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Chapter 1


Paradigm Shift



The black sedan’s tires protested as Ayane slammed on the brakes at the last minute, narrowing her eyes at the collection of taillights in front of us.

The smell of burnt rubber followed our screaming stop. We weren’t really cops, but Ayane had affixed a light and siren combination to the sedan when we got the request for backup. t I was surprised that the howling sound and flashing lights didn’t make an impact on the wall of cars.

My beautiful Japanese Tracker girlfriend laid on the horn for good measure. The wall of Osaka traffic in front of us didn’t show any signs of moving, but Ayane persisted. Her brown eyes darted between the four lanes of cars and the accompanying sidewalk, seeking a path forward.

As a neon yellow, boxy, under-powered kei car moved a few feet closer to the sidewalk, Ayane saw the opening she’d been searching for. She cranked the wheel and floored the gas.

I grabbed the “oh shit” handle, refraining from making any comments on Ayane’s driving. Even though I trusted her skills behind the wheel, I couldn’t shake the feeling we were being a bit too conspicuous.

“I know we’re in a hurry, but aren’t you worried about attracting attention?” I couldn’t help asking. For a secret organization, we were sure making a lot of noise.

“Most civilians will assume we’re undercover police and remain focused on the road ahead. I’ll turn off the lights and siren once we’re on a side street,” Ayane replied, with her usual unflappable, professional demeanor.

Damn. Just when I started to think I was acting cool in my first high-speed car ride, Ayane responded like she had ice in her veins.

During the last month and a half, I’d encountered a whole lifetime’s worth of new experiences. It started when I moved to Japan. Who knew relocating to Osaka and becoming an English teacher would eventually lead me to fighting evil energies, demons, and monsters from another realm? Those events were set into motion after I encountered an unnerving purple substance called the Dusk.

Shortly after seeing the Dusk for the first time, I learned that if enough of it coalesces, it becomes something much more dangerous: a yokai. Luckily, it was around this same time that I learned I wasn’t the only one seeing these creatures from Japanese folklore. Ayane and the other members of a secret organization called the Wheel of Justice—or the Wheel for short—introduced me to the energy used to fight against the Dusk and these monsters: the Dawn.

We entered a loaded intersection. Ayane pulled the wheel around while yanking the emergency brake. The drift she pulled off wasn’t tofu-delivery-driver worthy, but it was still damn impressive. Every second counted—other members of the Wheel were depending on us.

Ayane whipped the sedan in a series of lefts and rights, using all of the lanes to get around slower-moving vehicles. She bit her full lower lip, concentrating on the spaces between the cars.

“What do we know about the yokai’s behavior?” I asked Ayane.

“Still unclear.” Her gorgeous face was a mask of focused competence.

In most cases, it was my job as a Hunter to eradicate the Dusk and these monsters; however, we’d recently learned there were a few exceptions to this rule. Ayane took an incredibly sharp right turn, and I caught sight of one such exception in the back seat: a legendary warrior maiden named Fumiko.

Up until recently, Fumiko had been trapped inside of a yokai. If historical accounts and our other former-yokai companion, Midori, were to be believed, the cat girl had been imprisoned inside of a monster for over a century. The experience of being in the nekomata had robbed Fumiko of her memories and humanity, but she had made great strides in recovering both over the last several days.

Thinking the rough car ride might be causing Fumiko some distress, I shifted in my seat to check on her. The cat girl’s furry black ears were twitching and swiveling, and her green eyes were wide. Her two tails flicked erratically on her lap, and she held onto the shoulder strap with both hands. The pressure Fumiko was applying to the shoulder strap, along with Ayane’s sharp cornering, had the unintended consequence of accentuating the D-cup breasts under her form-fitting sweater.

Instead of focusing on the attractive cat girl in the back seat, I forced myself to return my attention to the situation we were speeding toward. In the space of a week, our team had been called to assist with at least fifteen yokai encounters. It appeared everyone within the Osaka branch of the Wheel had become worried that warrior maidens could be imprisoned in any yokai, and most Hunters had given up on common sense and begun hesitating when attacking. Ayane and I had tried to reiterate the Wheel’s existing doctrine of attacking normal aggressive-type yokai, but members on patrol had become paranoid about possibly attacking a new ally. We were getting called in regularly; however, this was the first instance that included an injury.

“Ayane-mate, are we close?” the cat girl asked, knuckles white against the seat belt.

Instead of replying, Ayane jammed on the brakes and brought the car to a screeching halt in an alley. All of us jumped out of the car.

“Mate, maybe it’s only Dusk,” Fumiko said, touching her chest. “I don’t feel another.”

The cat girl had a habit of calling both Ayane and me her mates because, well, we were. There’s no easy way to say this—but these amazing women were the first two members of my growing harem. The newest warrior maiden, Midori, had been briefly imprisoned in the body of a kappa, a water-dwelling yokai similar to an anthropomorphic turtle. The celestial guardian of our realm, the Kirin, had said the remaining warrior maidens would be drawn to me, and I’d need to sleep with them to fully awaken our powers.

Midori and I hadn’t…gotten that far yet.

“Fumiko, not while we’re working. Remember the rules,” Ayane chided gently. Her raven black, low ponytail swished as she ran, but she remained composed and all business.

“Sorry, Ayane,” Fumiko replied as she followed her.

“Just don’t get too close. You still haven’t fully recovered from the fight at the zoo,” I warned Fumiko.

The cat girl frowned. “Yes, mate. I’ll help heal.”

At the end of the alley, four people dressed in black business attire were in the midst of a standoff with two yokai. The single Hunter and three Trackers were behind an invisible barrier. This offered them a bit of a reprieve against the attacks of what looked like a seven-foot-tall crow-man and a hunched over white bat abomination.

“Good, you’re finally here. Is this one of them? Is it another one of the warrior maidens?” the lead Tracker asked. He was a Japanese man in his early thirties with chiseled features and slightly wavy hair.

I think his name’s Yuu.

“I’m not getting the same feeling. Who’s wounded?”

“Our Hunter, Hana, but she refused to fall back. Are you sure this isn’t another maiden?”

“Yeah, there’s nothing reaching out to me. Ayane, can you scan it?”

As the last word left my mouth, Ayane was already pulling the warm golden light of the Dawn out of her body. I knew she was able to summon enough of this energy to cover both of her eyes in what looked like the lenses of sunglasses.

At least, that’s what she was limited to several days ago.

Now, the Dawn was covering a four-inch strip around her eyes and towards the back of her head, like a thick scrunchy.

I couldn’t stop my eyes from widening, but I kept my mouth shut.

Was that from Fumiko’s training?

“Dylan’s right, Yuu. There isn’t a hint of Dawn anywhere inside of the karasu tengu crow or the akaname bat,” Ayane reported.

“Hana! What’s wrong?” one of the other Trackers screamed.

The female Hunter was slumped over and had begun vomiting blood. With her face turned in our direction, I could see three long cuts running across her forehead, cheek, and neck. An eerie purple glow pulsed around each slash.

“What the hell?” I exclaimed.

Ignoring the failing barrier, a distressed Tracker ran to the injured Hunter’s side. He attempted to lay a comforting hand on her back, but was stopped by Hana’s Dawn-infused spear.

Hana’s attack smashed into the stomach of her approaching would-be protector, and the man was sent flying backwards.

Still retching up blood, Hana began smashing her spear against the ground.

The barrier containing the two yokai fell. They approached the seemingly crazed Hunter with hunger in their beady eyes.

Without waiting for anyone else, I sprinted to Hana’s side.

I concentrated on the Dawn flowing through the network inside of my body. Focusing on the blunt metal-studded gloves covering my hands, I coated my arms in the same golden energy Ayane had used for her eyes. This method of attacking yokai was known as the tranquil fist, and I was the only Hunter currently using it.

Aided by the Dawn in my network, I ran at an inhuman speed. Time didn’t stop, but I could feel it slow between strides.

My heels slid across the pavement as I came to a stop in front of Hana. The monstrous black bird and white bat were only a few feet away.

“Get out. All of it out!” Hana screamed, as she continued to smash her weapon against the ground.

The white bat creature twitched its bulbous head to the side a couple of times, and its long pointed ears wobbled. The bat stopped its jerky motions to snort its flat nose in our direction.

“No! No more!” Hana wailed.

Hana’s smashing stopped. This was followed by the sharp clatter of the spear being dropped. I risked a look over my shoulder.

Her weapon was abandoned on the ground and no longer covered in the Dawn. The sickening purple glow coming from Hana’s lacerations intensified, and the Hunter began mirroring the bat’s snorting actions.

“Look out!” Ayane warned.

I whipped my head around in just enough time to see a glint of light reflecting off of a talon longer than my forearm.

I yanked my neck back, and saw the edge of the claw slice through the air a fraction of an inch away from the bridge of my nose.

The giant-sized crow swung its leg down to complete a near-perfect crescent kick. Its talons shot sparks from the ground when they scratched against it.

Are those metal?

The imposing birdman shrieked a high-pitched call, and I dropped into a stance to guard myself and Hana.

When the crow bobbed its head to the left, I saw my opening for an elbow strike.

As I was twisting my midsection to load up for my attack, small hands dug into my forearm and pulled backwards.

I turned my entire body with the interfering force and came face to face with Hana.

Her eyes had rolled back in her head, and the same purple light from Hana’s wounds was coming from her scleras. Both of her hands were locked around my forearm, and she was squeezing with the force of an Icelandic strongman.

From over Hana’s shoulder I could see the white bat yokai. Its soulless eyes were also purple, and it was holding its hands around an invisible circle.

“She’s being controlled by the akaname,” Ayane confirmed. “Dylan, you need to avoid getting hit by the white yokai.”

Correctly handling the situation was becoming more complicated. I needed to protect Hana and prevent others from getting harmed while at the same time avoiding any blows from the bat yokai.

If I get her to the others, I can concentrate on the fight.

With the fragments of a plan still forming in my head, the crow monster crouched down. In a fluid chain of movements, it leapt up and heaved its undersized wings down. The monster bird wasn’t flying, but it was a hell of a high jump.

I wrenched my arm down and loosened Hana’s grasp, but we were out of time.

The birdman was dive-bombing us with its talons.

I wrapped my free arm around her back and pulled the two of us to the ground.

Pain roared through me when the bird’s talon slit me between my shoulder blades, but I focused on tumbling toward the rest of the team. If I was going to take these monsters out, I needed to focus.

The crow yokai slammed to the ground and cracked the concrete, and my roll ended near the collection of Trackers.

“Take her!” I shouted at Yuu.

The Tracker pulled at Hana’s shoulders as I yanked my arm free. But the bat yokai and its mind-controlled puppet weren’t done.

Hana violently snapped her head towards Yuu’s face and chomped down on his nose.

To his credit, Yuu growled through his teeth but didn’t let go of the female Hunter. The other Trackers and Fumiko jumped in and pinned down Hana’s limbs.

Gaining my feet, I saw both yokai forming up at the end of the alley. The bat yokai was still mirroring all of Hana’s movements as it viciously chomped at the air.

Unfettered, I marched towards the two demons. The crow yokai crouched down and prepared for another jump kick.

I sped up my approach.

The bird monster locked onto my path and took to the sky.

I broke into a sprint.

The behemoth crow talons extended downward, and a blanket of shadow covered me as the monster fell back to Earth.

At the last second, I threw up a guard and sidestepped the incoming talon.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the crow yokai pull its thick neck back. Up until this point, the bird creature had only used its feet, but its sharp beak looked just as deadly.

A fraction of a second separated my movement to block the crow’s legs and its incoming beak. I needed to time my strike at the yokai’s core just right. I tucked my elbow against the side of my body and pulled back.

I aimed for the swirling purple core—every yokai’s weak point. I knew I needed to hit it dead on to destroy the yokai. I threw my Dawn-coated punch.

My strike landed.

The yokai’s momentum stopped. It vibrated and blew apart into particles of Dusk. The distinct purple of the hideous, evil energy flashed into the gold of the Dawn, became iridescent and faded.

One down, one to go.

I rounded on the white bat demon. It was still in the throes of an invisible struggle. A brief check over my shoulder confirmed Hana remained in control of the monster as she fought against the group of Trackers.

A gurgling noise issued from Hana’s mouth, and I thought she might be choking on her tongue. The gurgling cleared and became a booming laugh.

“Hey, legend. Are you listening?” Hana’s mouth asked in a deep, inhuman voice.

Looking between her and the bat yokai, I could see both of their mouths moving as the voice continued to expel from the back of Hana’s throat.

“Soon, I won’t need an intermediary to drop in and remind you of your insignificance.”

It’s the voice of the Gashadokuro. But how? How is this happening?

Ignoring the menacing laughter and threatening message, I ran toward the bat yokai. I was done listening to this broadcast from the demon leading the forces of the abyss.

I took aim at the center of the stationary bat yokai. I drew my fist back while its mouth continued to move, and Hana’s vocal cords boomed. It wasn’t able to fight back, as its entire being was focused on controlling Hana.

“This isn’t my only pa–”

I drove my fist through the center of the yokai. Much like the crow yokai before it, the bat monster exploded into tiny pieces of Dusk and eventually faded from existence.

The sickening laughter continued for a moment, but died once the yokai’s mass vanished.

“Whatever scheme you have planned, I’ll be ready,” I growled under my breath, vowing to strengthen not only myself but also my team.

This fight had been straightforward—nothing like last week’s clash with the oni. If it hadn’t been for Fumiko and Midori lending me their Dawn while the other Hunters kept the oni busy, I’d be dead. There were more powerful oni lurking in the abyss, just waiting to strike. I’d need everyone’s help to put an end to Gashadokuro and his minions.

I rushed back to the group. Hana’s eyes and scratches were still glowing, and she continued to fight the people restraining her.

“What’s going on? Since when did yokai have the power to control people?” I shouted at the group as I helped steady the female Hunter’s legs.

“There are a few documented cases, but yokai with that kind of ability are extremely rare.” Ayane answered through gritted teeth.

Fumiko removed one of her hands from Hana’s legs, using the Dawn to heal Yuu’s mashed nose.

“Thanks,” the Tracker said. Yuu dared to release one of his hands in order to reach for a talisman. Hana focused her retaliation on the arm he was holding, and landed a powerful blow to Yuu’s chin.

The Tracker was dazed for a second, but Yuu managed to pull a brown object out of his pocket. The talisman was about the size of a domino. He crushed the block in his hand and placed his palm on Hana’s forehead.

Within a few seconds, Hana’s struggles ceased. The Hunter fell unconscious, and the Trackers slowly let go of her.

“If the bat yokai was the one controlling her, why isn’t she free?” I asked Ayane.

Ayane stood up, but kept her eyes on Hana. “Those who are taken over are affected even after the yokai has been destroyed. We need to get her back to the Hold now.”

“An ambulance is less than a minute out,” one of the female Trackers reported.

“Good. After we ensure she’s restrained, we give two others a ri–”

Ayane’s extraction plan was interrupted by a scream of pain from Fumiko. The cat girl dropped to the ground a heartbeat later.

I rushed to her side. The same unnatural purple glow was coming from a jagged gash on the back of her right hand. Fumiko’s face was pinched in the center, her ears were pinned back, and she moaned in pain.

I cradled Fumiko in my arms, and tried to get a better look at her wound. Suddenly the cat girl’s eyes rolled back, and she began convulsing.

“Fumiko, stay with me. Fumiko!”


Chapter 2


Abyss Seed



The ambulance crew arrived a few seconds later. They calmly stabilized Fumiko, then moved onto Hana. The crew lifted the unconscious Hunter’s body onto a wheeled stretcher, and secured her with some reinforced straps. They were efficient and composed. Less than three minutes passed between their arrival and departure.

Ayane used the time to give the area an examination, issue orders to the Trackers, and position the car. She was behind the wheel of the black sedan and had the engine revving the moment the back door of the ambulance shut.

We were glued to the bumper of the emergency vehicle for the entire ride back. Neither of us said anything.

My mind was on Fumiko when the ambulance turned into a parking garage. I had never entered the Hold in a car—well, while conscious at least—so I looked around with interest as we rolled down two floors of what appeared to be a normal parking garage before entering the lowest level. A set of huge steel doors began to slide open. I read “VIP Parking Only” as we passed through the opening. The doors immediately began to shut behind us.

We drove down a long, well-lit tunnel, arriving eventually at a massive concrete bunker filled with the Hold’s fleet. The crew exited the ambulance with practiced steps. They unloaded both of their injured passengers and wheeled them through sets of wide doors. Ayane and I gave them space, but we were never more than a few feet behind the group.

After a series of tunnels that gave way to hallways, we arrived in the medical wing of the Hold. The ambulance crew was joined by a few staff members dressed in teal scrubs. The first responders spouted out readings and results to the members in scrubs. Eventually, the stretchers reached a wide junction and were met by a team of physicians and nurses.

A woman just barely five feet tall with dark green hair and pointed ears pushed through the group. Her youthful, cute appearance was at odds with her commanding presence in the sea of tall physicians and assistants.

Her wide, yellow eyes anxiously locked on Fumiko, and she whispered. “Twintails.” She shook herself and addressed the group. “What’s the Hunter’s status?”

One of the first responders answered. “She’s stable. The IV is normal saline solution. Her heart rate is regular, as is her blood pressure. She’s responding well to assisted ventilation.”

Looking at a small portion of the medical staff, Midori said, “Take the affected Hunter to operation suite one. Treat the surface wounds as normal lacerations. If any of her vitals become irregular, call me immediately. Otherwise, I just want you to observe her. I’ll be there as soon as I know more about Fumiko’s situation.” The small group nodded. “The rest of you, take the warrior maiden to suite two. I’ll be in shortly.”

The entire medical staff shouted, “Yes, ma’am!” before splitting into teams.

Ayane and I followed Midori’s petite form as she strode purposefully down the hall.

“Since when did Midori take over the entire medical wing of the Hold?” I asked aloud, to no one in particular.

We rushed through two sets of double doors and were stopped outside of a futuristic operation suite as Midori issued specific directions to the team wheeling Fumiko’s stretcher. The jargon she shared with the staff was well beyond my understanding.

Midori sent the team into the suite with a final set of instructions. “I’ll be in once I know the specifics related to the affected area.”

After the staff left, Ayane dropped some of her at-work personality. “What’s happening to Fumiko? She’s appeared weak lately, but this…this is something else entirely.”

Midori had only been in our realm for a week. Since the Dusk found her before I could, she was temporarily trapped inside the core of a kappa yokai. Luckily, her confinement was brief. She’d quickly regained her abilities as a legendary healer, and apparently, this had quickly earned her the respect of others within the Osaka Hold.

The kappa girl bit her top lip. “I have an idea, but I need to run some tests.” Midori looked at me. “Dylan, when did the wound open up?”

I scratched the top of my head and racked my brain for a specific time during the fight when she was within range of the bat yokai.

But she wasn’t. She didn’t get anywhere near the other yokai. Fumiko helped the Trackers restrain Hana.

“I don’t know. I didn’t see her get hit. Ayane said the yokai’s ability to con–”

“She didn’t receive this wound during the fight you just had.” Midori interrupted. She pushed her tongue against her bottom lip and looked up. “Fumiko was injured last week. She was attacked when she reached into the abyss to save you.”

“Wait. What?” My mind instantly pulled up the events of my brief time in the horrific dark realm known as the abyss. It had been only moments, but I would never forget the dank pit teeming with monsters or the gigantic skeletal form of Gashadokuro. I don’t know how I entered the nightmarish place. Either I’d overused the Dawn in my network, passed out, or…I didn’t want to think of another possible answer.

Like Gashadokuro having the power to pull me in.

I shuddered. Regardless of how I got there, Fumiko had pulled me from the abyss. Now Midori was telling me that the scream I’d heard while in that awful place was Fumiko being attacked by Gashadokuro.

Is it my fault Fumiko’s in pain?

“Why didn’t she tell me?” I asked Midori.

Midori licked her lips and looked like she was choosing her words carefully. “Fumiko didn’t want you to worry. Just please, tell me when it started.”

“The fight was over. She screamed in pain shortly after we got Hana under control.”

“So, it was less than thirty minutes?” Midori quickly shot back.

“Yes. I know she didn’t have any signs of a scar prior to the emergency call,” Ayane responded. She clenched her jaw a couple of times after speaking.

Midori looked between the two of us. “I know she’s important to you both. I haven’t spent a lot of time at the apartment, but I’ve seen you all together.” Midori squeezed one of Ayane’s hands.

Ayane squeezed back. “Thank you.”

Midori nodded. “She’s important to me too, and I know she’s been fighting against the pain. I’m going to do everything I can to help her.” She gently released Ayane’s hand and excused herself.

Ayane and I held each other and hoped for the best.

[image: ]


An hour after Midori entered the operating suite, Ayane and I were still killing time in a waiting room. I paced between the door and the line of chairs while Ayane busied herself with Wheel updates. Every few minutes, she’d provide me with news from Hunters and Trackers on patrol. Most of the reports ended with the same question: what do we do if another yokai shows up?

“Why is everyone being so indecisive all of a sudden?” I grumbled after Ayane read the latest message. “Yuu’s team should have noticed the yokai were aggressive. They should have attacked instead of waiting for us to arrive.”

“I know you’re frustrated, but last week changed everything, Dylan. With the mistakes, and Midori being accidentally attacked, the Hunters and Trackers don’t know what to do. It’s a complete paradigm shift for the Wheel.” Ayane put her phone away and rubbed her temples. “We don’t have enough advanced Trackers to respond appropriately to this problem.”

“What do you mean? I thought there were way more Trackers than Hunters.”

“We do have a disproportionate number of Trackers over Hunters, but a vast majority of them top out at rank three. To get a read on the Dawn in someone’s network, a Tracker needs to be at least rank four. There are only six people in Osaka who fit that description.”

I paused my pacing and stretched my neck. If the members of the Wheel changed their tactics regarding all yokai encounters, we’d have more wounded people and possible deaths as a result. On the other hand, they might be killing innocent beings sent to our realm to help us if the Hunters followed the Wheel’s centuries-long doctrine. It seemed like a no-win situation.

The door to the waiting room opened, and I stopped ruminating. Midori propped herself up against the doorframe. She looked beat. She stifled a yawn and steadied herself.

“Fumiko has remained stable and doesn’t appear to be experiencing any pain. However, I’m troubled by the fact that her wound is still open and glowing. I believe I’ve prevented it from spreading, but that might be the extent of what I can do for now.” A sad smile touched Midori’s lips, and she added, “She fought against the last bouts of pain and tried to bring the Dawn outside of her body four times. Stubborn cat. The wound’s affecting her network somehow, because she was stymied after each attempt.”

Ayane and I exchanged a glance. I was happy to hear Fumiko wasn’t in pain, but not having the ability to cover herself in the Dawn—let alone the full cat form she referred to as her veil—was extremely concerning.

“Can we see her?” I asked.

Midori lazily closed her eyes. For a moment, I thought she had fallen asleep on her feet. Then she dragged her lids open and said, “She’s recuperating in a private room. It would be best to let her rest until tomorrow morning.” The kappa girl looked between us and added, “I’m about to treat Hana. I think it would be a good idea if you joined me.”

Ayane and I followed Midori back into the hallways and adjoining rooms of the medical wing. When we arrived at a set of double doors outside of an operation suite, I paused.

“Don’t we need to scrub our hands, change, and put on some masks?” I asked Midori, thinking about all of the medical dramas I’d seen.

Midori slowly shook her head. “We’re not going to be performing an invasive procedure. In fact, no one’s going to touch Hana. You can wear a mask if you’d like, but her lacerations have already been treated.” Midori opened the double doors and approached the operating table.

The room had warm lighting inset around the perimeter of the ceiling. The walls and floor were a calm blue tone mixed in with a white color palette. All of the surfaces sent off a slight reflection, and there were four machines pushed away from the table. Each machine had an articulated arm with its own large, circular light. They reminded me of the lights a dental hygienist used to examine and clean your teeth.

Hana was unconscious on the table. Her cuts were gone. There were no scars or any other signs that she’d been attacked. One medical staff member was standing next to the table, and two other staff members were reading displays on the machines.

Midori asked for a stool, and the staff member near the table wheeled one over for her. The kappa girl sat near the top of Hana’s head.

“What’s the normal treatment and recovery time for a person who’s been manipulated by the abyss?” Midori asked the room.

The medical staff members cleared their throats and shot each other nervous looks. Finally one of them answered. “Ma’am, there have only been two dozen cases of this affliction since the industrial revolution. Outside of recommending an induced coma for a week, records for treatment are insufficient at best.”

“And what were the recorded outcomes?” Midori probed.

The staff member licked his lips. “All but two had long-lasting side effects and a severely decreased quality of life. None were able to continue their duties within the Wheel.”

Midori sighed. “I’m sorry more of the knowledge from the heavenly realm didn’t survive here. I’d be more than happy to dictate my actions for posterity purposes. If more members of the Wheel are able to manipulate the Dawn in a similar manner, this procedure could be reproduced should it become necessary.”

“Ma’am? What exactly are you going to do?” the same staff member asked, curiosity and hope in his voice.

The kappa girl drew in a deep breath and channeled the Dawn into her fingertips. The points of gold grew long and thin. Soon, Midori’s fingers looked like they had a needle growing out of each tip.

“The yokai implanted a seed from the abyss when it attacked Hana. Afterward, the yokai acted as an amplifier for the signal, but the seed is still inside of Hana’s head. Your method of treatment is similar to waiting for the seed to die, which destroys as it decays. So, I’m going to remove it.”

The medical staff shared another look. This one was a mixture of shock and amazement. One of them clicked a foot pedal near their machine and gave a nod. “Ma’am, the audio equipment is live. Please, proceed when you’re ready.”

Midori pointed her left index finger toward Hana’s skull while simultaneously flattening her right palm. Leaning closer to Hana’s ear, Midori spoke.

“Hana, I’m going to remove the seed that’s causing you trouble. I promise I’ll be quick and noninvasive. You’re going to be just fine afterwards, and I know you’ll make a full recovery,” Midori said in a sweet, calm voice.

The kappa girl sat up, appearing to remove the last of the fatigue from her face using sheer willpower. Adopting her physician tone once again, Midori said, “Entering the patient’s right supraorbital nerve via the frontal bone. The operating physician selected this location after running a pip scan.”

She paused and looked at Ayane and the staff. “I presume a vast majority of the medical staff are trained as Trackers.” After a quick glance at the nodding heads, Midori continued. “Okay. The pip scan is similar to searching for the Dawn in a person’s network. I’ll demonstrate it for those who are capable, but this scan is essential for locating the seed.”

Shifting her focus back to the unconscious Tracker, Midori continued. “The pip scan results indicated the seed is located in the right supraorbital nerve. Since the patient’s Dawn network is limited to her skeletal system, fragments of the Dawn are attacking the seed in a similar fashion to white blood cells. The operating physician has penetrated into the nerve and is attempting to secure the seed.”

A sneer touched Midori’s upper lip. “The seed is attempting to relocate.” She removed her palm and pushed the needle of Dawn on her right index finger into Hana’s head. “Entering right intraocular nerve with an additional Dawn needle.”

The tips of Midori’s fingers made miniscule movements. She gave a heavy exhale. “The seed is trapped. Operating physician will remove the seed without penetrating it.”

Looking at the medical staff members, Midori said, “Destroying the seed while it's still inside of the patient would be fatal.”

Midori pulled her elbows back slowly. After fifteen seconds, the needles of Dawn exited Hana’s head. The golden points were squeezed together around a purple mass a quarter of the size of a watermelon seed.

Once the seed was out of Hana’s head, Midori lifted her right thumb and pierced the tiny purple object with a third Dawn needle. There was a small pop, and the purple material faded from existence.

“Removal and destruction of the abyss seed from the patient's right intraocular nerve was successfully completed at…” Midori paused to look at a clock on the wall. “21:44.”

Once she was done speaking, the kappa girl tucked her chin into her chest. Midori’s eyes were closed before her head stopped moving. When she started listing to the right, the stool began rolling.

I dashed forward and caught Midori mid-fall. She was asleep in my arms immediately, mumbling to herself. “Twintails. Need to help Twintails.”


Chapter 3


In a Pickle



Two of the medical staff members in the operation suite transported Hana out, and the third led Ayane and me to a recovery room.

Like the operation suite, the recovery room looked futuristic. Warm inset lighting glowed in the ceiling, underneath the bed frame, and near the molding on the walls. The hospital bed was wide and appeared soft.

I placed Midori into the bed. The short woman squirmed beneath the sheets and blankets. She’d been quiet while I carried her to the room, but she let out another mumble once she got settled in the bed. “Both so pretty.”

Who’s so pretty?

We dimmed the lights and let Midori catch up on some much needed rest. Knowing the kappa girl was going to wake up ravenous, we decided to search for food. Ayane recommended visiting some of the street-level shops as a distraction. We’d be able to do something nice for Midori and prevent ourselves from unnecessarily bothering Fumiko.

“I think Midori’s a fan of brined cucumbers and radishes. I’ve seen her eat a double portion of pickles on the few occasions we’ve eaten together. Maybe we should look for something sour,” Ayane suggested.

“Sounds good to me,” I replied, and we headed for one of the Hold’s secret exits.

A few minutes later, we were walking up a flight of stairs and into one of the longest covered shopping streets in Japan, Tenjinbashisuji. A mixture of local and international chains like Starbucks, McDonald’s, FamilyMart, and Mister Donut were smashed together with independent shops and restaurants.

Like most nights, the crowd in this area of Osaka was primarily concentrated near the train station. Ayane and I were able to walk and talk in relative peace.

We stopped at a crosswalk for a narrow intersection. “Do you want to talk about it? Your time in the abyss?” She’d ensured no one was near us before asking her second question.

My experience in that nightmare realm was still fresh, but I knew we needed to become accustomed to the idea of fighting the spawn from that wicked place. “There’s not much to tell. I was only there for a few seconds, but it was hell.” I wetted my lips. “Promise me something.”

“Okay,” Ayane breathed, looking at me through her thick lashes.

“If I end up going back there, for whatever reason, don’t let Fumiko or anyone else pull me out.” I pressed my lips together. “This is killing me. Knowing she’s hurt because I wasn’t strong enough to take out that oni on my own.”

She placed a small hand on my arm. “It’s not your fault.”

I closed my eyes. It sure felt like my fault. Maybe if I’d been stronger, I could have found my own way out of the abyss. “I know I’m not thinking straight, but just promise me. Okay?”

“No,” Ayane said, trembling. The hand on my arm squeezed. “We’re in this together. And I know if Fumiko was part of this conversation, she’d say the same thing about her mates.”

There was no sense in arguing. I knew Ayane loved me just like I loved her. It was still new and kind of odd to say, or even think, but it didn’t detract from what we both felt.

Damn light still hasn’t changed.

“I don’t want to fight about this, but I don’t want to see anyone else get hurt.”

Ayane let go of me and hugged herself, rocking back on her heels. “And we don’t want to see you get hurt, Dylan. We all care for you.”

Seeing an opportunity to lighten the mood, I shifted the topic. “What do you mean ‘we all’? Shouldn't it just be you and Fumiko?”

The light finally changed. Ayane narrowed her eyes, shook her head, and stepped off of the curb. “Idiot. You still don’t get it?”

“What?” I asked, keeping up with her strides.

Ayane reached for my hand. “I’m not going to spell it out for you, but I mean all of us. And I’m happy there’s going to be more.”

Remembering an earlier conversation we’d had, I quietly repeated, “I’m the luckiest man alive.”

“Hey! We could use some of that luck to find the pickles.”

I pulled Ayane in closer to me, and we drifted closer to the display windows on the left side of the pedestrian street.

After half a block, it felt like my luck wasn’t doing us any favors. I figured it was as good a time as any to bring up our newest companion. “Does Midori seem…I don’t know, distant to you?”

Ayane stopped walking and turned her head to examine a display more closely. “Are you talking about how she acts at work?”

“Maybe a little, but I’m mostly thinking about the time we’ve spent in the apartment.”

Not satisfied with what the store was offering, Ayane started walking again. “I think she’s just shy and a little reserved.”

I let her assessment of the kappa girl sink in. “You’re probably right. I guess I just thought she’d become more comfortable around us after a few days.”

Ayane let out a giggle. “What, you just expected her to act like Fumiko and jump into your lap at the first mention of food?”

“Hey! Be nice.” A sly smile touched my lips. “And she didn’t do anything on my lap until I brought up food the second time.”

Ayane’s eyes went wide, and she playfully smacked my shoulder. “You be nice, mister. I was making a joke.” She paused in the middle of her second attack to look over another store’s display.

“Maybe I’m thinking too much about it, or the lack of sleep’s getting to me, but I thought Midori’s Dawn was supposed to be limited.”

“Yeah? What’s your point?”

“I mean, you saw what she did in that operating room. It was amazing. Do you think she even needs a recharge?” I used air quotes around the last word. It was still baffling to me that the warrior maidens were able to unlock their full Dawn potential only after sleeping with me.

“No, nothing here either,” Ayane said, more to herself than me. “And yes, she needs a recharge.”

We walked to the end of the block before Ayane added, “I don’t think she can cover her entire body with the Dawn anymore, so there’s no telling if or when she’ll be unable to access her network at all.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head.

Why hadn’t I noticed the same signs Ayane mentioned? It’s no wonder Midori doesn’t open up to me. Why should she if I’m not paying attention to her?

I saw Ayane glance toward a small business ahead of us.. The storefront belonged to a ten-seat cafe. There was a large picture window display with six life-like plastic replicas of different dishes placed on three shelves. Along the bottom shelf there were Ziploc-style bags of pickled vegetables floating in colorful brines.

The place seemed kind of crowded, so I waited outside while Ayane went in for the pickles, knowing my six-four frame would make for a tight squeeze. I watched her sample four different varieties and point to three of the bags.

Is Midori really going to want three pounds of pickles?

I made a mental note to pay closer attention to the dishes Midori gravitated towards. I figured it might help with a future date.

In the midst of me worrying about Ayane’s judgment in regards to pickle purchases, and my determination to learn more about the small kappa girl, my phone chimed with an incoming text. It was from Sato.

The uptight and often grouchy older Hunter was, unfortunately, my supervisor. I checked his seven-word message. Come to the rock garden. Bring Ayane.

I began typing my reply, when my phone issued an alert. The alarm was the same emergency tone Ayane and I had received prior to meeting up with Yuu, Hana, and the rest of the Trackers.

Please tell me someone else isn’t being mind-controlled.

Inside, I saw Ayane discreetly silence her phone, grab her change and the paper sack of pickles, and open the door to head back to me. She was moving in the direction of the Hold before the door started closing. She passed the sack to me and pulled out her phone.

“Sato wants us to head to the rock garden. I’m guessing it has something to do with how the Hunters are all on edge,” I said.

“We need a vehicle anyway. I’ll respond to the alarm and tell them we’ll be there in less than fifteen minutes.” Ayane was already moving her thumbs across her phone.

“I understand their hesitation, but we can’t be everywhere. Would it be possible for the Scholar to call in some extra Trackers?” I joined Ayane in jaywalking across the same narrow intersection with the annoyingly long wait.

“No one has enough to spare. Besides, other Scholars are probably still trying to absorb what happened last week. From what I heard, a couple of other prefectures also believe that the warrior maidens are among us and are experiencing the same issues with their Hunters being hesitant.”

Our pace increased as the number of bystanders dropped to almost nonexistent. We were turning down the side street leading to the Hold’s main entrance when another message pinged on our phones.

“Good. A rank four Tracker arrived. We should know more about the yokai soon,” Ayane reported, her voice filled with clear relief that we didn’t have to rush off to assist.

The two of us walked down the stairs that were disguised from the general public behind a stone torii gate and wooden offerings box. At the bottom of the stairs, another message sounded. The Tracker confirmed the yokai was a normal aggressive-type, and the Hunters had dispatched it.

“At least no one was injured. We’re wearing thin, but I call that a small victory after our experience with today’s yokai.” I hoped this would somehow lighten our load.

We made our way through the main tunnel of the Hold, through a massive door, and up a flight of stairs to access the traditional Japanese outdoor rock garden. I took a deep breath, looking at the night sky framed between the triangle of buildings surrounding the space, before focusing on stepping on the flat rocks that acted as a path through the garden. Artfully clipped bonsai and vibrant dwarf maples stood sentinel, with various sizes of grey boulders arranged in a pleasing Zen manner. A large wooden gazebo with a tiled roof, upswept at the corners, stood proudly in the middle of the rocks. Two men were waiting for us inside.

The one closest to us was the Hunter in his thirties, Sato. His long mane of dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and a thin goatee rested under his ever-present scowl. In his hand was a tetsubo club, his weapon of choice. Sato was our Hold’s only rank five Hunter, and my immediate supervisor.

Positioned further away was the leader—or Scholar—of the Osaka branch of the Wheel, Yuto Ueda. He was in his mid-sixties, with a chiseled face and intense, but kind eyes. I’d swiftly learned our leader was fair, friendly, and willing to answer any question.

Ayane and I entered the gazebo, bowed to the other men, and sat on the cushions nearest to Sato. Both men looked like they’d been awake for the better part of two days straight.

“Thank you for arriving so quickly. Sato was half convinced you were at the most recent yokai encounter,” the Scholar said in greeting.

“We were heading in that direction but stopped once the updates came,” I answered.

The Scholar shifted his head a couple of degrees and asked Ayane, “Who was it? Sato’s phone died after the initial request was sent, and I…let’s just say it’s been a long day.”

“Kato was the Tracker who confirmed the absence of any Dawn within the yokai,” Ayane reported.

The Scholar blew out a heavy exhale. “I’m afraid the members are being overly cautious. It’s understandable, but we’re still contending with the fallout from the battle with the oni. Fatigue is already affecting the best of us, and I fear being overly reliant on a handful of people will only intensify any negative outcomes.”

Speaking specifically to Ayane, the Scholar continued. “Ayane, Professor Okamoto needs a Tracker with an ability beyond my own to aid him in his latest round of talisman experiments. Please visit with him when we’re done.”

“It would be my pleasure, Scholar,” Ayane answered with a bow.

“Good, thank you. Now, for the other purpose of Sato’s message. Dylan, the council is assembling for an emergency meeting at the Kyoto Hold in two days. I’d initially intended to request your and the two warrior maidens’ presence; however, it appears Fumiko’s situation is threatening their ability to attend.”

I nodded, my heart sinking. “Agreed. Midori seems to be struggling with Fumiko’s treatment.”

“Still, I think you being at the meeting will help enlighten the contingent of Scholars who refuse to acknowledge the need for our organization to change,” he said, a hint of disapproval in his tone.

I bowed my head. “I’m sorry, sir. I don’t think this is the best time for me to leave Osaka. I need to be near Fumiko and Midori. Besides, I’m suddenly one of the only people Hunters will listen to when it comes to dealing with yokai.”

The older man nodded and heaved out another long exhale. “You’ve taken an understandable position, but I would ask that you consider two things. One, Ayane’s work with Professor Okamoto will hopefully lead to a solution for the Hunters and yokai. And two, you’ll only be gone for a few hours. If there is a change in Fumiko’s condition, you will be brought back to the Hold immediately.”

My eyes went to the short table positioned between us and the Scholar. Like everyone else in the gazebo, I was exhausted. I knew that the Wheel would have to undergo some drastic changes if we were going to cooperate with Fumiko, Midori, and the other incoming warrior maidens, but the nagging sense of not being available for the ones I cared about was eating at me.

“I’d like to talk with Midori before I make a decision.”


