining down on nearly every member of both tour groups. Finally, the Dusk dropped from the first fighter and became semi-permanent.

“Got you,” Toshi said. He motioned with his head for the two of us to move forward.

Toshi and I were near the Dusk moments after it started moving around. The purple mass didn’t behave in the way I’d grown accustomed to over the last several weeks. Instead of dancing around the confrontational people, the purple blob immediately bolted to the south. Unfortunately, this took it directly through the growing group of fighting tourists.

“You’re faster. Go around the side and try to get in front of it. I’ll stay behind it and make contact with the other teams,” Toshi said.

“I got you,” I answered, and headed to a parallel side street.

The moment I started running, I activated the Dawn in my network. The switch flicked on, and my entire body was cycling the Dawn just like it had during my exercises. I was sprinting at speeds faster than an Olympian.

After a block, I’d run past the majority of the commotion happening near the tower, and was able to cut back onto the street where the semi-permanent Dusk was escaping. Even with my boosted speed, the blob of Dusk was still far out in front of me. It was still heading south. Directly in front of us was a large pachinko parlor in the shape of a castle.

Crowds of people were coming and going from the pachinko parlor’s entrance. Each time one of the automated glass doors slid open, a wall of sound exited the building. The noise became more deafening with each step.

Is the Dawn really inside there?

The Dusk scooted in, and I followed.

Upon entering the brightly lit casino, a couple of things hit me. One, there were no security guards like I’d see in an American casino. The second thing I absolutely couldn’t ignore was the audio assault on my ears. Metal marbles were tumbling out of machines, sirens were blaring from a hundred different directions, and speakers blasted the soundtrack to bonus levels or an animation cut scene. Little bits of Dusk glided away from the bodies of frustrated gamblers and joined forces with the semi-permanent form I chased into the building.

Running down a line of machines with a Fist of the North Star theme, it became clear I was gaining on the Dusk. However, it was still doing everything it could to avoid being stationary. It was sucking up more power, but it was acting so odd.

A zig around the first bank of machines, and I was getting closer. It was maybe ten feet in front of me.

A zag down a tucked away corner of Neon Genesis machines, and I was even closer.

Without thinking, I dove for the little shit. My left hand swiped just below whatever it had that passed as a leg, but it dodged at the last second.

I stumbled into a gambler’s hefty stack of trays. Each of the trays was filled with hundreds of balls and represented the man’s winnings. The gambler was, understandably, pissed.

Normally, I would have helped clean up, but my actions had probably caused the one thing I was hoping to avoid. The Dusk made a ninety-degree turn, and raced along the walls in search of an exit.

As I was getting to my feet, Toshi ran around the nearest bank of pachinko machines to join me. He was slightly out of breath as he assessed the situation in front of him. He apologized profusely to the irate gambler.

With his attention on the angry gambler, Toshi placed his palms in front of himself and told me, “Sato was north of Nagi Park, he'll be here soon.” He fished out a wad of 10,000 yen notes and handed it to the pissed off man.

We began running again, as a couple of staff members came around the corner with brooms and modified dustpans to scoop up the errant silver balls.

Racing out the door, we saw a wink of purple crossing a busy multi-lane road. Once we crossed the packed road and took a few turns, we found ourselves in a red light district.

Block after block of large white lanterns were hung from the street lamps, and pink neon lights illuminated countless small doorways in an otherwise unassuming neighborhood. We had to dodge around the small groups of men strolling the streets investigating each pink entrance. All of these doorways were occupied by two women—one older and one younger.

For lack of a better word, the older women appeared to be the pimps. Most of the older women looked like they were in their fifties, but there were a couple who could have been octogenarians. Regardless of age, they attempted to coax any passing man into their specific doorway.

The younger women were all seated on a cushion on the floor just inside of their particular doorway. All of them appeared to be in their twenties. Each one was on a scale of kind of cute to sexy. Every woman’s outfit was catering to a specific fantasy. One woman wore a naughty police officer’s uniform, another one was a nurse, and another one was doing her best to look like a famous American singer. Clearly, some of the women weren’t happy, because the occasional blob of Dusk tore out of their bodies and glommed onto our fleeing fiend.

We chased the faint glow of purple down narrowing streets. These eventually led to an entire block of construction. It was like the whole block had been condemned and would soon face the wrecking ball. Walls of plywood and tarps replaced doors and windows. Even the road was sprayed in lines and symbols for an upcoming round of maintenance.

Toshi and I continued to run. We’d been nearly sprinting since we left the pachinko parlor, but it felt like we weren’t catching up. To make things worse, the Dusk appeared to have found another gear. Its speed was insane.

The road curved, and we lost sight of the fleeing Dusk. Moments later, light pulsated from the direction the Dusk had gone. Light cycled through a variety of colors, until it closed in on a single point.

We’re too late. It found the Dawn.

“When we see the yokai, let me handle it. If I’m right, it’ll be a deviant-type,” I called as we approached the curve of the road.

Toshi nodded his understanding, and we were coming around the bend of the road when a piercing scream hit us. The sound was louder than anything the cacophony of noise inside of the pachinko parlor could ever create. I could feel the ringing in my ears the moment the sound started. Thankfully, there wasn’t any blood coming out of either canal.

Stumbling forward, we saw two injured Hunters and a six-foot-tall kappa, in the middle of the deserted street.


Chapter 31


The Kappa



The yokai in the middle of the street was basically the original anthropomorphic turtle. It had the arms and legs of a person with lime green skin, a turtle’s shell, a beak-like mouth, and a dish of water with a lily pad on the top of its head.

Toshi rushed to the hurt men, and I slowly approached the riled up yokai.

“I thought everyone was supposed to hold off,” I called over my shoulder, taking another intentional step forward. I held my hands up in front of my chest to communicate I wasn’t a threat.

“What are you doing?” one of the Hunters on the ground shouted.

“Calm down. Help’s on the way,” Toshi reassured the injured man. He sucked in a long, loud inhale and added, “I don’t know, Dylan. Maybe this isn’t the one we’re looking for. These guys were worked over.”

Taking another step, I asked, “Who attacked first?”

The only answer I received was a frustrated grunt.

In a low, even voice, I said, “Are you in there? If you are, you can come out. I won’t hurt you.”

The yokai tilted its head and hunched down. If nothing else, its body language was telling me the kappa was curious. There still wasn’t any sign of a woman at its core, but I continued.

“Good, you know I’m not going to hurt you,” I told the yokai.

The kappa’s shoulders settled, and it sat on the ground. Its foggy core became visible. Slowly, a figure in the fog took a tentative step forward. There was hesitation, but it took another step.

“You’re doing great. I can see part of you,” I encouraged her. Shifting focus to my fellow Hunters, I added, “Do you see? This yokai is responding. It’s not attacking because it knows I’m not going to hurt it.” I took a step forward.

With my last step forward, the fog inside of the core parted. Just like with the nekomata and Fumiko, a woman’s shape was becoming visible inside of the yokai’s core. Her features were still difficult to clearly make out, but I could see short hair and a cute, round face.

“You can feel my Dawn, right?” I asked the woman.

She closed her eyes for a half second, and then nodded her head vigorously.

“Good. I’m going to use the Dawn with my hands and get you out,” I explained, examining the Dusk shifting around her form.

“More Hunters will be here in seconds. I’m not sure if an audience is going to help,” Toshi hissed.

I acknowledged Toshi’s update, and shifted my focus back to the kappa and woman in front of me.

She had a look of determination on her face, as she stood still within her foggy confines. Unlike the situation with Fumiko, this woman didn’t take nearly as much convincing. A golden outline surrounded her body.

There hadn’t been time for me to test my new gloves at the Hold. I knew I’d gladly ruin my hands again if it meant keeping the woman inside of the core safe. Using my network and Fumiko’s training, I activated the tranquil fist.

The effect of having a focal point was a force multiplier. With the first push of the Dawn, my fists were entirely covered in golden light that moved nearly to my elbow. With another breath, the Dawn covered my biceps and crept up to my shoulders.

The Dawn didn’t extend beyond my body to the extent of Fumiko’s large cat veil, but there was golden energy moving almost six inches away from my knuckles. Picking a spot just above the woman’s head, I centered my weight, drew my right arm back, and fired a punch.

Holy shit!

All of the Dusk surrounding the woman’s head exploded and dissipated. I was prepared to chip away at the Dusk like I’d done with Fumiko, but I could see that might not be necessary. The new glove and the Dawn surrounding it had done their jobs. Gone was the sensation of smashing my fist against a windshield. It was replaced with the familiar and satisfying feeling of smacking a solid, heavy bag.

The woman inside of the yokai’s core had green hair that ended just below her ears. There was a hint of pink on one side, in the area where the yokai’s lily pad had been. Her big yellow eyes lit up, and she was beaming at me with a smile.

Sato, Isamu, and the three Hunters from the advisors group arrived. Staying with the original plan, none of the men approached me or the kappa.

Turning back to the woman, I noticed a change. With her entire head released from the core, the woman’s outline of Dawn intensified dramatically. I targeted an area over her right shoulder and threw a left cross. My fist landed a solid hit, and all of the Dusk from the right side of the woman’s neck to her right elbow flew away.