Chapter 4


Talismans and Tough Talks



Less than twenty minutes later, Ayane and I were in an area of the Hold that was new to me. Much like the medical facilities, this laboratory was equipped with advanced technology, including screens being holographically projected from various work surfaces displaying data and complex diagrams I couldn’t understand. Clearly, the Wheel had deep pockets.

A small, slight man in his fifties, bald with a full grey beard, stood in front of a screen. Professor Okamoto muttered to himself, engrossed in the visual representations of talismans projected in front of him. He slightly shifted his weight from side to side, his feet clad in⁠—

I did a double take. Bright red Crocs?

“Ayane, good to see you again. It’s been a while. How are the improved barrier talismans performing?” The professor tapped his thumb against the side of his mouth and rested it against his bottom teeth when he spoke, not looking up from the projection he was studying. He exuded a brilliant-but-socially-awkward vibe.

“Happy to see you as well, professor. The barriers are doing well in the field. I’ve witnessed them sustain up to six strikes before failure, but other Trackers have reported as many as ten. Considering they were failing after two or three, I’d call it a success,” Ayane reported, a clear note of pride in her voice that I wasn’t used to hearing from her at work.

“Good, good. I’m not sure what the Scholar has told you, but I think the fastest way for the Hunters and Trackers to normalize themselves in the current predicament is through the use of a new talisman—a scanning talisman,” he said, in the same quiet, slightly monotone voice. There didn’t seem to be any emotion or fluctuation in volume when he spoke, as if he was reading from a report.

Ayane motioned towards a table. “Do you mind if we sit down?”

“Sure, sure,” he replied slowly, finally making brief eye contact with Ayane. He awkwardly shuffled over to the table and sat on an elevated stool, red Crocs bouncing, his wild feet clearly at odds with his measured speech. He hunched over like a potato bug trying to roll itself up and kept his thumb tapping at his chin.

Since there were only two stools, I gave the lab partners some space and stood a few feet behind Ayane. A brief, wide-eyed glance was the only acknowledgement he gave me.

Ayane gave him a patient, professional smile. “The Scholar said you needed a rank five Tracker, but he didn’t give me any details beyond that. How can I help?”

The professor moved on from tapping his thumb to absent-mindedly scratching at a spot on his scalp. “Are you familiar with Dawn attraction theory?”

“Yes, it’s the principle behind the spark test and infusing a weapon with the Dawn,” Ayane answered, probably elaborating for my benefit.

Professor Okamoto's fingers and feet stopped moving, and his head snapped toward Ayane. Now that they were down to business, the brilliant side of the professor shone through. “A concise, yet a slightly incomplete definition.” He popped out of his chair and moved to a work surface with a display screen. His tone had gone from quiet and anxious to clear and confident.

The professor’s fingers became a flurry of motion. The screen came to life with data, photos, and a rotating 3-D model of a molecule outrageously more complex than anything I ever constructed in chemistry class with toy-like plastic parts.

His gaze on the rotating model was intense. When the molecule shifted on screen and continued to change in unpredictable ways, I considered asking him if there was a problem with his technology.

As if he were reading my mind, Professor Okamoto said, “This ever-changing molecule represents our best scientific understanding of the Dawn. We believe the fluctuations allow the Dawn to shift its form readily until its mass reaches one hundred and forty-nine grams.”

I looked toward Ayane. “About the weight of a baseball,” she offered.

The professor blinked. “What? That’s a terribly insufficient unit of measurement. Who would use such a ludicrous scale?”

“It was for my benefit. I’m not great with the metric system.” I admitted sheepishly.

The professor cocked an eyebrow in bafflement, but he soon regained his composure. “Regardless, once the Dawn reaches this threshold of one hundred and forty-nine grams of mass, it becomes much more stable and useful for our purposes. Essentially, it can be molded and shaped.”

Okamoto pressed a few more keys and continued his lecture. “As Ayane mentioned, infusing a weapon with the Dawn is a common way to observe the behavior described in the Dawn attraction theory. The Hunter temporarily loses a fraction of the Dawn inside of their body when they spark their weapon.”

He pressed a final button, and a thermal video of a Hunter infusing their katana started to play. We watched as a yellow light spread across the blade of the katana. At first, the Hunter’s body was a normal mixture of red, yellow, and white in the warmer portions of their body, while green and blue colors dominated their cooler sections. The Hunter’s muscles tensed for a second, and a yellow light gathered in their hands.

The professor spoke again. “You see, Hunters need to contribute the final point two-five grams via their spark to ensure the Dawn latches onto their weapon and makes it effective against the Dusk. Of course, this contribution is recuperated within twenty-four hours.”

Five particles of yellow light escaped the Hunter’s hands and joined the yellow light on the sword. Once the last speck of light combined with the rest, the light on the blade became white.

Okamoto adopted a far-off stare, and the barest grin touched his lips. “Seeing those fractions of a gram interact with the existing Dawn never grows old. It’s like watching the ferromagnetic properties of a piece of iron being pulled around by a magnet. Smaller masses of the Dawn will latch onto larger ones.”

“Then why isn’t all of the Dawn in the world smashed together into a giant ball?” I asked in confusion. I thought about how raindrops are round because of cohesion—the water molecules all sticking together with the same force. “If Dawn is attracted to itself, wouldn’t it just all lump together?”

Professor Okamoto snorted. “Have you already forgotten about the mass stability number? Once the Dawn has achieved a mass of one hundred and forty-nine grams, we can easily separate it from any other mass. While it’s not a comprehensive explanation of the phenomena, a mass of Dawn at one hundred and forty-nine grams acts like a combination of paramagnetic and diamagnetic materials. A mass of equal or lower size will be weakly attracted to it, but the two will push away from one another if they get too close.”

Images from a science experiment from grade school played in my mind. I remembered holding a brightly colored red and blue magnet with an “S” engraved on the blue side and “N” on the red. When I brought the opposite poles—north and south—close together, they stuck to each other. But when I brought the same poles together, they repelled each other.

I smirked. “So I can’t make any Spirit Bombs out of Dawn? Too bad!”

Professor Okamoto squinted at me, clearly not a fan of Dragon Ball. Or of me.

Ayane covered her mouth with her hand to hide her smile. At least someone thought I was funny.

“With Ayane’s assistance,” the professor continued, still frowning at me. “I plan on extracting a small measurement of Dawn. The goal is ten milligrams. This will allow the mass to be visible to the naked eye, yet it will be a smaller mass than what a Hunter uses when sparking their weapon.”

“The Dawn will be drawn to any source because it will be so small. Professor, that’s a fantastic idea,” Ayane said, dropping her right fist into her opposite palm. “I understand your need for a rank five Tracker. I’ll be able to see the minute amount of Dawn you’re hoping to extract.”

The professor nodded, his Crocs shuffling in anticipation. “Precisely. Once the Dawn has been extracted, I’ll surround it with inert Dusk. This will provide active patrols with the means to detect whether or not a specific yokai is housing a warrior maiden by the presence of Dawn within.”

My head was spinning with all of the professor and Ayane’s talk of milligrams, and extracting a minute amount of Dawn. Lost in the mix was the mention of a substance I hadn’t thought of in a while.

“Professor, what is inert Dusk, and why would you use it for these talismans?”

The older man shook his head in amazement. “Where did you go to school, Hunter Rossi?” The professor waved off his own question before I could answer that I literally had no knowledge of the Dusk and Dawn prior to six weeks ago. “This Hold, and every other Hold within the Wheel, is protected by a perimeter wall. These perimeter walls were installed when each Hold was being constructed and are expanded whenever there is a remodel.”

With my mind stuck on Ayane’s earlier analogy, I asked, “You build a wall out of baseball-sized objects?”

“No, that would be preposterous. As we build, technicians install flattened sheets of Dawn—with a mass of exactly one hundred and forty-nine grams each—between the inner and outer materials of the walls, much like insulation. Once the installation is completed, we have a seamless field of Dawn surrounding the Hold.”

“I’m with you so far, but what does that have to do with inert Dusk?”

“Since Dusk is much more prevalent than the Dawn, we were able to experiment on the Dusk more extensively. A fluke occurrence in 1819 taught us that if a member brings a piece of the Dusk within the field surrounding a Hold, the Dusk becomes inert. It no longer moves, gathers, or causes any elevated feelings of hostility even if it’s removed from the Hold.”

Ayane held up a finger. “Professor, aren’t you forgetting something? Dusk can remain active even within a Hold if there's a biological intermediary. For example, Hana’s abyss seed remained active because it cloaked itself in Dawn by hijacking a portion of her network.”

“You are correct, Ayane,” the professor said with approval. “Under normal circumstances, Dusk will become inert once it enters the confines of a Hold. Thus, a specialized group of Hunters will collect Dusk and bring it to a Hold in order to repurpose the material.”

“Huh. It seems like an odd leap to go from a fluke occurrence to basically depending on the material we’re supposed to destroy. Anyway, you’re saying you’d need to surround the sliver of Dawn with inert Dusk. Why?”

The professor stopped moving and looked me straight in the eyes for a long moment. “An insightful question, and one most Hunters don’t bother to ask. The Dusk, even when it is inert, is the only substance we’ve observed that can contain a portion of the Dawn and prevent it from connecting to a stronger source of the same energy. Much like placing a piece of plastic between two magnets to disrupt their magnetic attraction.”
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Knowing we wouldn’t be returning to my apartment anytime soon, I decided to leave Ayane and the professor to their work.

Since seeing Fumiko was probably still a bad idea, I walked to Midori’s recovery room. She’d probably still be sleeping, but having something to snack on when she woke up would help.

Luckily, Professor Okamoto’s lab wasn’t too far from the medical wing. My luck kept rolling when I opened the door and saw the cute kappa girl was already waking up.

“Dylan. You came to check on me?” Midori asked in a small voice, her amber eyes cast down and a hint of a smile touching her full lips. It was still jarring how shy she seemed around me, compared to how confident and competent she was as a healer.

Bringing her favorite food should help her get more comfortable with me, right?

“Yeah. I’m surprised you’re awake. I wanted to drop off these pickles for you.” I lifted the three bags like trophies.

The kappa girl's eyes shot in my direction, and her mouth formed an ‘O’. Her blush deepened. “You brought me pickles? I can’t believe you noticed.”

“It was Ayane’s idea.” I smiled. “She’s always so thoughtful and observant.”

Midori slowly closed her mouth and seemed to deflate a bit. She tucked a strand of her dark green hair behind one of her pointed ears and went back to fiddling with the sheet. “Oh. So it was Ayane’s idea?”

Crap. Why do I feel like an awkward teenager around her?

I looked between the bags of pickles and Midori. “I’m sorry. Do you not like these kinds of pickles?”

Midori huffed out a hefty sigh. “No, I actually love pickled daikon radish, plums, and Japanese cucumbers.”

“That’s good to hear. Ayane has a talent for noticing different people’s preferences in food. I’m glad we found the right variety for you.”

“Yeah, she’s really great.” Midori said, more to herself than me. She dipped her chin into her chest and whispered, “On top of being ridiculously pretty.”

I moved closer to Midori’s bed, not sure how to respond to that last bit. “Do you want me to open any of these for you? I’m sure I could track down some chopsticks and a couple of dishes if you’d like.”

The kappa girl pulled her sheets away and started getting out of the bed.

“You don’t have to get up. Just tell me which ones you want to eat, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

Midori settled back into the bed and pulled the covers up to her chest. “These recovery rooms are all pretty much the same. There should be a hospitality set in the far cabinet over on the other side of the room.” She tilted her head toward a set of doors with long thin handles.

I set the bags of pickles down on a bedside table and went to the cabinet. Midori was correct. Alongside a few packaged snacks, there was a set of four tea cups, plates, and chopsticks in the cabinet.

After grabbing what I needed, I pulled a chair up to Midori’s bed. By the time I sat down, the kappa girl had already pulled the tops off of the three bags. Two of the bags were wide open, and she was in the middle of sniffing the third one. A pungent—but not unpleasant—smell of brine wafted around us. Her yellow eyes held a blissed-out expression.

When she saw I was watching her with a smirk, Midori nearly dropped the bag of pickles she was holding. “What? I just like them, okay? It’s not strange.”

“I never said it was.” I chuckled and added, “Do you want a plate, or are they better straight out of the bag?”

Midori narrowed her eyes. “You’re just trying to worm your way into eating my pickles, aren’t you?”

I handed a pair of chopsticks to her and picked up my own. “I have to eat at least one of them to make sure they aren’t poisonous, right? We can’t have you getting sick.” To emphasize my point, I darted my chopsticks at the bag Midori was still holding.

“Well, since it’s for the sake of my health, I’ll let you be my pickle taster.” She sniffed. “But you only get one of each because I’m starving.”

The daikon radish slices were in the most vibrant shade of yellow, so I fished one of them out first. The crunch was audible and the slight citrus tang danced over the entire surface of my tongue.

“I’m still not sure if these are safe for your consumption.” I finished chewing and feigned a disappointed shrug. “I’ll need to have another one just to make sure these are completely safe.”

Midori pulled the bag away and gave me a suspicious glare. “Funny, I don’t detect any listeria, E. coli, norovirus, or campylobacter in any of the bags.”

“Maybe this one’s covered in omega bacteria.” I teased.

“Omega bacteria?”

“It’s a pretty recent development in our realm. You guys probably didn’t hear about it in the heavenly realm.”

Midori shook her head and a grin spread across her beautiful face. She laid out the plates and filled them with all three varieties of pickles. “You’re lucky that you’re handsome.”

I took in her pert nose, big eyes, full lips, and heart-shaped face. Midori wasn’t model gorgeous like Ayane or vivaciously bright like Fumiko, but she was a stunner all the same. The cute girl next door with a Ph.D and a fantastic ass.

“Thank you, but seriously, do you need anything else? I’d be happy to go out for whatever you’d like.”

“Honestly, I’m still exhausted, but I can’t stay in bed,” she admitted, grabbing another pickle.

I popped a sour plum into my mouth. The intensity of the brine was strong enough to make me pucker. I was surprised my cheeks didn’t collapse into one another.

Yep, these are definitely not my speed.

The look of sour discomfort must have made it to my face, because Midori was laughing. “Maybe stick with daikon and cucumbers. Ume can be an acquired taste.” Her laughter died down, and she gave me a warm smile. “We haven’t really had much time alone together. This is nice. It’s more rejuvenating than I would have expected.”

Still feeling like I just sucked on a lemon, I tried to focus on what Midori was saying. I ran my tongue around my mouth in a desperate attempt to get the last of the sour flavor out. “Yeah, it’s nice.”

Midori was quiet for a few moments. “I need to make sure Fumiko’s condition hasn’t regressed, so I’ll have to leave soon.”

Remembering what I’d discussed with the Scholar, I said, “She’s got us all worried. I don’t know what I’d do if she got worse. Fumiko’s bright personality just lights up every room, you know?”

Midori's face fell, and she put down her chopsticks. “I know. Twintails has always been sunny and outgoing.” Her voice dropped to a whisper, and she added, “And incredibly beautiful.”

I touched her hand. “Look, I’m sorry. I know you’re doing everything you can to help. I just have a lot on my mind with how the other Hunters are acting and this emergency council meeting that the Scholar mentioned.” I set down my chopsticks and ran a hand through my hair. “I don’t like the idea of leaving town when Fumiko’s sick. I want to be here for her if she needs me or if anything happens.”

Midori inhaled sharply and straightened her spine. “Dylan, healing people is my job. I’m going to continue to do everything in my power to make sure Fumiko recovers.”

There was no stopping the kappa girl from getting out of bed this time. Once she was on her feet, she twisted her waist and performed a few shoulder shrugs. Midori completed a few other stretches and made her way to the door without a backward glance.

I followed her out of the room and down the hall. A couple of minutes later, we were standing outside of a door that looked identical to the one where Midori had been resting.

“Fumiko’s probably still resting, but her status should still be stable. I’m certain I can remove the abyss taint.” Her voice was resolute, but a hint of anxiety peeked through.

Not wanting to cause any further misunderstandings, I kept my mouth shut and opened the door.

We were immediately met with two revelations: Fumiko was awake and in pain, and a blob of Dusk hovered near the cat girl's head.

The wound on Fumiko’s hand was glowing an angry purple. Even from the door, I could see the tiny particles of Dusk escaping and amassing next to the cat girl’s bed. These putrid purple blobs definitely didn’t appear to be inert.

“How?” Midori breathed. “This shouldn’t be possible.”


Chapter 5


Council Meeting



Midori and I rushed to Fumiko’s bed. The healer set to treating the cat girl’s wound, and I focused on the Dusk problem.

Shaking with anger and frustration, I covered my arms with the Dawn and picked up the ping-pong ball sized mass of purple with my right hand.

“Fucker,” I growled and clenched my fist around the sickening glob.

The Dusk was instantly destroyed in a shower of particles, but my anger was still raging.

How did this happen, and how am I supposed to prevent it from happening again?

A yelp of pain from Fumiko snapped me out of my stewing thoughts.

“How can I help?” I asked Midori in the calmest voice I could manage.

“Additional medical staff members are on their way,” the kappa girl said without looking in my direction. Midori inserted a couple of Dawn needles into Fumiko’s arm, but her face pinched in frustration. “I can’t access her Dawn reserves. Something is interfering.”

Midori briefly took her eyes away from her task to look at a display screen next to Fumiko’s bed. “That doesn’t make any sense.” The kappa girl’s eyes darted toward me. “Even with her network being unresponsive, the introduction of my Dawn should disrupt the flow of Dusk, but it’s not.”

As if to accentuate her point, three pieces of Dusk, each the size of a corn kernel, floated out of the purple mark.

I charged my hand with Dusk and swatted all three away, ignoring the motes as they changed color and disappeared. Three nurses rushed into the room.

“We’re moving the warrior maiden back into operation suite one, now!” Midori ordered.

The nurses took up positions around Fumiko’s bed. One of them stepped on a switch at the bottom of the bed’s frame and unlocked a set of wheels. The group had Fumiko in the hallway and moving toward the operation suite in less than ninety seconds.

Midori allowed the nurses to roll Fumiko’s bed in front of us and motioned for me to join her. “I’m going to try something, but I need your help.”

“Anything,” I replied, worry and anger roiling in my chest.

“I’m going to introduce a foreign source of the Dawn to the exterior portion of Fumiko’s wound.”

“Okay, what do you need from me?”

Midori bit her upper lip. “Since I’m not able to access my entire network yet, I might need to supplement my Dawn with some of yours in order to treat Fumiko.”
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An hour later, it was clear Midori’s idea was helping. She used Dawn-infused gauze to cover Fumiko’s wound. Most of the donated Dawn came from my network. Once the cat girl’s hand was treated, Midori was able to address Fumiko’s pain. The cat girl had fallen into a restless sleep with the help of painkillers and sedatives. Unfortunately, Midori still couldn’t figure out how to heal Fumiko’s gaping wound. The Dusk was embedded in her hand, holding strong against any infusion of Dawn.

The next day, both yokai girls stressed the importance of me attending the emergency meeting in Kyoto. They each mentioned it would be essential for the members of the Wheel to work together with the Kirin in order to defeat Gashadokuro. The overlord of the abyss was becoming more powerful as the portal to the abyss grew, and it would take a combined effort to stop him.

The Kirin couldn’t exist on Earth any more than I could exist in the heavenly realm, so the Kirin lent his aid in the fight against the Dusk by pushing Dawn particles through the portal, and now that the situation had grown more dire, by sending his warrior maidens. Fumiko said the Kirin was weakening as Gashadokuro grew stronger. I just hoped what Fumiko said was possible: that once all of the maidens had been recharged, we would have the power to defeat Gashadokuro and return the Kirin to its full power.

After seeing Fumiko’s condition remain stable for more than twenty-four hours, I agreed to attend. I stayed awake the night before to make sure there weren’t further issues with the Dusk escaping from her hand.

When I got into the car with Sato and the Scholar, it became immediately apparent that I wasn’t the only one who desperately needed sleep.

The Scholar lowered himself into the backseat like he was a man twenty years older than his actual age and promptly fell asleep.

Sitting in the passenger’s seat, I read a redacted version of the most recent council meeting minutes. I did my best to keep my mind off of Fumiko. Whenever the image of her pained grimace as she cradled her glowing hand flashed in my mind, I fought against the urge to jump out of the car and run back to the medical wing of the Hold. I tightened my grip around the tablet and lowered it a couple of inches.

She’s going to be fine. Midori’s going to find a way to help her. Focus.

“Finished already?” Sato asked. He must have noticed my distraction.

“Just taking a break. The edits make this a bit challenging to follow.” After swiping through another page of mostly blacked-out text, I added, “Why am I doing this again? I thought I was just coming in to recount my experience freeing Fumiko and Midori.”

“Keep your voice down,” Sato rebuked, glancing at the snoring Scholar in the rearview mirror.

My supervisor didn’t look much better than the Scholar. In profile, I could see the full extent of the man’s exhaustion. He wiped the corner of his eye and continued, “He’s trying to prepare you. The environment you’re walking into is a mixture of personality types and opinions. Most of these people were able to achieve the title of Scholar by demonstrating their critical thinking and fair judgment, but there are a couple who don’t fit that traditional profile.”

Sato brought the standard black sedan to a stop behind a growing line of cars at a traffic light. He rubbed his temples and closed his eyes, but kept speaking. “The inclusion of your accounts go well beyond how current Hunter and Tracker tactics need to change. We’re delivering the heartening message of your exchange with the Kirin, while at the same time, the devastating news that our enemies are stronger. Also, that any Hunter could inadvertently kill a legendary warrior maiden. It’s going to be too much to accept for some members of leadership.”

It’s all true, though. There’s no way they get to just choose to not accept the facts. What kind of bullshit, backwards thinking is that?

The desire to fire back at Sato’s warning flared up, but I tamped it down. He was right. The Wheel was facing threats previously unheard of, with the indication that they’d only become more powerful. News like this could cause people to act defensively, irrationally, or just panic. It was our responsibility to provide accurate accounts and lay out logical arguments. I studied the tablet for the remainder of the ride.

Eventually, the tires crunched to a stop on crushed rock gravel outside of a temple. I put aside my reading materials, and the Scholar opened his eyes the moment Sato killed the engine.

“Welcome to Hosen-in Temple, Dylan. This is the location of the Kyoto Hold,” the Scholar announced in his usual clear tone, with no trace of fatigue in his voice. Clearly, he’d made the most of his power nap.

The backdrop for the temple was a forest landscape filled with stately pines and cedars, with the last colorful remnants of autumn clinging to the branches of the scattered deciduous trees. The sky was gray, and the air was chilly and damp. Scattered leaves in yellow, orange, and red rested between squat, manicured bonsai. A few birds, unconcerned with migration, called to each other in an ongoing song.

The three of us walked down a flat-stone pathway. Plant life pushed against the border of the stones like it yearned to reclaim that portion of the ground. We came to a small wall and an open gate. The tiles on top of the gate were dark ceramic semicircles, and their appearance was fascinating. The intricacies of their overlapping pattern made me think of fish scales—and the countless hours that undoubtedly went into their installation.

After we passed through the gate, we saw the temple itself. While the more famous sites in Kyoto might boast golden colors or a massive viewing platform, the focus of Hosen-in Temple appeared to be simplicity and a connection to nature.

The building looked to be two stories tall, with stark white walls and pale cypress wooden accents around the windows and doors. The sweeping roofline was covered in a pattern of tiles similar to the one I’d notice on the gate. Tall lanterns carved from rock stood on either side of the stairs leading up to the imposing front doors that stood open.

The Scholar ascended the stairs first, followed by Sato and then me. We traded our shoes for slippers and entered a vast, open room. I ducked under the low doorway, and when I straightened to get a good look at the interior, I gawked like a tourist.

Three entire sections of the walls were…gone. No glass, just massive wooden support beams in the corners and open space where walls should have been. Beyond lay an ethereal garden festooned in every shade of green. My eyes took it all in: flourishing bushes, moss-covered stones, a massive stand of swaying bamboo. The focal point was an enormous pine tree with four thick trunks extending from a single point, its many branches supported by thick wooden stakes.

“That tree is over 700 years old,” the Scholar murmured, noting my interest.

I blinked, still taken aback by the beauty of the place, and forced myself to focus on the open room. It was covered in tatami mats. Two people were seated on thin cushions near the open walls. They stared into the simple, natural landscape and seemed to harmonize with the setting.

I quickly learned we wouldn’t be enjoying the serene backdrop during the scheduled meeting. A small contingent of Trackers greeted us and led our group toward a door marked for employees only.

Real subtle, guys.

Once the door was closed behind us, a Tracker rattled off a chant to deactivate the first line of defense. With the chant completed, a heavy thump came from a location below us, and a door leading down to a flight of stairs opened.

When we reached the bottom of the stairs, we walked down a long hallway. Unlike the tunnel system in Osaka’s Hold, this location seemed to place a heavy emphasis on the traditional beauty of the temple, its surroundings, and a more traditional aesthetic.

White paint and more cypress wooden accents covered the walls and ceiling, while tatami mats lent a satisfying squish to each step. The paper lanterns carried an air of tradition, but the LED bulbs throwing out warm light gave the space a hint of hidden twenty-first-century comforts.

At the end of the hallway, there were a pair of heavy, wooden doors with a landscape intricately carved into them. As we walked closer, the details from the carving became clearer. There were mountains in the background, but the focal point was a large castle-like structure, a tower, and a path between the two with a series of torii gates covering it.

Not having a lot of experience with woodworking didn’t prevent me from admiring the craftsmanship on display. My eyes swept over the landscape one last time as a Tracker grabbed a handle below the carved tower and opened the door.

The room inside was only slightly smaller than the banquet hall my uncle Ronnie rented out for his second wedding. It looked like the space could accommodate two hundred people, but the number of tables and chairs made it clear this meeting was intended for an audience of sixty or seventy.

Upon entering the room, the Scholar’s distinct black robes suddenly lost their identity. Thirty other people, between the ages of forty and seventy, were wearing the same outfit with an accompanying circle of metal pinned to one side. The pins seemed to be the only distinguishing feature for their outfits. Each one bore the kanji for their respective prefectures.

Our Scholar exchanged pleasantries with the other members who shared his title. Sato remained silent while I was introduced to everyone in the room. I did my best to catalog each Scholar’s name, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of being the new transfer student arriving during the middle of a semester.

The idle chatter died when the deep ringing of a bell from outside of the room sounded. The men and women in black robes instinctively moved to unlabeled chairs at five different tables facing a raised platform. Each Scholar stood next to a chair and waited, facing the platform with its imposing desk and three extravagant-looking, high-backed chairs.

Sato tapped me on the shoulder and motioned for me to follow him to the back of the room. There was a line of chairs against a wall, and a young Hunter stood next to a small desk in the corner.

Three people entered the room from a discreet door behind the platform. I recognized the man in front as Advisor Endo. When I’d first met him, he’d been wearing a flashy sharkskin suit and glossy, pointed shoes. The short and slight man wasn’t wearing an outlandish suit now, but I still caught a couple flickers of gold from his accessories. I didn’t know much about him, but we were first introduced on Mt. Hiei when the Kirin, a heavenly being made of pure Dawn, had declared the arrival of more warrior maidens.

Endo was followed by who I assumed was the other advisor, a matronly woman who looked to be in her late fifties. Her black hair had streaks of grey and was pulled back into a bun. Unlike other female members of the Wheel I’d seen, this older woman was wearing a man’s suit complete with tie.

The final person to walk into the room was a man who looked to be nearly eighty. Presumably the Master, the man was slightly hunched over while he moved. He had a horseshoe of white hair and a face full of wrinkles. His robe of gold, with a black cord around his waist, distinguished him from the others in the room.

The assembled group bowed to the three incoming members. Sato, the young Hunter, and I followed suit. Once the three people at the front of the room were seated, the rest of the room sat down.

The young Hunter plugged a tablet into a hub, activating the computer in his desk. He tapped a few keys and screens illuminated on the surface of each table in front of each Scholar. The people seated in the Master’s group had two screens on their tables in an almost dual-monitor setup.

The Hunter’s fingers continued to glide, and a document dominated everyone’s screen.

“Thank you, Ichiro,” the woman at the front of the room said. She scanned the screen in front of her and continued. “The leadership panel has called the council together for this crisis meeting on today’s date, December sixth. Sitting members are Advisor Goto, Advisor Endo, and Master Tanaka. If there are no objections, the panel would like to open with the topic at hand: the armed oni’s attack in the Tennoji ward on November twenty-eighth.”

With no objections, the Master said, “Advisor Endo, please provide your account of the events in question.”

Why are they having Endo talk about the battle? He wasn’t there.

“Certainly. At approximately 23:18, Hunter Kenji Ishii made a distress call to the Osaka Hold and reported, quote, ‘More Hunters requested at the Tennoji Zoo. The target is an oni wielding a weapon. I repeat, an oni using a weapon.’ Communication ceased shortly afterwards,” Endo said.

The advisor drank from his water glass before continuing. “From the limited number of survivors, we learned more devastating news. The oni possessed intelligence and the ability to speak. The being was able to anticipate attacks and was verbally antagonistic. During one taunt, it mentioned one of our greatest fears—a leader marshaling forces in the abyss.”

Endo tapped the screen in front of him, located a passage, and added, “The oni was eventually destroyed through a collaborative effort of several Hunters and Trackers. These members fought bravely, but not all of them survived. I would ask this assembly to honor the sacrifice of the twenty-one members who lost their lives in this exchange, including three Hunters from my retinue—Hiro Abe, Kenji Ishii, and Aoi Mori—with a moment of silence.”

It seems kind of strange he’s mentioning those three specifically. Why isn’t Endo saying anything about the discovery of the warrior maidens?

The room went still.

After a few moments, Endo spoke again. “Thank you. Next I would like to discuss the nature of⁠—”

An extremely loud phone chime interrupted the advisor. For half of a heartbeat, I was worried it was another message from an Osaka Hunter asking for advice on approaching a yokai. My nerves calmed when the advisor apologized to his fellow panel members and pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket.

Seconds after bringing the device to his ear, Endo’s face dropped. “All of them? When?” This was followed by another short pause. “I’m on my way.” He locked his phone and placed it back in his pocket.

Endo made no attempt to explain his actions to the assembled group of Scholars and observers, but he did lean over to the Master to whisper a message. The older man shifted in his seat, looking disturbed, and nodded. After receiving confirmation, Endo hurried out the door at the front of the room.

“As Advisor Endo is needed elsewhere, the leadership panel is left with no other options but to proceed with its next agenda item,” the Master announced.

The Scholars in the room turned to one another, but no one raised an objection to the Master’s proposal.

“What’s happening? Are we up?” I whispered to Sato.

“Keep your voice down. And no. We were intended to act as corroborating evidence for Endo’s agenda item. With him gone, we’ll probably have to wait until the end of the meeting,” Sato replied.

“Since there are no objections, I call upon the Scholar from Osaka, Scholar Ueda. Please rise and explain the precautions you took prior to the oni attack. Also, there is the matter of the unorthodox rank elevation of Hunter Dylan Rossi shortly afterwards. The council will want a fully articulated explanation as to why you deemed it necessary to elevate him to rank three.”

Seriously? They want to talk about the Scholar’s preparations and my promotion. What the shit?

Our Scholar rose to his feet and bowed to the two remaining members on stage. He cleared his throat. “If it pleases the council, I’d like to address the promotion of Hunter Rossi prior to explaining our preparations.” The Master turned to his remaining advisor, scanned the room, and motioned for the Scholar to continue.

“Thank you. Per the Wheel of Justice’s doctrine, a Scholar is allowed to promote a member under their purview if said member accomplishes an extraordinary act of heroism.” Scholar Ueda’s voice rang out strong and true as he addressed the council. “And is able to satisfy all other criteria expected of the rank they are being promoted into,” the Master added.

“I’m well aware of this particular justification, Scholar Ueda. However, you’re leaving out the spirit of this rarely-used practice. It’s for those members who are not well-suited for traditional examinations,” the Master said calmly. For a man likely in his eighties, his voice was firm and carried the ring of authority.

I lost my cool. “This doesn’t matter. None of this matters. We need to collaborate with the warrior maidens and the Kirin if we hope to stand a chance against the Gashadokuro.”

The Master shook his head. “The council has not called upon you, Hunter Rossi. While we appreciate the assistance you lent on the battlefield, and in successfully dispatching a weakened oni, there is an order to these proceedings that must be upheld. When the agenda comes back to your involvement and input on these new allies is requested, you’ll be called upon. Understood?”

Sato gestured for me to calm down and stay seated.

This is such a waste of time.

“I understand,” I said through gritted teeth, and tuned out the next two hours of pointless bureaucracy.

In the end, the council accepted the Scholar’s argument on the basis that I could perform some minor tasks with the Dawn and an objective Tracker from another prefecture’s Hold verified the development of my network.

On top of the nonsense of my promotion, the agenda moved onto a slew of unimportant topics. One of the more bizarre items was how the Wheel was going to collaborate with zoo officials in Tennoji in the rebuilding of various habitats and locating ethically sourced animals to replace those that had been killed during the oni incident.

With the issue of the zoo repairs resolved, the Master declared the council would break for lunch. The Scholar stood up and made a few comments to the others at his table. After a few nods from another older man dressed in black robes, the Scholar came to the back of the room to meet with me and Sato.

“These proceedings have included a few complications I hadn’t foreseen.” He rubbed at his chin, looked at me, and continued. “I won’t lie to you, Dylan. I think your outburst might have done a little more harm than good.”

“Scholar, I understand traditions need to be honored, but I’m not sure this is the time to be sitting on our hands.”

The older man raised his palms and nodded. “I agree with you, Dylan, I truly do. But our job is to provide enough arguments to convince the others. I think the Master’s consideration of your promotion is a good sign—regardless of its value to the big picture.”

“Really? How so?” I asked, trying and failing to keep the frustration from my tone.

“They’re at least listening, and we’ll be able to get through to some of the traditionalists with sound reasoning.”

The doors at the back of the assembly room opened. A Tracker bowed to the group, informed us the meal was ready, and asked us to follow her. The Scholars and observers parted to allow the Master and Advisor Goto to make their way to the hallway before anyone else.

The dining area was far less formal. Three long sets of tables stretched horizontally from east to west. They were only a foot and a half off of the tatami floors. Each attendee removed their sandals, stepped up onto the elevated dining platform, and sank cross-legged onto a cushion.

I inwardly groaned. Even though martial arts practice had made me fairly flexible, my long legs made sitting on the floor for extended periods of time uncomfortable.

Settling down onto my cushion, I took in the black and red trays that filled the tables. Each tray had several compartments to keep the different components of the lunch separated. All six items of the meal looked incredibly fresh, and most of them featured a different vegetable. In front of each tray was a steaming bowl of miso soup.

All of the diners gave their individual thanks for the meal before picking up their chopsticks and digging in. Seeing a group of fifty-plus people participate in this small courtesy was a bit jarring, but it also demonstrated their humility.

I gave my own thanks before digging into my portion of grilled fish. There were two whole fish about four inches long with some visible flecks of salt on each side. I had no idea what kind of fish it was, but there was a hint of sweetness that went well with the salty exterior.

Ayane’s cooking is better, but this is pretty damn good.

“Ah, I see you’re not afraid of fish heads,” a voice across the table said.

Looking up, I locked eyes with one of the Scholars I was introduced to earlier.

Wait. His name is Yama-something.

“Yes, it would appear Dylan isn’t squeamish,” my Scholar remarked. He brought a helping of rice to his mouth and added, “Any updates from your latest trial run?”

The other Scholar hemmed and hawed. “Nothing worth noting. I was pleased to see you brought Hunter Rossi with you. Does this mean the warrior maiden healer is here too?”

“No, she remained back in Osaka. She’s contending with a troubling issue of her own. The first maiden, Fumiko, was wounded during the oni incident, but Midori is having difficulty healing her,” the Scholar answered.

The other man sat back in his seat and nodded in understanding. “My offer to visit Oita prefecture still stands, though I can understand why the warrior maiden wishes to remain in your Hold, Ueda.”

“Yamashiro, she’s not staying with me. Like the original maiden, she was drawn to my prefecture because of Dylan. The Kirin’s message was very clear—the maidens will all be drawn to him,” the Scholar replied, his voice at a level slightly above what was proper in Japan. It was as if he wanted the other Scholars to overhear the conversation.

We ate in silence for a minute. I opened my mouth to address Scholar Yamashiro’s curiosity about Fumiko when I heard a ruckus coming from the hallway.

“Please, I have to see him. It’s important. Dylan’s here, and he’s going to want to know.”


Chapter 6


Fumiko’s Condition



The voice outside of the room was Midori’s. Only it wasn’t the voice she used while in the medical wing, nor was it the timid voice I heard when I freed her from the kappa. There was something different in her tone, and a crippling amount of concern in her words. I quickly excused myself from the table and went to the hall.

Ayane and two other Trackers were all attempting to calm down the five-foot nothing kappa girl. When Midori’s yellow eyes landed on me, she shoved past the two unknown Trackers and ran in my direction.

Midori stopped in front of me and grabbed onto my jacket. “She’s still stable, but I can’t fix her, Dylan. I don’t know what to do. I’m not used to…” She inhaled deeply. “I might not be what you were hoping for, but maybe if my Dawn was recharged, I could help Fumiko.”

I rubbed her upper arms. A quick glance at Ayane’s worried face told me this was an issue that needed addressing soon. “Slow down. You said Fumiko’s stable, right? She hasn’t regressed, and the wound isn’t spreading?”

Midori tugged at my jacket again and tucked her chin into her chest. “Yes. I attempted treatment, but I was unsuccessful. She says she’s not experiencing any pain, but I…I can’t fix it.” Her voice broke. “I can’t remove the mark.”

“Thank you, Midori. It’s a relief just knowing she’s comfortable and things aren’t getting worse” Tilting her head up with my hand, I added, “Now, what was that other thing you said? Something about not what I was hoping for?”

Midori blushed and rolled her eyes toward a wall. Her hands flexed a few times. Finally, she looked like she was ready to elaborate on her comment.

“Lunch is finished. Please make your way to the assembly room,” a Hunter called.

Midori’s mouth clicked shut.

Much like the procession to lunch, there was a similar parting of the crowd for the Master and his advisor to walk through the hallway before anyone else. Both members of the panel gave Midori an inquisitive look and nod on their way back to the assembly room.

“Why don’t you guys come with us?” I asked Ayane and Midori.

Ayane’s face lit up, but this almost immediately disappeared when she caught sight of the Scholar and Sato. She leaned close to me and whispered, “Technically, we have to be invited in by a Scholar.”

“Ueda, you sneaky rascal. You said the healer wasn’t here,” Yamashiro chided, smiling at Midori.

“I’m just as surprised as you are, old friend. Midori, it’s wonderful to see you again. I hope your presence here is as a result of Fumiko’s improving condition.”

After hearing the Scholar’s comments, the kappa girl began shifting on her feet and stared at the ground. Given how frustrated she seemed, I had a feeling she wasn’t happy to hear someone else mention the current status of her fellow warrior maiden.

The Scholar either misunderstood her reaction or decided it was best to discuss it after the meeting, because he moved on. “Ah, Ayane, glad you could join us as well. Please, I’d like for the both of you to sit in for the remainder of the meeting.”

Finally, he turned to me. “Dylan, please remember to refrain from any outbursts.”

Sato gave Midori a small bow, and she returned it politely. Ever since the oni battle at the zoo, it seemed like he had taken her under his wing like a protective big brother. While he remained growly with me, he was all civility with Midori.

The Scholar, his friend, and Sato walked in the direction of the crowd. Ayane looked like she was barely able to contain her excitement after the Scholar invited her to join the meeting.

I escorted Ayane and Midori inside, and we joined Sato at the back of the room near the secretary’s desk.

“The council meeting is called to order once again. In light of some recent information, and the presence of a certain individual, the leadership panel believes it would be prudent for us to discuss the circumstances that occurred at Mount Hiei,” Advisor Goto said.

“Advisor Endo’s report on the experience is inconclusive,” the Master added.

“What?” I couldn’t help myself from speaking out of turn again. This earned me some angry looks, but no one chastised me this time.

“As I was saying, the report from Advisor Endo was inconclusive. There was a reaction from the portal to the heavenly realm, but then an upsetting reaction from the portal to the abyss. Hunter Rossi, I understand this is your first council meeting. Please, take your time and explain what happened.”

Finally.

“Thank you. Scholar Ueda and a group of members from Osaka accompanied me and the leader of the warrior maidens, Fumiko, to the portals on Mount Hiei. When we arrived⁠—”

“Excuse me, Master. If I may?” a bald man interjected. The Master nodded his approval, and the unnamed Scholar turned in my direction. “Where exactly is this leader of the warrior maidens? Is she one of the two women seated behind you?”

“No, Scholar…” I trailed off.

“Mori,” the man answered and waved his hand in an impatient gesture. Given that the bags under Mori’s eyes were large enough to pack a change of clothes, I figured he was late for a nap.

“No, Scholar Mori. Neither of the women behind me is Fumiko; however, Midori is one of the warrior maidens.”

Scholar Mori cocked his head to the side. “Odd. For being a legendary warrior, she doesn’t look very imposing.” He studied something on the screen in front of him and added, “According to Scholar Ueda’s accounts, the woman who arrived at the Osaka Hold was believed to previously be imprisoned inside of the nekomata.”

Some of the members inside of the assembly shifted in their seats and a few shared looks of unease or even outright anger.

“The account goes on to state, and I quote, ‘The woman was covered in the Dawn. It radiated nearly a meter away from her body in the shape of a cat.’ Given the long history of wickedness associated with the nekomata, I don’t believe I’m alone in saying how unnerved I was to read that last detail.”

Part of my brain wanted to give Mori and others like him the benefit of the doubt. The first time I saw Fumiko’s cat-shaped veil, I was also caught off guard. However, this Scholar’s line of questioning seemed like more than just a healthy amount of caution. It felt like he was trying to sow seeds of doubt.

“The report you’ve read is accurate; however, you’ve excluded the portions where Fumiko made communication between me and the Kirin possible on Mount Hiei, or how she brought me back from the abyss realm and helped me defeat the oni,” I retorted, my ire rising.

“No one else in this assembly has reported that last item, Hunter Rossi,” Mori shot back. He looked in the direction of the Master and added, “I’d ask that it not be accepted into our archives until we have conclusive evidence.”

The Master slowly shook his head. “Enough, Scholar Mori. You’ve made your stance abundantly clear.” Shifting his focus onto me, the Master continued, “Gathering more evidence is precisely why this council is gathered here today. Hunter Rossi, can the warrior maiden behind you also cover herself in the Dawn?”

“Uh, not yet,” Midori answered weakly from behind me.

“Sorry. Could you please elaborate, ma’am?” the Master asked kindly.

Midori stood and moved next to me. A slight tremble went through her body, but she held her arms against the front of her chest. The act appeared to steady the kappa girl.

“In my current state, I can’t produce a veil similar to the one witnessed around Fumiko,” Midori said, staring at the floor ten feet in front of her.

The Master raised an eyebrow. “Why not? Fact and fiction are incredibly tedious to separate in the old stories, but one message was clear—the warrior maidens were able to shield themselves with armor made of Dawn.”

Midori wet her lips and looked at the Master. “Apparently, there’s an intimate detail not contained in any of your remaining documents.” Her face flushed, and she looked in my direction. “Dylan and I need to fulfill a ritual of sorts in order to fully activate my Dawn and unfetter my veil.” Midori’s eyes went back to the same spot on the floor.

A female Scholar jumped in. “Ritual? Can you explain?”

“No. She’s not going to explain. It’s something between the two of us,” I answered with more hostility in my voice than I intended.

“So, we’re left with a woman who claims to be one of the most powerful Dawn-wielding creatures to ever grace our realm, but she can’t demonstrate the one thing we all accept as fact,” the same Scholar replied.

Enough of this shit!

I concentrated on the Dawn in my network and focused on the feelings of protecting Midori from this administrative nightmare. It wasn’t the same sensation I felt when I stood between her and a massive oni, but she didn’t deserve this.

The Dawn came out of my fists, covered my forearms, and eventually covered my shoulders. I was almost able to push these two points of gold beyond my shoulders, but I was still nowhere near Fumiko’s cat-shaped veil.

One of the younger Scholars reacted with a sharp intake of breath. “Tranquil fist! How’s this possible?”

“Are you attempting to intimidate us?” The female Scholar asked in a frosty voice.

“I understand there are formalities that need to be respected within this council meeting; however, all of the etiquette in the world isn’t going to matter if we don’t prepare for the larger threat.” I said through gritted teeth.

“And what exactly is that?” she pressed, crossing her arms.

“The Gashadokuro, Madam Scholar.”

“Wada. Scholar Wada, Hunter Rossi, and we’re discussing the aftermath of a tragedy—not a child’s story.” The female Scholar nearly growled out the final portion of her sentence.

“Apologies, Scholar Wada, but you’re wrong. This isn’t a fairytale. We need to work together. We need the help of our new allies to fight this threat. The Kirin is real, and the Gashadokuro is very, very real.”

Scholar Ueda looked at me and slowly nodded. He lowered his hand, and I understood his unspoken message. I’d made my point. Some people in the room were skeptical, but others were willing to accept the massive sea change we were presenting.

I brought the Dawn back into my network and put a hand on Midori’s small shoulder. The kappa girl gave me a pleading look, but she mouthed, “Thank you.”

“This assembly appreciates your interpretation of a lost technique, Hunter Rossi. It’s a promising step forward; however, much like Ms. Midori’s inability to demonstrate her Dawn armor, it’s not what was foretold in our legends and doctrine,” the Master said. His face softened, and he added, “The assembly has its next scheduled meeting on December twenty-seventh. I’d like to formally invite you, Ms. Midori, and Ms. Fumiko to our official December session. If you’re able to demonstrate the full tranquil fist, and the warrior maidens are able to demonstrate full Dawn armor, I believe it would go a long way in convincing the assembly as a whole.”

I looked between Midori, Ayane, and the Scholar. It appeared they believed this was the best course of action.

“Yes, we’d be happy to attend.” I gestured to Ayane sitting in the back of the room. “I’d like to ask for Tracker Ayane Ito to also be included. I believe she’s demonstrated advanced development of her network due to training with the warrior maidens.”

The Master’s eyebrows lowered after hearing my request. “Ito? While it wouldn’t be unprecedented to have someone from that family’s line join us, it would be rare.”

The old man turned to his advisor. Goto tilted her head like she was considering the ramifications of Ayane’s inclusion, but ultimately gave a single nod to the Master.

“Agreed,” the old man said to the woman sitting next to him. “Yes, the council would be very interested in the prospect of a Tracker’s developing network. Especially from one who—” the Master pressed a button on his desk and looked at his screen. “Yes, especially one who’s accomplished so much at a young age.”

The Master gave Ayane the slightest of nods after dismissing the data on his screen. Ayane rose quickly to return a much deeper bow.

With their business done, the two-member leadership panel stood up from their seats. In response, all of the members in the assembly stood and bowed. The Master and Advisor Goto exited the room through the door behind them. The Scholars and other members of the Wheel exchanged a few pleasantries with the others nearest them before moving around the room.

Groups of Scholars formed, and the atmosphere resembled what I’d seen prior to the beginning of the council meeting—old friends reconnecting. Our Scholar was joined by a handful others, including Scholar Yamashiro from lunch.

“Ayane, you mentioned some news,” Scholar Ueda said with a raised brow.

Ayane stepped closer to the small circle of Scholars. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her stand straighter.

Go get ’em, Ayane.

“Yes, I do. Professor Okamoto and I were able to develop a prototype talisman earlier than anticipated.” Ayane turned slightly and gestured toward Midori. “With Midori’s assistance, we were able to test our new talisman on a being with a high concentration of Dawn. Furthermore, we were able to give them a trial run in the field last night and earlier today.”

“How so?” our Scholar asked.

“There were two yokai encounters in Osaka during that time. I was able to verify with a scan while also testing the prototype.”

“Can we see this prototype in action, or did you leave it back in Osaka?” a Scholar whose name I couldn’t remember asked.

“Certainly. We were confident enough with the proof of concept that we produced twenty of these.” Ayane pulled out a small object from her bag.

The talisman was slightly smaller than a business card, and in the shape of an irregular pentagon. It sort of reminded me of a miniature home plate. Like all other talismans, it was wooden with a thick kanji character written on it. However, unlike other talismans, this one had a bright golden glow.

My brows lowered. The glow became noticeably faint once Ayane passed the talisman to our Scholar. This continued to be the case as other Scholars held onto the talisman.

That’s weird.

I couldn’t hear the next portion of their conversation due to the rising din in the room, but I saw Ayane point toward Midori. Our Scholar pointed the talisman at the kappa girl, and it lit up like a flashlight. The other Scholars in the group took turns holding the talisman and performing the same action. The wood never changed colors when pointing at any of the others.

Sato sidled up next to me. “You were justified when you assisted Ms. Midori, but you need to consider your position within the Wheel when you come back for the next meeting.” He looked around the room and added, “There are members who might take your very existence as a threat. We need as many members as possible to accept the fact that change is necessary if we want to win.”

My gaze landed on the two Scholars who had voiced their objections during the meeting. Sure enough, Wada and Mori were standing in a growing group of other Scholars.

There were more than ten in their semicircle, and Wada was standing in the center of the group with her arms crossed over her chest. She had a scowl on her face, and she seemed to be vehemently disagreeing with something another Scholar was saying.

When Wada’s eyes met mine, a sneer touched her upper lip.


Chapter 7


Deadly Dishes



“Please consider my offer, Ms. Midori. While not as advanced as your techniques, my research has led to some medical breakthroughs for the Wheel. Perhaps a collaboration between the two of us would help with Ms. Fumiko’s condition,” Scholar Yamashiro offered.

Midori turned to me and Ayane. She looked uncertain. Scholar Yamashiro had explained that his area of expertise included research on Dawn-assisted healing.

“I’ve already cleared it with Ueda. Hunter Rossi and Tracker Ito will accompany you to Oita prefecture if you agree to come,” he added, sweetening the deal.

“Okay. I’ll do it,” Midori relented.

“Splendid. The Oita Hold is located in Beppu. It isn’t as impressive as the one in Osaka, but we have direct access to various vital aquifers. The temperature, minerals, and specific water pressures have all contributed greatly to my advancements. I’m positive we’ll find ways to assist one another in our respective medical objectives.”

We agreed to visit Scholar Yamashiro once Fumiko was well enough to travel. I rode back to Osaka with Ayane and Midori. They’d already taken Fumiko to my apartment, and she was being watched over by Ayane’s brother, Toshi.

Midori fell asleep about five minutes after the car started moving. Since it wasn’t at the top of my “places to visit in Japan” list, I didn’t really know much about Beppu. Ayane drove carefully and spoke a little over a whisper to avoid disturbing the exhausted healer as she shared what she knew about the regionally-famous city.

According to her, Beppu was a famous hot spring city. The size of it was only a tiny fraction of Osaka, but its hot springs drew local and international tourists on a daily basis. Since the city was on a different Japanese island—Kyushu—getting to Beppu was going to involve more than a short car ride or a normal commuter train.

“The regional airport’s out. We can fabricate identification for Fumiko and Midori, but it’d take more than a couple of days. Besides, we don’t know how either of them would react to flying.” Ayane thought for a moment and added, “There’s an overnight ferry from Osaka to Beppu. It’s a bit slower, but it’s much less of a hassle.”

I shook my head and chuckled. “Since Fumiko’s not a fan of the ocean, I don’t think she’d be willing to go along with that option.”

“Shinkansen it is,” Ayane concluded wryly.

With our eventual travel plans sorted, Ayane told me how she and Midori were able to work with professor Okamoto to dial in the effectiveness of each talisman. Along with being a test subject for the completed talismans, Midori’s surgical control over the Dawn helped the team make incremental changes to the talismans. With Ayane scanning each iteration of the talisman, the three of them had quickly fallen into a collaborative flow to help speed up the project.

Ayane perked up again while she was talking about her project in the lab. “It’s been a while, but I remember taking some classes with professor Okamoto when I was in high school. I liked the science behind talismans back then, but now I think it’s absolutely fascinating.”

I leaned back into my seat. “Really? He was a lecturer? I wouldn’t have guessed that.”

Ayane narrowed her eyes, and a smirk spread across her face. “He’s much more personable once you get to know him.” She swatted at my leg. “In fact, he encouraged my interest in talismans. It was an accident, but I created a smoke bomb talisman. Toshi found it and set it off during one of Professor Okamoto’s classes. Even though the professor was upset, and Toshi got reprimanded, he still recognized my efforts.”

She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Since talisman research is so underdeveloped, I may have found an interesting specialization for when I become a Scholar.”

I reached over and squeezed Ayane’s hand. “You’re going to make a fantastic Scholar.”

Weeks earlier, Ayane had told me her dream was to earn a position as a Scholar and be the first one in her family to do so. It appeared her project with professor Okamoto had contributed some additional motivation.

When the conversation shifted to my experience in the council meeting, Ayane was understanding of my frustrations, but she included a few explanations for why certain rules were in place.

“In a way, it’s another carryover from Confucianism. We need to respect the individuals who are older than us, along with those who hold a higher position. From a Western perspective, this must sound exasperating, but the Wheel was founded on these principles.”

“So it’s a decorum thing?”

“Correct.”

Ayane wrapped up her comments as she parked the car near my apartment. When she pulled the key out of the ignition, a smile blossomed across her face.

“I can’t believe I was able to attend today’s session,” Ayane quietly crowed. She touched my shoulder before adding, “And I actually get to attend a formal meeting later this month. Thank you so much, Dylan. Getting acquainted with the other Scholars and experiencing first-hand exactly how the leadership of the Wheel works…it’s like everything is opening up for what I want in the future.”

She leaned in and gave me a tender kiss. When our lips parted, Ayane’s eyes were closed, and her smile had grown.

“I can…go if you guys need some privacy,” Midori said softly from the backseat.

“Sorry, Midori. No, we’re all getting out,” Ayane answered.

Heading up to my apartment, I heard muffled voices growing in volume and intensity.

“I got you right where I want you. You’re finished!”

“Not yet! Ahhh, you’re down!”

Why are Fumiko and Toshi yelling at each other? Shit, did Toshi snap about something?

I took the top half of the stairs two at a time. Punching in the door code, I tried to think through my strategy for separating them and defusing the situation. Once I yanked open the door, the soundtrack from Super Variable Geo and the sixteen-bit sound effects finally registered.

Ayane and Midori gently pushed open the door behind me just in time to see me facepalm. Ayane stifled a laugh while taking off her shoes.

“Seriously? You didn’t hear the distorted voice actress shouting ‘neko rocket punch’ while we were on the stairs? You must be tired,” Ayane said, laying a hand on my shoulder and giving me a sympathetic head shake.

The three of us joined Toshi and Fumiko in the living room. Ayane’s brother was sitting on my small vinyl couch leaning toward the TV, and Fumiko was lying on her belly inches away from the screen. Toshi was a few years older than me, but he had the young, handsome face and perfectly coiffed hair of a male model. He was a skilled Hunter and Americanophile, and I’d witnessed him be an incorrigible flirt with the women working in the Hold. Based on their giggles and blushes, they hadn’t minded his attention.

My eyes drifted back to the cat girl on the floor. Her tight little butt was encased in a pair of pink sweats that rested just below her sleek black tails. Fumiko’s two tails were swaying side to side, but they went rigid the moment Toshi’s character launched a fireball to knock out her character.

“Cheat! Toshi is cheap move. Same move, same move. Again and again,” Fumiko complained. She dropped the controller and kicked her feet against the floor.

“We’re home,” I announced after the bout.

Fumiko sprung up from her spot on the floor and crashed into me.

“Mate! You’re home. Ayane-mate’s home, too!” Fumiko celebrated. “And Greenie!”

Toshi uncomfortably shifted in his seat after Fumiko greeted us, but he didn’t say anything. I couldn’t imagine how awkward it was knowing your sister was willingly sharing a man with another woman. Well, cat…woman.

Midori put her hands on her hips and adopted the same personality I’d seen her demonstrate in the Hold’s medical wing. “What are you doing out of bed, Fumiko? The treatment and salve aren’t going to work properly if you overexert yourself.”

“Greenie, no work talk,” Fumiko complained with an eye roll. She kept the side of her face plastered to my chest when she looked at the kappa girl. “I’m getting better.”

“You still suck at fighting games,” Toshi laughed from behind us.

“Toshi! You’re cheap,” Fumiko shot back and stuck out her tongue.

Midori heaved out a sigh. I saw her eyes wander between me and Fumiko. There was a touch of sadness there. The kappa girl didn’t say anything, but she took a step back.

“I need help with dinner,” Ayane announced.

Midori seemed to shake herself. “I’ll help. What are we having?”

“Fugu,” Ayane said with a satisfied smile on her face.

“Hell yeah! I picked the perfect night to cat-sit,” Toshi said, licking his lips.

An hour later, Ayane set the last of the dishes down on the kitchen table. Toshi picked up his chopsticks and was moving his hand between the various platters and serving dishes on the table.

Wait. Are those Ayane’s dishes or mine? Did she buy me special dishes for poisonous puffer fish, or is she gradually bringing her stuff here?

Toshi’s eyes landed on the small platter of raw fugu, and his hand soon followed. There were at least fifty pieces of near-translucent fish with the exact same near-diamond shape. They were arranged in a beautiful spiral pattern. The sashimi slices were the thinnest I’d ever seen. The meat was tinged the barest blue.

I followed Toshi’s lead and scooped up a couple slices, dipped one into some ponzu sauce, and popped it into my mouth. The flavor was subtle. There was a touch of sweetness in the background, but then a punch of umami smacked my tongue. A slight tingle accompanied my first mouthful, and I was reminded of the neurotoxins this fish was famous for.

“Ayane-mate, you cook well,” Fumiko announced and ate a piece of cooked fish from the soup pot in the center of the table. “This fish was dangerous. Now it’s delicious.”

I chuckled and agreed with Fumiko’s assessment of the meal. The flavors and tingling sensation from the fugu escalated when I bit into a piece of meat from the gently bubbling pot in the center of the table.

When I immediately went back for more, Toshi complained. “Hey, make sure you save some of the shabu, shabu for me!”

The whole table seemed to echo Toshi’s sentiment. We were enjoying every dish on offer, but the bubbling shabu, shabu was the star of the meal.

Once the pot was nearly empty, Ayane dropped in slices of the deep green and white skin from our featured fish. The conversation around the table quieted down, as we watched Ayane precisely serve up the stewed hunks.

After seeing Toshi’s eyes light up, I guessed this addition was something special. “There’s a ton of collagen in the skin. When it’s cooked like this, fugu skin basically melts in your mouth,” Toshi said like a man in a trance. “It’s probably grandma’s favorite part.”

Once I had my first bite, I immediately picked up on what Toshi was saying. The flavor of the fish wasn’t necessarily intensified, but the texture was amazing. Each bite of fugu skin seemed to vanish from my mouth without the need to chew it.

We all thanked Ayane and Midori for the meal, and I was suddenly struck with a thought. “Hey, don’t say anything about this the next time I’m on the phone with my mom. She’s already convinced everything in Japan’s trying to kill me. She’d probably lose it if she found out that I ate a whole meal of poisonous blowfish.”
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After the last of the dishes were off of the table, I convinced Toshi to lend me a hand with the cleanup.

“Now Ayane’s going to expect me to wash the dishes whenever she comes home and cooks,” Toshi grumbled.

I threw a dish towel at him. “It’s good for you. You’re in charge of drying.”

We were about a quarter of the way through the mess when Toshi’s phone rang. He dried the bowl in his hand and answered the call.

“Yes?” His face turned stony, and he let out a long exhale. “I’ll pick up a car from the Hold and be there in about two hours.”

There was a pause while Toshi listened. Finally, he said, “How many others?” Once Toshi got his answer, he continued, “Why me?” The explanation on the other end was much longer. Toshi spoke again. “Understood. Leaving now.”

Toshi ended the call and put his phone away. He handed the dish towel back to me. “Sorry, but this is the end of my dish duties. I’ve been told to join an investigation on Mount Hiei.”

“What investigation?”

Toshi rubbed his jaw. “I have to keep it quiet, but I’m sure you’ll hear about it soon.”

My fellow Hunter said his goodbyes to everyone else in the apartment. Ayane didn’t seem too worried about Toshi’s sudden need to leave or his inability to say anything about his mysterious phone call.

Since Ayane willingly took over Toshi’s drying role, I was able to ask a few more questions.

“Is it normal for the Wheel to ask members not in law enforcement to assist with investigations? I mean, Toshi is trained in child psychology, right? It seems kind of strange, and I think Toshi was even thrown off by it.”

Ayane moved a stack of plates to the side of a cabinet before starting a new pile with the plate in her hand. “No, this is definitely odd, but it’s not completely unheard of. Did Toshi mention anyone’s name during the call?”

“Nope, but he didn’t seem caught off guard while he was speaking to whoever was on the other end,” I answered, rinsing off several chopsticks.

“Huh. Then it was probably someone from our Hold, and they asked Toshi to help as a favor.”

“So, you’re saying we shouldn’t worry about it?”

Ayane shrugged. “Toshi said we’ll hear about it soon enough. Whatever it is, it’s probably not going to stay a secret for very long.”

Shortly after ten, Fumiko and Midori had showered and were both ready for bed. Ayane and I let the two of them share my bed, and we decided to sleep on the living room floor. I knew more warrior maidens were coming, so I’d bought a large futon that would comfortably fit three people.

With several promises to join her in bed when she had more of her strength back, I hugged and kissed Fumiko goodnight. When I turned to Midori, I froze.

Should I kiss her too?

She’d been acting more withdrawn and nervous around me, so I wasn’t sure if it would be appropriate for me to do much of anything. In the end, I leaned over and hugged her.

In my ear, I heard her whisper. “Oh, okay. I think I understand. Good…good night, Dylan.”

When I turned my head to try to figure out what she was referring to, she had already locked eyes with Fumiko. “I’m going to keep you in this bed for the next eight hours. You need at least that much time to help with your treatment,” she said.

Fumiko sighed dramatically and turned towards the bed. I offered another good night to the two yokai girls before leaving the room.

I’m even more confused.

Ayane and I took turns showering and ended up on the couch watching TV with the volume turned down.

As was her developing custom, Ayane was wearing her favorite item of mine: a tan Chainsaw Man t-shirt. She looked cute in it even though the damn thing covered her almost like a dress. She had a blue blanket covering her lap and was resting her head on my shoulder.

During a commercial break, she turned to me and asked, “What are you going to do about Midori?”

“I don’t have a clue. You’re right, she’s definitely shy. But then I swear I’ve seen her act a little…I don’t know, jealous. Like when we were in the car, or when Fumiko hugged me, or when I said good night just now.”

“Shy women can be just as jealous as outgoing ones. Have you thought about taking her somewhere or doing something alone with her?” Ayane asked.

“Yeah, I’ve given it some thought. This trip to Beppu might give me a chance to take her out.” I grabbed the remote and turned off the TV. “While we’re on the topic, why are you so interested?”

“You heard the Kirin. You need to recharge all of the warrior maidens at some point.”

Ayane paused to climb into my lap. “Besides, I’ve had so much fun with you and Fumiko. I can’t wait to see what happens when Midori and the others join.”

My cock stiffened at the memory of our threesome.

“Oh, so this is all about having more fun? I’ll keep that in mind.” A devilish grin spread across my face. “How big should our harem be?”

Ayane’s eyes narrowed, and she got serious. “Don’t you do anything behind my back with a human woman.”

“Oh, you draw the line at human women. I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied and started tickling her.

Ayane swatted my chest. “Shhh, don’t make me laugh. They’re sleeping.” She stifled a giggle.

Her squirming on my lap in just a t-shirt and a pair of panties had my cock painfully hard. Ayane’s eyes went wide when she noticed. Her shocked reaction was soon replaced with a sly grin and a hooded gaze.

“What’s…ah, happening down there? Are you having dirty thoughts, Dylan? Huh, dirty Dylan?” She rocked herself against my tightening shorts.

“Maybe. But can you really blame me? You’re so damn sexy.” I pulled her in for a kiss.

Ayane’s lips teased at my mouth, continuing this mischievous approach when our lips finally met. Ayane darted her tongue around mine and pulled it back like we were involved in a game of tag. She kept her eyes open in slits, and her fiendish grin was present whenever our mouths parted.

I had no idea Ayane had this side to her.

Wanting her to experience the same levels of arousal I was feeling, I cupped her ass with one hand and brought the other to her chest. I gently squeezed her tit until I could feel the nipple harden under my palm.

Ayane pulled her lips away and panted when I started pinching her nipple with just enough force. Gauging her reaction, I moved my other hand to her other breast and repeated the action. Ayane intensified her grinding and rolled her head back.

A wave of pleasure rolled through her body, and Ayane pulled one of my hands up to her mouth. She sucked on my first two fingers for a couple of seconds. When she pulled my fingers out of her mouth, Ayane dragged them down the center of her body.

“We have to be quiet. I know it’s frustrating, but we can still have some fun,” she whispered in my ear. She stopped my hand on her warm, wet pussy.

Taking a page out of Ayane’s book, I teased the slick skin around her eager entrance. A breath hitched in her throat, and I began applying pressure around Ayane’s sensitive clit.

As I pulled my wet fingers together like two points in a V, Ayane’s body began quaking. Her breathing sped up, and she bit one of her fingers to stifle a moan.

With a tempo established, I moved my thumb into place and inserted my fingers into Ayane’s sex. Her warmth surrounded my digits. I fought against the maddening urge to pull my dick out and bury it inside of her.

After a couple of seconds, Ayane brought her face to my ear. “I want you to listen to me cum,” she breathed and started rocking herself in time with my fingering.

The two of us gradually built the rhythm. Ayane rotated between ragged breathing, letting out soft moans, and nipping my ear. All the while, my cock stood at full attention like an enthusiastic tag team partner waiting for his turn to enter a match.

Ayane crested a point of no return and wasn’t able to stop the initial notes of satisfaction from leaving her lips. She bit down on my shoulder to prevent herself from screaming the remaining bars of her orgasm.

The slight twinge of discomfort added a new dimension to the excitement I was feeling. Ayane breathed through her teeth and shuddered on my lap for what felt like an eternity. Once her body became still, Ayane loosened her clamped jaw.

“My turn,” she said in a breathy whisper.

Easing herself up, Ayane stood in front of me and pulled down her black satin bikini-cut panties. Instead of dropping her underwear on the floor, Ayane reached for my waist and yanked down my shorts and boxer briefs. Once my dick was exposed, she climbed back onto my lap with her panties in her hand and a hungry look on her face.

Ayane positioned herself a little further back, but she pulled the base of my cock against her excited clit. She wiggled into place to make sure there was ample contact between us and lowered the soft piece of cloth onto the head of my erection. It was warm and damp.

She rubbed the satin fabric around the head a few times, and I felt a few drops of precum join the moisture Ayane had left. Gripping me with a perfect amount of firmness, Ayane started stroking me in earnest.

I sucked in mouthfuls of air while Ayane pumped me. She started the handjob with another wicked grin on her face, but this melted away after a couple of minutes. She was pulling my cock against her with each tug, and she was becoming consumed with pleasure as well.

The soft, warm addition of Ayane’s panties made this the most intoxicating jerkoff I’d ever experienced. When she sped up, the sensations intensified. A few minutes later, I was almost ready to tip over the edge.

Ayane must have felt me tighten in preparation for release, because she popped off my lap and took me into her mouth.

I had just enough time to register the unbelievable softness and warmth of Ayane’s mouth before I was unloading my seed. I felt shot after shot erupt into her waiting mouth and throat.

Ayane kept her eyes open in a contented stare. She moaned with my cock in her mouth and seemed to revel in accepting each blast of semen.

When my mind-bending orgasm finished, Ayane deepthroated me for good measure. She slowly popped off of my dick, and her eyes went wide as she saw a bead of ejaculate sprout out. Ayane bent back down and added a few sloppy, slurping kisses.

I tilted my head back and my eyes followed. I shuddered from the last of my pleasure. As I brought my head forward, I noticed a shadow in the hallway. A whimper of a moan came from the same location.

When I tried to focus on the hallway, I heard feet quickly pad in the direction of the bathroom.


Chapter 8


Self-Heated Tongue



The next morning, Fumiko’s condition remained stable. In fact the only discomfort she seemed to experience was when she sat down for breakfast.

Fumiko sniffed the air, and her eyes locked onto me. She whined, “Mate! You and Ayane-mate, but not me.”

Remembering the gentle moaning in the hallway, I answered, “Well, you should consider joining us next time instead of just watching.” I turned to Midori and added, “Of course, only if your doctor says you’re healthy enough.”

The kappa girl met my eyes, and her cheeks flushed a deep pink. She broke eye contact with me, and her eyes drifted around the entire room before landing on the portion of the kitchen table in front of her plate.

Wait, maybe it wasn’t Fumiko watching us last night.

As we continued eating breakfast, the topic of conversation soon turned to Fumiko’s situation.

“Like I said yesterday, I’ve exhausted all of the options I can think of to treat her,” Midori said, scooping a pile of pickled pearl onions onto her plate. “If Scholar Yamashiro thinks he can help cure Fumiko, we should visit him as soon as possible.”

I scooped up some eggs. “I’m fine with going whenever Fumiko's healthy enough for the trip.”

“While bed rest would be best, she’s been in a stable state for more than forty-eight hours. She should be well enough for travel.” Midori took another bite of food.

Ayane dabbed at her mouth with a napkin and pulled out her phone. “Scholar Yamashiro mentioned an open invitation. I’ll reach out to the Oita Hold and see how soon they can host us.”

Two hours later, we had the formation of a plan. The Scholar in Oita was a man of his word. He urged us to leave immediately. After verifying a contingent of Hunters and Trackers from Oita would handle my and Ayane’s responsibilities in Osaka during our absence, we arranged to depart that same afternoon.

All of us worked together to pack my suitcases. Since neither Fumiko nor Midori had a humongous wardrobe, it didn’t take very long for us to fill the three pieces of luggage I had used to move to Japan back in October, and the four of us rolled out of the apartment.

We stopped at Ayane’s apartment on our way to the bullet train station. Even though she and Toshi shared the apartment, and it was his day off, he wasn’t there.

Ayane didn’t seem worried. “He’s probably at the movie theater, watching whatever the latest Hollywood blockbuster is.”

Getting Ayane packed was a fast process, and we were soon heading north once again.

When we arrived, we had just enough time to buy bento—prepared lunch boxes—before our train left. My brain did a backflip when I saw a sign for a meal that heated itself.

I like beef tongue. Let’s give this a shot.

Minutes later, we settled into our seats. Once we left the station, it finally dawned on me. We were going to basically travel the distance between San Francisco and L.A. via a high-speed train. On top of that, the seats were more comfortable than anything I’d experienced on an airplane.

I was struck by an awkward sensation each time a bullet train rushed past us moving in the opposite direction. These encounters were sudden, and they were accompanied by a rush of wind and an odd echoing sound. I made the mistake of focusing on the light poles next to the tracks whooshing by at 180 miles per hour, and I got a slight sense of vertigo.

When I stood to use the bathroom, my legs felt funny. This feeling continued as I walked toward the front of the car. Gravity still existed inside of the train, of course it did, but my legs felt lighter. My strides fell with a little wobble even though the ride was super smooth. It was like every movement was that first monster drop on a rollercoaster.

About halfway through the trip, I pulled the cord on the bottom of my lunch box. This tug activated a chemical reaction in the false bottom of the box. After a couple of minutes, the meat and rice were piping hot.

Japan really is living in the future!

The beef tongue wasn’t as good as a fresh cut taken from the grill, but it was still tender and halfway juicy. Outside of my beloved Casey’s pizza, this beat the hell out of any prepackaged food I’d ever had in the States.

Shortly after a transfer to a local train, we arrived at the relatively small station of Beppu. I was still craning my neck to gape at the landscape as the doors opened. The small city was built into the gentle slope of multiple volcanoes that stretched towards a glittering bay. Puffy clouds hung around the volcano tops like angel halos.

Coming from the chaotic stations in downtown Osaka, Beppu’s straightforward layout was a welcome change. Our group went down two flights of stairs and through the ticket turnstiles to find ourselves in the station’s rectangular main hall. The space was about the size of three basketball courts, and it wasn’t terribly busy.

There was a Seattle’s Best Coffee stand, a few small tables with local treats, a set of doors to a small strip-mall-like collection of stores, and a compact train office. Given the almost non-existent crowd and uncluttered hall, it was easy to spot our Oita contact.

A six-foot-tall woman with a short, pixie-style haircut and wearing a sleek gray pantsuit smiled and approached us. She had a plain but pleasant face and a kind smile. She looked to be in her upper thirties. “Welcome to Beppu. I’m Chiaki. We’re glad to have you.”

“Thank you for having us,” Ayane replied for the group with a respectful bow.

Fumiko’s eyes went round as she looked up at the Hunter. “Wow. You are tall.”

Chiaki laughed, not covering her mouth shyly like most Japanese girls do. “I like how direct you are—it’s refreshing. I actually played volleyball in school.” She looked beyond us and asked, “Is that all you have for luggage?”

When I gave her a nod, Chiaki smiled. “Okay. The Hold’s about a ten minute walk from here. Follow me.”

We exited through some automated doors. The air felt temperate: at least five degrees warmer than Osaka. I could see the ocean a few blocks away, and directly in front of the station, I saw my first hot spring foot bath. The gently gurgling water in the foot bath was steaming, and I noticed the slight smell of sulfur.

The tiny foot bath was inside of a hut about the size of two honey buckets, and the intensified egg smell didn’t dissuade me from continuing with the outdoor toilet analogy. There was a red-draped entrance for women and a blue one for men even though they led to the same little pool of water.

A few steps away from the foot bath was a statue of an old man with his hands raised in front of him. It looked like he was either trying to take flight like Superman, or like he was chasing someone in a slasher film. Either way, the small children holding onto his coattails made the statue all the more strange.

Chiaki saw me examining the large metal figure. “That’s Aburaya Kumahachi. He’s basically the man who envisioned Beppu as a resort town. Since he was a former Scholar, we can tell you all about him back at the Hold.”

Our path took us across a single lane intersection and passed a line of ten people holding newspapers in front of them. The people with the newspapers tried to approach pedestrians, but no one appeared to pay any attention to them. When I saw Chiaki march by, I decided to follow her lead.

After we were half a block away from the newspaper people, I asked, “What’s up with those people?”

“They’re a cult. They believe their leader can predict earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. When tourists stop to look at the newspapers, the cultists surround them and intimidate them into visiting a nearby mountain. The cultists say it’s just to pray for everyone’s survival, but every local knows the cultists try to indoctrinate anyone who visits.”

“No shit?”

“No shit. Crazy, right?” Chiaki added with a smirk.

After a couple more blocks, we hit a T intersection with a major road. Once we were on the side closest to the ocean, we turned left. Immediately, I noticed there was a greater variety of vehicles on this thoroughfare in Beppu than what I’d seen in Osaka. There were your standard late-model sedans and hybrids, but there were so many more trucks, small kei cars, and a few classic-looking cars from the 1970s, ‘80s, and ‘90s.

Just as I was admiring a black car that could have been mistaken for a 1970s muscle car from the States, the wind ramped up and hit me with a noticeable gust. The breeze coming off of the ocean brought a different kind of cold with it. This wasn’t anywhere near the negative temperatures in the double-digits we had back in Iowa, but the air had a dampness to it. I actually shivered for the first time since arriving in Japan.

Weird.

Ayane, Midori, and Fumiko were faring far worse. Each of them were trembling like they were locked inside of a walk-in freezer. I even caught Midori’s teeth chattering a few minutes before Chiaki stopped our group in front of a fifteen-story building with a sign declaring it as the Serenity Hotel.

“Welcome to our Hold,” Chiaki announced with the well-rehearsed delivery of a professional in the service industry.

“Wait, I thought a Hold was supposed to be a secret base. And underground,” I said, perplexed by how massive the Serenity Hotel was.

Chiaki waved me off. “I may have jumped the gun a little. We’re technically not there yet, but come inside. Your friends are freezing. We’ll talk more once we’re in the express elevator.” Chiaki entered the building via a revolving door, and we followed.

I was immediately drawn in by the scene in front of me. White marble with small golden veins dancing in all directions dominated the floors. Dark vertical chunks of slate paneling on each wall stood in stark contrast to the floor and added to the air of sophistication in the lobby. The majestic black granite reception desk was accentuated by two Dale-Chihuly-inspired glass sculptures. Both pieces of art seemed to challenge one another to a contest of which could be more outrageous. Riots of colorful and chaotic shapes groped for space and attention.

Chiaki marched up to a portion of the reception desk designated for VIP guests. When she saw we’d stopped in the middle of the lobby, Chiaki beckoned us to the counter. She pointed at the staff member’s screen and nodded along with whatever message the other was relaying.

“These are the four VIPs we were expecting. Their checkout hasn’t been determined, but suite 2101 will remain at their disposal until further notice,” Chiaki dictated to the other woman. Like Chiaki, the woman wore a fashionable gray pantsuit and was clearly well-trained in hospitality.

“Yes, ma’am. Am I to presume platinum status is being extended to this group?”

“You are correct. They’ll have access to the full line of amenities during their stay with us.” Chiaki looked at the four of us. “Suite 2101 has two bedrooms, each with a king bed. Is this acceptable, or would you prefer an additional bed or two wheeled in? I assure you, there’s plenty of space to accommodate.”

We all exchanged looks of uncertainty, but I ended up speaking for the group. “The two beds are just fine.”

“Excellent. Kayo, four keycards, please.”

“Yes, ma’am. I have them here.” Kayo handed Chiaki four blue metal cards.

Chiaki passed one of the hefty blue keycards to each of us. “Please don’t misplace your keycard, as you’ll need it in order to access the wing of the hotel where the express elevator is located.” Once each of us had a weighty card in our hand, she continued. “Please leave your baggage here and follow me. A porter will ensure your suitcases make it to your suite.”

I grouped our bags together and pushed them to the side of the reception desk just as Chiaki began marching toward a set of doors with an electronic lock. Chiaki pulled a badge from her waist and pressed it against the lock. A light turned green, and she held the door open for our group.

Once the door shut behind her, Chiaki dropped some of her hotel lobby personality. “Like I said, you’ll need your keycard to access this area of the hotel; however, this still isn’t the Hold. There’s a keypad outside of the express elevator. You’ll be issued a five-digit code to open the doors. Please don’t forget this, as a security failsafe will trigger if you enter the wrong sequence of numbers two times in a row.”

We approached a bank of three elevators, but Chiaki specifically headed for the one on the far left. It was the only elevator with a keypad next to it. She pressed five digits, and the doors opened. A second later, another set of doors at what appeared to be the rear of the elevator slid open to reveal the interior of another elevator.

An elevator within an elevator? What kind of Inception shit is this?

Following Chiaki, we walked through the first elevator and into the second. Chiaki pressed her left eye against a retinal scanner positioned above a small screen. The screen turned green, and the doors slid shut.