Switching to the left side of the woman’s body, I threw my third punch. The results were the same. The very naked woman was free from her head to her elbows. The short woman inside of the core began bouncing in place.

“Please calm down. I’m going to get you out, but it’s…they’re a little distracting.” I nodded my head in the direction of her either large B or small C-cup breasts. They were perky, round, and had light brown nipples.

The woman looked at herself after my head tilted and flashed me a knowing grin. As if on command, her nipples hardened, and her grin enlarged.

At least she’s not bouncing around anymore, but the hard nipples aren’t helping!

I lined up my next punch, and did my best to not focus on the woman’s soft beckoning skin. My next strike was targeted below the woman’s right elbow. The resulting impact blew away the remainder of the Dusk surrounding her right arm, the right side of her tight midsection, and her right hip.

Remaining focused on my task while Sato screamed at the two downed Hunters, I repeated the previous strike on the opposite side of the woman’s body. Same results. More than half of her body was free from the yokai’s core.

At the rate I was going, I determined it would only take three or four more hits to free her entirely. With my body steadied, I targeted an area of the woman’s right leg and let loose.

My math was right. It took me four more punches to free her. The woman inside jumped into my arms the second she was free. She nearly knocked me on my ass in the process, but I let out a laugh in response to her enthusiasm.

“Where did she come from?” Sato asked incredulously.

A chorus of voices went up in response. The Hunters didn’t sound agitated, but there was plenty of worked up energy.

I remained focused on the small, naked woman in my arms. I returned her beaming smile. After I set her down, I removed my suit jacket, and draped it over her.

The woman brought one of the jacket’s sleeves up to her nose. Her nostrils flared repeatedly, and wiggled in the cutest way imaginable. Her smile became even larger, and she danced from one foot to the other like she had the happiest feet in the world.

When she was done, she looked up at me and said, “Thank you,” in a soft, slightly high-pitched voice.

“No problem,” I replied. I held out my hand. “I’m glad we found you.”

The woman’s eyes went wide, and she sandwiched my offered hand between both of hers. I guided the woman in the direction of the growing discussion. She followed, but remained a step behind with her chin tucked in.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Midori,” she replied in a mousy voice.

“Idiots! How did you forget the entire strategy?” Sato howled at the two Hunters who had attacked the kappa.

“We weren’t in the meeting, and our training just kicked in. We didn’t think,” one Hunter explained, head hanging.

I considered telling him to lighten up, but changed my mind when the two guys in question started propping themselves up. Both of them were holding talismans on a limb, and I saw Toshi pulling a couple more out his pocket.

A private ambulance rounded the curve of the road and killed its emergency lights. Since the vehicle wasn’t speeding toward us, I concluded someone must have updated the driver. It stopped in front of our group, the back doors opened, but the EMTs didn’t seem overly concerned.

“Hurt,” Midori warned, tugging on my hand.

Sato heard the kappa girl's voice and turned his angry face in her direction. The moment his eyes made contact, all of his features softened. He actually gave a slight bow to Midori, and a faint smile touched one corner of his mouth.

“They’re not severely injured. Don’t worry, miss,” Sato said, evening his tone.

Toshi decided to jump in. “I’ll take them back to get checked out, but he’s right, they should be fine.” He shifted his gaze in my direction. “You were…right. I’m sorry.” He let out a loud exhale. “Now I need to say the same to Ayane. And Fumiko.”

Toshi pulled the recovering Hunters up off the ground and helped them into the back of the ambulance. The doors shut, and the vehicle drove off.

A few seconds later, Midori pleaded, “No. Hurt. There. Over there.” She pulled my hand with much more force.

I looked down at the five-foot-nothing woman, confused. “Who’s hurt?”

“Go there. Many hurt,” Midori responded, her eyes shimmering with tears.

All of us looked in the direction Midori pointed. It was an empty road heading north. There were no signs of life, let alone an emergency.

What the hell is she talking about? There’s nothing here.

I looked at the other Hunters. They responded with glances of disbelief and shrugs. Lost in the exchange was Midori letting go of my hand.

Wanting to get more information from the kappa girl, I turned to see her sprinting down the road.

“Wait, slow down!” Sato shouted after her.

I paused. I turned my head, and was preparing to ask Sato the plan, when I saw the long-haired Hunter was on his phone. His eyes went wide, and he joined me in running after Midori.

With the other Hunters in the group falling in line, Sato pulled the phone away from his head and yelled, “The Dusk is active all over the city. The oni is coming!”

We chased Midori back onto the populated streets. She was still half a block in front us when I saw the first globs of Dusk. The putrid pieces seemed to be coming from nearly every direction, but they were all moving toward a single location. When we passed a second and then a third sign, I had an idea where the Dusk was heading. Once the cages and fences of the Tennoji Zoo became visible, I knew my hunch was correct.

We ran through a tunnel and had just stepped onto a pedestrian overpass when I heard the first scream. The zoo had been closed for a couple of hours, and all but a few random perimeter lights were turned off, but shrieks of pain were coming inside of the attraction. The outcry seemed to be a combination of human and animal reactions.

With the high fences surrounding most of the zoo’s grounds, Midori stopped her pursuit. We caught up to her, skipping any thought of conversation in order to find an entry point. I scanned the western edge and saw a dip in the fence line. I motioned to the group, and we scaled the small barrier. All of us dropped down into a portion of the park devoid of animals, only closed concession stands acting as landmarks.

The screams stopped, and the silence removed our sense of direction. Until, a moment later, the sound of violent splashing provided us with a target.

Midori looked like she was going to bolt again, but I placed my hands on her shoulders. “Wait. We need to go together,” I warned.

“Agreed.” Sato responded. “I’ll take point. Hiro, Kenji, and Aoi, you’re behind me. Isamu, you’re behind Dylan and the warrior maiden.”

The Hunters grunted their agreement with Sato’s formation, and we started moving in the direction of the sound. A few seconds later, we crested a small hill, and the shapes of several enclosures became visible. A stink filled the air, but we ignored it when the splashing sounds intensified.

My foot slipped, and I almost slid into a front split. Isamu had the same problem and landed on his ass. One by one, we turned on the flashlights on our phones, and I fought the urge to vomit.

The ground was covered in viscera. While I couldn’t be sure, it looked like the remains were of zoo staff members, and some of the larger animals.

No one spoke. Jaws were tight. Faces hard.

We held our lights in front of us and did our best to respectfully avoid stepping on anything other than gravel. The path led us past a reptile house, a bird aviary, and closer to the splashing.

The sound of a large crack interrupted the splashing.

Making our way around a bend, we saw the source of the sounds—the hippopotamus habitat.

There was a glass barrier separating the hippos and normal zoo-goers, but this seemed woefully insufficient when a wave of water splashed over the top. The rogue wave was accompanied by a thud against the glass.

We trained our lights on the glass. There was a faint spiderweb-like crack forming in the barrier.

Behind me, I could hear the kappa girl shivering and chattering her teeth. I hazarded a brief glimpse over my shoulder. Midori looked petrified. I felt an intense need to reassure her, but I needed to stay focused on the situation quickly escalating in front of me.

Midori mumbled, “No Dusk. Midori doesn’t want Dusk.”

The Dusk didn’t do all of this. Why is she bringing that up?

Before this thought could even begin to process in my mind, a whirling mass flew between our entire group. The object quickly impacted the cracked glass in front of us with the sound of a high-speed car accident. My eyes had the briefest moment to register a slab of purple metal too large and oddly colored to be real.

Then the damaged glass gave way, and a wall of water hit us with the fury of an avalanche.


Chapter 32


Showdown



Our entire group was rocketed forward, from the wash of tens of thousands of gallons of water. I was temporarily plunged underwater. Instinctively, I reached over my shoulders. Likewise, Midori reached for me. When our hands made contact, I caught a glimmer of hope that we’d make it out of this in one piece. Something from the kappa girl radiated confidence.

We surfaced together shortly afterwards. The rush of water had dissipated, but it had ruined the immediate area. An ear-splitting siren screeched in the background, and emergency flood lights illuminated the dramatically changed landscape.

Water and vegetation from the hippopotamus habitat coated every surface within a hundred feet. Along with soaking every physical object it came into contact with, the scummy liquid choked the air with the stink of stagnant, fetid water.

Looking over my shoulder, I could see the kappa girl. She appeared to be unharmed, but still a little shaky. Paying closer attention to her face, I could see she was scanning the field in front of us. I followed her gaze and saw where the rest of the group had landed. Slightly to the left and at about forty feet away, Sato and Hiro were already on their feet. Isamu was on his back in front of us. He was the furthest away, at about sixty feet. The other two Hunters were to our right and were relatively close. One of the men was vomiting up some of the putrid water from our involuntary bath.

My concentration was broken by the ground-shaking approach of the formerly confined hippopotami. There were five in the pack, and they all decided to veer in the direction of Sato and Hiro. They seemed out of control and ready to attack anything, but the thundering approach of the hippos didn’t appear to affect the resolve of either man. The two Hunters readied themselves for the multi-ton mass rampaging toward them.

Sato unslung his tetsubo club and eyed the hippo leading the charge. Hiro’s actions were on par. He had brought his still sheathed katana above his head. With the first hippo less than a foot away, both men bellowed a gravelly shout, and took to the air in opposite directions. Their trajectories were at forty-five degree angles in a perfect V shape.