“Ayane and Dylan, since you’re members of the Wheel, your scans are already in our system. You’ll need your card and a retinal scan to access any floor via the express elevator.”

“What about Fumiko and Midori?” I asked. “Can we get them into the system as well? I don’t want them feeling trapped while we’re here.”

“After you meet with the Scholar, we’ll arrange for their scans to be entered into the system.”

Three minutes later, we entered a lab similar to professor Okamoto’s. The space was a bit smaller, and it was basically attached to this Hold’s version of a medical wing, but the equipment looked almost identical.

Are all of their research and medical facilities identical? Did they get a deal on furniture and equipment and buy them in bulk?

Scholar Yamashiro was in the middle of examining a chart of chemical compounds being projected on a screen when we entered the room.

“Good, you’re here,” the affable man in a white lab coat said, getting up from a stool to greet us. He was in his sixties, but looked very fit and healthy. His thick gray hair, goatee and slightly rounded cheeks made him look wise but approachable—like a fun grandpa. He took a step forward, his dark eyes twinkling under a pair of modern, silver-rimmed glasses.

After we exchanged pleasantries, the Scholar said, “Since I haven’t heard anything from my old friend in Osaka, I’m guessing the two Trackers and Hunters I sent to Ueda will fill in nicely during your absence. However, Dylan, I was hoping you’d be willing to step in as a Hunter while you’re in the Oita prefecture.”

“As long as I can check in with everyone, I’d be happy to help out in any way I can.”

“Glad to hear it. Once we get everyone settled, Chiaki will show you how we harvest and gather the Dawn. You’ll probably spend most of your work time helping her rather than fighting any Dusk or yokai,” the Scholar said.

“Wait, I’m confused. Why wouldn’t I be part of a normal patrol looking for gathering Dusk?”

Yamashiro smacked his forehead. “I was so excited to be working with Midori that I forgot to give you some proper context. You no doubt saw the statue of Aburaya Kumahachi at the station, correct?”

“Yeah, the guy with the cape.”

“Scholar Kumahachi's earlier discoveries and campaign to make Beppu a tourist destination have allowed us to become the largest supplier of Dawn for the Wheel,” the Scholar said, with an even larger grin on his face.

“When you put it like that, it sounds kind of odd, but I guess the Dawn has to come from somewhere,” I mused.

“Indeed. Since people are normally so relaxed and rejuvenated when they visit Beppu, members like Chiaki are able to harvest the excess Dawn leaving their bodies.”

“Doesn’t that mean you’re removing their happiness?”

Both Scholar Yamashiro and Chiaki shared a knowing nod. “I think your worries will be dispelled after you observe Chiaki in action, Dylan.”


Chapter 9


Gathering Happiness



Once it became clear the others intended to stay in the lab to formulate a plan for Fumiko’s treatment, I excused myself. We might have been in a different city, but this wasn’t a vacation. I was supposed to start work in about an hour.

Chiaki left the lab with me. We once again walked through the hidden express elevator to get to the regular elevator. The tall woman swiped her badge against the regular elevator’s panel and pressed the button for the twenty-first floor.

“We’ve got plenty of time before the start of our shift. I’ll be in the lobby when you’re ready,” Chiaki said as the elevator raced up the remaining floors.

A question that had been percolating in the back of my head finally bubbled up a few floors away from my stop. “Are all of the employees in the Serenity Hotel members of the Wheel?”

She raised a dark brow at me. “All of the front-facing staff and about sixty percent of the back of the house are. Why do you ask?”

“Weird. I don’t think I saw any weapons while I was in the lobby, so I’m guessing your Hunters are part of the back-of-the-house group.”

The elevator chimed, and the doors swooshed open.

Chiaki giggled. “No, we just do things differently here. You’ll see.”

I furrowed my brows, but didn’t say anything.

“2101 is at the end of the hall,” Chiaki said as the doors closed.

The hallway on this floor looked very similar to the lobby. The white marble floor was impressive, but it caused a squeak with each step in the empty hallway.

A metal placard with a mirror shine displaying the numbers 2101 was positioned on the far wall next to a pair of tall, grey doors. Once outside of the suite, I pressed the beefy keycard against the door’s lock and let myself in.

Holy shit!

This was my first experience inside of a hotel room larger than a Best Western double. I froze with the door open, stunned by the size and extravagance.

The white marble from the hallway continued into the suite, but several thick rugs with simple geometric patterns covered a vast majority of the floor. Massive windows dominated the entire southern wall of the suite. With all of the blinds open, I could see plumes of steam floating up from numerous hot springs across the city. The last of the day’s light danced off of the deep topaz waves of Beppu Bay in a mesmerizing sway.

There was an open living room area with two large grey sectional-style couches and three grey chairs. Side tables, colorful throw pillows, and an eighty-five inch TV made the room feel more inviting. Minimalist art with splashes of color adorned the walls, giving some relief to the white and gray palette.

Damn, we could have a party here.

Behind the closest couch was an elongated black dining table with six chairs. Since there didn’t appear to be a kitchen, I wasn’t sure how frequently we’d be using this portion of the suite.

Just as Chiaki had mentioned, the suite had two separate bedrooms. One of them was immediately off of the entrance, and the second one was on the far side of the living room space. The suitcase with my clothes in it was just outside of the far bedroom. I pulled the bag and the one next to it, Ayane’s, the rest of the way into the room.

A pillow-topped king bed and another spectacular view of the ocean greeted me inside. Light wood trim and dark grey accents provided a backdrop for the simple decorative touches. I walked by a minimalist landscape painting on my way to the attached bathroom.

The shower stall was big enough for four people to share and housed several different shower heads. I went with the oversized rain shower one above my head and washed away the day’s travel.

Fifteen minutes later, I entered the Serenity Hotel’s lobby and caught sight of Chiaki.

She was behind the granite reception desk. Chiaki had changed into a black suit coat and slacks with a pale pink blouse. While her outfit wasn’t a huge departure from the working hotel staff members, Chiaki carried herself with the confidence of a supervisor.

We made eye contact, and the tall woman gave me a nod before gathering a few items. When she moved around the edge of the desk, Chiaki’s distinct purple messenger bag demanded my full attention.

Another piece of inert Dusk?

“My Tracker should be here in about five minutes,” Chiaki said after directing me to a chair in the lobby.

“You’re a Hunter?”

“Yeah. You mean, you couldn’t tell?” She cocked her head in confusion.

I looked around the lobby to make sure no one was close enough and whispered, “Where’s your katana?”

Chiaki stifled a laugh. “Most of us don’t use one.” The tall woman completed her own scan of the lobby and leaned in closely. “Can you keep a secret?”

I nodded.

“I’ve only fought three yokai the entire time I’ve been a Hunter.”

“What?”

“Shhh,” the tall woman said, putting a finger over her lips. “That’s actually pretty normal around here. Hence, most of us don’t use a sword.”

After letting Chiaki’s confession process in my mind, I moved onto the next logical question. “If you don’t use swords, what’s with the bag?”

“It’s probably easier if I show you.”

Chiaki placed the bag on the counter behind the reception desk and twisted a latch on the top. The front accordioned out a few inches, and she fished out what looked like a pair of specialized purple gardening gloves.

She pulled on the inert Dusk-covered gloves and wiggled her fingers. Her pinky and ring fingers appeared normal, but a dull claw point came out of the first two fingers and thumbs on both of her hands.

“With these, I can harvest the Dawn in a matter of seconds. Once I have it in my hands, I can store the Dawn in a compartment in my bag.”

The tall woman examined her hands for a second and continued. “Years ago, people harvested the Dawn with just their bare hands. It worked, but the process necessitated prolonged contact between the Hunter or Tracker and the civilian they were cultivating the Dawn from.”

“Okay, but how do these Dusk glove things help you fight a yokai?”

Chiaki rolled her eyes and waved off my question. There was a good-natured smirk on her face as she removed the purple harvesting gloves. With the dull claws tucked away, Chiaki fished another object out of her bag—a golden kunai knife.

“It might not look like much, but I’m proficient with this. In the unlikely event that we actually have to do any fighting, I’ll be ready.”

With her point made, Chiaki dropped the knife with the elongated diamond-shaped blade back into her bag and latched it closed.

Less than a minute later, a Japanese man in his early thirties joined us in the lobby.

“Right on time, Botan,” Chiaki said, standing up to greet the Tracker.

Botan was a few inches shorter than Chiaki. His hair was swished to the side in a faux messy style, and a thin pair of glasses framed his open, outgoing face. He was also wearing a purple messenger bag, and I couldn’t see a weapon anywhere on his body.

After we made our introductions, Botan asked, “Shall we go?”

The three of us left the hotel’s lobby and started walking up a gentle slope towards the volcanos and the train station.

“Normally, we start with the foot baths and public onsen. They’re reliable sources of Dawn,” Chiaki explained when we were less than a block away from the train station.

My companions gave the statue of Aburaya Kumahachi a slight bow and continued into the small hut-shaped foot bath.

I paused near the large bronze figure and gave him another look.

Still think he looks creepy.

With his arms extended over his head like a goalkeeper mid-save, and the odd addition of the child hanging precariously off of his cape, how could anyone think he appeared friendly?

I joined Chiaki and Botan in the hut. We weren’t alone. Two bundled up Indian men were in the middle of giving their feet a dunk.

While the two men excitedly recorded one another with their phones, Chiaki and Botan stood behind the tourists as if they were waiting for their turn.

A handful of tiny golden lights sparked in the dark confines of the hut. Each speck was smaller than a grain of rice, but they were clearly visible.

Both the Hunter and the Tracker discreetly pulled on their Dusk-covered gloves and edged closer to the distracted men.

Chiaki was the first to move. She swiped a fleck of Dawn off of one man’s shoulder and tapped her finger over the bag at her waist before returning for another.

I watched her and Botan repeat these movements five times in quick succession. The speed of their hands and the nonchalant expressions on their faces made me feel like I was watching a couple of master pickpockets at work.

As the last of the golden grains were collected, Chiaki motioned for us to leave the hut. The enjoyment of the two tourists never appeared to waver.

A minute away from the hut, Chiaki asked, “What do you think? Thirty, thirty-five milligrams?”

Botan shook his head. “Twenty-five if we’re lucky. This is going to be a long night.”


Chapter 10


Hell of a Date



Scholar Yamashiro’s assessment of my time on patrol was accurate. While I did observe Chiaki and Botan harvest the Dawn from a number of locations, there wasn’t much in the way of hunting Dusk. I felt a bit stupid. I had never considered that the lack of negative emotions in a fun, relaxing tourist hotspot would make it a relative Dusk ghost town.

When 1:00 a.m. rolled around, nearly every business and public bath closed. There was nothing for us to do but wait. Aside from learning more about harvesting the Dawn, my first night in Beppu was uneventful.

Once I finished my shift, I crashed for the better part of twelve hours. It turned out the bed in the suite was more comfortable than mine—and way more comfortable than my new floor futon. I felt energized for the first time in over a week.

After checking in with the group, I learned Fumiko wouldn’t have to be in the lab for the next portion of the experiments.

Knowing I wouldn’t be able to contribute to the development of a treatment, I asked the hotel staff in the lobby for some local recommendations. Fumiko seemed excited to get out and explore a new city, and I thought it might be fun to take her out on a date.

“Beppu’s famous for onsen—hot springs—and the eight jigoku, or “hells”, as we call them in English. All of the hells offer something different,” the woman behind the front desk informed me.

She pulled out a local map and an attraction-specific map for the seven hells of Beppu. After circling two separate clusters on the maps, she continued, “Most of the hells are grouped together in this walkable area, but you'll probably need to take some form of transportation to get to the last two. Since they’re about six kilometers away, you should avoid walking there.”

“How do we get there, then?”

“You have several options. A lot of people use a local tour company. They pick passengers up at Beppu station in distinct coach buses.”

“Distinct?”

The woman behind the desk rolled her eyes and smiled. “Yes, their coach buses are kind of silly. Most of the bus is red, but they have painted faces on the front and small oni horns on their roofs. Once you see them, you’ll see how unmistakable they are.”

After the horrible oni fight in Tennoji, I wasn’t sure I wanted Fumiko to be around anything oni-related, even just a decorated bus.

Seeing my hesitation, the woman continued, “Honestly, the tours are fine, but there are some folks who end up feeling rushed. I’d recommend taking a taxi and going at your own pace.”

“Sounds good. We’ll go with a taxi. Anything else we should know?”

“Great. Let’s see, if you’re going to visit more than three of the hells, you’ll save a bit of money if you buy a ticket booklet. Oh, and you’ll probably want these.” The woman reached down and pulled out a couple of small towels.

I tilted my head and asked, “Why?”

“You’ll see,” she said with a knowing smile.

My lovely cat girlfriend met me in the lobby a few minutes later. Once we were settled in a boxy black taxi the concierge had called for us, I looked at Fumiko and saw her staring out at the passing pedestrians and zooming traffic. She was buzzing with excitement at the idea of seeing something new.

Fumiko’s large green eyes sparkled under the bangs framing her rounded face. She wore a bright yellow band in her thick, shoulder-length black hair that rested against the base of her ears to sell the idea that she was wearing a cosplay headpiece. Her perfect, double D breasts and a hint of cleavage were showcased nicely in a dark blue V-neck sweater. A pair of snug black leggings—modified with a cutout at the rear waistband to accommodate her tails—encased her slim legs before disappearing into white and yellow sneakers.

Damn, she’s cute. And sexy.

My eyes drifted down to her cleavage again, remembering how her soft tits felt in my hands…

The taxi hit a bump in the road, and I refocused. I shifted my half chub discreetly and instead focused on our destination, the first hell—Onishi-Bozu Jigoku.

A wooden structure about the size of a two-bay garage marked the beginning of our Jigoku exploration. An elderly woman sold us two booklets with tickets inside of them. She explained we’d need to show these booklets at the entrance of each hell and ripped out the first ticket.

The smell of egg farts had grown steadily during our taxi ride and short walk, but once we were inside of the park, standing before its boiling mud pits, it was almost too much.

I didn’t have to wait long to hear Fumiko’s verdict on the scent.

After walking next to the largest grey pool of boiling sludge, the cat girl said, “Horrible smell, mate. Why do people come here?” Fumiko pinched her nose to drive the point home even further.

“I’m not sure, really. I guess they like the different ways the steam and water interact with the environment.” I shrugged.

Walking around the stone path, we soon came to a simple, open-air structure with benches and water running underneath it. Three people were sitting on the benches with their feet in the water.

“Do you want to give the foot bath a try?” I asked Fumiko.

“Yes, but you too, mate,” she excitedly replied.

Since there were no staff members, containers, or any other noticeable place to pick up a towel, I suddenly understood why the desk staff member had handed us a couple before we left the Serenity Hotel.

I guess that’s why there aren’t a lot of people using the foot bath.

After peeling off my shoes and socks, I tentatively dipped a toe into the cloudy water. The temperature was just a shade over warm. If I had to guess, I’d say it was slightly over a hundred degrees, but it was comfortable. Fumiko wiggled her butt on the bench while bouncing her knees up and down a few inches.

“This is so nice, mate. Smelly water feels good,” she announced.

Two old ladies on another bench chuckled at Fumiko’s statement and nodded their agreement. One of them pulled a mandarin orange out of her bag, split it, and offered us half. We enjoyed our citrus snack and short exchange with the old ladies before they left to join their tour group.

“They were nice,” Fumiko said, popping the last slice of mandarin into her mouth.

“Yeah, they seemed to really like you. Do you want to visit the next location?”

“Yes, the next one…please,” Fumiko said, grabbing my hand.

After toweling off, we walked less than a quarter mile to the next hell—Umi Jigoku.

Between the front gate and the pool of water, there was a gift shop the size of a small grocery store. We moved around the growing number of middle school students examining blue stuffed animals and made our way to the boiling body of water. I heard a few whispered comments about the quality of Fumiko’s cosplay as we threaded through the throngs.

“Mate, it’s beautiful,” Fumiko said, tugging me closer to the water’s edge.

She wasn’t wrong. While not a super original name—Sea Hell—the bright, cobalt blue water was fascinating. The color was so extreme that I started to wonder if some form of additive was being used to make it so distinct. But no, an informational sign said the water’s vibrant hue came from its naturally high level of iron sulfate.

The temperature of the water must have been extremely high, because there was a consistent rolling cloud of steam coming off of its surface. Seeing the stark contrast of grey and white clouds gathering over the way-too-blue water lent it an alien feeling.

There was a narrow footpath around the water. We followed it up a slight hill and were soon completely engulfed in a steam cloud. The atmospheric pressure made my legs feel heavier while we were walking through the steam.

Fumiko enjoyed the experience so much, we went around the path for a second time before exploring some of the Sea Hell’s other features.

Off to the side of the gift shop, there was a smaller pool of red water. Other than its rusty color, this portion of the park wasn’t nearly as interesting as the blue waters we’d just seen. Fumiko soon lost interest, and we ended up again soaking our feet inside of a shallow pool of water while sitting on a bench.

About thirty minutes later, we were walking into the fourth hell on the list: Oniyama Jigoku, or Crocodile Hell. According to the printed materials, this was one of the two hells with an animal theme. Somehow, they’d discovered the water and pressure of this particular hell was perfect for breeding and raising these particular reptiles.

We saw a pool of steaming water shortly after we walked past the entrance. A young Australian family of three was about twenty feet in front of us, and I was shocked when they all but disappeared into the cloud of sulfur fog next to the bubbling pond. A few of the thermal bodies of water had produced some steam, but this one was particularly active.

Fumiko clung to my arm as we approached the stinky cloud. Her grip intensified once we were surrounded, but I couldn’t see any apparent danger.

“We can go back if the smell is too strong,” I offered.

“Keep going, mate. I’m fine,” Fumiko replied with some false bravado.

We walked a few more feet and exited the worst of the mist. I could finally see the Australian family again. They were standing next to an eight-foot-tall statue of an oni.

This representation of the ferocious demon was cartoonishly red, with long white fangs and two yellow horns protruding from its ogre-ish head. It had captured the attention of the little boy. The kid was probably four or five years old, and he was doing his best to imitate the oni’s pose.

“Rawh, I’m a monster,” the little boy snarled, as his doting mother snapped several pictures of him.

“Yeah, Matty-boy! Who’s a big scary monster?” the father asked, while pretending to make claws with his hands.

“Rawh, rawh. Matty monster! I’m the biggest monster. Rawh!” Matty called back, and struck up even more dynamic poses in front of the statue.

I was just about to make a comment to Fumiko about the silly family interaction when I noticed her arm was trembling. The cat girl’s chin was tucked into her chest, and I could hear her sucking in breaths like she was struggling to get enough oxygen.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” I whispered into her twitching ear.

Fumiko slowly turned her head in my direction. Tears were welling up in her eyes, and her lips were quivering. “He’s wrong. I’m the biggest monster,” Fumiko whispered, and the tears began to fall.


Chapter 11


Incomplete Recall



I discreetly walked Fumiko out of the hell of crocodiles and into a tiny tucked-away parking lot. For the next ten minutes, she cried in my arms. She wouldn’t say anything beyond “I’m the biggest monster,” so I did my best to comfort her.

Once her tears slowed to an occasional sob, Fumiko asked, “Dylan, can we go? I want coffee.”

“Sure. Do you want something familiar like a Starbucks, or would you rather have something different?”

Fumiko bit at her top lip for a moment. “Somewhere quiet.”

I flagged down a taxi but was at a loss when the driver wanted a location. Figuring the guy probably was a local, I asked him to take us to a good cafe. The grey-haired man gave me a confused look, but started driving after seeing Fumiko dab at the corner of her eye.

Less than ten minutes later we were dropped off in front of an unassuming two-story building. There was a basic, rectangular sign out front with the name Dig Coffee Sweets & Cafe on it. I opened the door and we were immediately greeted by a short, friendly woman behind the counter. She looked to be in her forties but was full of energy.

While I ordered our coffees, I noticed Fumiko steal a few glances at the desserts in the display case.

She’s upset, but some food might help.

When I asked the woman behind the counter for a recommendation, she tilted her head from side to side. “Since we just sold our last apple pie, it might be a good idea to try our cake sampler. It comes with three different slices of cake. All you have to do is tell me which ones you want.”

I turned to Fumiko, but she was staring at her feet. “We’ll go with the sampler, and we’ll take slices of the three most popular cakes,” I said.

The woman behind the counter nodded her approval, and we found a table tucked away in the corner. We sat in silence until our large mugs of coffee arrived. The clerk provided us with plenty of cream and sugar, but said the cake set would be another few minutes. When we were alone, Fumiko finally opened up.

“Sorry, Dylan. I made some drama. But more memories returned,” Fumiko said, looking into the caramel-colored surface of her doctored-up coffee.

She never calls me Dylan unless we’re working. What did she remember?

“It’s not a problem. You have nothing to apologize for.” I gave her hand a squeeze.

I was relieved she didn’t pull her hand away, but her face clouded over. “You can’t say that. I’m a monster. So many hurt. Some…died.” Her breath hitched.

“This is about when you were trapped in the nekomata, right? Are you feeling guilty?”

She gave a slight nod and inhaled sharply.

“How much do you remember?”

“Almost all. I couldn’t stop it. Hurting Hunters. Hurting Trackers. Hurting…people.” She bit her finger.

This wasn’t the first time Fumiko had a large puzzle piece from her past fall into place. She’d confessed to being partially in control of the nekomata. From that conversation, it sounded like Fumiko could only pilot the monster if it wasn’t being threatened, but the Dusk would take over if someone from the Wheel attempted to attack the demon.

“If those…things happened when you weren’t in control, you’re not to blame, Fumiko. You have to see, it’s not your fault,” I reasoned.

Fumiko dug her teeth deeper into her finger. A bead of crimson trickled down from her knuckle. “No. I should try harder. How? How can Kirin forgive me?”

I pulled out a napkin and clasped my hands around Fumiko’s injured finger. “Please don’t hurt yourself,” I said softly. I gently tilted her head up to meet my gaze. “I don’t know much about the Kirin, but it still cares about you. How else would you have been able to connect us on Mount Hiei?”

Fumiko’s lips quivered, but she gave me a slight nod.

“And you’ve been in my dreams. We’re getting closer to the Kirin because of you, so do you know what I think?”

“No,” Fumiko whispered.

“I think the Kirin’s already recognized that there’s nothing to forgive. You’re one of its retainers. The Kirin specifically told me to seek you out.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. You’re important to the Kirin, and you’re important to me.”

“Dylan, I’m bad. The voice says. I…I don’t want to hurt.” Fumiko looked unconvinced.

The warm cafe clerk approached our table. When she was about six feet away, I let go of Fumiko’s hand. “Hang on. I want to ask you something.”

The woman dropped off our cake sampler on a long, black rectangular dish. The three cakes were each given some decorative touch—whipped cream, chocolate heart pieces, and an assortment of fresh fruit. If we’d been visiting under happier circumstances, it would have been a prime example of an Instagram-worthy dessert.

I did my best to act interested in the woman’s description of each cake. She was incredibly sweet, but picked the wrong time to stop by our table. When she was done, she gave us a final smile and headed back behind the counter.

“What voice is telling you that you’re bad?” I asked, picking up a diminutive dessert fork.

Fumiko held her index fingers to her temples and closed her eyes. “In here. The voice reminds me of…the hurt. It says I’m bad.”

With Fumiko’s palms visible, I could see her wound. It was glowing, and I had a theory about the voice she was hearing.

“Once we're finished here, let’s go back to the hotel to check on Ayane and Midori’s progress. Okay?”

“Yes,” she replied weakly.

“And Fumiko, you need to ignore that voice. I know it might be difficult, but you need to try.” I said firmly.

“I’ll try. Please don’t hate me,” Fumiko pleaded, her head down and shoulders slumped.

I reached across the table and took one of her hands. “I could never hate you.”

“Maybe. If you know every memory…maybe you would hate me.” Fumiko said, her bottom lip trembling.

Thirty minutes later, we walked into the Serenity Hotel. We bumped into Chiaki in the lobby, and she agreed to lead us to Scholar Yamashiro, Ayane, and Midori. The three of them had been busily experimenting on a combination of six water samples, a talisman, and the Dawn.

Ayane was busy scanning a petri dish with her Dawn covered eyes when we entered the room. Midori stifled a yawn, but jumped to her feet when she saw us.

“What’s wrong, Twintails?” the kappa girl asked, reaching for Fumiko’s hands to ensure the Dawn-covered gauze was still firmly wrapped around her wound.

“It’s coming back. I can remember,” Fumiko nearly cried.

Midori looked between the two of us and tilted her head. “But that’s a good thing. It means you can help me prepare everyone for the others.”

Fumiko wrapped her arms around the kappa girl in response and was reduced to another bout of crying.

“I think the wound is causing some form of mental agitation. It’s trying to make her focus on regrets and self doubt. Fumiko says a voice is telling her she’s a monster,” I told Midori.

Ayane stood up from her station and stretched her back. She walked to where the other two women were standing. The Tracker placed a hand on Fumiko’s shoulder and tried to calm her down.

“There’s a comfortable set of chairs in the other room, Fumiko. We were just about to take a break. If you’re comfortable with it, I’d like to talk with you about these feelings you’re experiencing,” Ayane said in a clear, gentle voice.

She’s a trained childhood psychologist. While Fumiko’s not a child, Ayane probably has some experience helping adults come to terms with traumatic situations.

Midori kept her arms wrapped around Fumiko, but pulled herself back. “Ayane’s right. You can share anything you’re comfortable with, and I’ll conduct the first round of new treatments.” The kappa girl looked in my direction, and added, “You might want to come back in a couple of hours.”

Scholar Yamashiro took this opportunity to loudly crack his neck. “I completely agree. Taking a break will probably do us all some good. Dylan, why don’t you come with me on a walk.”

I was torn. On the one hand, I didn’t want to leave Fumiko’s side until I was certain she’d internalized the fact I’d always care about her. On the other, I knew my attempts to help her hadn’t done the job. In the end, I decided to go along with Midori and Scholar Yamashiro’s plan.

“Yeah, I could go for a walk.” Turning back to Fumiko, I added, “You might not believe it right now, but we’ll always help you, Fumiko.”

[image: ]


Scholar Yamashiro’s idea of a walk was a bit more than I’d anticipated. We left the hotel, turned left, and followed the main drag that paralleled the bay for two miles. After the first mile, most of the buildings on the seaside fell away, and we had an unobstructed view of the ocean from an elevated path. A random fishing boat bobbed in the water some thirty feet below us, and a constant stream of cars traveling at forty miles per hour were our only companions. The temperature was mild, but the breeze coming off of the sea was a bit chilly.

“I hope you’ll forgive my boldness, but the women you’re associated with are amazing,” Scholar Yamashiro said as we approached another bend in the road.

“You’re absolutely correct. And the truth doesn’t need to be forgiven.” I smiled back.

He took a few more steps. “As you can probably guess, there are a few members of the council who might come to a different conclusion altogether.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you remember Scholar Wada’s reactions during the meeting?”

“How could I forget her? There was another Scholar, Mori, who seemed hellbent on disproving what I or Midori had to say during the assembly.”

Scholar Yamashiro gave a slight chuckle. “You’re not too far off. In an organization as large as the Wheel, factions are unavoidable. There are some who view any change, especially those brought about from a perceived outsider, with some hostility.”

I felt a drop in my stomach. “So they’re dug in because I’m not Japanese?”

“That’s always a possibility; however, I suspect there’s more to it. Wada comes from a very old family of Trackers—is a Tracker herself—that is known for a very traditional approach to how the Wheel handles issues. She has always strictly followed her family’s doctrine, but I’ve never seen her belittle someone in public before. She’s not approaching the situation with an open mind. Given the circumstances, I can’t say that I blame her.”

We walked for a few moments, and I tried to digest what Scholar Yamashiro was saying.

Finally, I broke the silence. “You support what Scholar Ueda and I are trying to share with the council, but you just said you can’t blame Scholar Wada. Why?”

Scholar Yamashiro looked up and cracked his neck to the left. “Do you remember the Hunter that Advisor Endo mentioned by name?”

“Yes. Hiro Abe…right?”

He nodded. “Hiro Abe was Scholar Wada’s grandson. She was closer to him than his actual mother, if the stories I’ve heard are true.”

“I had no idea,” I said, rubbing my forehead.

“Then I’m guessing you also didn’t know that the other two Hunters under Advisor Endo who died that night were also closely related to a pair of Scholars firmly ensconced in Scholar Wada’s camp. That’s especially true for Scholar Mori, considering Aoi Mori was his youngest son.”

I shook my head. “If we’re already divided, how can we hope to defeat Gashadokuro?”

“There’s still time. You and Ueda have allies, and you can win more if the council bears witness to Fumiko’s Dawn-covered armor. What did you call it?”

“Her veil.”

“Right. If the council sees Fumiko in her veil—that which has long been legend in the Wheel—it’ll go a long way in convincing them she isn’t a threat.”


Chapter 12


Spicy Tomato Soup



Chiaki wasn’t the only member of the Oita branch of the Wheel who took their role in the hospitality industry to heart. When we turned to head back to the Hold, Scholar Yamashiro pointed at the hillside opposite the ocean.

“I understand you took Fumiko to the hells of Beppu earlier. If you’re interested, the Takasaki Monkey Park is in that direction. There aren’t any foot baths, but people usually enjoy the nature trails around the park.”

Given the dramatic tone of our earlier conversation, I didn’t really know how to react. “Thanks. I’ll keep it in mind.”

We swapped stories for the rest of our walk. I told Scholar Yamashiro about how I suddenly learned about the Dawn and Dusk, and Yamashiro talked about old memories with Scholar Ueda.

“He’s become more dignified, but I still remember the small, hostess-style karaoke bars Ueda used to take me to in Osaka. Back then, that womanizer had a different spot for each night of the week—all of them had his ‘favorite girl’ inside.” The old man let out a loud, good-natured laugh.

The Scholar was a womanizer? And a singer? Who knew?

I laughed with Yamashiro, and we continued our walk.

It was nearly dark when we got back to the Serenity Hotel. Midori was the only one in the lab. She handed Scholar Yamashiro a tablet and swiped through several screens.

“These combinations are promising, but you can see the area of effect is diminishing. I’m wondering if we should consider the inclusion of two separate water samples with the next round of treatments,” Midori reported.

Yamashiro scanned the information in front of him and nodded at Midori’s suggestion. “I have four sources we can draw from. I’ll dispatch a couple of teams and visit a few of them myself. I’m familiar with their properties, as I’ve been experimenting with the minerals in the hot springs to develop improved healing talismans.”

The older man arranged a time to meet with Midori the following morning. He pulled his phone out and took confident strides out of the lab. We could hear him assigning duties to one of his members as the door shut.

Midori must have spotted me investigating the lab and come to her own conclusions. “They’re both back in the room resting. You can go check on them if you’d like,” she said with a touch of hurt in her voice.

I stopped my wandering eyes and replied, “If they’re not in any danger—I mean, if Fumiko will be okay for a while—I was kind of hoping we could do something.”

Midori’s eyes drifted to the floor and a hint of flush touched her cheeks. “Really? Just you and me?”

“Well, yeah. I was thinking we could check out that odd tower we saw on our way here. You interested?”

Midori nodded her head, but kept her eyes downcast. “I just need to stop by the room for some things.” She lifted her gaze and bit at her lip for a second before adding, “Do you mind waiting in the lobby for me?”

I gave her a warm smile. “Take your time. I’ll ask for some dinner recommendations while I wait.”

Blush covered more of Midori’s face, and she squeaked, “Okay. I’ll be quick.”

When I got to the lobby, I was surprised to find Botan assisting some customers. Seeing members of the Wheel performing hotel duties was still something new for me.

The Tracker greeted me as I approached the reception desk.

After I described my plans for the evening, Botan gave me some background information on the Beppu Tower. He followed this up with six restaurant suggestions. According to Botan, each one had its own speciality, and all of them were must-tries.

With the arrival of more guests, I thanked Botan and sat on an overstuffed chair facing the windows. The fact that Beppu was considerably smaller than Osaka really hit home when I looked outside of the Serenity Hotel. There were still a handful of pedestrians dragging heavy suitcases, but there had been a significant dropoff once the sun had gone down. Hell, even the actual traffic was thinning, and it wasn’t even seven o’clock.

“I hope you haven’t been waiting too long,” came Midori’s soft voice from behind me.

I turned. She had a neon green turtle barrette clipping a portion of her forest green bangs back. Midori looked a little more confident than usual, but she couldn’t maintain eye contact with me for more than a few seconds. Her lips gave off a hint of shine from a coat of pink gloss. Since she was wearing a large coat, I couldn’t tell what she had on underneath.

“I haven’t been waiting long at all. You look great, by the way,” I responded.

“Really?” Midori blushed beyond pink, wetted her bottom lip and added, “Thank you.”

“But now I’m wondering something,” I admitted.

“What?” Midori asked, inhaling quickly and taking on a nervous look.

I gave her a warm smile. “Maybe I should race upstairs and change too.”

It seemed like Midori needed a beat to fully digest my comment. She shook herself out of contemplation and swatted my shoulder, “You look just fine.”

I shrugged, and offered my arm. “Are you ready to go?”

Midori grinned and slipped her arm around mine. We exited the hotel lobby into the brisk seaside air. The wind wasn’t as strong as it had been a couple of days earlier, but Midori huddled close to my side for the entirety of our ten-minute walk. She kept her chin tucked in, but I saw Midori’s curious yellow eyes steal glances every so often.

When we arrived at Beppu Tower, Midori planted her feet and craned her neck up to take in the sight. The observation deck and the structure of the tower were covered in a system of LED lights. Since we were in the Christmas season, these LEDs gradually shifted between red, green, and gold. We ignored the cool temperature and watched the lights lazily shift between their programmed cycles.

When Midori’s whole body shivered, I asked, “Do you want to go in?”

The kappa girl gave me an emphatic nod, and we walked up a handful of stairs to the exterior elevator. Using what I learned from Botan, I pressed the button for the second floor.

Midori gave me an inquisitive look, but didn’t say anything. A few moments later the doors swooshed open to reveal a floor dedicated to local art and the history of the tower itself.

Along with the pieces of art and photos adorning the walls, there was a sign for a temporary music exhibit. The two of us shuffled between the paintings of celebrities and a model of the tower, but Midori abruptly stopped when we came across an upright piano.

A trio of junior high school girls were taking turns playing Für Elise, but couldn’t manage to get through the entire piece without making a mistake.

Midori’s hands pantomimed the movements of each performer. Her eyes lost focus, and she gently swayed her head in time with the music.

I nudged her forward after the third girl finished. “Why don’t you give it a shot?”

Midori turned redder than any Christmas light and she shook her head several times. “I couldn’t.”

“I’m sure they’ll help you if you ask.”

The three girls turned in our direction. One of them pointed at us and leaned closer to her friends. All three exchanged a round of whispers that resulted in a fit of giggles.

“See, they like you.”

Midori covered her face with both of her hands.

“I’ll give it a try if you do,” I offered, pulling her forward.

Without waiting for Midori’s response, I asked the girls if they could show us the first ten or so seconds of the song.

The girl sitting on the bench popped up. I sat down and tried to follow my new music teacher’s instructions. Even without having any experience with a musical instrument, I thought I did a decent job—with my right hand.

When the piece demanded the use of both hands, my performance fell apart. It was like my brain split but couldn’t decide which half was in charge of my fingers.

After pressing the same incorrect key for the fourth time, I heard a soft giggle from Midori.

“Why do you keep hitting that same one with your middle finger?”

“I’m not sure. Why don’t you sit down and show me how it’s done?” I scooted off of the bench to make room for Midori.

My enthusiastic middle-school-aged piano teacher seemed even happier to have a second student.

Midori followed the girl’s instructions, and her fingers seemed to move without the need for correction. Within a couple of minutes Midori had played beyond the simple notes I was able to tinker out.

The blush had faded and a look of joy wreathed her entire face.

With our respective music lessons finished, we thanked the girls and proceeded to the observation deck. I was still gushing about Midori’s musical talents when the elevator stopped on the seventeenth floor.

The view was nice, but I imagine it must have been more impressive when the tower was built back in the fifties. As I should have anticipated, Midori found a reason to pause on the side facing the ocean. While Fumiko hated water, Midori loved it.

“The water’s so calm tonight. It’s a shame the weather’s too cold for a swim,” she said with a dreamy look in her eyes. Since we still had our coats zipped, I had to agree with her.

“Maybe we can visit a hot spring when things settle down. Actually, I learned there’s a public bath in the hotel’s basement. I’m sure you can use it whenever you want.”

Midori’s eyes temporarily left the window to land on my face. “That’s not a bad idea, but it wouldn’t be the same.”

“What do you mean?”

The smallest hint of grin touched her lips and she said, “Never mind.”

The kappa girl propped herself against a corner of glass and kept watching the dark water sway in the distance. When an older couple vacated the bench behind us, I pointed toward it with my thumb.

Midori nodded her agreement, and we sat. She tentatively brushed her shoulder against mine. I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her close.

“What food are you in the mood for? The guy at the hotel loaded me up with a ton of ideas.”

Midori let out a long exhale. “Thank you.”

“For what? We haven’t even tried the food.” I tilted my head.

She gave another long exhale and laid her head on my shoulder. “For trying to make me feel special when…you already have two gorgeous women in your life.”

I turned toward her. “You are special, Midori.” My mind flashed through all of our recent interactions, and I asked, “Wait, is this why you’ve been keeping your distance?”

“It’s…complicated. Do you mind if we talk about this a little later? You said something about dinner, right?”

I poked the inside of my cheek with my tongue.

Something’s weighing on her. Maybe I should let this play out.

“Yeah, we can move onto dinner if you want. But when we come back around to this topic, you need to remember one thing.” I paused to lift her chin. “I have three gorgeous women in my life.”

Midori pursed her lips. “Stop it. We’ll go over that later.” She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, popped them open, and switched gears. “I want something warm. Do any of your restaurant ideas offer a special soup?”

I chuckled at her attempt to change topics. “Yeah, one of the places near the station might work. Are you sure you don’t want anything fancier?”

“No. I want soup,” she said with a cute pout.

We gave the ocean another moment of quiet consideration. Midori brought in a long inhale, closed her eyes, and sighed out her exhale. With a grin back on her face, we ventured into the cool night again.

The walk between Beppu Tower and our destination was less than fifteen minutes. Halfway through the walk, Midori tucked in close to my side. The sound of chattering teeth soon followed. I looked at the shivering kappa girl and rubbed my hand around her shoulder and back.

Luckily, the restaurant was extremely easy to find. We only needed to take two turns between the tower and the little inviting spot on the south side of the train station. Outside of the restaurant, there was a sign advertising their soup and chicken combination platter.

I slid the door open and saw a mostly full counter. An enthusiastic couple welcomed us when we stepped in. The man was busy working on a cooktop, and the woman was dropping off a plate of delicious looking fried chicken.

The woman checked over her shoulder, saw there was only one stool, and motioned for us to sit on the elevated table with a tatami floor. Midori and I slipped off our shoes and sat down on a couple of mats. I took the side closest to the door, and she rested her back on a narrow wall separating us from the kitchen.

After we got settled, the woman came over and handed me an English menu. “I can speak English little. Okay?” she said, with an inviting tone in her voice.

I thanked her and said speaking Japanese would be just fine, but she could practice her English with me if she wanted to. The woman’s face brightened even more. She said she’d just remembered something and hurried away.

We looked over the menu and found another mention of the restaurant’s special combo. The set included chicken fried tempura style, some pickles, rice, and a spicy noodle soup in a tomato broth.