When he pushed off, Sato twisted at the waist and brought his club down onto the neck of the first hippopotamus. The beast staggered and slid on the ground.

A fraction of a second later, Hiro struck another hippo on top of its head with his covered blade. The animal basically pancaked in place.

Neither of the attacked hippos appeared to be seriously wounded, but they both seemed dazed, and uninterested in continuing any sort of aggressive action.

Sato and Hiro landed. The other three Hunters were up and moving in their direction. Sato barked out commands, and the group got to work on the three remaining hippos. I was rising to my feet to do my part when an odd glint of light to the right grabbed my attention.

Turning in the direction of the distraction, I saw the purple metal object that had broken the glass. Since it wasn’t being hurled through the air, I could finally take in what the thing really was—a cleaver. More importantly, it was a cleaver approximately the same size as a standard door, and it was covered in the menacing purple undulation I’d come to associate with Dusk.

“Midori hates Dusk. No. Not now,” the kappa girl whined, gripping my arm with her small hands.

Turning in her direction, I asked, “Is there more Dusk, Midori? I only see it on the metal.”

Midori nodded emphatically. Her body was tense, but she was bobbing her head from side to side like she was anticipating an attack. With her eyes scanning our surroundings, she added, “I need the Dawn inside. It will keep the Dusk away.”

If her request for the Dawn was anything like Fumiko’s, this was far from the appropriate time or place. I tried to reason with her. “We can work on that later. Right now, we need to find out what happened here.”

Looking back in the direction of the giant cleaver, I saw it was gone.

What the hell?

Through chattering teeth, Midori said, “Dawn…I need Dawn. Now.”

Oh shit.

Instinctively, I channeled the Dawn through my body and activated the tranquil fist. For a half a second I got incredibly lightheaded, and pitched backwards a few inches before catching myself. I’d never tried to use the Dawn in my body so frequently in such a short period of time. Was I hitting some sort of exhaustion level? Regardless of how I was feeling, I was still able to get myself into a defensive stance.

Midori’s voice became more urgent and scared. She leaned closer to me. “The Dusk is near. Kuro…sent more.”

Any hope of processing Midori’s warning was cut off by a horn-like roar coming from an elevated position. I looked up and saw a flash of grey move from the roof of a restroom enclosure. The figure came crashing down onto one of the dazed hippos. The animal was instantly flattened, blood and gore flying everywhere.

My eyes tried to make sense of the new intruder.

It’s an oni!

Unlike any of the yokai I’d seen, the oni was almost entirely in the shape of a human. The being was over ten feet tall. With the exception of a screaming red face, its skin and long straight hair were the dark grey of concrete. It was as muscled as a man mainlining all of the steroids he could get his hands on.

The monster had two sets of horns coming out of its head. The larger set looked like they belonged on a Texas longhorn steer, and came out of the sides of the creature’s head. The second, smaller pair looked like a set you’d find on a Halloween devil mask, and were coming out of the thing’s forehead. Lastly, the giant was holding the massive cleaver I’d seen on the ground moments earlier. Seeing the being hold it, I could definitely tell the weapon was covered in Dusk.

All of the Hunters stared at the oni in shock. It bellowed again and took a menacing step in my direction. Judging by the horrified expressions on the faces of the other Hunters, my assumption about this being an oni was correct.

The other Hunters held their ground, but it was clear they were terrified. Sato broke everyone’s collective stupor when he shouted, “Oni have never used weapons in the past. Approach carefully!” He held his Dawn-coated club aloft. “For the Wheel!”

Every hunter roared back, brandishing their weapons. They glowed in the night with power.

Hiro turned. “Kenji, call the Hold now! We need backup!”

Kenji nodded to his colleague, pulled out his phone, and relayed the message. “More Hunters requested at the Tennoji Zoo. The target is an oni wielding a weapon. I repeat, an oni using a weapon!”

The devil-looking monster took a few more ground-shaking steps toward me. The thing rolled its shoulders like it was loosening up for a fight.

Midori had now been reduced to mumbling, and words wouldn’t form from her mouth. Even though I was scared shitless, I decided to face this thing head-on.

The oni lumbering toward me had dead eyes and no emotion. It didn’t even register the other Hunters. It was solely focused on Midori and me.

I held my stance. The tranquil fist was lighting up my hands, and the sensation of being lightheaded and woozy hit me again. I felt like I’d just completed the most brutal crossfit workout on Earth, and then decided to run an ultra marathon afterwards just for fun. My limbs were shaking from the drain on my system, and I started to wonder what would happen to me if I kept channeling the Dawn with no energy left.

Keep it together. I’ve got this.

The demon-shaped thing halted. With no expression on its face, it was impossible for me to determine where it was looking or the target of its attack. My brain wanted to latch onto and assign a tactic to the oni when it lowered the cleaver, but I couldn’t get a real read.

“Dylan! Remember the plan,” Sato shouted from somewhere to my right.

A smile cracked the demon’s stony face, before it lolled its head back and barked out an obscene laugh.

“Yes, use your plan on me,” the oni roared, spittle flying from its grotesque mouth of thin red lips and rows of pointed fangs.

Isamu stumbled forward from the other Hunters. His whole demeanor suggested he was in complete disbelief, and his mouth quaked when he said, “Oni don’t spea–”

The slate grey demon brought up its cleaver and swung it in Isamu’s direction in a single slicing movement. In a split second, the man was bisected at the waist. His legs dropped a half second before the rest of his body could catch up.

No!

“This is your plan? Servants of the Kirin are weak buffoons," the demon roared over Midori’s scream. It hawked up and spat a blob of Dusk at Isamu’s body. The glob landed, pulsated, and zoomed in my direction.

I instinctively struck the malignant purple mass, but I had a feeling I wasn’t its true target. Looking over my shoulder, I could see Midori huddled on the ground. Her arms were wrapped around her legs, and she was rocking back and forth.

The oni laughed again. “Attempt to protect the runt all you’d like, I’m still going to take her. She’ll learn to follow the true path soon enough.”

“Over my dead body,” I said through gritted teeth. The need to protect Midori flooded my body, and I no longer cared about exhaustion. I didn’t have time to think about the repercussions of depleting all of my Dawn.

“My assignment included killing you anyway,” the fiendish demon said. He cracked his neck from side to side and added, “Do me a favor, and try to make this at least somewhat entertaining. I hate boring fights.” A vicious smile curled up the edges of the oni’s mouth.

I leapt into the air and threw a flurry of punches, hoping to knock that shit-eating grin off the oni’s face. Keeping with our developed strategy, Sato launched his attack at the same time from behind the oni. Sato’s target was the back of the grey oni’s neck.

In a flash, the oni brought his left arm behind his neck and his cleaver in front of his face. The impact of Sato’s club caused a short spurt of Dusk to leak from the oni’s muscled arm, and my tranquil fist punches were interacting violently with the oni’s cleaver.

The oni swung his weapon in a counter attack, and I rolled quickly out of the way. Once I had my feet under me, I sprung up ready to move. I saw the oni rub his wounded arm along the blade of his cleaver. The Dusk stopped leaking from the point where Sato had struck him.

“Interesting,” the oni shouted and added another dark laugh. “More. Come at me with everything you’ve got.”

Hiro gave a few hand signals to the other Hunters. Sato nodded his agreement. With nothing discussed, the four men seemed to target the oni’s four appendages simultaneously.

Knowing my role in the strategy, I rushed in with a larger combination of crosses, hooks, and uppercuts at the center of the oni’s body. With the Dawn coating my arms, I was positive my attacks would have an impact.

The other Hunters found their marks. Three katanas sliced both of the oni’s legs and one of his arms, while Sato’s club thumped the arm holding the cleaver. Each of our hits appeared to cause only the slightest of damage. A minimal amount of Dusk leaked from the oni’s appendages, and I saw a hairline crack at his center.

The Hunters all sprang back, out of range of the deadly cleaver.

The oni just laughed and rubbed the flat edge of his cleaver on both of his arms and legs. The Dusk stopped leaking immediately. The tiny crack slowly closed up after the oni was done with his blade.

“My turn,” the oni said, looking directly at me. He windmilled his enormous cleaver so fast, no one had time to react. Sato, Hiro, Kenji, and I flew backward onto the concrete. Aoi landed beside me—in two pieces.

I fought the urge to vomit as the oni stopped and swung his cleaver down, in an attempt to split Kenji down the middle.

Sato dove in and drove the tip of his club against the flat of the oni’s cleaver. Sparks spat all over both weapons until the contact between them was broken. Thanks to Sato’s actions, the cleaver struck the ground a hair’s breadth away from Kenji.

“He’s resisting the Dawn. How?” Kenji screamed, shakily gaining his feet.

The oni chuckled. “You mere servants can’t imagine the power of my master.”

Hiro whirled his body around for an all-out attack on the oni’s midsection while it was still speaking. His tactics smacked of typical yokai training, and it was obvious the man was trying to strike a core that might or might not exist.

Every one of the attacks landed, but their impact on the battle appeared to be minimal at best. A smaller version of the hairline crack I caused opened for a blink of an eye before sealing closed yet again. When Hiro broke off his attack, he was breathing heavily.