The woman came back and dropped off a small bowl of bok choy pieces swimming in a brown liquid. We thanked the woman and ordered two special combos with a couple of lemon sours to drink.

Once the woman stepped away, Midori removed her coat. Underneath, she was wearing a green babydoll dress with a gold bow under her small, but perky chest. Even though she sat down immediately after removing her coat, I could see the dress’s slit went up to her mid-thigh.

“That dress looks great on you,” I said once she settled back into her seat.

“I’m glad you like it,” Midori answered, and a bit of blush stayed on her cheeks. A few moments later, her whole body shook.

We got our drinks, and one of the customers left the bar. When the guy opened the door and let a whoosh of cold air in, Midori shivered again.

“Do you mind sitting next to me? I’m getting cold again, and I don’t want to wear my coat while we eat,” Midori reasoned.

“Sure.” I shifted over and sat on her left. We each sipped our drinks and looked at the various decorations on the walls. The owners were obviously fans of Demon Slayer and One Piece, because there were pictures and figures from both series on many of the available surfaces.

Midori broke me out of my seated tour of anime and manga memorabilia when she said, “I’ve been acting selfish. I’m sorry.”

“I’m lost. What do you mean?”

Midori brought her lemon sour to her lips and took a long pull. She wiped the back of her hand across her lips, set the glass down, and whispered, “With recharging my…Dawn.”

“Oh, okay. But how are you being selfish? We can move onto that part when you’re ready. There’s no pressure.”

“I’m being selfish because we both know—” she paused to look around and continued. “We know sleeping together will help both of us, but I haven’t made that an easy task. I’ve thrown myself into work as a way to avoid confronting something I’m scared of.”

I mulled her words over for a minute. “What are you afraid of?”

She closed her eyes. “Do you really think my outfit looks nice?”

I nodded emphatically, my eyes skating down her body. “You look amazing.”

The kappa girl shook her head. “Why would you want someone like me?”

“Midori, I think you’re⁠—”

She put her hands on my shoulders. “Please let me say this. My hair’s mostly green, I have yellow eyes, my chest is nowhere near the size of Twintails’, and my butt’s kind of…big. And then there’s Ayane. She has a perfect body, and her face is beautiful. So, why? Why would someone so handsome and brave, with two perfect partners, want to waste his time with someone like me?”

I placed my hands over Midori’s. “I think you’re beautiful. When I saw your gorgeous face for the first time, I couldn't look away.”

Our food arrived on two black trays. We paused our conversation and tasted our meals. The tempura chicken was piping hot, with a light batter and a spicy yellow mustard on the side for dipping. The pickled cucumbers and additional helping of bok choy were a welcome crunch. But the star of the show was the noodles in the spicy tomato broth. It was like a cross between a ramen, a tomato soup, and a grilled cheese. The dish shouldn’t have worked, but it did.

After slurping out the last of my sweet potato noodles, I followed the server’s suggestion of adding my rice to the bottom of the soup bowl. The grains of rice played well with the remaining mozzarella cheese and spicy broth. The final stage of the dish almost took on a risotto quality.

Damn. Botan really knows his shit.

We finished our meals and thanked the couple.

The taxi dropped us off in front of the Serenity Hotel, and we entered the revolving door. Before heading up to our suite, I stopped by the reception desk to thank Botan once again for his recommendations. He waved me off, and said he was happy to help.

Midori and I followed all of the security protocols necessary in order to access the elevator and our suite. When the doors closed and the metal box started moving, Midori turned to me.

“You…really don’t mind? You know…about my boobs and stuff,” Midori asked, bringing her shoulders up like she was trying to make herself smaller.

I gently raised her chin in my direction. “I love that your boobs and ass are different from Ayane and Fumiko’s. They make you distinct. Besides, I’m a boob and butt connoisseur.” I leaned in and gave her a kiss.

We’d shared a few pecks in the past, but this was our first passionate kiss. Midori’s tongue tentatively met mine. At first, the tips danced around each other. A couple of seconds after our lips met, Midori let out a soft moan and grew a bit bolder.

Midori threw her arms around me. She parted her lips wider and deepened our kiss. I quickly discovered how long her tongue was, because Midori wrapped hers around mine. It felt like I was getting attention from all angles at the same time. The sensation was completely new, and I couldn’t help but think of other places she could use her tongue.

When we slowly pulled away from the kiss, Midori added a small nip to my lower lip. Her yellow eyes were pointing down again, but she appeared to be looking at the growing bulge in my pants. She brought her index finger up to her mouth and gave her knuckle a quick bite.

“You alright?” I asked.

Midori hooked her fingers into my belt loops. “I want to get these clothes off of you. I’ve heard about what’s underneath for long enough,” she said with a hint of mischief in her voice. “Now it’s time to discover it for myself.”

“Okay, okay. Slow down,” I chuckled, loving where this was headed. “We need to get inside the room first.”


Chapter 13


A Rude Awakening



Midori remained glued to my side while I pressed the keycard against the electronic lock. The moment I turned the handle on the door, I realized how effective the noise dampening and insulation of the suite was.

“No! Ayane, no!” Fumiko yelled from the direction of the far bedroom area.

Forgetting our lustful urges, Midori and I rushed in the direction of Fumiko's cry. When we crossed the threshold and entered the room, I saw the Dusk.

I thought her wound was improving. How is this shit coming through again? And in a Hold?

Somehow, the putrid purple blob of hateful energy had made its way into another Hold. I remembered Ayane mentioning that Dusk could come into a Hold through a biological intermediary, but I thought the Dawn-infused bandages were keeping it at bay.

I shook myself out of the disbelief of seeing the vile purple mass surrounding Ayane’s head. My Tracker girlfriend’s eyes were tightly shut, and she was issuing a soundless scream.

“The Dusk should be inert,” Midori whispered in horror.

“Dylan! I can’t help her,” Fumiko screamed the second she saw us. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the purple glow of Fumiko’s wound.

Focusing on Ayane, I dug my fingers into the pulsating purple mess wrapped around her head and began tearing it away. Normally, I was able to cover my hands in the Dawn and strike the Dusk, but this glob was fitted around Ayane’s head like a silicone mask. I couldn’t risk possibly injuring her.

I yanked at the hateful substance until an invisible seal was snapped, and I was able to pull the Dusk away from Ayane’s face. She gasped for air while her eyes fluttered open. She clawed at the portion of the Dusk still coating her jaw, but her attempts were all ineffective.

The purple blob of Dusk scrunched and reached to cover Ayane’s nose and mouth again. Thinking quickly, I slid one of my hands into the narrow space separating Ayane and the Dusk. With a hand on two different sides of the pustule, I was able to torque and rip away the last glued-on tendrils of Dusk.

With the purple substance off of Ayane, I held it with my left hand and formed a fist with my right. A crack of energy raced through me, and I unleashed a massive right cross. The Dawn in my strike surrounded the Dusk and eviscerated the purple goop.

“Ayane!” Fumiko called once I’d destroyed the Dusk. The cat girl made a move to close the space between her and the Tracker.

Midori intercepted her yokai friend. “Wait. She needs some space to breathe. We don’t want to crowd around her.”

Ayane was no longer facing an immediate threat, but I could see she was still experiencing shortness of breath. I knew she was well trained, so it didn’t surprise me when Ayane closed her eyes and took in long inhales through her nose and pursed her lips to exhale.

“How did this happen?” I asked.

Fumiko slumped and held up her affected hand that glowed an angry purple. “Me. I hurt her.”

I suddenly knew who had been whispering in Fumiko’s head that she was a monster.

In a low hoarse voice, Ayane immediately fired back, “No, Fumiko. None of this is your fault. You didn’t create the Dusk.”

An eerily familiar malicious laughter filled the room. It simultaneously seemed to be coming from nowhere and from all directions. The laughter was soon accompanied by the sound of gnashing teeth. The lights in the suite dimmed and flickered.

The flickering increased. Soon our eyes were assaulted by a strobing purple light. The walls of the suite fell away, and we were surrounded by the landscape of an endless pit of squirming, ballooned flesh. Insect-like goliaths snapped at us with pincered mandibles the size of javelins. These horrors were paired with bloated purple monstrosities the size of semi-trucks. Each one featured a ghastly, asymmetrical face packed with razor-sharp teeth. Their jagged, serrated edges scraped together like nails on a chalkboard.

An unearthly voice boomed into the space. “Hey, hero. Your saga is destined to bring you to me. It’s just a matter of when.” This was followed by another taunting laugh.

Seeing the troubled faces of my team, I knew I needed to remain strong. “There’s no time like the present. I’m right here, asshole.”

“Big words from someone still under the protection of a guardian. Soon, that won’t matter.” Another spiteful laugh boomed from the demonic voice.

The longer I was exposed to this environment, the more rage I could feel building. “Come on, you coward!”

“Why? I’m enjoying these distractions while I await the inevitable. You’ll soon face more than you can contend with.”

A final hostile chuckle filled the room before the lights started to flicker again. When the strobing stopped, the entire suite was back to normal. I looked around the room to make sure everyone was okay.

Ayane had dropped to her knees and was breathing harder than when the mask of Dusk had been removed from her face. Her eyes were wide, and she was clutching her chest. A couple beads of sweat were running down her face.

Midori cautiously approached Ayane and rested her hand on the terrified woman’s shoulder. Ayane jumped, but soon leaned into the kappa girl’s reassuring gesture.

Midori’s yellow eyes were troubled when they met mine. “He shouldn’t be able to assert his will here. Something or someone is helping.”

My mouth was drier than a sandbox, but I forced a swallow of saliva. I shut my eyes for a count of three and looked at Fumiko.

The cat girl was on her butt. She was pushing herself backwards with her heels. Her bottom lip was quaking, and she couldn’t stop looking at the wound on her right hand. When she eventually collided with a wall, Fumiko spooked herself.

“I hurt her. I don’t want to help kuro!” she cried.

Adopting the same approach Midori had used with Ayane, I cautiously approached Fumiko and wrapped my arms around her. “You didn’t do it. Gashadokuro’s trying to mess with us. You need to stay strong.”

I tried to sound confident, but inside I was a ball of anxiety. Somehow, Gashadokuro was using Fumiko’s wound as a portal. Her wound had to be healed—sealed—or there would likely be more attacks like this one.

“He’s right, Twintails. The others will be here soon. We all have roles to play, and yours is the leader of the warrior maidens,” Midori said from across the room. She was still holding Ayane, but the two women had ended up on the floor as well.

I stroked Fumiko’s hair and watched Midori do the same for Ayane. We stayed in place for a while consoling and holding the two upset women.

Without verbalizing a plan, the four of us gradually got to our feet. Midori started to lead Ayane out of the room.

“Let’s get you cleaned up and in bed.” Midori offered.

Ayane mutely nodded her agreement, but gently parted from Midori to move closer to Fumiko. When she was next to us, Ayane ran her thumb along Fumiko’s cheek and said, “I still don’t blame you. None of this is your fault. You were injured saving Dylan. You did a brave thing when you reached into the abyss to save him, so don’t give up on yourself.”

Fumiko shivered against me for a second. There was a touch of doubt in her eyes, but she fought to steady herself. When the shaking stopped, Fumiko let go of me and wrapped her unaffected arm around Ayane, keeping her wounded arm as far from the Tracker as possible.

“I’ll try…Ayane.”

After the embrace, Ayane left with Midori, and I helped Fumiko to a separate bathroom. The cat girl splashed warm water on her face while I leaned against the wall. I kept a watch on Fumiko’s wound. Once the room became normal, the wound’s purple color went away. Now it just appeared to be a large angry scab.

“It’s been a few days since we’ve done any training. Scholar Yamashiro told me about an area with some nature trails and wildlife. If you’re feeling up to it, we could go there for some Dawn practice.” I offered, trying to get Fumiko’s mind off of what had just happened.

Fumiko’s ears twitched slightly, and she turned off the sink. She grabbed a towel and weakly said, “Okay. We can try.”

When she was done in the bathroom, I led Fumiko back to the bedroom. She rifled through her bag and pulled out a familiar black Berserk t-shirt. The cat girl gave my shirt an uncertain look, but brought it up to her nose. She took in a long inhale, and I was reminded of the first time she visited my apartment.

“Dylan’s smell is faded. But it’s still here,” Fumiko said, and a tiny smile touched the corners of her mouth. In a move that was much more exhaustion than seduction, Fumiko shrugged and took off her pajamas.

The cat removed her top and bottom in an autopilot fashion. She donned the t-shirt and climbed into the bed. Fumiko scooted to the far side of the bed, but left the sheet and blankets open.

“Can you hold me, Dylan? Until sleep,” Fumiko whispered.

“Of course.” I kicked off my shoes and socks and joined her.

I wrapped my arm around her, and she pushed her rear into my midsection. I could feel her tails settle on my jean-covered leg and her chin rub against my shirt sleeve. Fumiko’s breathing soon evened out, and she started exhaling with small, gentle snores.

Shifting my shoulder to get a better look at Fumiko’s hand, I unintentionally interrupted her breathing pattern. She shifted around and mumbled, “Dylan smell is best.”

Feeling relieved when I didn’t notice any odd colors surrounding Fumiko’s wound, I settled back into my original position. I had to believe I would wake up if Gashadokuro tried to attack again. Sleep soon took me the same way it had taken Fumiko. Thankfully, the rest of the evening was uneventful.
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The next morning, I found a note from Ayane in the living room area of the suite. She and Midori had already gotten up and headed to the lab. Scholar Yamashiro was able to come through on his promise of additional water samples, and they wanted to prepare a few trial options for Fumiko.

Fumiko joined me twenty minutes later after I had a chance to brew some coffee. The wound on her hand still appeared normal, and her customary hint of a smile was back at the corners of her mouth.

“Thank you.” Fumiko said when I offered her a cup of coffee doctored to her liking. She took a sip, and the smile grew by a fraction. “Where is Midori? Ayane?”

“In the lab, and they’re waiting for us. We’ll go meet them once we finish our coffee.” I took a sip and added, “And after you get changed.”

The smile faded. Fumiko stuck out her bottom lip and looked down at the black t-shirt. “But now more Dylan smell. I like it.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I know, but you need to wear something more than one of my t-shirts if we’re going to leave the suite.”

Fumiko squinted her eyes, and let out a playful growl. “Okay, but this comes too.” Her fingers and thumb were pinched around the fabric of the shirt.

Twenty minutes later, we entered the familiar space of the laboratory and found the group of three hard at work. Each member of the research team was busy in their own separate corner of the lab.

Scholar Yamashiro turned toward the door when we entered. He was wearing a pair of dark goggles that made him look like a cross between a welder and a mad scientist. The older man gave us a nod and turned back to a small metal box with an incredibly bright light source inside of it.

Ayane was performing a high-level scan of several water samples. The golden band of Dawn around her head had increased. I hadn’t focused on this development since the incident in the Osaka alley, but the band now looked like a four-inch strip around the Tracker’s head.

No wonder she was so tired yesterday. I hope she’s eating enough.

I made a mental note to buy some additional food for Ayane and Midori the next time I went out before asking, “How does the increased amount of Dawn impact your scans?”

Without taking her eyes off of the samples, Ayane replied, “It’s hard to articulate everything that’s changed, but time feels like it's slower. I feel like my optic nerves have started firing many times faster since Fumiko started training us.”

“I’m ready for the other components,” Midori called out from her station in the lab.

“Twenty more seconds,” Scholar Yamashiro called from his brightly lit area.

“Done over here. Bringing the most concentrated sample to you,” Ayane said, rising to her feet.

Midori received the beaker of clear liquid and placed it next to four beakers of gently glowing solution. Ayane hurried back to her station, retrieved her laptop, and sat next to Midori. “We’re at a critical junction, Scholar. Almost ready?”

“Eight more seconds,” he replied, unfazed. The light in his box intensified and began filling the room.

The rest of us had to shield our eyes when the light hit its maximum strength. A moment after the light filled the room, it died away, and the Scholar was on his feet carrying the box.

Midori received the metal box and unfastened three latches. The top third of the box opened, and the kappa girl slowly withdrew four test tubes filled with a cobalt liquid. The color was unnaturally intense and almost radiated blue.

The lab was dead silent as Midori hunched over her station to combine the materials all three members of the team had been working on. She activated the Dawn in her fingers, and it rose like thin needles from the pads of her fingertips. With intense focus, she extracted shiny particles from each of the four glowing beakers and gently dropped them into the clear liquid. She swirled each beaker five times, then used a pipet to add one droplet to the cobalt liquid in each test tube.

When the last of the drops had been added, Ayane let out a long exhale. “Are all four viable testing compounds?”

Midori placed a Dawn needle in each tube, her face a mask of concentration. After many long, agonizing moments, a confident grin blossomed on Midori’s face. “Yes.”

Our entire group crowded into the adjoining room. I stood against a wall and faced Fumiko’s left profile. Scholar Yamashiro was sitting at a small desk on the opposite side of the room from me. He had a tablet in front of him and was taking copious notes.

Fumiko was reclined in a chair with her feet propped up and her arm resting on a narrow side table. Midori wheeled a stool over from the lab and was moving between Fumiko’s arm and a rolling table where Ayane was stationed like an attending nurse. Various instruments and the cobalt blue liquid lay on the table.

“Starting with batch one, which includes additional iron sulfate from water source A,” Midori recited. She modified her bedside manner and spoke to Fumiko. “This might cause a bit of discomfort, but I need you to tell me how you feel.”

“Okay.” Fumiko readied herself.

Midori applied a drop of the liquid concoction onto a portion of the wound closest to Fumiko’s wrist, activated the Dawn in her fingertips, and gently touched her Dawn “needle” to the drop. The drop sparked and began to emit the golden glow of Dawn. She leaned back and studied her companion’s reaction.

The cat girl trembled a moment after the drop sparked. She sucked air in between her teeth and said, “B-b-big pain.” She licked her lips and bit her tongue for a second. Finally, she closed her eyes and exhaled. “Lower. Less pain.”

“The site of the patient’s injury shows no change, and the patient reported a severe amount of discomfort approximately two seconds after application.” Midori turned to Ayane. “Tracker Ayane Ito will perform a pip scan to investigate the possibility of a microscopic improvement to the affected area.”

Ayane stepped away from her station and covered her eyes with the Dawn again. Before I could even contemplate leaving to get her something to replenish her burnt calories, she’d finished the scan. “No signs of improvement.”

Midori gave a somber nod and turned back to Fumiko. “We’ll proceed once you’re ready, but I want you to be pain free before we do so.”

Fumiko wrapped her free hand around Midori’s. The cat girl’s face tensed, and it was obvious she was fighting back against something greater than discomfort. She pulled Midori closer to her and said, “I’m ready now.”

Midori spoke just above a whisper. “We can wa–”

“Now. I have a job,” Fumiko interrupted, and gulped down the pain.

“Have it your way.” Midori pointed to a second test tube and started dictating, “Proceeding onto batch two, which includes additional magnesium oxide from water source B.” The healer applied a drop to a portion of the wound closest to Fumiko’s thumb and repeated the Dawn procedure.

The room held its collective breath.

Fumiko’s eyes went wide, and she took some labored breaths, but she didn’t vocalize her reaction. Unfortunately, the results of the second batch were the same.

As were the results of the third, when Fumiko kicked her legs and bit the palm of her left hand to avoid crying out.

By the time Midori was preparing the final batch, I couldn’t stop myself from intervening. “She needs a break.”

“No, Dylan. I must be better.” Fumiko spoke through her teeth. She nodded at Midori with a furious look in her eyes. “Last one. Right Greenie?”

Midori appeared to swallow the words she wanted to say and gave her friend a nod. The process was repeated with the same clinical attention to detail.

The difference between the fourth batch and the previous three was immediately apparent. For a brief moment, Fumiko’s wound pulsed the same golden color of the Dawn. Shortly afterwards, a frustrated growl echoed in the room, but no one had spoken.

Fumiko vibrated in her seat, but didn’t exhibit any of the same signs of pain she’d displayed during the previous three attempts. After thirty seconds, her shaking stopped, and the wound issued a small crackle.

“No pain,” Fumiko immediately reported, looking hopeful.

Midori bent over Fumiko’s hand. “The size of the affected area has decreased slightly. My best estimate is point-one-five percent.” The kappa girl looked into Fumiko’s eyes. “We’re definitely getting closer.”


Chapter 14


Monkeying Around



After the somewhat successful final batch of treatment was applied to Fumiko’s entire wound, we decided to take a break. Midori and Ayane wanted to step away from the lab, but not the Hold. They were hell-bent on ordering room service and soaking in the hotel’s hot spring to clear their minds and ready themselves for more experiments, now that they’d made some progress.

On the complete opposite end of the spectrum, Fumiko wanted to commune with nature. She’d latched onto my suggestion from the previous night and said we should train somewhere outdoors.

The ride between the Serenity Hotel and the Takasakiyama Monkey Park was fairly short. When we got out of the taxi, we had a couple of options to scale the forested mountain—well, volcano—to reach the monkey park. There was a tiny cable car that appeared to move only slightly faster than a seventy-year-old, or a series of stone paths that wound beneath the trees. Since this was Fumiko’s activity, we went with the trails.

After about three minutes of walking, I was able to see some of the residents of the park in the trees. The small Japanese macaques first appeared in ones and twos, swinging through the tree limbs or scampering across the grounds. Since we didn’t pass any sort of fence, I looked around to determine how the park staff were able to contain what was supposed to be over twelve hundred monkeys.

“Monkeys are playful,” Fumiko said, pointing to a couple juveniles chasing each other up a tree. The cat girl narrowed her eyes. “I can climb better.”

I looked up at the tall pines and mostly leafless oak and beech trees all around us. The occasional thick stand of bamboo or bushy hydrangea dotted the forest floor between the trees. The landscape swept upward at a sharp incline not far past a set of stone steps where all the trails seem to converge.

“I’m sure you can, but maybe we should save that for a different time.” I chuckled.

We continued the rest of the way up the short hill, paid to enter the park, and climbed a long, steep set of stone stairs that led up to a clearing. Visitors were gathered in the large space, and there were a few small buildings off to the side. A simple rope fence separated guests from a monkey jungle gym of makeshift vines and toys hanging between the trees. The monkeys skittered and strolled everywhere, weaving between people’s legs or sitting on the fence.

A staff member used a headset and a portable speaker to tell the growing audience more about the large troops of monkeys congregating in the open area. He seemed very concerned about the dominant male monkey. This pint-sized alpha would survey the monkeys in his troop and occasionally bite one of them to enforce either a mating ritual or assert his dominance. I couldn’t tell. What was crystal clear was the huge sack on the primate.

A group of staff members appeared with buckets, and the monkeys went wild for an incoming feast. The guy on the speaker advised everyone to stand with their legs spread in order to prevent the macaques from colliding with or climbing on top of a visitor.

Fumiko giggled as the monkeys raced around our legs.

The majority of the guests inside of the park were dressed in school uniforms. Based on their level of disinterest—or pretended level of disinterest—it was easy to identify them as high school students.

Several of the boys were clustered together in a group near one of the trees. When the park staff member told the guests to spread their legs, one of the boys clamped his legs together and went stock still.

Two of the staff members with buckets pointed at the kid and motioned for him to adjust his stance before the feeding frenzy began.

Call it a primate thing, but the boy was getting laughs from his classmates, so he maintained his rigid posture.

When two of the incoming monkeys collided with the kid’s legs, he got more laughs from his buddies and a couple of frustrated employees.

One of the men dropped his bucket in anger, and I saw the Dusk gathering outside of his left ear.

I guess Beppu isn’t entirely free from Dusk.

Shattering the Dusk gathering on the park staff member’s ear wouldn’t be difficult for me to accomplish, but I decided to call this in. I was technically a visiting Hunter, and something told me the Hunters in this prefecture were bored.

I called the Serenity Hotel. When the receptionist picked up, I recited a code and was transferred to the members who were currently on patrol.

“Dusk at the monkey park? Really?” A female voice on the other end of the line asked in disbelief.

“Yes, really. It’s approximately the size of a shot glass. The staff member seems pissed, so it could escalate quickly. Do you want me to take care of it?”

The woman murmured something I couldn’t hear to her partner. When she got an answer she asked me, “Are you still there?”

“Yeah, I’m here. I could probably get this done while we’re on the phone.”

“No, please wait. We have a new Hunter, and they desperately need field experience. A team will be there in less than five minutes. If the Dusk doesn’t grow to a semi-permanent state, please allow them to take care of it.”

I looked at Fumiko. The cat girl was glaring at the purple mass.

“Okay. You’ve got five minutes. If the team’s not here by then, I’m destroying that garbage regardless of what state it's in.”

True to the woman’s word, the team of local Wheel members arrived at the monkey park less than five minutes later. I kept my eye on the afflicted staff member, but the Dusk didn’t grow in the time between me noticing it and when the Beppu folks arrived.

Feeling comfortable handing off this situation to a local team, Fumiko and I explored some of the additional trails in the park. About fifteen minutes later, we stumbled upon an area of dried grass and a couple of benches. Fumiko slowly panned the treeline beyond the clearing and seemed satisfied with the location.

“Time for training,” she said, with some of her former energy.

“Sure. Do I need to sit on the ground again?” I asked, pulling on my gloves.

“No. Sit here.” She pointed to the bench and pulled me the last ten or so feet. Once she reached the bench, Fumiko plopped down and kept tugging me. “Now, you sit.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I grinned and followed her lead.

“Good. Watch me,” Fumiko said, closing her eyes. She extended her index fingers and brought her hands together in odd formation. Fumiko cupped the top of her right knuckles with her left fingers to give the gesture an off-balanced finger gun appearance.

With her hands in place, she started taking in deep breaths. After the fifth breath, she said, “Start with legs. Same as tranquil fist.” Fumiko’s face and body tensed, and a few beads of sweat formed on her forehead.

Half a minute later, Fumiko’s body started to shake like an inexperienced gymnast attempting to maintain a perfect handstand. Then I saw it. The Dawn crackled around Fumiko’s legs. This was the first sign of the Dawn in Fumiko’s network since the wound on her hand started acting up. Eventually, the crackling was drawn away from her legs and centered around her affected hand.

The cat girl opened her eyes and gulped down several breaths. “Feels better,” she said with a grin. She rolled her eyes up and added, “Maybe I pull the Dawn out soon.”

Instead of jumping immediately into practice, I looped my arm around Fumiko and brought her in for a hug. “I’m glad you’re making progress. We’ll keep working on this together.”

“Hey! Training now. Not time for being close,” she said, shoving me back with enough strength to show she wasn’t entirely joking. “Besides, you need to recharge Greenie. Long time.” The cat girl crossed her arms. “Why?”

I sighed. “It’s complicated, but we’re making progress.” Rubbing the back of my neck, I switched back to our reason for being here. “So I just need to start the same way I do with tranquil fist? Okay.”

Mimicking Fumiko’s posture, I brought my hands together in the odd formation and closed my eyes. After taking several deep breaths, I started to feel the flow of Dawn in my network. I’d used Dawn in my legs for a boost of speed, but this was going to be different. Now I’d need to hone in on the circular movement of Dawn in the lower portion of my body.

While improving my understanding of the tranquil fist, I came to think of this circular movement like a bike chain. Instead of focusing on a chain of Dawn running between my chest and my arms, I shifted my concentration to my legs. The distance was further, and starting the rotation felt like attempting to fire up an old car left out in the cold. Even with the struggle to initiate the connections, I could feel the warmth of the Dawn slowly spreading.

“Good, Dylan. You’re doing good,” Fumiko praised from in front of me.

I probably should have guessed what was going to happen next. A few seconds after encouraging me, Fumiko placed her hands on my chest. “Push down,” she softly instructed while pulling her hands toward my midsection. The cat girl didn’t stop at my waist. She dragged her hands over my thighs and down my legs.

I lifted an eyelid. Fumiko was crouched in front of me and in the middle of dragging her hands back up my legs. Her green eyes darted up to meet my open blue one.

“Training,” she said with an exacerbated tone and moved to flick my open lid. I closed my eye to avoid earning any more ire from my cat girl lover.

Last week, she was so lovey dovey, but now she’s hell-bent on making sure I improve my network. She’s really taking this role as my teacher seriously. Good.

Returning to my breathing and Fumiko’s instruction, I felt the first shift of movement within my network. I tried to focus inward. With my mind’s eye, I could vaguely make out the Dawn cycling through my network, but trying to notice this change was like trying to track a single blade on a fan cranked up to high.

After five minutes of trying to learn the pattern and get comfortable, I needed to take a break. I was quickly learning that activating these portions of my network was like needing to control a portion of my nervous system, with the conscious portion of my brain trying to teach the automated portion of my brain to perform the task for the first time. I could do it, but it was mentally taxing.

Pausing to stretch and walk around helped tremendously. Less than ten minutes later, I was back on the bench and able to focus on the cycle of Dawn going to my legs with considerably less effort. Then I needed to gain some momentum and push further.

There it is!

I mentally latched onto the sensation of that shift in gears and followed it along the chain between my chest and left leg. The rotation was taking shape, and I was able to feel the spin. Once I was accustomed to the feeling of my left leg, I worked on my right.

Getting the rotation of Dawn circulating in my right leg was easier. Within a couple of minutes, I had both chains of energy rotating within my network.

“You’re doing it, Dylan.”

I opened my eyes and saw Dawn just barely covering my legs between my feet and knees with the thinnest of coatings. I snapped my eyes shut again and tried to increase the velocity of the rotation. Some heat accompanied this ramping up, but I didn’t notice any additional Dawn when I stole another peek.

Dammit.

I pulled my hands apart to take another break. Obviously, I was making progress with moving the Dawn around my network in targeted ways, which helped me move faster and jump higher. But I still couldn’t cover my legs and feet in Dawn in order to strike. Until then, I only had my hands and arms as weapons.

“You need Greenie. Recharge Greenie. Then more control,” Fumiko explained.

“That doesn’t make any sense. I thought the Dawn in my network was helping you and the other warrior maidens recharge.”

“Yes, but it helps you, too. Each recharge is more control.”


Chapter 15


We Shall Pass



A scream from the direction of the monkey exhibit interrupted our practice. Fumiko and I popped up and ran in the direction of the distressed people. Instead of up in the clearing where the feeding had occurred, the sound was coming from around the base of the stone steps, where the mountain faced the bay.

Our path narrowed. The portion on the right butted up against a sheer drop, while trees choked out a steep incline on the left. I could see a busy road at the bottom of the drop and the waves of the bay on the far side of the road.

We rounded a corner and encountered a convulsing purple wall of flesh.

Okay, we definitely didn’t see anything like this on the way up.

The wall was ten feet high. A portion of the wall extended several feet beyond the drop off of the cliff, while the majority of it crossed our path and continued up the steep forested incline.

A fresh round of screams cried out beyond the wall.

“I don’t feel anything from this…yokai? It’s a yokai, right?” I asked Fumiko in complete disbelief, twisting my head in the direction of the hill.

“Yes. It’s a yokai. No maiden. No way.”

Just to be completely sure, I used one of Ayane’s scanning talismans. When I pulled the talisman out of my pocket and held it in the direction of the wall, it glowed a deep purple.

I activated the tranquil fist and looked around the surface in front of me.

That’s weird. The Dawn’s guiding me to strike in several directions. Does this thing have more than one core?

An eye the size of a football, with a blue sclera and black iris, opened vertically about three feet above me. Two points of the wall distended in front of my face. This was soon followed by a tearing sound as a set of black tarantula-looking fangs pierced the skin and settled. The eye above me narrowed, and the yard-long fangs rattled against the surface of the wall.

“I’m getting a funny feeling about this one. Any ideas, Fumiko?”

“He’s Nururikabe. A three-eyes wall.”

“Three, huh? I might have an idea.”

The cat girl took a stance next to me. She let out a furious snarl. Since she wasn’t able to channel the Dawn from her network, I didn’t know how much Fumiko was going to be able to help, but it felt reassuring knowing she had my back.

Just by looking at them, I figured the fangs were a part of the yokai’s defense against attacks targeted at the exposed eye.

Might as well test a few ideas.

I shrugged, picked a spot well away from the deadly-looking points, and threw a combination of punches.

All four blows created a crater in the firm fleshy exterior of the yokai. None of my attacks were anywhere in the vicinity of the eye, and moments after my combination was finished I realized how futile my efforts were. The surface of the yokai jiggled for a second. Then there was a crashing sound from the direction of the hillside.

A wave of rippling flesh along the top two feet of the wall sped toward our direction.

When the wave reached the area where I’d punched the yokai, the craters were pushed out with the popping sound of industrial-sized bubble wrap being stepped on.

Crap. Looks like it’s a self-healing…wall.

When the jiggling ended, the wall jerked towards us. It settled into place after moving several feet. An intensified round of screams came from the opposite side of the wall.

Shit! Is that team still in the area?

I pulled my phone out and called Ayane. No bars, no data.

Keep it together. There has to be a way to get through this thing.

“Fumiko. Take my phone and go back to the clearing. If you get any reception, call Ayane and tell her people are in danger.”

“What about you?”

“I’m going kill this thing.”

“Alone?” she asked, her eyes wide with worry.

I peeled my attention off of the yokai. I needed her to know I’d be fine.

“Only until the others get here. I need you to help me with this part,” I said, holding my phone out.

Fumiko clamped her eyes shut, clearly hating the idea of running instead of fighting. Ultimately, she gave me a nod, took my phone, and ran back to the clearing.

The vertical eye ignored Fumiko’s departure and remained on me. It narrowed and the fangs under it shot out like a couple of bolts shot from a crossbow.

Concentrating on the Dawn in my legs, I jumped and tucked my knees into my chest.

It wasn’t the most graceful backflip in the world, but I managed to dodge out of the way of the incoming fangs.

The points drove themselves into the ground.

Now!

I regained my footing and counterattacked while the yokai’s defenses were down.

Charging three steps, I hurled myself into the air.

The fangs had dislodged themselves from the ground and were retracting as my feet left the ground.

I twisted my midsection to load up an elbow strike.

The yokai rotated the direction of its fangs and attacked.

The point of my elbow crashed into the blue eye moments before monster’s fangs threatened to impale my chest.

After I delivered the blow, I kicked off of the wall.

A groan of pain came from the yokai as the vertical eye pulsated. Seconds later, the eye, two fangs, and a portion of the wall around it shifted colors. It shifted between purple, white, and eventually gold before exploding.

The yokai trembled in agitation and a long guttural roar came from the direction of the hillside.

When the chaos from the explosion settled, the vertical eye was gone—as well as a chunk of wall the size of a monster truck tire—but the yokai was still fighting.

Another wavy undulation from the top of the wall came racing down the hill. This shockwave was much faster. It pushed the damaged portion of the wall to the area extended over the cliff, and the whole wall began trembling again.

Instead of popping forward in a single lunge, the wall began pushing toward me at a methodical pace. The sounds of rocks being crushed and multiple tons of flesh scraping the ground filled the area. After several seconds, another vertical eye opened.

The second eye had a red sclera but the same lifeless black iris.

One down, two to go.

A dozen pustules distended around the second eye. The ballooning flesh soon tripled in size before the sickening sound of tearing flesh filled the park.

All twelve of the fangs hooked inwards, forming a protective barrier around the eye.

During the yokai’s transformation, I continued to back away from the encroaching wall.

I shot a glance over my shoulder. Fumiko was standing on the exposed half of a boulder holding my phone above her head.

Seconds ticked by, and I continued to be pushed in the direction of Fumiko.

The vertical eye with the red sclera kept a constant watch on my progress, but the fangs never left their protective, inwardly bent location. I needed those fangs to attack.

Maybe I can try to fake it out.

I ran toward the wall and pretended to launch an attack.

The fangs bent closer, not taking the bait. But I noticed now that they didn’t entirely cover the red eye. There was a gap three-quarters of the size of my fist between the tips.

After my feint, the yokai’s speed increased. My backpedaling had turned into running backwards—straight towards the cliff.

Fumiko stopped worrying about the phone. She jumped down from the rock and joined me.

“No service. I help,” Fumiko called out, staring down the monster wall.

If I didn’t act soon, we’d be pushed off the cliff face. I was running out of options.

This is going to suck.

Deciding speed was my best option, I decided to launch my attack at the last second.

I waited until the wall was nearly touching me before crouching down and leaping up.

The fangs around the eye sprung together like a mouse trap. In an instant, twelve points were stabbing into my forearm. Pain rocketed up my arm.

I gritted my teeth and concentrated on the job of killing this fucking monster. My fist smashed into the black iris.

As I pulled my bloody arm back, the wall bellowed.

The sound was a mixture of warcry and frustration.

The red vibrated and exploded into millions of pieces.

When the faded Dusk dissipated, there was another hole in the wall. This time there was no move to replace the missing section, and I could see something on the other side. A person.

An elderly lady was standing in the middle of the path with her arms crossed in front of her. Even though she was in the distance, I could tell she was frustrated.

Shit. Should I risk her seeing me? Yeah, it doesn’t matter. I have to get through this thing and help whoever’s in trouble.

The wall’s speed increased exponentially.

Fumiko and I turned and ran toward the cliff to give ourselves some space to think.

“Do you see another eye?” I shouted, trying to gauge how close we should get to the edge.

The wall crashed through the boulder Fumiko had been standing on.

“No. Nowhere,” Fumiko answered, glancing nervously at the long drop to the busy road below. She scrunched up her face—probably trying to access her Dawn network—but nothing happened.

Just as a response was forming in my mouth, I tripped over something on the ground. My arms pinwheeled, but I caught my balance and avoided falling on my face.

Looking back, I noticed a thick purple root in the ground.

No. It couldn’t be.

I gave the fast approaching wall another look, but didn’t see any other options.

This has got to be it.

I grabbed the purple root. The wall let out a scream in response, and its speed doubled.

Bingo!

Planting my feet, I yanked the root out of the ground with all of my strength. A row of fangs erupted from the earth like thorns on a rose bush. I was able to avoid the first two, but the third fang sprung to life, moved further down the root, and sank into my arm.

“Fucker,” I growled. The fang’s size was severely reduced once it made impact with the Dawn covering my arm, but it was still able to continue its swinging motion and stabbed halfway through my right wrist. The pain was indescribable.

I wrenched my arm free from the attacker while yanking more of the root up from the ground with my opposite hand.

The wall was five feet away from the cliff. I pulled the root further.

Now we had less than three feet.

Something’s just under the surface.

I wrapped the exposed portion of the root around my hands, ignoring the fangs, and hauled the mound under the surface up.

“The last eye!” Fumiko shouted.

This eye had a yellow sclera, but it was mostly covered by its purple, quivering lid. I slammed my fist into the eye.

The wall stopped just as our heels were kissing the edge of the cliff. A shout of pain echoed through the park.

The remainder of the wall vibrated before exploding into tiny fragments and fading into nothingness.


Chapter 16


The Old Woman



With the yokai dealt with, we both tumbled forward. I was breathing heavily, but I still had the wherewithal to take stock of my injuries. Besides my wrist, all of the damage I sustained from the fangs would easily be healed with a talisman. I fished a couple out and applied them to my arms.

“Are you okay? How’s your hand?” I asked a panting Fumiko, while checking for visible signs of a worsening condition.

“I am fine. You fought well,” Fumiko said between breaths.

After I got to my feet, I helped Fumiko up. I looked down and saw that the talismans had performed better than expected. Even the injury on my wrist appeared to be healing rapidly.

“Let’s go. We need to help whoever’s in trouble,” I said once we were both stable.

Fumiko nodded, and we started running in the direction of the monkey exhibit.

I don’t hear any screams.