With his defense going unchallenged, the oni gave his cleaver another spin. This time the blade was over his head, and sent small globs of Dusk into the air. Every one of the golf-ball-sized purple chunks were drawn to the kappa girl still cowering behind me.

I backed up in order to get closer to Midori. I spotted a half dozen pieces of Dusk flying in from the left. A quick two-punch combination allowed me to destroy all of them before they touched her, but I could feel my energy waning. I didn’t know how long I could keep this up.

“On your right,” Sato called, swinging his club at three more bits of Dusk heading in Midori’s direction. The older Hunter’s aim was spot on. He was able to destroy each fragment with a single swing. After bringing his weapon back to a ready position, Sato added, “These are the smallest pieces of semi-permanent Dusk I’ve ever seen.”

Kenji regained his head and was moving in to back up Hiro. Both men had a determined look on their faces, but I was getting the feeling we were running out of options. With a nod, Hiro and Kenji dashed toward the oni with their katanas readied.

They were both moving in for an overhead strike. The oni brought his humongous cleaver in at the last minute to counter their attacks. A crackling sound thundered out when the weapons met. A violent light show erupted where the blades made contact, and a smell of ozone filled the air.

For the briefest of moments, I thought I saw the oni hesitate, as a minuscule crack formed in the Dusk coating his blade. Using his left hand on the flat end of his weapon, the grey figure heaved his two opponents away from his cleaver. Each Hunter was sent tumbling away several feet back. Once the connection between the Dawn-infused weapons and the cleaver was broken, the oni shocked the hell out of me.

The grey monster sliced his own arm with the cleaver. A deeper gash than anything we’d caused up to this point ripped into the oni’s free arm. A geyser of Dusk shot out of the wound. As he’d done a couple of times earlier, the oni rubbed this fresh cut along the flat of his blade. The small crack in the Dusk coating the cleaver sealed, along with the enormous gash on his arm.

He doesn’t want us to remove the Dusk from his weapon.

Doing my best to silently share my discovery with Sato, I darted a look between Sato’s club and the oni’s cleaver. The older Hunter must not have seen what I had, because he tilted his head in sign of confusion.

The oni looked like he was going to swing his huge cleaver in the air again. I decided to make my move, to prevent him from sending any other hunks of Dusk in Midori’s direction. Charging forward, I held onto the hope that Sato was behind me and would notice the target of my attacks.

I did my best Ryu impression and leaped into a shoryuken. Luckily, the oni had just brought the cleaver over his head and hadn’t started spinning it. The knuckles of my right fist thudded against the flat of the blade, and a fraction of a second later, Sato’s tetsubo club struck the edge.

Again, there was a horrendous crackling as a brutal battle raged between the Dawn and the Dusk. Two fine cracks in the Dusk-infused coating of the cleaver formed, and the oni roared with absolute hate.

Since our attacks were airborne, gravity assisted the oni with disconnecting our points of contact. However, judging by the oni’s reaction, I felt there was some weight to my idea about his weapon. When we landed, Sato and I gave each other a look of understanding.

Turning back to the oni, I saw him slowly slice the side of his face from forehead to chin. With the Dusk running out of his body, the grey monster trembled with fury while rubbing the flat of his blade along the self-inflicted cut.

By this time, Hiro and Kenji had regrouped on the left side of the oni. Their eyes shifted toward me and Sato and they gave us knowing nods before stalking in the direction of our shared foe.

“I guess it's time to get serious,” the oni growled.


Chapter 33


Always Darkest before the Dawn



The oni executed a backflip and landed on top of a large outcropping of rocks near a food cart. Once there, the monster spun the cleaver over his head with so much velocity I was half expecting him to take flight like a miniature helicopter.

Hundreds of globs of Dusk formed in the vicinity of the oni. Unlike the golf ball-sized pieces from earlier, all of the Dusk now resembled something more like a thumbnail. Each speck of Dusk honed in on Midori with far more speed than before. It was like she was a high-powered magnet pulling up metal shavings.

Midori hadn’t moved from her huddled spot throughout the entirety of the fight. When I fell back to her position, she was still balled up on the ground, rocking. After the first wave of tiny Dusk particles buzzed in to harass Midori, the futility of my efforts to protect her became abundantly clear. They were too small for me to target accurately.

Switching my approach, I turned toward Midori. “You need to get out of here! Find a place to hide until this is over.”

The kappa girl stopped rocking long enough to say, “No. Hurt. Dusk is coming.” As she spoke, a mob of Dusk flew into our vicinity.

I swung my fists in various different directions, demolishing dozens of pieces of Dusk, but some of the substance got through. When the particles made contact with Midori’s body, she screamed out in agony. This caused me to double my efforts, but the Dusk was coming in waves like a swarm of locusts.

When I allowed myself to look back at Midori’s position, I could see the tiny globs coalescing on her body. In a matter of seconds, one of her legs was covered in Dusk.

With the oni sticking to the high ground, the other Hunters fell back to my position. They could all see the miniscule pieces of Dusk, and began attacking. The additional help allowed me a moment to think.

“Help her,” Sato roared, smashing a large grouping of Dusk.

I dropped to a knee, focusing on the area of Midori’s body covered in the Dusk. Luckily, I was able to knock it all out in a single punch. When I glanced at Midori, her expression and demeanor had changed. She had a look of determination on her face.

While I was glad to see she was no longer in pain and wasn’t catatonic, I was still very concerned about her safety. “Go! You need to run away from here,” I pleaded.

Midori shook her head. Before I could make another attempt, she was on her feet, dashing in Kenji’s direction. In the midst of helping to free Midori, I hadn’t noticed that the coating of Dawn on Kenji’s blade had shattered.

Kenji was swearing at his blade when Midori popped up along his side. The kappa girl’s body was outlined in the Dawn. She wasn’t generating something as complete as Fumiko’s cat-shaped veil form, but Midori still had far more Dawn around her than I could call forth.

In a fashion similar to what I’d seen the oni perform, Midori waved her arm along the flat edge of Kenji’s katana. The katana was once again coated in the Dawn. Kenji’s face lit up, and he nodded his thanks to the kappa girl.

A few seconds later, it was Sato’s tetsubo bat that needed to have another coat of the Dawn applied to it. Midori found her way over to the older Hunter, and executed the same procedure.

I joined the group in their efforts to take out the last of the Dusk, right as Hiro’s katana was being infused with the Dawn. With the four of us surrounding Midori, we were able to thin out and eventually eliminate the Dusk fragments.

At this point, the oni jumped back down onto the ground. His chest was heaving, as if the constant summoning of Dusk was taking a toll on him. With my vision starting to blur, I knew I wasn’t in much better shape.

Our group fanned out and launched an attack the moment Hiro let out a ferocious battle cry. I ran with Kenji on my left and Sato on my immediate right. Without meaning to, I used my full speed to arrive at the target more than a second and a half before the rest of the group.

My right cross collided with the oni’s cleaver. There was another one of those monstrous storms between the Dawn and the Dusk. This time, I was able to chip a stamp-sized piece of Dusk away from the oni’s cleaver. The demon snorted in anger and attempted to pull his weapon back.

I hooked my left arm around the top of the cleaver in an attempt to keep the weapon exposed. This gave the other Hunters enough time to land their blows on the gigantic hunk of metal. Each Hunter landed their respective attacks, and all three of their points of contact triggered their own chaotic thunderstorms between the Dawn and the Dusk.

As I was pulling my arm back, the Oni flicked the cleaver forward in an upward swing. I was sent into the air and flew more than ten feet behind the oni. Sato and Hiro were able to jump out of the way in time, but Kenji wasn’t so lucky.

Struggling to get back on my feet, I saw Kenji’s body slumped down and pitching to his left. The Hunter had been sliced from his stomach to his head, with the same flick that had sent me flying.

“And then there were three,” the oni snorted. The monster slit himself across the belly. A torrent of Dusk rushed out of the cut, and the oni slathered his blade with the putrid purple substance. Unlike his previous self-inflicted wounds, the oni’s stomach didn’t immediately seal.

While I was thinking through this latest development, I was oblivious to the fact that Hiro had landed awkwardly when he jumped away from the oni’s attack. The last of the Hunters selected by the advisor was taking cautious steps with his left foot.

Midori must have also noticed this, because she dashed over to Hiro’s position after the Hunter took his third uneasy step. Sato and I instinctively followed to lend some support.

Instead of explaining herself, the kappa girl dropped to a knee beside Hiro the moment she reached him. Taking my last stride in the same direction, I could see the Dawn coming away from Midori’s body and surrounding Hiro’s ankle.

“It’s minor. You don’t need to do that,” Hiro said through gritted teeth.

“Shut up. You’re no good to us injured,” Sato growled from Hiro’s right. The injured Hunter obeyed Sato’s suggestion and let Midori finish healing him.

As Hiro was standing straighter, Midori let out a small cry. My head snapped in her direction. The kappa girl had tripped over a rock and landed on the ground. She was struggling to find her footing again, and ended up on her butt.

I scooped an arm under Midori’s legs, and the oni chose this as his opportunity to strike.

“Move,” Sato bellowed.

Instinct kicked in. I was able to get my free hand around Midori’s small shoulders and jump out of the way in two quick, successive movements. However, the oni proved to be a bit faster than me.

A searing pain raced down my back, and I knew I’d been cut. I had no idea what the extent of my wound was, but I was in agony the second I hit the ground with Midori in my arms.

I dropped to my knees, and a redoubling of hell coursed through me. Growling through clenched teeth, I forced myself to gently lower Midori to the ground instead of dropping her.

Tears spilled from Midori’s eyes, and I staggered up to my feet. I could feel blood running down my lower back and legs. Misery refused to let me stand my ground. Through blurred vision, I could see Sato and Hiro launching coordinated counterattacks.

All the while, the oni laughed. “Fools. I’ve removed your most powerful piece.”

Taking in a lungful of air shot a new sensation like torturous needles into my back, but I needed to focus on the Dawn in my body. I needed to try the tranquil fist one more time. As soon as I tried to channel the Dawn, everything went black.

I slumped to my knees, and I had the sudden urge to rest. I was positive I could defeat the oni singlehandedly if I could just catch my breath. I fell onto my face, and I could feel my consciousness fading.

My ability to process tunneled and faded to a point. After a beat, the point began to fade as well.
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Darkness surrounded me, but there was no golden light in the distance. There was no destination beckoning me. This was cold and empty. I wasn’t floating or walking, but falling.

A different voice spoke directly into my head. This one sounded sinister and malicious.

“Some legend. You were outmatched by a pawn.” There was a vicious laugh. “Once the last guardian falls, your realm will belong to me.”

If I’m done for, why are you hiding from me? Come out, coward!

Another roar of venom-soaked laughter. “You are almost in my realm, boy. Then you will be able to memorize every feature of my face, while your suffering persists for eons. Oh, and how your delicious sorrow will amplify, once my pawns claim the lives of the ones you hold closest.”

Bastard! I won’t let you get anywhere near them.

“So close. Just a little further.”

I focused on my network, thinking there had to be a way for me to summon the Dawn in this place. The fight wasn’t out of me. I just needed to concentrate.

Nothing.

There was no warming sensation. No reaction. Just falling, and a growing sense of despair.

A boom of laughter began to rise, but it was interrupted.

“No!”

The golden light shot through me. It briefly illuminated my surroundings. An endless pit stretched out below me. Unspeakable purple masses the size of city buses convulsed into bodies that looked like a cross between a jellyfish and a water bear, while centipede-like creatures the color of crimson red and the size of cars crawled around them. In the center of the nightmare was a grey and black corpse the size of a kaiju. The giant skeleton was partially covered in decomposed flesh. Its remaining pustule of an eye stared at me with malice, hate, and hunger.

I had a sense of immediate recognition. The horror facing me was the thing I’d read about in books and the subject of Fumiko’s warnings: the Gashakokuro.

I stopped falling, and I was being pulled away from the hellscape below me. One of the giant’s partially rotten arms shot past me to the source of the Dawn. I heard a yelp. This was followed by another blast of Dawn.

The golden light shot through me, and I could hear.

“Get up, mate. You have work. Much work,” Fumiko said, but her voice sounded like it was coming from the other side of an impossibly long cavern.

There was another pass of the golden light, and my eyes snapped open. Fumiko was in her veil form, and the Dawn was pouring into me. Seconds later, I saw Midori leaning over me too. While she wasn’t in a veil, she was still able to channel Dawn into my body. When I tried to prop myself up, both women eased me back to the ground.

“Not yet, mate. You still hurt,” Fumiko said in a soft voice.

I heard the ringing of steel on steel and turned my head in the direction of the noise. Dozens of Hunters were fighting the oni, and just as many Trackers were providing support. For some reason, it looked like they were being led by Toshi and Ayane.

The need to jump to my feet overtook me, but both women restrained my weakened body. I tensed my arm, and could feel a hint of strength returning. Midori stopped channeling Dawn and turned my head back. She cupped her hands around one of mine again.

“Let them fight the oni for now. Focus on recovering,” she said. A tear ran down her cheek, and she began channeling Dawn into my body again.

I could feel my muscles starting to cooperate, and I reached for Fumiko’s face. I cupped her cheek and her chin. She leaned into my hand. “Thank you for coming.” I struggled to speak, but forced the words out anyway. “This is Midori.”

“Yes, she is Greenie. I know. Healer job. Greenie is much better,” Fumiko said, letting a tear fall.

My dexterity was returning, so I managed to reach up and wipe it away. “We found her because of your help,” I said with a bit more ease. A flash from the time I was unconscious hit me, and I looked between the kappa girl and cat girl. “Who got hurt? I heard someone in pain.”

Fumiko bit her lip. “Greenie needs Dawn inside. Still dangerous for her. Soon, mate.”

Midori looked nervously at Fumiko. “Later. Now, you need more energy.” There was a slight falter in the Dawn covering Midori’s body. After a fraction of a second, she was completely covered again.

“See, almost limit,” Fumiko said sadly.

Midori thinned her lips and gave Fumiko a signal. The two women stopped channeling Dawn into my body. Fumiko reached behind her and produced a bag of food. A familiar silver pouch of energy jelly was handed to me, and I brought it to my lips. I drank the sweet, artificially-flavored gelatin, and noticed I could move more of my body.

Fumiko pulled out two more of the pouches. I was able to sit up and finish the second not-so-tasty pouch without any assistance, and then I was on my feet drinking what I hoped would be the last of these damn drinks.

I looked back at the battle, but things weren’t looking good. Several Trackers were attempting to trap the oni in a circle of barriers. The monster used their strategy against them and launched a counterattack. My heart stopped for a second when Ayane’s barrier was broken.

I watched in horror as the oni swung its cleaver in Ayane’s direction. Toshi jumped in the moment before impact, and smashed his blade against the oni’s. Ayane was able to escape and form up with the other Trackers for another offensive.

“Not yet, mate. You need more,” Fumiko said, bringing a silver pouch up to her lips.

“I’m stiff, but I can move. I need to help,” I said, pushing away the pouch.

Fumiko activated her veil again and shook her head. She motioned to Midori, “Greenie, come. Last help for mate.”

Midori stood next to Fumiko. The kappa girl looked up in Fumiko’s direction and gaped at her. Midori looked like the eager younger sister waiting for instructions from her cooler older sibling.

“I know, Greenie has no veil yet. But mate needs more Dawn. He will put Dawn inside later,” Fumiko lectured, running her hands up and down Midori’s arms.

Midori’s mood changed dramatically. She tucked her chin into her chest and shot Fumiko a frightened glance. “I’m scared. Besides healing, my Dawn isn’t strong enough. I don’t want to be trapped by Dusk again.”

“Yes, Greenie, it’s lonely in Dusk. Dylan has Kirin’s mark. He is mate. Trust him. After this finished, never fear Dusk again,” Fumiko said with a confident smile.

Midori shifted her still-unconvinced gaze in my direction, “Are you sure?”

Fumiko rolled her eyes and turned to the kappa girl. “Yes!”

The taller cat girl lowered her head and pressed it against the kappa girl’s forehead. They both closed their eyes and held the other’s hands. Something unsaid must have passed between them, because they both wore a look of determination as they approached me.

“Turn around, mate. Do like the exercise,” Fumiko instructed.

I followed her suggestion. I concentrated on the sensation of the Dawn moving through my network and drew it to my hands. Activating the tranquil fist was becoming second nature, but getting the Dawn to spread up my arms still took so much of my attention.

Fumiko and Midori stepped behind me. I could feel Dawn coming off of their bodies.

Once the Dawn had reached the point of my elbows, Fumkio leaned in. “Good, mate. Almost there.”

I continued to push the sensation up my arms. Sounds from the ongoing battle made it nearly impossible to focus. Letting my eyes wander for a split second, I saw six Hunters prone on the ground, just as many Trackers were doubled over with injuries, and so many more looking like they’d reached their limit.

Finally, the Dawn was covering my shoulders. This was still the extent of my body that I could cover. Fumiko laid her hand on my back. I could feel the warmth of the Dawn spread across a portion of my shoulder blades and chest.

“Sorry, mate. I can’t help more,” Fumiko said, exhaustion in her every word. “Greenie, you help now.”

Fumiko removed her hand, and I could feel Midori’s dainty hand in the same area on my back. A smaller amount of the Dawn was channeling into me, like the last wisp of light from a sunset.

Looking down, I saw the Dawn coalescing over my chest, and I could feel the same was happening to my back. The moment that golden tendrils from both sides of my body found one another and began to form a cohesive singular mass, I felt Midori’s hand slide down my back.

Checking over my shoulder, I saw the kappa girl taking a knee and breathing heavily. Fumiko was leaning down to help Midori up. The cat girl kept her eyes on her new friend, but she spoke to me.

“Greenie is safe. Maybe hungry again. Now mate is ready. Fight. Fight for Kirin. Fight for Greenie. Fight for me. Fight for Ayane-mate,” she said, clenching her jaw.

A shout came from the direction of the fight. I turned and could see that Ayane and Toshi were the only ones still standing. Ayane was frantically searching for one more talisman, and Toshi was cradling his arm. Both siblings looked resigned to their fate.

Time to end this.