“Dylan. The phone works. Should I call?” Fumiko asked from a half step behind me.

“Yes. I don’t know what’s going on, but we need to report the appearance of that yokai at the very least.”

Fumiko thumbed open my contacts and pressed Ayane’s number. She was pressing the phone to her face when we were forced to stop abruptly.

The old woman I’d noticed after destroying the wall’s second eye was standing in the middle of the path with her arms spread out. “How could you?” the old woman demanded.

“Sorry, but we’re in a hurry ma’am,” I responded. I looked in Fumiko’s direction. The cat girl had retreated several steps back and was speaking to Ayane.

“You callous people killed that creature, didn’t you? The large purple one.”

What the hell is this woman talking about? Is she honestly mad we destroyed a yokai?

I looked at the ancient woman. She was a few inches shorter than Midori, and her white hair was pulled back into a bun. The lines on her face were deepest around the corners of her eyes and lips. For some odd reason, I was struck by a memory of my mom calling those laugh lines. Unfortunately, the old woman wasn’t in a terribly happy mood.

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about ma’am, but we need to go help the people who are hurt back at the exhibit,” I tried to reason.

The old woman scoffed. “Who’s hurt? I didn’t see anyone in pain when I was there a few minutes ago. I left a tour and walked down this path because I heard screams coming from this area. Sure enough, when I came here I saw you attacking the purple…animal.”

Okay. So she can see Dusk somehow. But she’s defending it? Is she senile?

“Ma’am, I’m not sure what you think you saw, but we really need to get past you,” I explained. There still weren’t any screams coming from the area of the park behind the old woman. When I coupled her story with the fact that I couldn’t hear sounds of emergency response vehicles, I was growing more perplexed.

Fumiko spoke up, “Dylan. Ayane says no danger.” She still had the phone pressed to her face, but her head was tilted to the side.

The old woman ignored Fumiko’s interruption and continued scolding me. “You might think you can intimidate me, young man, but I didn’t make it to ninety-three by being a pushover. I’m not afraid of you just because you used some fancy light to kill that animal.”

My mouth went dry. Keeping my eyes on the riled up grandmother, I called back to Fumiko, “Please tell Ayane we might need to see the Scholar.”

“Okay.”

I held my hands in front of me in the most non-threatening fashion I could manage. “Ma’am, have you ever heard of the Dawn?”

She shook her head. “What kind of nonsense are you talking about? Of course I’ve heard of the dawn. We experience it everyday, you imbecile.”

“No, I mean this.” I activated the tranquil fist, but kept my hands as innocuous as possible. “This is the Dawn.”

The old woman leaned back for a moment, but the frozen look of anger started to thaw. She took a couple steps closer to me, and her mouth fell open. “I couldn’t tell from way back here, but the light’s…beautiful. It’s amazing.” She slowly closed her mouth, and a smile began to blossom on her face.

Seeing all of the lines fall into place, I guessed this was the expression she wore most often. “You saw me use this, but the purple thing I used it on wasn’t an animal. It was a yokai.”

The old woman’s face remained locked in a smile, but her eyes widened. She reached her arm forward. “The light’s so inviting. Can I…hold your hand?”

“Absolutely,” I said with a smile of my own and held out my hand. The elderly woman pressed her fingers into my palm like she was testing the firmness of a piece of fruit.

“So…warm. It makes me feel comfortable and at ease.” The woman had been staring at the connection between our hands. She shifted her gaze to my eyes. “How’d you do that?”

“Why don’t we walk back to the entrance? On the way, I’ll tell you a bit more about what you saw.”

The old woman smiled.

I turned back to Fumiko. “Can you make sure everything is okay back at the exhibit?”

Fumiko still had the phone pressed to the side of her face. She acknowledged my request with a nod and added, “Chiaki’s coming. She wants to meet you.” The cat girl addressed her last sentence toward the elderly woman.

Without missing a beat, the woman replied, “I’ll meet with your friend if this young man answers my questions.” She changed the location of her squeezing fingers and gave me a firmer handshake than I was anticipating. “My name’s Yoko Uno. Might I have yours?”

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Uno.”

“Just Yoko is fine.”

“Okay. Nice to meet you, Yoko. My name’s Dylan, and my girlfriend’s name is Fumiko.”

“Girlfriend? Well, I hope I don’t cause any trouble for you two if I hold onto your arm while we walk through some of the more treacherous parts of the trail,” Yoko teased, releasing my hand and looping her arm around mine.

Fumiko narrowed her eyes, and a small smile touched her lips. “He likes older women,” she said, before hurrying toward the quiet visitor area.

I shook my head at Fumiko’s joke and took a tentative step forward. I hadn’t had a lot of experience walking with elderly people, so I didn’t want to move too quickly for Yoko.

“I hate to spoil your fun, but I need to release the Dawn and bring it back into my body. Using this too much makes me hungry and extremely tired.”

She looked interested. “Just as long as I can still depend on your assistance, do what you need to.”

The grandmother, or possible great-grandmother, surprised me and tugged my arm as she took confident strides. Yoko’s smile remained in place, and her head rolled from side to side like she was absorbing our entire surroundings.

After a few steps, Yoko said, “Dylan, you’ve placed me in a bit of conundrum. I can tell you’re earnest, and the…what did you call it? The golden light.”

“The Dawn.”

“Yes, the Dawn. Well, I don’t know how else to describe it, but it makes me feel safe. So, I’m putting my trust in you and your odd girlfriend with the cat costume.”

I laughed at Yoko’s direct statements and observations. “Thank you for trusting me. Is that what’s causing your issue?”

“You have a healthy laugh, Dylan. It’s good to hear even though I don’t know which part of my statement caused it. To answer your question, no. I’m puzzled because of an experience I had as a young girl.”

We reached a rocky bend in the trail. I automatically flexed my arm to offer Yoko a more stable handhold if she needed it. The old woman didn’t slow her movements one iota. She stepped between rocks, divots, and drops in the trail naturally. It was like she was part mountain goat.

Just as we stepped onto a flatter track, Fumiko came rushing to join us. “Ayane was right. No trouble. Maybe yokai noise?”

Yoko shrugged. “I told you. Outside of a few amorous monkeys, no one was in any danger.” She brought her finger up to her lip and added, “It’s odd that I stopped hearing the screams once the…yokai…disappeared.”

Shortly after Fumiko joined us, I could see the main area of the park. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The number of visitors had dipped, but I guessed it was because we were between feeding times. There were some available picnic tables on a small rise. I pointed to one, and Yoko nodded.

I asked, “What experience were you referring to a moment ago?”

Yoko drew in a deep breath and sighed it out. “It’s a bit chilly, but I love being outside. If you pay attention, you can smell the changes during each season.”

Figuring whatever Yoko was going to share wasn’t going to be easy, I agreed with her sentiments about the outdoors. “I think I’ve smelled a difference before and after a snowstorm.”

“I’ve always been able to sense things other people couldn’t. My parents just assumed I had an overactive imagination until that day.” Yoko leaned back in her seat, and she stared off into the clouds.

“On a late February day when I was five, I entered a wooded area of a park. I caught the scent of early spring, and I wanted to explore where it was coming from. The smell led me deeper into the woods than I’d ever gone.”

“After an hour of exploring, I caught sight of what I was seeking—a plum tree. The buds from the old tree’s blossoms were just beginning to surface, but I knew it was the source of the springtime scent even from dozens of meters away. I was struck by the urge to get a closer look at the tree; however, I soon learned I wasn’t alone.”

“Stepping through the branches of the surrounding trees, I froze at the sight of a monstrously large purple cat. Even though I was a child, I knew this cat was larger than anything that should exist in Japan.”

“Impossible,” Fumiko interrupted, her green eyes fixed on Yoko.

“I assure you, young lady, this enormous purple cat was there in the woods. Its very presence caused me to tremble with fear. For the longest time, I couldn’t move.” Yoko cleared her throat and continued. “Once I recovered from the initial shock, I started running.”

The old woman's face froze, and she picked at the top of the table. “I didn’t have a clue as to where I was going, I just needed to run. At some point I started shouting for my parents.” Yoko paused to look at me. “My fear deepened when I heard crashing sounds of the cat following me. I ran faster and ignored any semblance of retracing my steps through the forest.”

“So small,” Fumiko breathed. She was trembling.

“Eventually, the situation became clear to me. I was completely lost, and I was being pursued by a predator several times my own size. I backed up against a tree, lowered my head, and awaited my fate.”

“Shaking. All alone,” Fumiko whispered into her palm.

“So, I waited, and I waited, but I wasn’t eaten. The monster settled down on its paws and smelled me. I figured this was some sort of test, so I refused to lift my head.”

“Pretty pink dress.” Fumiko’s eyes watered.

I wanted to comfort Fumiko without interrupting Yoko, so I started rubbing her back.

“After an eternity, I raised my head. The cat was laying on the ground in front of me. No, it was more like it was flattening itself. Trying to look as small as possible. Ridiculous, right? It was larger than a lion, how’s that supposed to be small?” A tear streaked down the old woman’s face. She wiped it away.

“Anyway, I suddenly wasn’t afraid anymore. A feeling in my soul told me this creature wasn’t going to kill me. I figured it was probably drawn to the plum tree for the same reason I was—it loved the smell.”

“Good smell,” Fumiko breathed, and a sad smile touched her lips.

“Eventually, the big cat led me to the forest’s edge. As I turned to thank the animal, it had already run back into the darkening woods. When I got home and told my parents what had happened, they just thought it was another example of my overactive imagination.”

Yoko blew out a sigh. “After a month of telling them the same story, my parents decided they needed to take their crazy daughter far away from other people. We moved to the tiny island of Mishima, and I’ve lived there ever since.”

Fumiko appeared to be gaining control of herself, and she lowered her hands. I stopped rubbing her back.

“So you see, on that day, I learned not everything is what it seems to be. When I saw you fighting the yokai, I was immediately snapped back to my experience in the woods with the large purple cat.”

With Fumiko remaining quiet about her involvement in Yoko’s story, I decided to address some of what the old woman had seen me doing.

“I think I understand your perspective on what you saw. I promise, the yokai you saw me defeat wouldn’t have helped you out of that forest. It was what we call an aggressive type, and it would have attacked you without a second thought if I hadn’t been fighting it.”

“You might be right, but I’m not as helpless as I look.” Yoko clenched one of her fists.

Swallowing my laughter at her display of strength, I said, “Well either way, I appreciate you sharing your story. And now I think I know why the giant cat with two tails helped you.” I felt Fumiko’s hand land on my leg while I was speaking.

“Who said anything about two tails?”

I stiffened, and I felt Fumiko’s hand clamp down on my thigh.

Yoko leaned closer to us and turned her head to get a better look at me with her left eye. “I didn’t mention how many tails the cat had, but there were two. How did you know that?”

I looked at Fumiko for a second and turned back to Yoko. “At the risk of damaging the trust I’m trying to establish with you, let me just say I’ve seen the cat you described in your story. I ran into it in Osaka.”

Yoko’s hands shot out and pinned mine to the picnic table. “You didn’t hurt it, did you?” The smile dropped completely from her face, and her lower lip started to tremble.

Fumiko released my leg and laid her hand on one of Yoko’s wrists. “No, Dylan didn’t hurt it.” She looked at me, and her smile grew a few inches. “He…saved it.”

Yoko lifted her hands, closed her eyes, and leaned back. She let out another long exhale.

I was so focused on trying to anticipate what Yoko’s follow up questions might be that I nearly missed Chiaki’s arrival.

After the tall woman gave the group a warm greeting, Chiaki said, “Mrs. Uno, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I believe my associates told you I was coming. Would you like to continue your chat here or somewhere more comfortable? I have a car waiting at the park’s entrance if you’d like to go somewhere else.”

A smirk grew on the old lady’s face. “If we go somewhere else, you’re not going to take me to the mountain like those weirdos at the train station, are you?”

“Goodness no. I was thinking something along the lines of Hyoten Onsen. They’re less busy at this time of day, and the cerulean blue water does wonders for my skin. Not that you need it. You look amazing.”

“You’re a flatterer, but I do love onsens. Okay, we’ll have our chat at Hyoten.” Shifting in her seat to look at me, Yoko continued. “Thank you for listening to me ramble. I’m pleased you saved the cat. It’s nice to discover that I wasn’t some crazy kid with an overactive imagination.”


Chapter 17


Christmas Market



We decided to walk most of the way back to the hotel. After the initial shock of realizing she’d met Yoko several decades ago wore off, Fumiko supplied me with several details the elderly lady wouldn’t have known from her old story.

For starters, this had happened only a few years after Fumiko became trapped inside of the nekomata. She was still forming clear memories and had a greater sense of control. The Dusk portion of the yokai wanted to hunt the little girl that had noticed them in the woods. It wanted to devour her. However, Fumiko was easily able to regulate the outcome. The small girl in the pink dress didn’t attack, and she didn’t have any malicious intent.

“I needed this,” Fumiko concluded when we entered the lobby. “Not all memories are bad.”

Ignoring the other people in the crowded lobby, I wrapped my arms around Fumiko and brought her in for a hug. “Exactly. And we’re going to help you make lots of good new ones.”

“Thanks, ma…Dylan.”

She still can’t say it. Why?

When we broke away from our embrace, I led Fumiko to the elevators.

Time had really slipped away from me. As I pressed the keycard to the lock outside the suite, it finally dawned on me that I was supposed to go on another patrol with Chiaki in a couple of hours.

After the excitement of fighting the wall yokai and talking with Yoko, I ate my way through the snack-packed mini bar, washed off the remnants of the forest fight, and had a nap before my shift.

Chiaki was waiting for me in the lobby with her Dawn-harvesting equipment a few hours later. “Yoko is amazing. She was able to provide the common and scientific names for every plant species around the onsen. She said she’s written several books about botany.”

“Glad you enjoyed yourselves. Is she going to be okay in regards to the Wheel?”

“She said she wants to visit in a couple of days, but, yeah, she’s good. Shall we get started?”

I followed her out, and our second night of patrolling Beppu was even more mundane than my first experience.

The most exciting aspect of the whole day was when Chiaki told me about a local Christmas market about a mile further south.

Twenty-four hours later, I walked into an empty suite. After a quick shower, I headed to the lab. As expected, I found everyone there. After I greeted them, the team settled back into their tasks.

Midori hunched over a microscope on a counter. “We can get some final readings tonight, but we’ll have to wait until tomorrow to conduct the next round of testing. Are you going to be okay with that, Twintails?”

Fumiko gave her friend a determined nod, but she looked tired. Hell, they all did.

Maybe I should save this for another day? Oh well, it doesn’t hurt to ask.

“Hey Midori, I heard about a Christmas market. Do you want to check it out?”

Midori’s back stiffened. She looked at Ayane and Fumiko. Both women waved her on, and she turned back to me. “I hate to ask you this again, but could you give me about twenty minutes to get ready?”

Laughing it off, I answered, “Not a problem. Why don’t you head back to the room, and I’ll meet you downstairs.”

Midori hopped off of her stool and quickly left the lab.

“Now, what about you two?” I asked Ayane and Fumiko.

“Well, I have a couple of ideas.” Ayane turned to the cat girl. “You still haven’t tried the onsen in the hotel yet. Would you like to? It’s amazing.”

“Okay,” Fumiko answered, with more than a touch of uncertainty in her voice.

“Don’t worry about anything. There’s a private soaking room we can reserve, so no one’s going to say anything about your ears or tails. And do you know what we can do afterward?”

“What?” A little more feeling returned to Fumiko’s voice.. Her ears perked up.

“There’s a Stardom event streaming tonight. We can watch the God’s Eye group. We’ll probably see their new members Lady C and Hina in action. Would you like that?”

“Chokeslam! Lady C chokeslam. Yes, let’s see!”

I brought both of them in for a hug and kissed their foreheads. “Sounds like an exciting night. I’m almost jealous.”

Ayane elbowed my ribs. “You’re not invited because you need to focus on our short cutie. She’s so adorable, but the woman has no confidence.”

Fumiko nodded and grunted her agreement.

“Make sure you tell her how pretty she is. She was doing a bit better today, but she’s been worried about not being good enough.” Ayane added another elbow. “I wonder where she got that idea.”

“Ouch. Watch it.” I played along with the elbowing. “I’ve only ever said nice things to her, but I’ll redouble my efforts.”

Ayane laid her arm across Fumiko’s shoulder, and the cat girl wrapped her arms around Ayane’s waist. “Just make sure she has a good time tonight. And don’t say anything about us. It should be all about her.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said with a silly salute. I turned to leave and felt a swat across my butt.

“Get moving!” Ayane said in a fake, authoritarian voice.

A few minutes later, I was sitting in the lobby watching the light traffic move by and wondering if it ever snowed in Beppu. Midori joined me shortly afterwards, and I could immediately tell this would be a different kind of date.

Midori’s coat was open, and her outfit looked borderline sexy. She was wearing a snug red sweater and a brown leather skirt edged in fur. There was a lot of thigh exposed, but she had covered the lower half of her legs with tall cream-colored boots and a pair of light brown socks peeking out about two inches above the top of the footwear.

“You look fantastic.” I said, offering my hand.

The kappa girl blushed. “Thank you,” she replied, and took my hand.

Learning from the night before, I flagged a taxi outside of the hotel. The ride was only five minutes long, but it gave me some additional time to see Midori with her coat open.

“You’re staring,” she teased me when we were less than a block away from the market.

“I can’t help it. I’m so used to seeing you dressed for work.” I realized what I had said and backpedaled. “I mean, not that you don’t look fantastic in a lab coat, it’s just⁠—”

Midori giggled and waved her hand. “I get it.”

I took a deep breath. “What I meant to say is that you look great…but I’m worried you’re going to get cold.”

The taxi stopped a moment after I answered her, but I could see the blush deepen on Midori’s face. I paid for the fare, and we exited the taxi.

Midori waited for the taxi driver to press the switch to automatically close our door before she grabbed onto me. “You’re right. I’m already getting cold. I guess you’ll just have to keep me warm.”

“Gladly.” I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her closer.

We crossed the street to a park that stretched for a few blocks along the bay. I’d been to a European-style Christmas market in Chicago once, so I recognized the style the organizers were going for. Strings of lights draped low between the trees and the rows of compact wooden stalls with Bavarian lettering that were set up in rows along the main path. A massive, beautifully decorated tree sat in the center of it all.

We joined the throngs walking down the line of wooden stalls. This was my first experience at a market outside of the United States, so I wasn’t really sure what to expect. The first stall was a vendor selling mulled wine, and the second stall was selling grilled squid.

“Hungry?” I asked Midori.

“Sure, but maybe not squid. Do you think they have something more festive?”

I craned my neck down the row of stalls. “They have to. Let’s keep looking.”

The kappa girl stayed glued to my side. A few stalls into our exploration we came across fantastically fragrant gingerbread cookies.

“Nothing says Christmas like cookies. Do you want one?”

Midori grinned. “Only if we split it.”

A couple of minutes later, we continued our walk while passing a crumbling cookie back and forth. After enjoying so much of the food in Japan, I was actually kind of shocked that the cookie was just meh. It was chewy, and it had a little bit of ginger and clove, but it was missing the cinnamon.

Yours are way better, mom.

Midori enjoyed her half of the cookie, so I kept my criticisms to myself.

The next familiar food item was a stand selling sausages. I almost fell over when I saw a chalk sign proudly proclaiming the stand was using Johnsonville brats.

“I’m not trying to turn this into a Western-food only meal, but do you mind if we pick up a couple of brats?”

“What are brats?”

I turned to face Midori and placed both of my hands on her shoulders. “Oh, sweet Midori, you’re about to find out.”

When I saw the variety of toppings behind the guy in the stand, I knew I’d made a good choice. I ordered two brats with everything and told Midori how we used to prepare brats back home.

“Unless you’re desperate, you only cook brats if you have access to a grill. But you don’t just throw them on the grill straight out of the package.”

“You don’t?”

“Nope. First, you boil them in beer for about twenty minutes. When they’re nearly cooked through, then you take them to the grill and sear them.”

“Why?”

The guy in the stall held up our finished sausages. We grabbed them and headed to a table. I waited for Midori to sink her teeth into her brat before answering her earlier question.

“It’s so good! They put so many pickled things on this.” She pulled a thin piece of white fermented cabbage off and held it up. “What’s this one?”

I chuckled. “It’s called sauerkraut, and it’s a must on a brat.”

Midori popped the piece of kraut into her mouth and asked about the other colorful toppings.

While the guy selling the brats hadn’t boiled them in beer first, he had done a great job putting a snappy grilled skin on each one. Having a heaping dollop of strong mustard certainly helped too. I loved Japanese food in all of its forms, but a good greasy brat still hit the spot.

Once we finished our sausage course, the two of us went back to exploring the market. Candles and simple jewelry dominated a majority of booths selling non-edible items, but Midori tugged on my coat when she spotted something a bit more decorative.

“These are fascinating,” she breathed, leaning close to a section of personalized ornaments. Each standard ball-type ornament was decorated with a map. Japan was enlarged on every map, and an individual’s name was delicately written above it.

“Yeah, those are nice. Let’s get a couple.”

Midori spun around. “They only have Japanese names, so we won’t be able to find a ‘Dylan’ one.”

I shrugged. “Okay, well, how about I get that one?” I pointed to a shiny snowman ornament. Upon closer examination, I discovered my randomly chosen decoration was a crazy mixture of steam punk and robots.

When the vendor brought the snowman closer, the details came to life. The robot was in the style of something from the 1950s with its rounded dome head and bright blue bulb eyes. The pincer-claw style hands and unnecessary rivets around the robot’s body completed the whole throwback look.

Now I’ve got to find a tree.

A few minutes after purchasing our ornaments, we found ourselves along the edge of the market. Along the fringes of the booths and stalls, the festive theme thinly shrouded common carnival or fair games.

Midori was drawn to a shooting gallery game. When we got within a few feet, the kappa girl stopped, closed her eyes, and swayed gently to some somber piano music I wasn’t familiar with.

“Ah, you like Chopin?” the old man standing inside the booth asked.

“Yes, I think I do. It sounds melancholic but somehow inspiring. What’s the name of the piece?”

The old man looked away from the eager kappa girl’s face and in my direction for a moment. A smile settled on his face, and he turned back to Midori. “If your date’s able to win a prize, I’ll throw in the Chopin CD as a bonus.”

“Pretty slick sales pitch.” I chuckled with my eyes narrowed. “Alright. You’re on.”

The back of the booth had a red drop cloth with a picture of Santa on it. There were three shelves displaying the prizes. Everything on the closest shelf was either a small box of candy or a bag of chips from a convenience store. The middle shelf had larger snack boxes mixed in with some plastic toys, but the last shelf was a bit different.

Instead of actual prizes, there were cards with numbers written on them. Each card had a small metal ball on top of a wooden pole.

“What are the numbers in the back?”

The old man loaded a cork bullet and handed me the toy rifle. “So you want a real prize? Good. You need to hit the bell the exact number of times written on the card to win.”

Midori’s eyes landed on a cute, anime-style stuffed turtle with its head partially tucked into its shell. The card next to the turtle displayed a large six.

“I guess we’re taking home a turtle.” I took aim and eased the trigger back. A puff of compressed air propelled my cork bullet true, and a second later a light ring from the bell sounded.

I gave Midori a grin. “Five more to go.”

A couple of minutes later, the old man was pulling down the turtle from its spot on the booth’s frame. After he handed Midori the plushie, he said, “I should’ve guessed an American would be good with a gun.”

Once the prize was handed over, the old man bent over an ancient radio with a hinged CD door on its top. He stopped the music, and put the Chopin CD into a jewel case. When he handed the case to Midori, he added, “The piece is called Nocturne in C Sharp Minor. I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

We said our goodbyes to the old guy and turned back toward the market.

Midori had the turtle tucked under one of her arms with its rounded eyes peeking up at her, but she was holding the Chopin CD with both hands. Her eyes sparkled, and her lips were perpetually in a smile as we walked.

“Thank you for getting this for me.” She looked up from her prize. “I want to learn how to play this music.”

We stopped walking, and I brushed a few errant hairs back behind Midori’s ear. “That’s a great idea. I’m looking forward to listening to you play music in the years to come.”

Midori blushed and slowly pulled the front of my coat closer to her. When my nose touched hers, she whispered, “Why don’t we just focus on tonight?”


Chapter 18


Going Green



It was hard for us to keep our hands off of each other in the elevator and the hallway. Midori’s inhibitions had completely faded, and she seemed to finally understand that I wanted her—all of her.

We were in the middle of a passionate kiss, along with my first squeeze of her thick but shapely ass, when I pushed my room key against the electronic lock. Up until this point, I’d followed Ayane’s advice to the letter. I hadn’t mentioned her or Fumiko at any point during the date. I’d remained completely focused on the short, cute kappa girl in my arms; however, a corner of my brain sent off a reminder of the last time I’d turned the door’s handle and was confronted with a horrible incident.

When I pushed the door open, the only sounds were the blaring TV in the far room and an occasional bit of commentary from Ayane and Fumiko. Both women sounded happy, safe, and fully engrossed in the wrestling match. I couldn’t help but snicker when Fumiko chanted “Dragon Sleeper” a couple of times.

That’s a huge relief. They must be chanting for someone’s finishing move.

Turning back to Midori, I could see she’d also been holding her breath. She gave me a knowing nod, and we headed toward the bedroom closest to the front door.

As we were crossing the threshold of the room, Midori pushed me in and held up a finger. She was blushing redder than I’d ever seen, and she said, “Give me just a minute. I’ll be right back.” Then Midori quietly shut the door before I could respond.

Knowing she was probably nervous about what would happen next, I dimmed the lights and placed all of our market items on a side table. I sat on the bed and waited. I’d only been inside this portion of the suite for a short time after we arrived, so I was happy to see it was just as welcoming as the room I’d been sleeping in.

I was in the middle of appreciating a vintage photo of people enjoying a sand bath, when the door to the room opened. Midori stepped in with her coat still on. In the dim light it took me half a second, but I realized she was actually holding the coat against her body tighter than she had all night. She stood with her back against the door for a moment.

Midori gave a firm nod, opened her coat, and let it drop to the floor.

No longer covered by the coat, Midori’s new outfit demanded attention. She was wearing what looked like an emerald green lingerie bra top and matching panties. The top had sheer fabric falling from its base, parting in the middle to show off her stomach and the front of some impossibly small, matching panties.

“Do you…like it?” she asked, looking up from the corner of her eyes.

“Very much. But, can I see the back?”

Her yellow eyes went wide before a knowing smirk took over her lips.

Slowly, Midori pivoted her hips in my direction while bending her knees. The result was an unobstructed view of her glorious ass, with just the slightest of green strings running down it from her thong.

With her back to me, Midori teased, “I might get cold again if you don’t help me.”

I fought the urge to spring off of the bed, but I was still quick and decisive. I wanted her to know how much I liked everything I was seeing.

I had my arm around her in a matter of seconds. Midori shuddered when I gripped one of her ass cheeks with my free hand.

Pulling her closer to me, I leaned down to kiss Midori’s neck and collarbone. She moaned and pushed her backside against me. After my lips stumbled upon a particularly sensitive spot, Midori began rocking her ass up and down against me.

Deciding we needed to move this over to the bed, I picked the short kappa girl up bridal style. Once she was settled in my arms, Midori wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me in for another passionate kiss. Her long tongue moved around mine with renewed intensity.

When we got to the bed, I gently set her down, and our lips parted. “I’m ready,” Midori said with a slight quiver in her voice.

I was in the middle of taking off my shirt when she spoke, so I paused and said, “Midori, we can go as slowly as you want.”

The kappa girl bit her lower lip. “Thank you, but don’t stop. It’s a little embarrassing being the only one in my underwear.”

I smiled and went back to removing my clothes. Once I had my shirt off, Midori had a hungry look in her eyes. I teased her a little by pausing with my hands on the front of my pants.

“Hey! I’ve waited long enough. Take those off. Now.” Midori’s voice took on a commanding tone I hadn’t heard from her before.

Figuring the fun and games had gone on long enough, I undid my pants and slipped out of them. Down to just my boxer briefs, I joined Midori on the bed for another encounter with her soft, sweet lips.

The kappa girl’s head rocked from side to side during the kiss, and her busy fingers soon found the waistband of my underpants, while I was happy to cup one of her ass cheeks and a breast.

With me laying on my side, it was difficult for Midori to get the boxer briefs down more than a couple of inches. I couldn’t help chuckling when her hands continued tugging even though it was obvious she wasn’t making any progress.

“Okay, okay. Slow down,” I laughed. I lifted my midsection off of the bed, and gave her space to pull down the unwanted underpant layer. When my stiff member came into full view, Midori bit the tip of her pointer finger. Her eyes raced between my cock and my face like she was expecting me to explain something to her.

“Can I—can I touch it first?” she asked.

“Sure,” I replied, trying to sound nonchalant, even though I wanted nothing more.

At first, Midori ran the flat of her hand against my shaft. She started from the top and ran her hand down.

“It’s so…warm and hard. Why’s it so hard?”

I had to fight back a laugh and a groan. “Because you’re touching it, and because you’re so cute.”

She brought her face in closer to investigate her work, and a bit of precum escaped. She asked, “Can I taste it?”

I swallowed hard. “Knock yourself out.”

Midori stuck her long tongue out and ran it from the base of my cock all the way up to the head. When she got to the top, she completed a couple of circles around the glans. After she pulled her tongue back in, she ran it along the inside of both cheeks.

“The taste is like musk melon. I like it,” she said, and the hungry look in her eyes doubled.

“My turn,” I interrupted.

I sat up and untied the front of Midori’s top. The bra and the lacy material fell open. I cupped both of her tits and leaned in to kiss her neck.

I paid close attention to the areas along my route that elicited the largest response—her clavicle and the outer portion of her right breast—before landing on her light brown nipples. They weren’t large or small but somewhere in the Goldilocks zone of just right.

I licked, kissed, and sucked on Midori’s nipples long enough to work several moans and gasps out of her. Her breathing was uneven, and she was rocking into my body. While my mouth was working on her tits, Midori’s hand found my cock again. This time, she constructed a strategy and was stroking me eagerly.

To keep things focused on her, I broke away from Midori’s tits and kissed my way down her stomach. When I reached the front of her panties, she lifted her butt off of the bed, and I pulled away the strings of fabric hugging her thighs. A moment later, I was gazing at her hairless pussy.

Without even thinking of it, I started tracing a map of the ninety-nine counties in the state of Iowa on Midori’s small clit. The kappa girl squirmed and bucked, but her fingers dug into the hair at the back of my head. I grabbed a hold of Midori’s thick ass with my left hand, and I started probing her entrance with my right.

After five minutes of fingering and licking her and arriving at the county of Muscatine, I felt Midori’s walls tighten and a subtle sweetness from her.

“Oh Kirin, save me. Yes!” Midori howled. Her body rocked with my fingers and tongue for what felt like several minutes. When her breathing became regular, Midori begged, “Inside. I need you inside of me.”

I got up on my knees, ready to line myself up, but Midori surprised me when she rolled around to her stomach. She turned the soles of her feet inward and brought her ass up.

Leaning over the woman presenting herself, I whispered, “I’ll go slowly.”

Midori wiggled her ass in response. Her shaking caught my cock and caused more than a little rubbing between her cheeks. This elicited another squeal from Midori, and she looked over her shoulder at me with hooded eyes.

Putting Midori’s possible interest in backdoor play out of my mind, I lined myself up with her wet pussy and eased in. It sounded like Midori inhaled enough air to inflate a car tire once the head of my cock passed through her entrance.

The tightness was unreal. It surrounded the tip of my dick and squeezed me, but I resisted the urge to plunge deeper. “Move when you’re ready. Once we get going, I’ll take over,” I softly suggested to Midori.

The kappa girl bit her lip and nodded. She took a couple of seconds to ready herself, and I could feel the tightness of her snatch loosen just a smidge. Midori took my head along with another couple inches into her, and she inhaled three times in quick succession.

For several minutes, we stuck with just a couple inches of my dick inside of her. Midori rocked back and forth within these confines, and her breathing grew ragged again. Once what I interpreted as a miniature orgasm passed, Midori pressed further back onto my dick. I was now able to get about five of my eight inches into her.

Not wanting her to perform all the rhythm-setting duties, I took over. I slid about half of my length in and out of her at an even rate. The kappa girl lifted her head off of the bed and looked back at me with love-drunk ecstasy in her eyes.

Another couple minutes at this rate, and Midori gasped, “More. Give me more.” She pulled one of her ass cheeks open like she was trying to make the offer even more tempting.

Like I need to be convinced.

I obliged and slid another couple of inches into her tight wetness. Midori gasped, and her walls were squeezing me for all she was worth. Much like her elongated tongue, Midori’s sex was trying to entice me from all sides at once while also pulling me further in.

Instinctively, I sped up my pace. Midori’s moans transformed into another growing crescendo. “More. Give me more!” Midori screamed.

I shoved the rest of my length into her, and felt a massaging sensation on the head of my cock. My intention was to go slow in order to give Midori a chance to adjust, but being balls deep in her proved to be too much. The sensation of her deepest parts rubbing the head of my dick was intoxicating.

Along with an increased tempo, I finally realized Midori was still pulling her ass cheek to the side. Judging from her earlier behavior, I decided to give her other cheek a gentle swat to test the waters.

Using more wrist than arm, I spanked Midori’s luscious ass.

“Yes! More. Fuck me and spank me,” she cried, burying her face in the bed.

I delivered two more swats, and rested my hand on her tailbone increasing our rhythm even more.

This second shift in speed proved to be Midori’s breaking point. The kappa girl bucked into my thrusts and cried out in pleasure again. Fighting against the animal instinct to slide a finger into her ass, I held a steady pace and let her ride out the waves of this latest orgasm.

When her breathing slowed, I allowed the pleasure of her wetness to fully take me. I wasn’t far behind her. The tightness, the squeeze of her tunnel, and the massaging sensation were all too much. I was going to blow my load soon.

“I can feel it getting even harder. Shoot the Dawn inside of me. Claim me as one of your own,” Midori begged.

A tightening sensation shot through my balls, and I knew an orgasm was imminent. My reptile brain wanted to shoot my load as deep into the kappa girl as possible. I pounded her willing flesh a few more times, and the hot energy of my load began its journey.

With the head of my cock buried deep in Midori’s passage, I sprayed rope after rope of cum inside of her as she squealed in delight, “Yes! Fill me up!”

An eternity later, I pulled myself out of Midori and fell back onto the bed. My balls felt empty, but my dick was still saluting the ceiling. Wetness from Midori’s cum had mixed with a small amount of mine leaking from the head.

Midori nuzzled against me and wrapped half of her body around mine. It looked like she was trying to claim bits of my anatomy for her own—at least temporarily.

“Was it good?” Midori asked from my shoulder.

Breathing heavily, it was hard for me to answer right away, but I turned to her and nodded. “Fuck yeah, it was good. How about you?”

The kappa girl’s face lit up. She smiled with her entire body for a brief moment before taking on the complexion of a tomato. “It was fantastic, but I’m a little embarrassed.”

I held her tight. “You don’t need to feel embarrassed about anything. It’s normal to breathe heavily and make noises when you’re enjoying yourself.”

Midori shook her head against the side of my chest. “Not that. It was…the things you were doing to my butt. I kind of, I don’t know, liked the way you felt pressed against me there and when you spanked me.”

I pulled her up so she could see my face. “That’s nothing to feel ashamed of. If you want me to spank you, I’ll gladly do it. If you want anything else, we can experiment with what feels good. This is just the beginning.”

Midori pinched her lips together and gave a nod. “Yeah, and you better get ready for the second round because I’m not letting go of you tonight.”


Chapter 19


A Cure



We eventually dozed off, and I found myself in the middle of a familiar dream. After my experience at Mount Hiei, I knew the setting of this dream was a representation of the heavenly realm.

The golden shine of the Kirin still seemed miles away, but I was now accompanied by two small lights. When I focused on them, a tiny version of Midori in a golden version of her turtle-like kappa form flew in front of me.

You look so cute in your veil form, Midori.

The pixie version of Midori tipped her head from side to side and eventually settled on my left shoulder.

Moments later, the tiny version of Fumiko came into my line of sight. Her cat veil was incomplete. Some of the Dawn around her was emitting grey wisps of smoke, and she had a troubled look on her face. Her eyes pleaded with me.

It’s okay. We’re going to help you. The team’s getting closer, right, Midori?

The pocket-sized kappa on my shoulder nodded emphatically.

“Good. You have more light. My next retainer will come soon.” The voice of the Kirin, strong but soothing, spoke into my head.

The small version of Fumiko began contorting in my hand.

“Ease yourself, Fumiko. I know you’ve been burdened with his blight. He can hear us even now, but it doesn’t matter.”

The tiny cat girl sighed and stared at her feet.

“I fear my influence in your realm is further diminishing. You should consider exercising a bit more haste when recharging my remaining retainers, before my abilities are no longer able to impact the outcome.”

I took my time with Midori because it’s what she needed. I’m not going to pressure this next retainer or any others you send. It’s not who I am. Your retainers need to know they can depend on me, and I need to feel the same about them.

“Well spoken, champion. May the fates favor you with a swift, positive courtship when you interact with my remaining retainers.”

The lights slowly faded and took the backdrop of the heavenly realm with them.

When I woke up, Midori was still cuddled up against me. Warmth radiated from her face, and a hint of a smile touched the corners of her lips. If I weren’t starving, I would have gladly stayed in bed with her until she eventually got up.

I slipped out of the bed and eased open the door. Once I was in the common area of the suite, I saw an elaborate spread of food on the long dining table.

A row of platters and bowls were lined up in the middle of the table. Japanese breakfast items rubbed shoulders with western classics. I saw grilled salmon, steaming rice, scrambled eggs, and sausage links. My stomach growled.

“Morning,” Ayane’s voice snapped me out of my exploration of breakfast options. “I wasn’t sure what you’d be in the mood for, so I ordered a bit of everything. I hope it’s not too much.”

Moving away from the feast, I pulled my Tracker girlfriend into a tight embrace. “You did great. This should be just enough food for the four of us,” I joked and kissed her forehead.

Something about the smell of Ayane’s hair or the way she looked struck me, so I continued kissing her. My lips moved down the side of her face and onto her neck.

“Dirty Dylan. We’ll explore more of that later,” Ayane said, playfully pushing me. “For now, you need to help me get the coffee ready.” She pulled me over to a small wet bar.

The hotel staff had dropped off a French press and a frothing stick with our breakfast feast. “I know Fumiko likes lattes, so I figured we should try to make some sort of special coffee this morning,” Ayane explained.

“Sounds like a plan,” I answered. Part of me was still distracted by how intoxicating Ayane was this morning.

Ayane caught me up on her and Fumiko’s time in the private area of the onsen, and all of the exciting details surrounding the Stardom wrestling event. While we chatted, Ayane measured the coffee, boiled water in an electric kettle, and poured it into the French press.

While Ayane concentrated on the coffee, I used the in-room microwave to heat an oversized glass measuring cup of milk. Once the milk was just warm enough, I poured it into a small metal pitcher on the bartop.

They really brought everything we could possibly ask for.

With the warm milk ready, I plunged the frother in and let it do its thing for about twenty seconds. Since I was going for my best Starbucks employee impression, I concentrated on a thick, even consistency. I threw in a few extra steps I learned from a barista I dated for a short time in college.

I folded up a small hand towel, placed it on the table, and gently tapped the bottom of the metal pitcher against it. I did this for a few seconds and started to swirl the milk in the pitcher. Switching between tapping and swirling, I knew the warm milk was going to play nice with Ayane’s coffee. This wasn’t an authentic latte, but it would definitely hit all of the same notes.

A timer went off, and Ayane gently pushed on the French press plunger. She followed this up with a few swirls of the container, and poured its contents into four mugs. I moved in and added my portion of the caffeine preparations to two of the mugs. “How about you?” I asked my Tracker girlfriend.

“Since you’re the one who prepared it, I’ll have some.”

Fumiko and Midori must have smelled the coffee, because they both shuffled into the dining area just as we were completing the finishing touches.

“Morning, Dylan. Morning, Ayane.” Fumiko yawned, stretching her arms out wide.

She’s still calling us by our names.

“Morning, Fumiko. Did you sleep well?” I asked.

The cat girl nodded her answer with another stretch. Her eyes widened when she saw the pieces of grilled fish.

“Good morning, Midori. How about you? Did you get any sleep, or did Dirty Dylan keep you up all night?” Ayane smirked, taking her first sip of coffee.

Midori couldn’t stop the smile growing on her lips or the blush on her cheeks. Her eyes were only downcast for a few seconds while she answered. “More like, I…kept him up.”

It was the first cheeky response I’d heard from the cute kappa girl, and I took it as a good sign. I handed her one of the mugs and gave her a kiss.

We all took our seats and started portioning out the food. I made myself a heaping plate of everything, but went light on the rice. I love rice, but it just seems a bit weird for breakfast.

Between bites, Fumiko said, “Greenie’s veil is cute. Do you remember, Dylan?”

I was still chewing my food, so Ayane jumped in. “What are you talking about? Did you guys do something together after I fell asleep?”

I wiped some grease from my lips. “She’s talking about a dream we shared. At least, I’ve shared it with Fumiko. Do you remember it, Midori?”

The kappa girl, happily munching away on a side of pickled daikon, nodded. She set down her chopsticks, tensed her body, and was soon covered with the Dawn.

Golden light surrounded the short woman. Much like Fumiko’s cat-shaped veil, the Dawn covering Midori extended well beyond her body. When it took shape, it looked like a seven-foot-tall turtle on two legs.

Midori let out a long, contented sigh. “It feels so good to have full access to my network again. This shouldn’t be medically possible, but I felt the moment my Dawn was recharged. It was like every possible cell had been dipped in Dawn.”

The kappa girl picked up a spoon to scoop up some yogurt…and abruptly dropped her spoon with a clatter. “That’s it! We just need to dip it in Dawn!”

She grabbed Fumiko’s forearm and added, “I have a new idea!” She jumped to her feet, jammed a corner of thick milk bread toast into her mouth, and raced out of the room.

We could hear a few drawers being thrown open in the direction of the bedroom and Midori’s foot hopping on the marble floor as she presumably pulled on a pair of pants.

When she came back into the main area of the suite, half of the toast was gone, and Midori was haphazardly dressed. She didn’t bother providing us with any other details as she ran for the door.

“I’m right behind you. Do you want me to call Scholar Yamashiro and have him join us?” Ayane asked after standing up.

The kappa girl froze near the door, and looked up at the ceiling. After she sorted something out in her head, her gaze met Ayane’s. “Sure, but I’ll probably be done before he makes it to the lab.” Midori’s face was filled with a sense of assurance and determination.

Midori shut the door without saying anything else, and Ayane left the table to get dressed. “Stack the dishes on the end of the table the best you can. We don’t want to leave too much work for the cleaning staff,” she said as she walked to the back bedroom area.

Fumiko and I shrugged at each other and kept eating. Minutes later, Ayane came out of the bedroom. Not to put the kappa girl down, but it was obvious that Ayane had dressed with a bit more care than Midori. She crossed her arms when she saw we hadn’t touched the dishes.

After popping a piece of pineapple into my mouth, I said, “We’ll get to it. Don’t worry.”

Ayane shook her head, ruffled my hair, and gave me a kiss. She followed this up by kissing Fumiko.

When she stood up to leave, Ayane said, “It sounds like Midori’s onto something. I have a good feeling about this. Don’t keep us waiting too long.”

Once Ayane shut the door, Fumiko sat back in her seat with a satisfied look on her face. She patted her stomach. “Good fish here, but Ayane’s cooking better.”

I chuckled at Fumiko’s observation and started stacking the plates. “I agree, and it sounds like we might be able to enjoy Ayane’s cooking again soon.”

When Fumiko and I joined everyone in the lab, Midori was covered in her kappa veil. She was holding a vial of liquid inside of the golden energy surrounding her while Ayane and Scholar Yamashiro stood back.

A knowing smirk spread across Ayane’s face. She tapped away at a tablet while watching the short yokai girl work.

It appeared that Scholar Yamashiro was unable to close his jaw. When he heard us enter the lab, the Scholar waved me over but refused to take his eyes off of Midori. “You see it too, right? She’s covered in the Dawn.”

Remembering my own shock at seeing Fumiko’s veil for the first time, I fought the urge to chuckle at the Scholar’s reaction. “Yes, we see it too. All of the warrior maidens can cover themselves in a veil of Dawn…once they’ve been recharged.”

The Scholar slowly shook his head. “Fascinating.” The older man finally peeled his eyes off of Midori and turned in my direction. He was grinning like a kid who had discovered all of his hidden Christmas gifts two weeks early. “You’ve accomplished what the Master asked. Don’t you think we should take Midori back to Kyoto to show them her…what did you call it?”

“Veil.”

“No, I won’t go,” Midori called over her shoulder, continuing to swirl the liquid-filled vial. “At least, I’m not going there before Fumiko’s cured.” The kappa girl gave the concoction her full attention again.

“It was just a suggestion,” Scholar Yamashiro said, raising his palms up. After it appeared Midori wasn’t going to say anything else about the matter, he turned back to me. “Odd, even though it’s covering her in a gaseous form, there has to be more than one hundred and forty-nine grams of Dawn surrounding her. How’s that possible?”

Midori gave the vial a final abrupt shake, sighed, and said, “It’s done.” She turned to Fumiko. “Are you ready?”

Instead of answering right away, Fumiko marched in the direction of the adjacent testing room. When she got to the door, she looked back at the rest of us. “Let’s go.”

Just like they’d done with the experiment from a couple of days earlier, Fumiko sat in a chair with Midori and Ayane on either side of her. This time, the serum was actually glowing with the golden light of the Dawn while inside the vial. No activation by Midori required.

“Using what we learned during each step of this process, I modified the most effective version of the serum by letting molecules of my Dawn surround it. However, the Dawn shouldn’t be able to exist outside of my body without being attached to me somehow,” Midori explained rapidly. She wasn’t speaking in her professional dictation mode, but she was still trying to explain her actions to the Scholar and Ayane. “But if I maintain my veil during the treatment and ensure the Fumiko’s wound is within the veil, I can apply the Dawn-coated serum directly to the wound.”

Shifting her focus onto Fumiko, Midori was able to regain her bedside personality. “I don’t believe this will cause you any pain, but we can’t know for certain until we apply it.”

Fumiko nodded. Her eyes were filled with determination. It was obvious that she was ready to have this business with her wound resolved.

Midori’s veil shone brightly as she brought Fumiko’s hand within its glow. She used a pipet to drop the new solution onto the wound. The wound turned purple and sizzled as each drop splashed on its surface. Once the third drop made contact with Fumiko’s skin, the color of the wound began to cycle between purple and gold.

Smoke plumed from Fumiko’s hand with the fourth drop of the solution, and the cat girl sucked air in through her teeth.

Midori frowned. “Wait. Fumiko, why are you in pain? There shouldn’t be any pain.”

“Keep going,” the cat girl bravely replied. Her whole body shook. “It’s working.”

Drops five and six caused the wound to shrink significantly. An unearthly growl filled the room, and Fumiko screamed, while keeping her shaking arm extended in front of Midori.

All of the lights in the room began to strobe, and Midori’s face fell.

This has to be Gashadokuro. He’s trying to intimidate us.

I moved across the room and put a hand on Midori’s shoulder. The kappa girl stiffened from my touch, but I leaned in close to her ear. “You heard her, it’s working. Keep going.”

Midori exhaled slowly, but nodded firmly. After she cleared out the cobwebs, Midori used the pipet to add a seventh drop to Fumiko’s wound.

The lights went out and a dying roar echoed off of the walls. Several seconds later, the lights flickered back to life.

Fumiko didn’t appear to be experiencing any more pain. Her face filled with wonder as she turned her now flawless hand back and forth. It was like the cat girl couldn’t believe what she was looking at. Her body started trembling. She looked at the Scholar, Ayane, and Midori with tears welling up in her eyes.

“Go on. Try your veil. The Scholar would love to see it,” I encouraged.

The cat girl nervously licked her lips, closed her eyes, and steadied her shivering body. After a couple of seconds, the Dawn covered her. The golden energy soon formed into a familiar cat shape.

Fumiko kept her eyes closed, but a single tear raced down her cheek, and a smile burst across her face.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

“Spectacular,” Scholar Yamashiro added, awe and wonder in his voice.

Fumiko leapt out of her chair and nearly tackled Midori. “Thank you, Greenie! Thank you so much!”

Midori patted Fumiko’s back while the two yokai girls embraced each other. The smile on Fumiko’s face filled the entire lab, and I was convinced she was going to pick Midori up and spin her around the room.

“I’m glad I could help, Twintails. Welcome back.”

Once all of the celebrating died down, Scholar Yamashiro spoke. “Now we can make arrangements for you to go to Kyoto. I would like to join you to testify about what I’ve seen here, which should help lend credibility when the traditionalists push back. It will take me the rest of the day to make preparations to leave. Would you mind waiting until tomorrow so we can travel together?”

I nodded. “Absolutely. And I thank you for your support. We couldn’t have cured Fumiko without your help.”

Yamashiro smiled, bowed slightly in acknowledgement of the gratitude, and left the room.

With our plans set, the four of us decided we needed to make use of our remaining hours in Beppu and do some exploration. Showered and ready, we stepped out of the elevator and into the lobby.

Midori clutched her stomach. “I’m starving. Do you think we could go to that yakiniku place with the gigantic red sign?”

“That’s not a bad idea. Sound good to everyone else?” I asked the other two women.

Ayane was just about to say something when Chiaki called out to us from the reception desk. “Hey! I heard the good news. Fumiko, you’re looking so happy.”

“Yes, I’m so happy. Greenie did great.” Fumiko’s eyes darted around the lobby for a second. “Want to see? I can show you.”

Chiaki adopted the cat girl’s conspiratorial look. When she was satisfied, the tall woman leaned in and said, “Let’s go over to one of the tables. If what the Scholar told me is true, I don’t want to fall down when I see it.”

We fell in line behind Chiaki and followed her to a small round table. Since there were only four chairs, I elected to stand.

It made me so happy to see Fumiko’s vibrant personality returning.

Once all of the women were seated, Chiaki leaned across the table like she was trying to pinpoint the exact pores where the Dawn was going to exit Fumiko’s body. The cat girl had a knowing grin on her face. She bawled her hands into fists, and the Dawn covered her body.

Even though she’d thought she’d prepared for it, Chiaki’s mouth hung open. She fell back against the chair, and I could hear her exhale. “Wow!” She quickly slapped both of her hands over her mouth and tried again. “Wow. That’s amazing. Can you…can you move like that?”

“Yes. It’s my veil. Watch.” Fumiko stood up, and it became immediately apparent that Ayane wasn’t the only member of the Ito family sharing their hobbies with the cat girl.

Toshi, when did you guys watch Fist of Fury?

Fumiko's bent-knee and open-palm stance was a damn impressive Bruce Lee impression. When she tapped a nostril with one of her thumbs and gave Chiaki a beckoning wave, I couldn’t help but laugh.

I was so caught up in the moment that I almost didn’t hear the voice from behind Fumiko’s chair.

“It’s you. The two-tailed cat. After all of these years.”

Chiaki whirled. “Ah, Yoko, I’d almost forgotten our⁠—”

Yoko marched up to Fumiko and embraced her. “You’re real. You’ve changed color, but you’re real,” the elderly woman said softly.


Chapter 20


Robot Wait Staff



Fumiko’s entire personality shifted. One moment, she was putting on a boisterous display for Chiaki, and in the next, she transformed into a nurturing guardian. The cat girl pulled Yoko further into the loving embrace. As the elderly woman’s face came close, Fumiko sighed and whispered, “Hello, little one. Happy we could meet again. You grew up.”

Once the older lady let go of Fumiko, Chiaki spoke up. “I’m sorry for being so forgetful. Yoko wanted to take a tour of our hotel and asked if I could accompany her to the small castle we have in town.”

Yoko kept her eyes locked on Fumiko, but she waved off Chiaki’s explanation for the day’s plans. “To hell with this building and the castle’s silly good luck charm. I’m not getting any younger, and I don’t think touching a white snake is going to fix any of the health issues I have.”

“Are you hungry?” Fumiko asked the old woman, letting her veil dissolve back into her network.

“We were going to have some Korean style BBQ. Would you like to join us?” I asked.

The elderly woman finally took her eyes off of Fumiko. “Yes, that would be lovely.”

I invited Chiaki to join us. The tall woman agreed to come but excused herself briefly before we left the lobby.

A few minutes later, the six of us were sitting in an extended booth at an extremely large restaurant. Table after table was sectioned off, with small decorative privacy cloths separating the diners and the vast walking path between them and the kitchen. All of the tables had a deep hole cut into the wood to accommodate a small grill about the size of a basketball. A fan attached to what looked like a six foot length of dryer vent hosing hung above each table. The hostess who showed us to our table cranked the fan up to high before she left.

Given that this particular restaurant’s gimmick was being open until three o’clock in the morning, and the fact that they offered several all-you-can-eat and all-you-can-drink packages, I didn’t have the highest of hopes in regards to the food.

Oh, how wrong I was.

Chiaki made several suggestions from the menu. Since many of them included wagyu beef, I started to grow more than a little concerned as to how much my wallet was going to suffer.

I kept my mouth shut in regards to the price, but Chiaki must have seen me performing mental arithmetic after she entered our first round of drinks and an extra large portion of meat. My fellow Hunter shook her head, dug into her purse, and produced a heavy-duty credit card.

“The Scholar says this is on us,” Chiaki said with a wink.

“Really?”

“Yeah, don’t worry about it.”

Ayane paused her conversation with Midori. “That’s extremely kind of the Scholar, but why is he taking care of our meal?”

Chiaki grinned. “Since we were eager to show our hospitality to Yoko, and your team had so much success with Fumiko’s condition, the Scholar thought taking care of lunch would be a nice way to celebrate.”

As a “thank you” was leaving my mouth, a white robot about three feet tall rolled over to our table.

Holy shit! Is that a robot waiter?

Once it reached our table, the robot played a short song and spun around. All of our food and drinks were stacked on three trays on the back of the robot. When the last of our items were removed, Chiaki pressed a button, and the robot spun around again and headed back to the kitchen.

With the food on the table, there was a short-lived showdown between Chiaki and Ayane in regards to who was cooking.

“You’re all guests in Beppu. Please, allow me,” Chiaki said, picking up a pair of tongs.

“That’s very thoughtful of you, Chiaki, but I don’t mind. Really,” Ayane replied, taking up a second pair and narrowing her eyes at the other woman.

I had to cover my mouth to avoid laughing at how seriously both women were taking the role of being a good hostess. My behavior hadn’t gone unnoticed. I was able to regain control over myself after Ayane gave me a side-eye glare.

The fight to see who would be cooking all of the well-marbled beef seemed less entertaining when I overheard Yoko and Fumiko’s conversation.

“I don’t want to be rude, dear, but why do you have so much trouble communicating?”

“Trapped for a long time. I’m…improving.”

“She’s right. Fumiko’s been studying for a little over two weeks, and her communicative language skills have been improving,” I added, taking a sip of my cold oolong tea.

The old woman’s eyes narrowed, and she looked between the two of us. “I saw her more than eighty years ago. What do you mean, two weeks?”

“I was trapped. You saw me in…” Fumiko paused to gather her words, “You saw me in the nekomata. Dylan saved me. He freed me, and he’s my teacher.” The cat girl gave me a big smile.

“I don’t know what to believe or think at this point, but I think there are some books you should consider reading, Fumiko.”

Fumiko’s head tilted adorably. “Books?”

“Yes. Along with being a sensitive child, I was a voracious reader—still am. I think your language studies will improve if you incorporate some interesting reading materials. Tell you what, when we’re done here, there’s a small bookstore I could take you to. It’s near the station, and the clerk is a lovely woman. Would you like to go?”

“Yes! I want Night Mark⁠—”

Ayane’s ears perked up, and she elbowed me. “Um, Fumiko, I don’t think they have those kinds of books at small shops like the one Yoko’s describing,” I interrupted, hoping to stop any further investigation into Ayane’s favorite sexy doujin series.

Fumiko and Yoko made additional plans for the afternoon and evening while the cooked meat was being portioned out around the table.

I’d heard about this world-renowned beef plenty of times over the years, but this was my first experience eating wagyu. My chopsticks vibrated for half a second before I brought the first piece of thinly-sliced, thoroughly fat-marbled meat to my lips.

My eyes closed on their own as the buttery texture of the beef danced over my tongue. An explosion of rich, juicy, meaty flavor assaulted my taste buds. I’d heard the phrase ‘Melt in your mouth,’ but I’d always assumed it was hyperbole.

Oh no. This meat actually melted in my mouth.

“Wow,” I said, more to myself than the others at the table. My taste buds were sighing in pure satisfaction.

“It’s good, right?” Chiaki pushed a few more pieces of meat to the edge of the grill. “I’m not sure if you’ll be returning to Beppu soon, but there’s a fireworks show scheduled on Christmas. There are supposed to be hundreds of thousands of mortars fired. They’re going to sync up the whole show with popular Japanese and Western songs. It might be interesting to watch.”

Ayane nodded her approval of the idea and went back to silently jockeying for more of the cooking duties.

Fumiko turned from Yoko, said, “Sounds fun,” and returned to her end of the conversation.

Midori definitely had the strongest reaction. When Chiaki mentioned a soundtrack, the kappa girl practically started bouncing in her seat.

“I guess that means we’re going. Assuming the council meeting in Kyoto goes well.” I popped another heavenly piece of beef into my mouth.

“Scholar Yamashiro asked if I could assist him with a few of his own experiments. Doesn’t that mean we’ll come back here after you have your meeting in Kyoto tomorrow?” Midori asked, a hint of hope in her voice.

“You’re not wrong, but we have to get back to Osaka at some point. There’s probably been a steady stream of yokai and other trouble while we’ve been away,” I replied. I didn’t necessarily disagree with Midori’s idea, but we weren’t on a vacation.

“Actually, the Scholar asked me to contact the Osaka Hold on your behalf while you were in the lab. I’m expecting a call back with some specifics, but the initial reports indicated there have been very few incidents involving yokai, or even the Dusk for that matter. It also sounds like the scanning talisman is helping to bolster the confidence levels of the active Hunters and Trackers on patrol,” Chiaki interjected, while laying a fresh round of meat onto the grill.

“So, does that mean we can⁠—”

An incoming call on Ayane’s phone interrupted Midori’s question. Ayane swallowed her food and answered. “What do you need, Toshi?” Ayane listened for a moment. “Yeah, he’s here with me.” Another beat. “Sure, just give me a minute.”

Ayane tugged on my shirt and tilted her head toward the end of the booth. “Toshi says he wants to talk with both of us.”

We stepped away from the table and soon found ourselves outside. There was a narrow parking garage under the restaurant, but Ayane didn’t stop near any of the vehicles.

When Ayane walked into a glass box near the road, it took me a second to register what it was.

A phone booth?

For some reason, my brain refused to register the three vertical glass reminders of an era I had no memories of. I mean, why would people in one of the most advanced countries in the world still want to use phone booths?

I wedged myself into the cramped box with Ayane, and she closed the sliding door.

“You’re on speaker.”

“Hey guys, thanks for playing along with my odd request.” We could hear wind blowing on Toshi’s end of the call.

“What do you need?” Ayane asked.

Toshi’s long exhale blended in with a gust. “There’s no easy way to say this—we’re investigating some suspicious deaths. They started about a week ago, and we’ve just been notified about another one.”

“Who’s dead?” I asked, shocked at how calm Toshi sounded on his end.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t really go into that right now. Advisor Endo recommended that I reach out because of your involvement with the portal incident on Mount Hiei last month.”

My mind flashed back to our visit outside of Enryakuji Temple on Mount Hiei. Fumiko had provided a link for me to communicate with the Kirin directly.

“We were there, but so was Endo. So were a lot of other people. Are we suspects or something?” I asked with more hostility in my voice than I had intended.

“Not at all. Like I said, you were there, so I just wanted to ask some questions about what you remember.”

Ayane mouthed, “It’s okay,” and held up her hand. In the direction of the phone, she said, “What’s your first question?”

“Did you speak with Kobayashi or Fujita while you were visiting the portals?”

“I honestly don’t know those names.”

“Kobayashi was one of the Hunters who accompanied Advisor Endo to the temple and later to Osaka,” Ayane replied.

“Wait. So he’s the Hunter Endo kept back at the Hold when we went searching for Midori and fought the oni?”

“Correct,” Toshi answered.

“As for Fujita, he’s a Tracker from Osaka,” Ayane interjected. “To answer your question, I didn’t say anything to either of them.”

“Me neither.”

“Okay. Did you see them doing anything out-of-character? Looking around? Being nervous…anything like that?”

“I was focused on making contact with the Kirin. I didn’t really pay attention to how the people that accompanied us were acting,” I confessed.

“Everyone was in awe of Fumiko’s veil and then shocked when we heard the voice of the Kirin. Outside of appearing pleased, I don’t remember seeing anything unusual,” Ayane said.

“Have either of you seen them since the night of the oni attack?”

“I worked with Fujita three days later, but that was probably the last time I remember seeing him,” Ayane answered after a moment.

Toshi huffed out another long exhale. “Yeah, that all checks out. Hang on.” Toshi’s feet crunched on some dead vegetation. A car door opened and closed. “Still there?” he asked, with an obvious lack of wind on his end.

“Yes, we’re here,” Ayane answered.

“How are things coming along with Fumiko’s condition?”

“Great. Midori found a cure, and Fumiko’s back to herself,” I reported.

“I’m glad to hear it, but you might want to find a reason to stay in Beppu a bit longer. I’ve got a bad feeling about this investigation, and I think it would be best if you guys avoided spending a lot of time in Osaka or Kyoto. Hell, stay away from the entire Kansai area if you can help it.”


Chapter 21


Our Next Steps



Just as I was opening the door to the phone booth, Ayane’s cell rang again.

Wow. When did my girlfriend become so popular?

Ayane scrunched her eyebrows when she looked at the number for the incoming call. “Hello?” A few seconds later, her face relaxed. “Oh, it’s you, professor.”

The two of us walked back to the narrow parking lot, but Ayane paused once we were out of traffic. “No, it wouldn’t be any trouble at all. As a matter of fact, I think I’ve reached a natural stopping point with Midori and Scholar Yamashiro’s work.”

Ayane began patting her pockets in search of something to take notes with. I unlocked my phone, opened a notes app, and handed it over. My girlfriend mouthed a silent, “Thank you,” and asked the professor, “Sorry, could you repeat that last part? I want to make sure I’m ready for the meeting.”

We spent another five minutes in the nearly full parking lot. Ayane’s thumbs moved at light speed as she took notes on whatever Professor Okamoto was talking about, and I waited. She signaled the end of her call by saying, “I’ll be ready for the meeting. See you in ninety-five minutes.” Ayane sent herself the notes and handed me my phone.

“What’s up?”

Ayane’s eyes lit up. “Advisor Goto reached out to the professor on behalf of the Master. They’re impressed with the results of the scanning talisman, and they want to meet with him. Since I was involved with their development, and the professor’s a little awkward when he speaks to leadership, I’ve been invited to join.”

“Does that mean you need to leave?”

“No. It’s online. There are a few Scholars joining the meeting, and no one’s in the same city, so it just makes sense.” Ayane was practically vibrating when we walked up the stairs to rejoin our friends.

“It kind of sounds like you’re doing someone else’s work in a group project, but I’m happy that you’re happy.” I put my arm around Ayane’s shoulder and kissed the side of her head.

Ayane sent a playful elbow to my side. “Be nice. I’m happy to help the professor, and this is another great opportunity to get involved with the leadership of the Wheel.”

We arrived back at the table. “Just as long as you don’t forget about me when you become the boss, I’ll support you all the way.”

Fumiko pulled herself away from her discussion with Yoko to say, “Ayane is the boss. She controls our stomachs.”

This earned a few laughs around the table while we settled in to finish our lunch.

Once the last of the delicious meal was finished, Yoko laid out her plan for the rest of the afternoon. She was going to visit the friendly woman at the local bookstore and relax at Hyotan Onsen afterwards. The elderly woman practically demanded that the other ladies join her.

“I’m sorry, but I have to pass. My meeting’s going to start in a little less than an hour,” Ayane replied, with genuine regret on her face.

Yoko waved her hands and rolled her eyes. “You’re too responsible. So what if you miss a meeting? There’s always going to be another one.”

Ayane chuckled in response, but she didn’t waver on her position. “I'll keep that in mind for next time. I hope you all enjoy yourselves.”

Yoko nodded at Ayane’s answer and gave me a side-eyed look. “Sorry, but Hyotan Onsen doesn’t offer mixed-gendered bathing. No back washing from a pretty girl for you.”

I gave the old woman my best shocked expression and brought my hands to my chest like I’d just received the most devastating news. “No! All of my favorite manga and anime have lied to me.”

This earned me a head shake from Yoko. “Whatever mischief you’re imagining, it’s not going to happen. This is a girl’s trip.”

“Maybe next time.”

When we got outside, Fumiko was latched onto Yoko’s arm. The cat girl was almost bouncing in place. Midori and Chiaki also seemed excited, but their enthusiasm was only a fraction of Fumiko’s.

We said our goodbyes, and I accompanied Ayane back to the Serenity Hotel. A familiar face was waiting for us in the lobby.

“Did you enjoy your lunch?” Scholar Yamashiro asked.

“Yes, and thank you so much for being so generous,” I answered.

A warm smile was plastered across the old man’s face. “It was my pleasure. I’m just so pleased to be able to work with Ms. Midori.” The Scholar looked behind the two of us. “Speaking of which, where is Ms. Midori? I have a few other experiments that I was hoping the two of us could discuss.”

Ayane jumped in, “She’s with Chiaki, Fumiko, and the older woman Dylan met in the park the other day. At this point, I imagine they’re shopping for a copy of Botchan or The Tale of Genji.”

“Splendid. Well, I guess I’ll have to wait for her to return.”

Ayane pulled out her phone. “I’ll let her know you’d like to see her when she gets back.”

With the Scholar’s smile extending further, I remembered Ayane’s upcoming meeting. “Is there a full gym available? I was hoping to do some martial arts practice this afternoon.”

The Scholar brought a finger up to his lips. He gave the immediate area a quick look and leaned in closer. “It sounds like you’d prefer something suited for a member of the Wheel rather than a guest of the Serenity Hotel. Am I correct?”

“Yes.”

The older man nodded his head. “Of course. We have exactly what you’re interested in.”

Less than fifteen minutes later, I was in the Hold portion of the building standing in front of a heavy bag. Since I wasn't trying to destroy the equipment, I removed my specialized gloves for my workout and replaced them with a typical pair of light-weight combat gloves from a rack.

I hadn’t been in a gym since fighting that oni in Osaka. The past couple of weeks had kept me plenty busy, but something told me I needed to keep training my body. My instincts told me my network of Dawn wasn’t going to be the only thing tested while we continued to fight against the ruler of the abyss.

I warmed up with a series of side, front, and roundhouse kicks. Just because I wasn’t currently able to cover my legs in the Dawn didn’t mean I could neglect half of my combat repertoire. If Fumiko was to be believed, I’d eventually be able to cover my entire body in the Dawn, so I needed to maintain my entire arsenal.

My blood was pumping after I completed a hundred kicks, and I decided to start my work in earnest. I started with speed. My first goal was to see how quickly I could switch between right and left roundhouse kicks.

Focusing on the Dawn circulating in my legs, I started bouncing on the balls of my feet. I hadn’t lost any weight, but I was much lighter on my feet.

I swung my right leg and a thwack thudded from the bag. As soon as my hips reset, my left leg was in the air and adding another thwack against my inanimate foe.

After the fourth kick, I got into the zone. My body was accustomed to performing these movements after countless hours of practice. I knew my technique was solid, and I’d become accustomed to using the Dawn in my network to make my moves faster and stronger.

My brain circled around thoughts from the last couple of days. The memory of our call with Toshi broke away from the others and demanded some attention.

If Toshi doesn’t think it’s a good idea for us to be in Kyoto or Osaka for a long period of time, why won’t he tell us more about his investigation?

A couple of fellow Hunters stopped their own workouts and training routines to gather near my heavy bag. My feet were a blur, but each kick resulted in a loud impact. I was so distracted by the previous conversation that I didn’t notice the formation of indentations on both sides of the bag.

Four more people inside of the gym came into my orbit.

Should I talk to the Scholar and Sato about this?

I threw a dozen more kicks, and the crowd grew.

Finally, my timer went off. Sweat was beginning to show on my shirt, and I was breathing heavily, but the burn of my workout felt good. I reached for a towel and heard a couple of voices mumbling behind me.

When I turned, there were twelve members of the Wheel standing behind me. A man in his forties with a slight build came forward and spoke for the group.

“How did you do that?”
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I spent the next ninety minutes in the gym training the group of Hunters and Trackers. While teaching martial arts wasn’t the same as being an English instructor, it was fulfilling to help other people get better at something.

When I got back to the suite, Ayane had the door to the far bedroom closed. She was in the middle of answering a question, so it was obvious that she was still in a meeting.

In order to avoid disturbing her, I showered in the near bedroom area and threw on a spare t-shirt and a pair of sweats.

Coming back into the living room area, I thought of something else I could do to be productive. Seeing the wall-mounted TV, I had an idea—I was going to practice covering my legs with the Dawn.

Since Fumiko wasn't available, I figured the next best thing would be one of those guided meditation videos Ayane and Toshi had recommended when I was still adjusting to my new schedule. I knew a YouTube video wouldn’t be able to answer any questions or provide additional support, but it was better than being lazy.

I switched on the huge Sony, navigated to a promising video, and synced my headphones to the screen.

With my gel-tipped earbuds in, I was greeted by a relaxing voice. It told me to find a comfortable seated position. I obliged. A few seconds after I was seated, the voice began telling me how long to inhale and exhale for. There wasn’t any specific mediation guidance, so I concentrated on the exercises I’d learned from Fumiko.

I extended my index fingers and held the rest of my right knuckles together below my left fingers, starting with the tranquil fist.

Establishing a connection with this flow of Dawn was second nature for me at this point. I felt my arms gather the warmth of the golden energy. At the same time, I could feel the gliding sense of shifting gears. The transition between these imagined gears was smooth, and I could feel the Dawn wrap around my traps and cover the upper portion of my pecs.

A new sensation started growing. The warmth of the Dawn was still in a comfortable range, and it felt like I could push this “shifting” thing into a new gear. I concentrated on the circulation of the Dawn between my chest and arms, nudging myself further.

After a bit of strain, the energy covered my chest entirely and stopped just short of my upper abdominals and obliques. The warmth of the Dawn quickly fell into the range of hot when I tried pushing the energy closer to my midsection.

Taking in deeper breaths, I tried to ignore the building heat. Beads of sweat began to form on my forehead, and I started to wonder why I even bothered to take a shower. Less than a minute later, I had to release the Dawn and fell back further into the couch.

Once my panting subsided, I decided to give covering my legs with the Dawn a shot. Getting back into the correct position didn’t take very long. A few breaths in, I was able to locate the internal connection between my chest and legs via my network.

I zoomed in closer to the cycling energy and felt both of my legs warming at the same, consistent rate.

That’s an improvement.

With the connection established, I concentrated on shifting into the next gear.

A single link in the chain of Dawn between my chest and right leg caught my attention. I latched onto and felt the shifting sensation. The warmth remained consistent.

Good.

I took a peek at my progress. The Dawn was a couple of inches beyond my knees.

After quickly clamping my eyes shut again, I searched for another opportunity to intensify the chain.

There it is!

Another bright link stuck out, and I sent my concentration to that portion of the chain. My network began ramping up again. It felt like I was pushing a tachometer onto the edge of red.

My breathing had intensified, and the muscles in my legs were straining. I couldn’t stop myself from taking another look.

The Dawn was covering the lower half of my body, from the waist to a few inches in front of my toes. However, the golden sheath felt tenuous and incredibly difficult to maintain.

I released the Dawn and stood up to grab a bottle of water. My legs were sore and shaky, but I was determined to keep training. I needed this to become automatic, and I needed to push even further.

Am I able to cover my arms and legs at this point?

As the thought of covering all four of my appendages with the Dawn floated around in my head, the front door of the suite opened.

Fumiko walked into the living room with a satisfied grin on her face and a bulging canvas bag she hadn’t had before we went to lunch. “You’re sweaty. Training?”

“Yes, I’m practicing what you showed me the other day. By the way, you look very happy. Did you have a good time?”

“Very happy. Yoko knows great places. And I have books with no pictures.” Fumiko held open her bag and pulled out three thin paperbacks. “Greenie says no sexy succubi, but Yoko says they’re good.”

I smiled. “It’s great to hear you had such a good time. And there are plenty of great books without any succubi.”

The cat girl’s grin widened. She carefully put the books back into her bag and set it on the large dining table. With her hands empty, Fumiko proceeded to the living room area and sat on a couch.

“Let’s train,” she announced a bit too loudly.

Temporarily forgetting about Ayane’s meeting, I joined Fumiko on the same couch. “I was able to cover my legs with the Dawn, but it took so much energy. Do you have any suggestions?”

Fumiko thought for a moment and said, “Try walking with Dawn.” The cat girl stood up and activated enough of her Dawn to cover her legs. She strolled around the room like a model on a catwalk. “You can with your arms. Try with your legs.”

She was right. Thus far, I’d needed to concentrate on my network and sending the Dawn to my legs. Completing this operation wasn’t anywhere near automatic for me. I focused on my breathing and connected to the Dawn circling in my legs faster.

It’s getting easier.

A few seconds later, my legs were covered in the Dawn. Now I just needed to join Fumiko in her parade around the suite. I took a step, and the warmth of the Dawn in my left leg cooled. The light lost almost half of its brilliance.

Trying not to focus on the fading Dawn in my left leg, I moved again. The Dawn covering my right leg became just as obstinate. There was almost a lack of warmth and light. Another moment passed, and the gold covering both legs flickered like a strobe light before fading away completely.

Shit!

“Huh. Maybe on your toes.” Fumiko stopped walking. The cat girl’s legs remained covered in the Dawn, and she began doing calf raises.

Following my feline instructor’s advice, I performed some calf raises. The Dawn continued to cover my legs, but it was taxing. After three minutes, I needed to take a break.

While I was sitting on the couch, Fumiko asked, “Can I see Yoko more?”

I wiped away some sweat with the back of my hand. “Of course you can. You can see her or any other friends you make as much as you’d like.”

Fumiko let out a sigh. “Good. I want to onsen with her again. You can come, too.” Fumiko offered. She’d resumed her calf raises.

I guess break time’s over.

I got up and joined my cat girl lover. Once my legs were covered in the Dawn again, I answered, “That sounds great. I’d be happy to come along.”

Fumiko’s modification to the exercise was working. I hardly had to think about the circulation of the Dawn in my legs when they were stationary. Now I just had to get the Dawn to stay as I moved my legs.

With warning Fumiko, I took a tentative step toward her and managed to hold the Dawn over my left leg. The cat girl was lost in thought and asked me another question.

“Maybe coffee with Yoko. Can we do that? The cake place! I want cake again.” Fumiko’s last calf raise was more of a hop. I wasn’t sure if she was excited by the prospect of seeing Yoko again, eating a decadent dessert, or both.

“Sure, we can take Yoko to Dig Cafe. The lady there was so nice.” I took two more steps. The Dawn was still covering my legs, but my speed was sluggish. Something about this exercise was really taking it out of me.

Is this what Rock Lee felt like while he was wearing all those body weights?

Fumiko closed her eyes and a smile radiated all over her face.

I took another step.

The cat girl’s eyes popped open, and she said, “Chase me.” Without waiting for my reaction, she bolted.

Forgetting about the exercise, I did as she asked. We ran around the furniture, through the dining area, into the near bedroom, down the hall, and back into the main area where we started.

We couldn’t have run for more than ninety seconds, but I was heaving breaths in and out when she stopped running to give me a knowing smirk.

“Dylan, look down.”

My legs were trembling from the exertion, but they were still covered in the same comforting energy.

“Holy shit. Yes!” The Dawn faded as I forgot the exercise entirely, grabbed Fumiko, and brought her in for a hug.

“Good job, ma…Dylan.” She rubbed my back.

I wonder why she still can’t say it.


Chapter 22


Jun in December



Our first train wasn’t scheduled until 10:30, so we had a lazy morning. Ayane and I had an amazing evening together celebrating her contributions to the talisman meeting with sweaty sex.

The group involved in the video call had decided to form a committee with Ayane nominated as their leader. She was understandably excited, and the second round of lovemaking was so mind-melting that we both drifted off to sleep as soon as we cleaned up.

Scholar Yamashiro met us in the lobby. He was carrying a brown leather overnight bag. While it shared the simple design of a gym bag, the warm material gave the Scholar’s bag a hint of refined sophistication.

This was also the first time in Beppu that I saw Yamashiro dressed in the robes of a typical Scholar. Since I’d seen him in either a hotel uniform or a lab coat so frequently, I was slightly taken aback by his appearance. He was so easy to get along with that I’d forgotten he was a Scholar.

Midori and Ayane accompanied us, both buzzing with the excitement of working on their respective projects. Apparently, Midori and Scholar Yamashiro had made some tremendous headway the night before, and she was eager to track the results for specific growth indicators on a particular sample. All of the science talk went way over my head.

When I stepped outside, gusts from the ocean whipped around me, and the clouds were a cold, slate grey.

Is that snow? No. Hail?

A small, bright object was lazily drifting like a leaf caught in the wind. The light was a hundred or so feet in the sky and falling in the direction of the tracks. With its descent, the light’s color became easier to detect against the grey backdrop of the Beppu sky—it was gold.

Wait. It’s the next warrior maiden.

I waved the rest of the group over and pointed at the speck of Dawn in the sky.

The Scholar immediately pulled out his phone. “I’ll call the leadership panel to let them know we might be delayed.” He looked down at the screen, entered a series of codes and scans, and held the phone to his face. “Don’t wait for me. If it falls true, she’ll be six or seven hundred meters west of the station. I’ll catch up.”

The three women all nodded in agreement. We dropped our bags and hurried in the direction of the golden light.

Unlike the experience of tracking Midori’s arrival, this ball of Dawn didn’t appear to be attracting any Dusk.

What happens if I get to her first? I’m sure that’d be so much easier than freeing her from a yokai.

About five minutes into our pursuit, we reached Beppu Station and could see the Scholar’s estimate was correct. If the incoming maiden kept falling in this direction, we’d be a little less than a half a mile away from the station.

A block west of the station, the crowd and traffic lightened. We felt running wouldn’t draw too many suspicious glances, so we increased our speed.

“Any idea who it could be?” I asked Fumiko and Midori.

“The shield,” Fumiko said with a look of certainty on her face.

“Jun,” Midori added. She was winded and barely able to keep up.