Chapter 34


Tranquil Fist



The oni was eyeing Toshi and Ayane. Toying with them, the oni paused his attack to degrade the pair. “Pathetic. You measly servants are nothing more than a nuisance. Say hello to your ilk in the next realm.” He swung his gigantic cleaver down at Ayane’s head.

Toshi stumbled. He wouldn’t make it this time.

I flew to Ayane’s location, snatching her out of the way of the swinging cleaver at the last second. Faster than the neurons firing in my brain, I slid to a stop. Turning back in the oni’s direction, I could see the edge of his cleaver buried harmlessly in the ground.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” I said, and set my girlfriend down.

Ayane opened and closed her mouth several times, but couldn’t form a response.

With more of my body covered in the Dawn, I felt like my speed and strength had increased exponentially. My ability to process the situation felt significantly elevated. I knew exactly what I needed to do.

“He let you out of the abyss to endure more pain and punishment,” the oni grunted, pulling at his cleaver. “I will oblige my master.”

In another blink of an eye, I was standing in front of the grey monster. I planted my feet, twisted my midsection, and pulled my arm back for a cross. I put all of my power into a punch at the center of the cleaver.

There was an explosion at the point of contact like the storm cell of a hurricane. Earlier blows to the oni’s cleaver had caused violent interactions between the energies of Dawn and Dusk. Both had appeared to be equally matched. This time, the power of the Dawn emanating from my punch greatly outmatched the Dusk.

The Dusk surrounding the oni’s weapon was pulverized and floated away like motes of dust, until they blinked out of existence.

The demon looked stunned.

As he attempted to regroup, I grabbed the oni’s wrist with my right hand and yanked him forward. My left hook landed perfectly into the side of the monster.

Without the protection of his weapon, the oni was very susceptible to the force of the Dawn. The golden light from my fist pierced the demon’s side and hooked out through his midsection.

Dusk flooded out of the oni’s wound. The demon appeared to lose all strength, as he staggered to his knees.

I hammered an elbow strike down on top of the oni’s head. A blast of Dawn shot through the monster’s skull and shattered one of the exaggerated horns on the side of his head.

Dusk was leaking from multiple locations around the oni’s head. The demon started to list to one side, but he still had the wherewithal to croak, “There will be others!”

“And I’ll deal with them too.” I put my entire body into a punch at the oni’s sternum. The Dawn ripped through the oni like a shotgun blast.

The Dawn covered the demon’s body with a light that was almost painful to look at. When the illuminated energy reached its peak luminosity, my eyes went to the bottom of the oni’s disintegrating figure.

My stomach turned at the wobbly sight of a pit opening between our realms. It wasn’t fully corporeal, but a portal of sorts had appeared under the oni. It was as if the Gashakokuro was calling my vanquished foe back into his realm of unending torments.

Once I was certain the connection between us and the abyss was gone, I released the tranquil fist. The Dawn returned to my system, and I sat down to avoid falling down. I’d never been so exhausted. It was over.

We paid a steep price.

Ayane ran to me as I scanned the aftermath and took in the carnage. At least eight Hunters were dead or on death’s door. Ten Trackers were in the same situation. Many were severely wounded, and a few were missing limbs.

Ayane fell on top of me and started kissing my entire face. “You did it! You’re alive, and you saved us!”

Feeling the drain catching up to me, I struggled to meet Ayane’s eyes. “I’m glad you’re safe. How’s Toshi?” I asked.

As if on cue, Toshi limped over and plopped down next to us. “You alright?”

I gave a slow nod in response.

“Good. I owe you one,” he replied, and stretched out on the ground with a heavy sigh.

Ayane propped my head on her lap. With my eyes blurring, I saw Fumiko, Midori, and a limping Sato making their way toward us.

“We should’ve been here sooner,” Ayane whispered and kissed my forehead. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I managed, the need to rest taking over. My eyes shut, but Ayane kept speaking.

“I thought I lost you. It was like a nightmare. Dylan, I love…”

Exhaustion took me.
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I didn’t exactly pass out, but time shifted around me like I’d been given some sort of twilight drug for a medical procedure. One moment, the healthiest among us was handling triage, and in the next I could make out the arrival of a small army led by the Scholar.

A group of people placed me on a stretcher. I was hooked up to an IV bag and oxygen. The sensation of time being bent increased, and I was hurtling back to the Hold. Upon arrival, I was wheeled onto a bed in a room with ambient light.

Slowly, the fog separating me from a firm grasp on the actual passage of time lifted. My memories started becoming more permanent and clear, and I looked down and realized I was dressed in a medical gown. Suddenly, things clicked into reality.

Shifting my focus up, I could see one of my suits hanging on the wall closest to me. I rolled onto my back and saw Ayane and Fumiko sitting at a table. They had both fallen asleep. Ayane’s chin was tucked into her chest, while the cat girl was using her hands as a pillow on the table top.

Turning my head to the left, I spotted Midori. She was in another bed about ten feet away. The kappa girl was shoveling a mound of cucumber salad into her mouth. Her eyes wandered over to mine, and the corners of her lips went up.

In between bites, Midori managed a cheery, “Morn-ing.” That proved to be enough to wake the other two women.

Ayane was on her feet first. She rushed to the left side of my bed. When she got there, she ran her fingers through my hair. “How are you feeling?”

“Hungry,” My stomach growled as if to emphasize my answer.

“I’ll ask them to bring you some food,” Ayane said, with a strained smile on her face. Her facade crumbled, and she leaned over me, kissing my cheek and neck. I felt a few tears as Ayane softly added, “You slipped away before I could finish what I was saying, you dummy.” She added a playful punch to my shoulder.

She slowly stood, wiped her eyes, and walked to pick up her phone. Fumiko stepped into Ayane’s spot next to my bed.

“Good job, mate,” Fumiko said. She spoke like a person who hadn’t been able to get a good night’s rest in about six months.

“It’s thanks to you and Midori. I wouldn’t have been able to defeat the oni on my own,” I confessed.

Fumiko sighed, flexed her hand, and looked at the ground. “Maybe long time before I help again,” she confessed.

“Wait. You can’t help again, or you won’t help? I’m confused,” I pressed.

“She can’t help. Pushing so much Dawn into you took a lot out of her,” Midori said between bites.

I nearly gave myself whiplash when I turned to Midori. “How can you communicate so well, but Fumiko struggles?”

Popping the last of her salad into her mouth, Midori answered. “She was inside of the nekomata for over a century. The Dusk distorted her memories and robbed her of our version of humanity. Since I was only in the kappa for a few minutes, my faculties are returning very quickly.”

I turned back to Fumiko. The cat girl was still looking down at the floor dejectedly. I wrapped my hand around hers. “I still want you to train me. Can you do that?”

The cat girl perked up. She rubbed my hand on the side of her face. “Yes, mate!”

The next thirty minutes flew by. Midori and I were checked out by a couple of medical staff members. They were satisfied with our vitals. On top of that, Midori accurately predicted each reading before the corresponding test concluded. She asked a series of follow-up questions in regards to the other injured members of the Wheel, and gave an explanation on how she could expedite their recovery.

After Midori changed into a set of Ayane’s clothes, she addressed the group. “I want to help the others who were injured. Dylan was discharged, but he should get some rest at home. As long as someone’s able to come back for me in six or so hours, I’d like to stay.”

The rest of us turned our heads toward each other, as the last nurse in the room removed my IV.

“Are you sure? We can stay,” I offered.

The kappa girl walked to my bed and gave me a series of short, tender kisses. When she pulled away from the last one, she replied, “I’m sure. I’ll be fine. Get some rest for now. I’m excited to see your home.”

Midori exited with the nurse, and the food Ayane ordered arrived. After the staff member placed the tray of food in front of me, she spoke to the room. “The Scholar will be here shortly. He would like to speak with Hunter Rossi privately.” The staff member bowed and left.

“The two of us will be in the library,” Ayane said. She leaned over and gave me a tender kiss.

Fumiko followed Ayane’s lead, “Eat lots, mate.” The cat girl leaned in, nuzzled her nose against the side of my face, and gave me a kiss. When our lips parted, Fumiko whispered, “Maybe more than rest at home.”

After the room was empty, I stood up and got changed. I was hungry enough to eat a whole cow, but I didn’t want to talk to the Scholar with my ass hanging out. Once I was dressed, I brought my food over to the table and started wolfing it down.

I had just taken an enormous bite of my beef gyudon when the Scholar walked into the room. He tilted his head slightly and took the seat across from me.

“Good to see you’re awake, Dylan. I’m glad you have some energy,” the Scholar said. “I know this might seem like an inopportune time, but we need to discuss what happened.”

My mouth was still full of thinly sliced beef, onions, and rice, so I paused for a moment to chew. After gulping down the half eaten food, I said. “I understand.”

“Sato’s report included a few troubling details. The first of which was that no one could see the second maiden until you had freed her from the core of the yokai.”

I wasn’t expecting that. Hearing the Scholar say it brought up a few new concerns. “This might be difficult for others in the Wheel to accept, but we might need to change our tactics.”

He chuckled. “The existence of these two women, a Hunter with a connection to the Kirin, and the appearance of sentient oni will all send shockwaves throughout the Wheel. The council and the Master will have to undergo a paradigm shift. And that will certainly include a change in tactics.”

“Do you think everyone will be ready to give up on old conventions?” I asked.

The Scholar let out a long breath through his nose. “There will be at least some debate within the Wheel, but I have an idea. I’ll share it with you when we’re done. I think it might help sway more members of the Wheel.”

“I want to help however I can,” I said. Without meaning to, my eyes darted down to my bowl.

“Don’t hold back on my account. Please continue eating,” the Scholar insisted.

I dove back into my bowl of food and answered his questions. They were all along the lines of typical reporting. He verified Sato and Toshi’s accounts of the events by asking me to start from the beginning.

With a bit of difficulty, I recounted how Toshi and I chased the Dusk, how we found the kappa, my method for freeing Midori, and the encounter with the oni. I was getting to the point in our battle with the oni when it was down to just Hiro, Sato, and me, but I paused. I felt a brief flash of terror at the thought of that other realm.

If I tell him I visited the abyss, is he going to think I’m nuts?

“If you’re not ready to talk about this part, we can save it for another time,” the Scholar suggested. He waited for a beat before continuing. “Sato’s account of the battle is exactly as you’ve said. However, in his telling of the events, this is the point where he thought you had fallen, and Hiro’s life was taken not long afterwards.”

I tried to compartmentalize the Scholar’s mention of Hiro’s death and think through what the battle had cost us. If the oni and the enormous horror could be believed, we were in for more fights, against even more dangerous opponents. Omitting details from my account of the situation would probably cause more harm.

“This might sound strange, but I believe I was dragged down into the abyss. I don’t know how it was possible, but I saw the Gashakokuro.” I looked off into the middle distance, not wanting to meet the Scholar’s gaze.

The Scholar lowered his head and whispered, “So the overlord does exist. We should have expected as much.”

“The Dawn saved me. Fumiko saved me, but I’m still not sure how I was transported there, or what happened to the oni in the end,.” The saliva in my mouth was running dry.

“What do you mean?” the Scholar asked, leaning in.

“When the Dawn was at its brightest, it appeared the oni was being pulled back into the abyss. It wasn’t like the portal on Mount Hiei. I could see a distorted version of the nightmare form under the oni.” I bit the inside of my cheek.

The Scholar’s eyes gave nothing away, but he sat in silence for a minute. “Perhaps this is a good time for us to discuss the topic I brought up earlier. As I told you, each Scholar within the Wheel of Justice has a specialization. One of the Scholars on Kyushu has made it his life’s work to study the healing properties of the Dawn.”

Having an idea of where this discussion was heading, I nodded. “He wants to meet Fumiko and Midori, doesn’t he?”

“Precisely. He believes they can help tremendously with his research, and would like for them to visit his prefecture.”

“If they go, I’m coming. I need to stay close to them,” I replied firmly.

“Of course. Once the council has met and a direction for our next move has been determined, you should consider visiting Scholar Yamashiro in Oita,” the Scholar said, standing up. “I’ve kept you long enough. Go home, get some rest, and get ready for much more work, rank three Hunter Rossi.”


Chapter 35


Rest and Relaxation



As she’d said they would be, Ayane and Fumiko were in the Hold’s library. When the cat girl spotted my approach, she nudged Ayane. My Tracker girlfriend moved away from the table and intercepted me. She wrapped her arms around me and sighed a contented sound into my chest. I stroked the back of her hair, wishing I could stay in this moment for a lifetime.

“What happened to being professional at work?” I teased.

“This is a special circumstance,” she answered and held me tighter. “I love you, Dylan. That’s what you missed.”

I kissed her head and replied, “I love you, too.”

Fumiko waited a few moments before approaching us. I waved her in, and Ayane turned at the last minute to see the cat girl. She unwrapped one of her arms and happily opened our embrace for Fumiko.

“Are you free to go?” Ayane asked.

“Yeah. Let’s go home,” I answered.

We separated and headed for the exit. Ayane mentioned something about borrowing one of the Hold’s cars and led us out of the library. Fumiko looped one of her arms around mine, and we followed the Tracker.

When we arrived at an unassuming parking garage, I recognized two figures waiting for us—Sato and Toshi. Sato was on crutches, and Toshi had his arm in a sling. They both looked shattered, but they were alive.

Ayane gently hugged her brother and gave Sato a small bow. Fumiko opted to give both men low bows. The Hunters returned the gesture, and I caught Toshi cracking a smile and shaking his head at Fumiko.

“Midori’s helping the medical team. She might be able to patch you both up good as new,” I offered.

“We’ll survive. There are many others who probably need her more,” Sato answered. His face became all business again, and he stuck out his hand.

We shook, and I got the feeling we had both found something to respect in the other. Stepping away from Sato, I offered my hand to Toshi.

He grabbed it. “Just remember what I said about Ayane’s temper.”

Ayane appeared next to me. “Dylan’s smart enough to avoid making me upset,” she said in a mockingly irritated voice. “If you’re not going to visit Midori, go home and watch some of those silly action movies you like.”

We finished our goodbyes and got into a black sedan. As I was closing my door, I heard Sato say, “At least he’s not a big-nosed Canadian,” to Toshi. I was half tempted to ask a few follow-up questions, but thought better of it.

The drive back to my apartment was uneventful. Ayane drove like a new parent with their baby in the car for the first time. Her patience behind the wheel actually caused me to doze off in the warm car, and we arrived at my building without my even realizing it.

Getting out of the car, I saw Mr. Tanaka receiving a delivery for his curry restaurant. He waved and did a double take after Ayane and Fumiko exited the car. An enormous grin blossomed over Mr. Tanaka’s face, and he emphatically nodded his approval.

Great. He’s going to give me another skinship conversation the next time I stop by for curry.

I walked the group to the second floor of my building. For some reason, the stairwell felt different. It was like the building was telling me I’d be making some changes in the near future.

Once we were inside, the three of us kicked off our shoes and headed to the kitchen. Fumiko and I sat at the table, but Ayane got to work on some coffee.

“I hope Midori’s feeling okay,” I said, still feeling a bit lethargic.

“Greenie’s happy. Doing her job,” Fumiko replied, with a knowing smile on her face.

A few minutes later, Ayane came to the table and set down two cups of coffee. Since neither were in front of me, I looked around her to see if a stray mug was on the counter. Ayane shook her head.

“You need to get a bit more rest. Fumiko and I have some things to take care of, so we get caffeine,” she said.

I relented, and the three of us chatted while they finished their coffee. Once they were done, Ayane and Fumiko pulled me out of my chair and pushed me down the hallway to bed. I was tucked in for the first time in nearly twenty years, and got two passionate kisses before the door closed.

The moment I closed my eyes, sleep took me. It was a deep, restful sleep with no dreams. When I woke up a couple hours later, I felt relaxed and ready for a coffee. Before I left the bed, I thought of the last twenty-four hours.

I knew there were enormous challenges waiting for me in the near future. The Scholar’s message about a paradigm shift seemed like a promising sign of change. Then there was the business of visiting Kyushu. I needed to track down the other warrior maidens. If they happened to get caught in a yokai’s core, I’d do everything in my power to free them. I was certain there would be more fighting. I knew as long as I had the help of the amazing women in my life, I’d be ready for anything.

Just then, the door to my bedroom swung open. Ayane and Fumiko walked in wearing robes. They stepped up to the foot of the bed and let their robes drop. Both women were dressed like characters from Night Market Succubi.

Ayane was wearing her Yua Nanahoshi costume again, but she was even further committed to looking like the character. She wore a flowing pink wig, with a clear headband to create the illusion of having two small horns. The outfit was the same spot-on replica, consisting of a deep blue strapless bra with a garterbelt and panties in the same color. She’d finished the outfit by wearing a tail with a spade at its tip.

Fumiko was wearing a perfect copy of the outfit worn by the bustiest succubus, Hitomi Kanzaki. The lavender teddy with black accents pushed her tits up and together to form massive creamy mounds above the lace. Like Ayane, Fumiko had a character-accurate shoulder-length blonde wig on, a pair of adorably tiny horns that sat in front of her ears, and a couple of spade shapes attached to her very real tails.

They both had an arm wrapped around the other’s waist. Ayane twirled her fake tail in a circle with her free hand, and Fumiko did the same without any assistance.

Fumiko slowly moved the hand on Ayane’s waist up the front of the other woman's exposed midsection. Fumiko teased Ayane’s stomach as she walked her fingers up in a quest for the beautifully offered gift of Ayane’s tits in their deep blue strapless bra. Once the cat girl allowed herself to find the mark, she fanned her fingertips over the front of Ayane’s bra.

Ayane brought the back of her hand up to her mouth, her breath hitching. Ayane pushed herself into the cat girl’s groping hand, and closed her eyes in response to the intensified rubbing. With a moan forming on her lips, Ayane pulled Fumiko’s mouth down to meet hers.

The two lingerie-clad women shared a deep, passionate kiss. Lost in the throes of the connection, Ayane brought her hands up to fondle Fumiko’s breasts. Both women cupped, petted, and squeezed the other with building intensity. Soft pants and gentle moans escaped their locked lips.

Whether it was planned or just a happy accident, the front of Fumiko’s teddy gave way, and her large breasts tumbled out of their lavender confines. Fumiko’s hands fell away from Ayane’s chest, and the cat girl used her elbows to squish her tits together. In response, Ayane gave Fumiko’s nipple a firm pinch, and the cat girl’s lips parted.

With her fingers still clutching the cat girl’s nipple, Ayane bit at Fumiko’s bottom lip. She stared hungrily into Fumiko’s face and deliberately dragged a canine over the other girl’s plump, pink lower lip. Fumiko closed her eyes and a hitch caught in her throat. She sucked in two quick inhales.

Fumiko’s head fell back and rotated in my direction. When she opened her eyes, the cat girl could see how ready I was to join in. A grin spread across her entire face. She cupped Ayane’s chin, and rotated the other woman’s face in my direction.

Both women ogled my erect eight inches. A naughty giggle passed between them. I was harder than a rocket scientist’s calculations for planning interstellar space travel, and I was ready for blast off.

“Are you ready for us, master?” Ayane teased, in her best breathy succubus voice.

Yes, please!

I’d never had sub/dom experience in the bedroom, but Ayane’s comment made me curious. At the last minute, I decided to test the waters.

“I’m going to try something. If you’re not comfortable with it, feel free to say so at any time,” I offered.

They nodded vigorously.

Taking inspiration from the pages of the doujin, I decided I wanted to recreate one of the spiciest scenes in the latest volume of Night Market Succubi. After running through the actions each character performed in my head, I gazed at the two beauties in front of me.

“Put her tits back in,” I growled at Ayane in my best dominant tone, pointing at Fumiko’s gaping teddy.

Ayane’s eyes went wide and a tiny whimper escaped her lips. Her thighs brushed together, and she yanked at the two sides of Fumiko’s teddy. The fabric fought against the weight and size of Fumiko’s melons. The cat girl started to give Ayane some assistance.

“Stop,” I commanded and watched a jolt travel from Fumiko’s head down to her heels. “I told her to do that. I have something else for you.”

“What?” Fumiko asked with a breathy whisper.

“Pull the front tight against your pussy and rock yourself back and forth. I want to see your lips around that purple fabric,” I ordered.

“Yes…master,” Fumiko answered, her body quaking. She immediately did as she’d been told, and the bottom portion of her teddy became a thin line of wet fabric. “Like this?”

“Master,” I added in a demanding tone. “Forget it again, and you'll be forced to watch instead of playing with us.”

Ayane was still fumbling to get Fumiko tucked in, and her thighs were rubbing together with the ferocity of a lost camper trying to start a fire.

“Yes, master!” Fumiko cried out, still rubbing the lavender material in her slit.

Why didn’t we try this sooner?

“It’s finished, master,” Ayane said, panting. Her mission to capture Fumiko’s copious cleavage had been accomplished, and the front of her panties was darkening.

“Please, master. Let me service you,” Fumiko begged. She ran her free hand over the top of her contained tits and added, “I’m all wrapped up for you.”

“No, we’re not there yet,” I chided. “Yua (Ayane), she’s only a little wet. We need her much wetter. Lick Hitomi’s (Fumiko’s) lips.”

“Yes, master,” Ayane said. She promptly dropped to her hands and knees, and the sound of her busy mouth lapping Fumiko’s excited pussy lips filled the room.

Propping myself up on my elbows, I soaked up the beautiful view of Ayane’s tight little ass wiggling in the air while she licked Fumiko’s wetness. It was obvious that Ayane knew which scene I was pulling from, and her presented backside was jiggling in anticipation.

“Pull your panties aside,” I ordered Fumiko. When the cat girl complied, I directed Ayane, “Lick her until she cums.”

Fumiko fell back against the wall. Her breathing increased and several moans fled her lips. The cat girl dug her fingers into Ayane’s fake hair, and I could see Fumiko’s bucking hips begin to match Ayane’s laps around her sensitive parts.

Relishing the idea of getting involved, but also luxuriating in drawing out the anticipation from both women, I sat up in bed. The perfect moment was about to unveil itself.

Fumiko erupted in a vocal and passionate climax. Her legs were spread far apart, and her palms were planted at the base of Ayane’s skull. The cat girl was doing everything in her power to pull Ayane closer to her excited sex.

Ayane’s rump was practically vibrating. Her panties were slipping down, and I decided the teasing had gone on long enough.

Crouching behind Ayane, I licked the first two fingers of my right hand and dipped them into her quaking hole. The slippery warm tunnel welcomed my first dive, and begged to be further explored. I withdrew my fingers, lined myself up with her entrance, and started thrusting.

Ayane’s pussy fit me perfectly. It was tight on all sides, but I could bury every inch of my shaft inside of her. After a few strokes, I was bottoming out in her with a nice, even rhythm. Each collision between my pelvis and her ass produced a satisfying thwacking sound.

Coming down from her intense orgasm, Fumiko let go of Ayane’s head. The woman on all fours was already breathing hard, inches away from the cat girl’s pussy. Realization emerged on Fumiko’s face.

“Do I switch now, master?” Fumiko asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

Fumiko moved away from the wall in order to position her head under my swinging balls and Ayane’s wet slit. Ayane and I spread our legs to accommodate the squirming cat girl, and we were soon rewarded with loving attention at the spot where our two bodies met.

Fumiko split her time between lapping circles around Ayane’s clit and licking the length of my dick. After a minute, Fumiko began fingering herself while her tongue lavished us.

Rolling her head over one shoulder Ayane panted, “Can I cum now, master?”

“Not yet,” I answered and tore off her strapless bra. Ayane’s tits swayed with the steady pounding. Enjoying the delicious sight, I wanted this to last.

The pleasure was already swelling, and a brief look down at the other succubus told me I wouldn’t be able to draw this out much longer.

“Now, master? Can I cum?” Ayane asked. I knew she was following the beats of the story, but her cunt was tensing around my shaft like it was ready to pitch over the precipice of pleasure.

“Not until you beg for it. And I have to believe you,” I ordered.

To my surprise, this command elicited a moan from both women. It was like they were building toward a shared explosion of delight.

“Please, master. I want to cum. I want to cum so badly. Please, let me cum, master,” Ayane pleaded between ragged breaths. Her pussy clamped around me with impossible force.

I heeded Ayane’s request. “Yes, cum for me.”

The moment the last syllable left my mouth, Ayane’s breathing crescendoed, and she unleashed a string of nonsensical sounds. When she finally landed on “Ayaaa,” Ayane held onto it for several seconds, while her sex pulsed around my still-pumping shaft.

Fumkio unleashed an aftershock version of Ayane’s orgasm. Looking at the cat girl, I could see the yearning on her face. She’d had an appetizer and was ready for the main course.

I directed my attention to the cat girl lapping my shaft and balls, “Get up here, now.”

Fumiko gave my cock a final craving look, wriggled off of the floor, and dropped to all fours in front of me. Once she was in position, her tails swayed back and forth, enticing me to tug at them.

Once Ayane came back to herself, I positioned her next to Fumiko. I wanted to make sure I could please both women at the same time.

With the head of my dick knocking on the door of Fumiko’s tight hole, I dipped inside of her at the same moment I fingered Ayane’s entrance. Both women gasped in delight.

The soft flesh around my fingers was unreal, but the feeling of Fumiko’s snug grip on my cock was garnering most of my attention. I still needed to give Fumiko several strokes before diving balls deep into her sex, but her trembling thighs, wagging tails, and lewd noises made the wait so worth it.

As I was building toward deeper pumps, my balls threatened to unload. The sensation of tight, silky goodness was almost too much. Wanting to hold off until we’d reached the final scene of the story, I needed to employ a dirty trick in order to speed things up with Fumiko.

I wrapped my fingers around one of Fumiko’s tails. Using just enough force, I pulled away from the base in long, even strokes.

In response, Fumiko shook like she’d been placed inside of a human-sized paint can shaker. This loosened up the deepest parts of her cunt, and I started hitting the spot she enjoyed the most. After a dozen thrusts, Fumiko was spiraling out into an over-the-top orgasm.

Sounds of pleasure came from the back of Fumiko’s throat, taking several seconds before they became intelligible words. “Yesss, master. I’m cuuuuummmiiiinngggg,” she shrieked.

I let Fumiko’s lapse in master and servant recognition slide. Like Ayane, she was supposed to beg for me to push her over the edge, but I was fighting against the biological needs of my tool. I gathered just enough control over myself to issue my last set of commands. “Get down on your knees.”

They shook out of their respective stupors and followed my demands. When I noticed Fumiko’s mounded bust was still contained in the top of her teddy, I roared, “Get your tits out!”

As the cat girl wrenched down the top of her outfit and her generous breasts cascaded out of their confines, I unleashed a torrent of cum. Shot after shot splashed their beautiful faces, necks, and sets of tits, earning “oohs”, “ahhs”, and a few giggles. With the final blast leaving my barrel, it felt like my balls had wrung themselves out.

I forced my eyes to stop rolling back long enough to focus on the aftermath of my pleasure. The two women were in the midst of a giggle fit. Their eyes danced between my throbbing cock and the splashed portions of each other’s bodies.

When she was able to pull enough air into her lungs, Ayane looked up at me in awe. “How do you keep making so much?”
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