Without warning, the plummeting maiden’s descent rapidly increased. She resembled an incoming meteorite. Her trajectory was heading for a large park. Besides the elevated stone walls, the only distinguishing feature was a well-maintained path through a garden of towering bamboo. I sped up.

Seconds later, our party was divided in half. Fumiko followed my lead and stepped up the pace, but the others couldn’t. I glanced over my shoulder to see Ayane signaling for me to keep going. The Tracker wasn’t out of energy, but she’d slowed down to help poor Midori.

Fumiko and I sprinted onto the path and were immediately surrounded by the emerald green of the gigantic bamboo. The poles were so vibrant and densely packed that even the dull grey of the sky was transformed by the prodigious grasses.

The path twisted, and we heard an impact ahead.

“Here! Jun’s here,” Fumiko crowed.

Rounding the corner, a concentration of golden light overpowered the entirely green area. Fumiko and I both slowed our approach. The newest warrior maiden was balled up in the light of the Dawn.

The baseball-sized ball unfurled into a woman the size of an action figure. The minuscule woman had a veil the shape of a tiny…well, I wasn’t exactly sure what animal it was supposed to be.

Weird. She's the same size as Fumiko and Midori are in my dreams.

Fumiko tiptoed closer to the small woman. “Hi, Legs. I missed you,” she whispered, in a voice calmer than her energetic face.

I followed Fumiko’s lead and slowed down my approach even further.

When the newest maiden was less than forty feet away from us, she started growing. I could see some details taking shape as she enlarged. She had long pink hair, a pointed chin, and a tall, lean, athletic body.

Turning my head toward Fumiko, I said, “We made it. We ca–” A prickling awareness forced me to stop talking.

Wrapping my arms around Fumiko, I dropped to the ground with me on top of her.

Air rushed my left shoulder and the high-pitched sound of a slice filled the grove.

When we thudded to the dirt, Fumiko’s body was already covered in the Dawn. Her green eyes burned, and the excited expression on her face was replaced with murderous rage.

An explosion of snaps echoed above us like an army of giants cracking their knuckles. This was followed by three thuds in the direction of the warrior maiden and a series of crashes.

I rolled to my feet away from the noise and witnessed the aftermath of numerous poles of bamboo being toppled over. The five poles nearest us had been cut through at a diagonal and were reduced to sharpened stalks.

Looking at Fumiko, I could see she wasn’t injured. After a split second of checking, I felt similarly unharmed.

A voice with a monstrous level of bass boomed out. “He can dodge.” This was followed by a menacing laugh from behind us.

Another oni?

I looked up and saw three oni staring us down. The two in front looked somewhat similar to the oni I’d killed in Osaka. They were both over ten feet tall, had two sets of horns on their heads, and were slabs of granite-colored muscle with flaming red faces. These two oni were armed with long, thin knives. The weapons were single-bladed and had no guard. It made them look like nightmarish representations of something a chef would use.

The oni with the slightly longer and straight-tipped blade moved in front of its near doppelganger that was holding a weapon with a shorter and more katana-tipped appearance. Both knives were covered in the swarming dark purple of the Dusk.

I pulled on my gloves, covered my upper body with the Dawn, and put myself between the approaching threat and Fumiko. The armed oni plodded toward us with their weapons held one-handed and at their sides.

Remembering all the help I’d needed to kill a single oni, I whispered over my shoulder, “Run. Tell Ayane and Scholar Yamashiro. I’ll keep them busy.”

“Not alone, Dylan!” Fumiko fired back. She added a ferocious growl to emphasize her point.

“Go!” I roared and ran to face the oni.

I knew from my previous fight with an oni that I needed to remove the Dusk surrounding the oni’s weapons before destroying their core. Otherwise, they were able to resist direct Dawn attacks to their core. Their movements were intentional, but I was swift.

It feels like I’m faster. Good.

In less than a blink, I was between the two monsters. I leapt and traveled the last eight feet in the air while twisting my torso to deliver a blow.

Smashing my fist down on the flat of the second oni’s blade, I felt the impact as the Dawn and Dusk violently clashed.

Angry bolts of green light erupted where my fist landed. A fraction of a second later, a blast on par with a gale-force wind blew us apart.

A chunk of Dusk the size of a ruler shattered off of the three-foot long knife.

I rebounded from being forced back and dropped into a defensive stance. Movement caught the corner of my eye, and I rolled to the right.

The blade of the first oni split the air where my head had been. The edge cut into the abdomen of the oni I’d attacked.

Both oni shrugged off this united friendly-fire incident. Only a weapon covered in Dawn could hurt the oni. The wounded oni rubbed his palm against the Dusk leaking out of his stomach and applied the horrible purple energy to his weapon. The Dusk surrounding the weapon reformed.

The two oni studied me. In a flash, they both swung their weapons at me. One blade came in high, while the other blade was aimed low.

They delivered this attack as if it were a well-practiced maneuver.

I’d studied a number of martial arts in the past, but capoeira wasn’t one of them.

Hope this works.

Channeling my network and focusing on my legs, I performed a side flip to avoid both incoming blades.

Even with my increased speed, I wasn’t able to escape unscathed. The oni swinging at the top half of my body managed to cut the side of my calf while I was flipping away.

I hit the ground hard and rolled. When I popped back up on my feet, I noticed the cut wasn’t deep enough to affect my speed. I backed up a little further. I wanted to spread out the two oni.

Right as I was preparing myself for another attack, a voice rang out.

“Dylan!” Ayane’s shout filled the grove. The three women had regrouped and come to help. Unfortunately, the two oni were much closer to them than me.

Ayane had several talismans out, and she appeared to be searching for the most effective placement for her barriers. Fumiko’s face was still wrapped in animalistic rage, but she remained at Ayane’s side with her fists opening and closing. Unfortunately, Midori looked scared out of her mind. The small kappa girl crouched low behind the other two women.

“His weakness has arrived. Attack the women,” the oni near the emerging warrior maiden commanded.

I’d been so preoccupied with the two oni in front of me that I hadn’t fully taken stock of the third one. The oni stomping toward the growing maiden was at least twelve feet tall. He had a single set of twisted antelope-like horns coming out of the top of his head, midnight blue skin, and his eyes were burning red embers.

The oni who had issued orders to the others pulled on a Dusk-slathered gauntlet. The glove had a squirming black tentacle growing out of the palm.

The oni used his gauntlet-covered hand to reach for the rapidly-forming maiden. A sinister smile cracked on the monster’s face.

If I had enough time, I knew I could defeat the two oni barreling towards my lovers and face off against the bigger son of a bitch barking out orders. But, even with my increased speed, I couldn’t defeat all three of them before they attacked.

I need help.

Making up my mind, I sprinited in the direction of Ayane, Fumiko, and Midori. Something about the intensity in Fumiko’s eyes told me she might be able to lend me a hand. I silently apologized to the newest maiden as I came to my impossible decision.

The lead oni spit out another round of unnerving laughter when he saw me move to protect the three women.

Dammit!

Golden knives rained down in the direction of the commanding oni.

A kunai struck the monster’s fleshy arm before the tentacle could wrap around the now two-foot tall warrior maiden, and she tumbled away from him.

“We’ve got this one!” the familiar voice of Scholar Yamashiro called from the bamboo.

In front of me, Ayane was establishing a barrier. It was impossible to tell if it would be up in time to stop the incoming blades of the oni.

Focusing on my speed, I dashed at the two monsters. I knew I was moving at an unbelievable speed, but I watched everything unfold as if it were in slow motion. Each foot fall was more of an impact than a step.

Bam! A shimmer of light came from the ground at Ayane’s feet.

Boom! The two oni’s blades cut the air from opposite directions.

Bam! Ayane’s barrier rose to the height of her knees.

Am I going to make it?

Boom! The blades were an arm’s length away from Ayane and Fumiko’s necks.

Bam! The barrier had reached Ayane’s chest.

Boom! Now they were less than a foot away.

Faster! I need to move.

Bam! Up to the height of Fumiko’s collarbone.

Boom! Inches away.

No!

With my last burst of speed, I dove in front of the two women staring death in the face.

I preemptively gritted my teeth together, anticipating the incoming slashes from the humongous knives.

Hitting the ground, I waited for the pain to register. Only, there was none.

Looking up, the scene in front of me had transformed by an intensifying golden light.

Fumiko was standing outside of Ayane’s barrier. She was still covered in the Dawn, but her veil looked different. It was still in the shape of a large cat, but the consistency of the energy looked as if it had solidified. Fumiko now looked like she was wearing impenetrable armor, and she appeared to be armed.

Instead of her small, delicate fingers, Fumiko’s hand had been transformed into golden razor-sharp claws. She was using these deadly new implements to fend off an oni with each hand.

The cat girl was shaking.

At first, I wasn’t sure if it was from the exertion of holding two monsters twice her size at bay, or if the intensity I’d seen earlier had taken over.

“You attacked…my mates,” Fumiko whispered. “Now you die!” she screamed with the fury of a lioness.

Fumiko pushed her arms out further, and the two oni were shoved back several feet.

Not wanting them to have a chance to recover, I sprang to my feet. Using my whole body, I loaded up a punch and unloaded on the oni in front of me.

“I want this one,” Fumiko yelled from behind me.

A sound like a storm cell crackled into existence when my fist struck the blade, and I heard an even louder concussion behind me a split second later.

The Dusk on the blade in front of me splintered, vibrated, and shattered, leaving haphazard chunks of purple on the knife like an ill-conceived camouflage.

The oni panicked and attempted to plunge the entire knife into his own stomach.

He’s trying to coat the blade in more of the Dusk.

I caught the monster’s forearms, and we began the worst game of tug-of-war ever imagined.

When my weight shifted in the middle of our wrestling, I caught sight of Fumiko. As I suspected, the second crackling sound from earlier had been her attacking the second oni’s blade with her claws.

From this angle, it looked like her initial attack had completely destroyed the Dusk covering the oni’s blade, along with the entire knife. The ten foot tall beast was now attempting to maneuver away from the golden, stalking cat.

The unarmed oni threw a desperate, overhead double ax-handle punch at Fumiko.

She bounced to the monster’s left to avoid the attack, and sprang back when the oni missed.

The cat girl buried her entire claw under the soft palate of the oni and raked down.

The oni exploded into motes of nothingness half a second later, and the lioness’s fury shifted to the monster I was grappling with.

A woman’s scream ripped through the cove.

Fumiko and I both looked in the direction of the new maiden. The commanding oni was holding the full-sized maiden with his gauntleted hand. Though it was impossible for me to see exactly where, it was apparent that the squiggly tentacle from the gauntlet had latched itself onto her face.

Scholar Yamashiro’s contingent of Hunters were decimated. The old man, propping himself up with a spear, was the only one struggling to remain on his feet.

“Help her!” I shouted at Fumiko.

The cat girl nodded and sprinited toward the blue devil abusing her fellow maiden.

A strained laugh escaped the mouth of the oni I was battling. “You lose. General Otakemaru has already achieved the objective.”

I swallowed my rage-filled retort and redoubled my efforts. Finally, the blade was moving away.

When I had the knife an additional foot back, I forced the oni’s wrists up.

I’m only going to get one shot.

I let go with my right hand and threw everything I could into a one-inch punch.

The oni’s blade didn’t stand a chance. The last of the Dusk exploded, and I snapped the knife in half.

Wasting no time, I threw a hard left cross into the core of the oni.

The monster began to violently shake as light burst through its entire body. Cracks and fissures formed in the oni’s skin.

I’d turned well before it blew apart, but a few motes of fading Dusk blew past me on my way to help Fumiko.


Chapter 23


Damaged Goods



The remaining oni and Fumiko appeared to be evenly matched—only he was fighting one-handed. The lead oni—the one referred to as general Otakemaru—was using an odd-shaped sword in his right hand to fend off Fumiko’s attacks. Unfortunately, Jun still remained restrained by the gauntlet covering his opposite hand.

I sprinted to help the cat girl and free our new ally.

Jun was still writhing in pain where the ghastly tentacle was attached to her face. Two steps into my dash, I could make out more details. The sickening feeler was latched onto the right side of Jun’s face. It covered the space between her cheekbone and forehead with its pulsating flesh.

The new maiden wasn’t just a damsel in distress. Jun was at least six feet tall, and had the build of a basketball player who could push others around on the court. She was straining with every muscle in her body to rip the offensive appendage off of her.

Fumiko was mid-parry when I threw myself at Otakemaru’s sword. The blade was curved like a katana, but the sharpened edge was on the opposite side of the bowed metal.

Regardless of his bizarre sword, my strategy for sending this asshole back to hell was the same as the other oni—destroy his cursed weapon and go for his core.

My fist impacted the sword with the carnage of two cars driving at a hundred miles per hour in a head-on collision.

The reverberation at the point of contact sent me flying back several feet. I skidded to a stop on my heels.

Otakemaru was merely unbalanced for a second, as a flake of Dusk dropped from the oni’s sword.

Fumiko saw an opening in Otakemaru’s defenses and launched a vicious assault. She aimed for the weakened point.

With Otakemaru easily swinging his weapon away from Fumiko’s claws, I launched myself at our foe. The oni general swung his blade upwards, and a few inches of my tranquil fist clipped the edge of his sword.

Otakemaru spun around on his heels while maintaining his hold on Jun. The monster shook his sword.

It was at that moment that I realized my knuckles had been sliced open.

After seeing a second flake of Dusk flake off of Otakemaru’s blade, I noticed he wasn’t attempting to reapply any of the sickening purple energy to it.

Fumiko crouched low and prepared herself for another attack. I bent my knees and chose a different target.

The cat girl launched herself. Her claws nearly scraped the ground as she sprinted toward Otakemaru’s sword.

I timed my attack a split second after Fumiko sprung into action. Sending Dawn to my legs, I bolted to the oni general’s position.

When she was less than two feet away, Fumiko slashed her claws upwards.

Still only using one hand, Otakemaru spun his sword counterclockwise to dodge and counterattack the cat girl.

As the oni was shifting his weight to slice at Fumiko, I punched his gauntlet-covered wrist.

With the exception of the tentacle, all of the Dusk covering Otakemaru’s glove shattered.

The oni ignored Fumiko and stabbed the tip of his blade at me.

Otakemaru generated a blast of air to accompany his attack.

I felt a sting on the ridge of my nose as I flung myself backwards. When I hit the ground, two rivulets of blood were streaming down my nose.

The crunching sound of feet on stones suddenly drew my attention. Ayane and Midori had abandoned their barrier and were checking on the wounded men and women.

Midori’s voice was shaky, but still loud enough to hear. “Hold on,” she pleaded with the most severely injured Hunter.

Ayane activated a barrier next to Midori, pulled out several healing talismans, and started treating the members she could help. The healing talismans would stop some bleeding and do a minor amount of healing, but they wouldn’t save lives.

Knowing the others were depending on me, I jumped back to my feet and prepared myself for another charge.

“Wait,” Scholar Yamashiro gasped, as the old man applied his own healing talisman to a deep cut on his chest. “I’ll go for the body, and you free the maiden.”

Hearing the swipes and clanks of Fumiko’s claws impacting Otakemaru’s sword, I knew the cat girl was hell bent on destroying the oni’s weapon.

I agreed with the Scholar’s plan and watched his stance straighten.

Blue smoke wafted up from the Scholar’s clamped hand, and the old man tightened his grip on the Dawn-infused spear in his hand.

He gave me a nod, and propelled himself faster than I’d seen any other member of the Wheel move.

I followed the Scholar’s lead and threw myself at the oni’s left hand. For a fraction of a second, the Scholar and I were moving in parallel lines of attack, but I overtook him and landed my blow half a second before him.

My punch was in the exact same spot, and it caused the oni to release Jun. I caught the tall, naked woman.

Fumiko's latest barrage scored a direct hit. Two more flakes of Dusk fell from the oni’s weapon.

A heartbeat later, Scholar Yamashiro’s spear pierced Otakemaru’s stomach. We were slowly beating the oni back.

Without warning, the cove darkened. Seconds later, it was impossible to see anything outside a fifty-foot radius. Anything beyond the cove was gone.

A pulsating dot appeared and rapidly expanded. Beyond the dark purple mess, the nightmare of the abyss was visible. Undulating horrors dominated the backdrop of purple.

“You’ve accomplished nothing. Soon, our master will dominate your realm,” Otakemaru growled, and stepped through the purple portal.

The moment the oni was gone, the purple circle collapsed into a single point like an old tube television.

“Ahh!” Jun roared in my arms. The hideous tentacle was still vibrating in place.

I set the maiden down and grabbed a portion of the tendril near its ragged base.

“Jun, we’re going to pull together, okay?”

Her violet left eye shot open. “Hurry up!”

“Right. One, two, three, pull!”

A pop like the largest kernel of corn came from the tentacle. We’d managed to remove an inch of the wriggling flesh from her cheek.

Jun trembled. She was in obvious pain, but she restrained a scream and nodded to continue.

“Fumiko! Grab my arms and pull back when I give the signal.”

The cat girl was behind me and had her arms wrapped around my biceps a couple of seconds later. Her claws were no longer jutting out of her hands, so I assumed she’d shifted her veil back to its original form.

“One, two, three, pull!”

More sickening pops accompanied our progress. The tentacle was almost entirely removed.

Jun wasn’t able to silence her second reaction. She screamed as the lower half of her body bucked.

In the moments between our second effort and Jun’s reaction, Midori and Ayane had joined us.

The kappa girl took up a position near Jun’s head and was channeling the Dawn into her pained comrade, while the Tracker wrapped her hands around Jun’s in an effort to help her pull.

Once Jun was settled, her violet eye bounced between me and Ayane. She gritted her teeth. “Fuck counting. Pull!”

The last section of the tentacle ripped free from Jun’s face.

Fumiko and I fell backwards with the disgusting object still squirming in my hands. I dropped it on the ground.

I channeled my network and covered my legs with the Dawn. Seething with anger, I raised my knee above my waist and stomped down on the wiggling mess.

The tentacle pulsed, filled with the Dawn, and blew apart into millions of fragments.

“Legs!” Fumiko cried, rushing to be near the injured woman.

Ayane backed away from Jun to give Fumiko a spot to land, but Midori stayed where she was to continue administering treatment.

Fumiko settled in place on Jun’s left side and immediately grasped her hand.

“Where is the pain the most severe?” Midori asked in her calm, physician’s voice.

The woman on the ground was still shaking. “My eye! Kuro be damned! My fucking eye!”

A combination of Dawn and Dusk streamed out of Jun’s affected eye like smoke billowing out of a factory. The two energies clouded a few feet above the scene and enveloped each other.

The crackling of Dawn and Dusk colliding filled the air, and I couldn’t help but gawk at the thrashing storm cloud. It ballooned to the size of a car tire in a matter of seconds.

With the gaseous amount of Dawn appearing to be much larger than the Dusk, it seemed like a foregone conclusion which energy would win this clash. The cloudy mass further inflated before collapsing in on itself.

The golden hue of Dawn was all that had remained, but it was less vibrant, and the volume of energy was half of its original size when it settled back around Jun’s body.

A form I wasn’t familiar with shifted around Jun. Unlike the other two yokai girls, Jun was being covered in a buffet of animal parts. Golden tusks and a trunk like an elephant temporarily covered her face and faded. Claws a few inches smaller than Fumiko’s sprang out of her hands and retracted back. A pair of droopy, triangular ears took shape on top of her head and disappeared.

Jun’s actual body appeared to latch onto and keep a couple of animal characteristics. A pattern of tiger stripes covered her from head to toe. Eventually, they were joined by a thick lion-like tail with a puff of pink at its end.

“What’s happening to her?” I asked the group.


Chapter 24


Jet Setting



Midori was the one to answer. “The oni used a Dusk-covered gauntlet with a yokai tentacle to extract Jun’s Dawn. It was trying to render her powerless.” She turned to Ayane. “Can you scan her?”

Ayane did and blanched. “Her Dawn network is completely dark in a radiating pattern from her right eye all the way down to her right knee. The rest of her network is only faintly registering—as if spread thin trying to circulate through the functioning portions of her network. I would estimate the oni extracted nearly 50% of her Dawn.”

“And a piece of the tentacle remains in the wound,” Midori said grimly. “If I don’t remove it, she won’t be able to heal the dark part of her network and regain her lost Dawn.” She shot me a look. “Even if she’s recharged.”

I was temporarily distracted by the grunts of Scholar Yamashiro approaching our position. Thanks to Midori’s help, it appeared he wasn’t the only one now able to move.

“My team’s impaired, but there were no fatalities.” Scholar Yamashiro took control of the scene and updated the entire group. “Ms. Midori, perhaps we should consider transporting our new friend back to the Hold’s facilities.”

“Agreed. I just need to stabilize our friend, and she should be ready for transport.” Midori shook her tone back to a soothing one. “Jun. I’m having a difficult time treating your eye and scanning. Are you comfortable with me calling⁠—”

“Yes! Stop babying me, Midori. Just do it. I’m not one of your whiny patients.”

Midori sighed and looked upward for patience. “Understood. Ayane, take Fumiko’s spot. I need you to perform the pip scan.”

Fumiko gave Jun’s hand a squeeze. “I’m sorry.”

Ayane retook her position next to Jun opposite Midori. The two women spouted a string of updates and actions to one another like an experienced surgeon and assisting nurse.

Two minutes later, an unmarked van arrived on the street next to the park. A team of two emergency responders hurried to our position and got Jun settled on a gurney. Once Jun was secured, one of the crew members mentioned four more incoming vehicles to assist the Scholar and the other injured Hunters.

Less than ninety seconds later, Jun was being pushed into the vehicle with a talisman strapped to her head like an eyepatch. Midori and Ayane occupied the last two seats in the van, so the rest of us would need to wait for the other crews to arrive.

A couple minutes after the first van left, the other four arrived just as promised.

I led Fumiko to a bench near the still-running vans. We prepared ourselves to leave once the survivors were ready.

The cat girl leaned into me and rested her head on my shoulder. I wrapped my arm around her and gently stroked the back of her head.

“What was the thing you did with the Dawn? You know, turning it into armor and claws.”

“My veil. Battle veil. You’ll learn, Dylan,” Fumiko said, sighing out some frustration.

I moved my hand to the top of her head, digging my fingertips into the hair between her ears. From past experiences, I’d learned this provided her with a relaxing sensation. “I know you’re upset. Me too. It kills me to see someone else get hurt, but we saved her.”

“I don’t want any more hurting.” Fumiko looked up at me. Her deep green eyes were filled with guilt and regret. “Legs was in much pain. She never screams.”

Holding her gaze, I redoubled my efforts to calm her down. “Midori’s going to get her healthy again. She was able to help you, and I think she’s going to find a way to help Jun.”

Fumiko looked down and appeared to consider my logic. She twisted her lips from side to side Finally, she said, “You’re right. Greenie is smart. She can fix Legs. It’s her job. I need to do my job.”

Glad to see some of Fumiko’s resilience coming back, I nodded. “You bet your ass, you do. And I’m going to make sure nothing else happens to any of you.” Remembering Otakemaru’s departure, I added, “And I’m going to kill that son of a bitch if we ever see his sorry ass again.”

Fumiko placed her palms on the sides of my face and pulled me closer to her. “Not alone again, Dylan. Together. Always, we work together.” She brought my forehead to hers and drew in several deep breaths.

We comforted each other on the bench until the first of the crews exited the park. I spent the short ride back to the Beppu Hold thanking the injured Hunters for their help in keeping Otakemaru at bay.

The unmarked van took a side street and approached the back of the Serenity Hotel. A guard waved us into a parking garage and pointed to the downward ramp. After a security checkpoint, the vans parked outside the emergency entrance to the medical wing of the Beppu Hold.

Since none of the Hunters were grievously wounded, a contingent of medical staff members were waiting for our arrival with a fleet of wheelchairs. With exception of the Scholar, each member of the group who’d been involved in the fight dutifully collapsed into a chair and was wheeled into the facility.

Scholar Yamashiro must have applied a few of his experimental healing talismans to his injuries because he was moving with a bit more ease. He waved us over, and the three of us walked into the facility together. “I’m going to update the leadership panel and request to stay here. The implications from this latest attack are unsettling. I need to remain with my team.”

“We can postpone the entire trip if you need additional help,” I offered.

A nurse spotted the Scholar and interrupted. “Ms. Midori is in suite 2B. She asked for your assistance whenever possible.”

“Thank you, Mai.” Scholar Yamashiro led us to the indicated room. “I appreciate your offer, Dylan, but I suspect the panel will have an even greater desire to convene. They’ll want an update on this encounter.”

“You mean like the bullshit meeting last time?” I couldn’t stop myself. The whole experience felt like a charade. It was good to gather intelligence and make decisions with the help of knowledgeable advisors, but the meeting left a bad taste in my mouth.

Scholar Yamashiro gave me a knowing nod. “Your first meeting could’ve gone better. However, I think you’ll make much more progress due to the limited size, and with the inclusion of Ms. Fumiko and her veil.”
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Less than an hour later, Fumiko and I were being driven to a small, regional airport northwest of Beppu. Scholar Yamashiro had been correct, the panel had demanded we meet immediately. We’d be skipping the train journey altogether. Instead, we were going to take a small private jet to Osaka, and a car would take us the rest of the way.

Jun’s condition had improved, and we were getting the latest round of updates from Ayane over the phone.

“Jun was finally able to fall asleep about five minutes ago. According to Midori, Jun’s affliction has some symptoms in common with the abyss seeds and the wound Fumiko had. But she says there are some additional factors she’s unfamiliar with. And, of course, the location of the wound is concerning.”

“Both you and Midori have used a tremendous amount of the Dawn recently. How are you holding up?”

A loud crunch came from the seat next to me. The cat girl had sunk her teeth into a handful of curry-flavored rice crackers. To be fair, all of us had pushed ourselves pretty hard during the fight, so she probably needed the calories.

Ayane mumbled something to a person in the background before responding. “Scholar Yamashiro sent a request to the hotel’s kitchen. Room service should be here any minute. After that, I think we’re going to hit the onsen to clear our heads.”

“Sounds like a plan. Call if anything changes, and we’ll reach out again after the meeting.”

“Okay. Talk to you soon.”

After hanging up, I joined Fumiko in munching on convenience store snacks. Spotting the white wrapper of a pork bun, I fished the warm dough ball out of the bag.

“Can I have some?” Fumiko asked between chews.

“Sure,” I chuckled and split the pork bun in two. Handing half of the bun to Fumiko, I said, “I’ll trade you. You get half of the bun, but I want a handful of those curry senbei.”

The cat girl had just popped three more rice crackers into her mouth. Her eyes went wide. “All gone,” she said with her cheeks puffed out like a chipmunk.

I shook my head, took a small bite out of Fumiko’s portion of the pork bun, and handed it over with a chuckle.

Shortly after finishing our snacks, the sedan stopped near a white and black jet. Even though I didn’t know much about aircraft, I could tell this thing must have cost a fortune.

Walking up the extended stairs, I took another look around the exterior of the plane. It was mostly white, but it had lines of black paint on its belly, slightly above the wings, and on top of its tail. There were eight windows on the side we were boarding, so I presumed there were a total of sixteen in the passenger compartment.

A beautifully made up woman in her early thirties waited for us at the top of the jet’s stairs. She wasn’t in the same league as any of my girls, but she resembled the women acting as flight attendants in airline commercials.

“Welcome aboard. My name is Ami, and I will be serving you in the cabin today. Please make yourself comfortable, and the captain should have us ready for departure soon.”

“Thanks. Are we supposed to do anything before take off?” I asked, gawking at the luxurious interior of the jet.

Ami’s warm smile widened. “I’m guessing this is your first time on a private aircraft.”

“That obvious?”

Ami leaned a little closer. “Kind of.” She pushed her hand forward in a playful wave. “As long as you have your seatbelts on during take off and landing, you’ll be fine.”

I thanked Ami and headed further into the jet. We came to four overstuffed leather chairs. There were two of these black seats on either side of the plane, and they faced each other.

Fumiko and I settled into a pair of chairs with a wooden table top between us. The surface of the table matched the cozy, mocha-colored wood trim throughout the cabin. The table along with all of the accents had a reflective shine.

The two of us belted into our seats per Ami’s instructions, and she soon dropped off two glasses of champagne.

I could get used to this.

A couple of minutes later, the captain came back to the cabin. “Hello, I’m Captain Watanabe, and I’ll be the one to make sure you have a safe, comfortable flight. We’ll be touching down at Osaka’s Kansai International Airport in approximately fifty-seven minutes.”

Ami took a seat towards the front of the jet as Captain Watanabe got us airborne.

Five minutes after we took off, the need to rest hit both me and Fumiko. Originally, I had hoped to enjoy all of the creature comforts of being on a private jet, but my belly full of calorie-dense snacks had different plans.

With such a short flight, our naps didn’t last long. The buildup of pressure in my ears woke me. It was obvious that we were descending.

I looked around my seat and the table in front of me for something to chew on. Ami noticed and walked to my leather recliner.

“Is there anything else I can get you before we touch down?”

“You wouldn’t happen to have any sour gummy candy, would you?”

“One moment, please.” Ami walked toward the front of the plane and opened a small wooden cabinet door. She moved a couple of items aside. A moment later, she was walking back to my seat with a recognizable black bag of sour cube candies called Tough Gummy.

After thanking her, I unsealed the bag and popped a couple of brownish-purple cola-flavored gummies into my mouth. The chomping did wonders for my ears.

Fumiko’s nose twitched after I popped a third gummy into my mouth. With her eyes still closed, the cat girl said, “Gross candy. Too much sour flavor.”

“More for me.”

The jet touched down without any issues, and we taxied for about fifteen minutes. Eventually, we rolled into a hanger on the far side of the airport. I suddenly felt like I was in a scene from one of Toshi’s beloved action movies.

Once the flight attendant lowered the stairs, we were greeted by the familiar faces of Sato and Scholar Ueda. Both men were standing next to one of the Wheel’s ubiquitous black sedans.

The four of us piled into the car with Sato settling into his familiar role as the driver.

The Scholar happily sat next to his long-time Hunter, but looked over his shoulder at me, his tone adopting a warning note. “I hope you got some rest on the plane because we have several things to discuss.”


Chapter 25


The Show Must Go On



The first item the Scholar wanted to cover was Jun’s status. He’d been in contact with Scholar Yamashiro and our team in Beppu while Fumiko and I were in the air. The newest warrior maiden was responding well to Midori’s care. She’d briefly woken up, had some food, and went back to resting.

“It sounds like Midori, Ayane, and Yamashiro are forming an excellent medical research dynamic. I’m confident they’ll be able to find a way to help Ms. Jun,” he said after updating us.

I looked at Fumiko. The cat girl was too busy staring out the car window to notice, but her return to health was a prime example of the group’s success. “I completely agree. If nothing else, Midori won’t allow the team to fail.”

With her head still turned, Fumiko added, “Greenie’s good at her job. She’ll find a fix.”

After hearing about the promising development in Beppu, the Scholar asked, “Can Fumiko still cover herself in the Dawn? I know the two of you were just involved in a horrendous encounter, so we can ask for a postponement if she’s unable to do so.”

Fumiko activated her veil to demonstrate her abilities.

The Scholar gasped, and Sato jerked the wheel, having been blindsided by the sudden glare. “Thank you for the demonstration, Fumiko.” The Scholar collected himself. “I’m confident today’s meeting will be an impactful one.”

“Do we know who will be there?” I asked, secretly hoping traditionalist Scholars like Wada and Mori would be in attendance.

Seeing Fumiko’s veil ought to shut them up.

“Toshi’s last communication indicated he and Advisor Endo were still involved in an investigation, so it will most likely just be the Master and Advisor Goto,” Scholar Ueda answered.

Well, never mind.

I hid my disappointment. “Toshi called us yesterday and asked about Kobayashi and Fujita. Has anything changed?”

Sato looked into the rearview mirror and cleared his throat. “Now’s not the time to discuss it.”

Scholar Ueda shook his head. “Toshi’s kept us in the loop, and this matter will come to light soon. For the time being, can you report on the oni battle?”

Doing my best to remove my raw emotions from the situation, I described everything from our first sighting of Jun, to the encounter in the bamboo cove, and the escape of Otakemaru.

“It appears the evil overlord is desperate to intervene. This escalation in hostilities is unprecedented, and will no doubt be a topic of conversation today and at the next council meeting,” the Scholar said when I was finished.

“I’m more than happy to share what happened, but we need to take some form of action. I wouldn’t have been able to save Jun without Fumiko’s help.”

With the mention of her name, Fumiko turned her attention away from the window. “I trained Dylan. I can train more.”

The Scholar’s eyebrow raised in the rearview mirror. “Impressive. Would such a thing even be possible with other members? I thought Dylan was chosen by the Kirin?”

Fumiko looked at me and nodded. “Yes, Dylan has big Dawn. He has the Kirin mark. But others can improve a little.”

During the rest of the car ride, we discussed the nature of Fumiko’s lessons. I recounted how a portion of my network improved after each of her lessons. Breathing and concentration exercises seemed ludicrous, but there was an obvious connection between my training with the cat girl and my ability to wield the Dawn.

The topic of Fumiko’s training continued after we arrived at Hosen-In Temple, the site of the Kyoto Hold. There were no other cars in the parking lot, and a single Tracker was waiting for us outside the grounds of the temple.

We followed the young woman down the same stone pathway, through the gate, and into the picturesque building with its walls open to the glorious gardens.

I wish we could have this meeting inside of the actual temple. The view is spectacular.

Alas, we weren’t able to conduct our business in the picture-perfect viewing room on the ground floor. Instead, we followed the same protocols from my first visit and ended up in the same subterranean meeting room.

Maybe next time.

The Master and Advisor Goto were already in the room when I opened the door.

During my last visit, I hadn’t noticed how high the ceiling was in the council’s meeting room. I was craning my neck up to get a better look at a mural ten or more feet above my head when the Master spoke up.

“In light of the recent attack, we’ve asked Advisor Endo to temporarily halt his investigation and confirm the status of the portals on Mount Hiei,” the Master said. Once we’d taken our seats, the elderly man nodded to his advisor.

Goto pulled out a phone and placed a call with her speaker on. After the second ring, the call was answered.

“Endo. Our group is approaching the clearing and portals now.”

The crunch of footsteps on a forest path and a few errant bird calls issued from Endo’s side of the call. Someone with Endo muffled something unintelligible, but in a tone that suggested disbelief.

“What’s going on, Endo?” The Master demanded.

“Master, I have great news! The portal to the abyss has diminished.”

All of the members of the Wheel exchanged looks of disbelief. Finally, the Master leaned closer to Goto’s phone.

“Can you elaborate? Your earlier report mentioned the complete opposite.”

A few more voices were in the background and crackled with interference from Endo’s side.

“Yes, Master. When I began the investigation into the mysterious deaths surrounding the monks, the portal to the abyss was at least seven and a half centimeters in diameter. Now, it appears to be slightly smaller than a pea. Maybe a centimeter in diameter.”

Wait. The monks on Mt. Hiei that guard the portals…they’re all dead?

Advisor Goto nodded her approval in the direction of the Master. A smile touched the elderly man’s lips.

“It’s small because of Otakemaru. Lots of energy for him. But big again, soon,” Fumiko said with certainty in her voice.

Everyone in the room turned in Fumiko’s direction. Goto lowered her phone and tilted her head. “How can you possibly know that?”

Instead of answering, Fumiko covered herself in the Dawn. Shortly after the golden light surrounded her body, Fumiko’s veil took shape.

Advisor Goto gasped in response.

“What’s happening?” Endo asked from the still active phone.

The Master picked up the phone and held it in front of his mouth. “The warrior maiden just warned us to exercise caution regarding our optimistic outlook on this situation.”

“Warrior maiden? Are you sure it’s her?” Endo asked, with a touch of doubt in his voice.

Fumiko pinched her lips together, closed her eyes, and tensed her arms. A few seconds later, the veil surrounding her transformed into the armored version I’d seen a few hours earlier in Beppu.

With her body covered in armor, and her hands covered with claws, it was difficult for Fumiko to appear non-threatening. She held her palms up and lowered her head in an attempt to indicate she meant no harm.

The Master’s eyes were glued to the cat girl, but he answered his advisor. “Yes, we’ve received irrefutable evidence that she is who she says she is.”

“Please, help us. Dylan will fight. I will fight. Others too. But maybe not enough,” Fumiko said. She released her veil before giving the Master and Advisor Goto a slight bow.

My eyes drifted to Scholar Ueda. The man wore a satisfied smile. He brought his finger up to his chin, and nodded.

“Endo, are you still there?”

“Yes.”

“I want a team of two Hunters stationed at the portal site at all times. Determine a rotation between the Kyoto and Shiga Holds. Those on watch are instructed to alert the leadership panel if there are any changes to either portal.”

“It will be done, Master.”

The elderly man ended the call and handed the phone back to Goto.

“We apologize for not recognizing the validity of Hunter Rossi’s claims earlier. A demonstration like the one you just displayed will immediately convince every member of the Wheel’s council,” the Master assured Fumiko.

“Sorry doesn’t help. We should be training. And training others,” Fumiko fired back.

“Training?” Advisor Goto asked.

Seizing the opportunity to demonstrate some of my growth, I motioned to Fumiko to let me handle this portion.

“If I may, Advisor Goto, Master? Last time I was here, I demonstrated the tranquil fist technique.”

“A diminished version of it, yes,” the elderly man was quick to interject.

“Right. Well, through some recent developments, and Fumiko’s training, I’m now able to draw upon more of the Dawn.”

I concentrated on my network. I wanted to call on as much of the Dawn as possible. A few moments later, my arms, chest, and upper back were all covered in golden light.

“Impossible,” Advisor Goto muttered, her jaw hanging open.

Looking at my arms, I could see the Dawn covering my arms was slowly approaching Fumiko’s veil. The light energy was radiating more than half a foot away from my hands.

I’m about halfway there. Is the Dawn really going to cover my entire body with a foot of energy once I encounter the last of the maidens?

Remembering there were other areas where I had improved, I shifted my focus. The Dawn surrounding my upper body faded. A couple of seconds later, my legs were covered with the same light energy.

“This is unprecedented,” the Master whispered. He shook himself and looked at Fumiko. “You can teach other Hunters to encase their bodies in a similar fashion?”

Fumiko bobbed her head back and forth, considering his question.

“Some can grow more Dawn. Maybe a few can use tranquil fist with help,” Fumiko answered, pointing at my gloves.

“Having some form of documentation on these methods would be tremendously beneficial. Would it be possible for you to record your lessons?” The Master asked Fumiko. He turned to his advisor, received a nod, and continued. “I’m not sure how many members will be immediately receptive to this training, but if we had the means to replicate Hunter Rossi’s results, they will listen.”
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The rest of our time in the Kyoto Hold was filled with plans for the meeting scheduled two weeks in the future. The Master seemed very energetic and eager to get Fumiko in front of the entire council.

When we were done, Advisor Goto offered to walk us out of the building.

I paused for a moment when we reached the first floor of Hosen-in Temple. Even though the doors of the outer walls had been shut, part of my brain was still scratching at the idea of sitting in the open room and soaking up the natural beauty only a few feet away.

As I turned away from the missed opportunity, I saw Goto looking over her shoulder at me. For the first time, a fraction of a smile touched the corners of her lips.

As we reached the parking lot, Goto pulled me aside. “While it can be difficult for members of the Wheel to appreciate the tranquility of Hosen-in Temple, I think you may want to consider visiting Arashiyama Garden Ryokan.”

Slightly confused by her suggestion, I answered, “Okay. I’m not sure where it is.”

The advisor turned to her left and pointed at a building less than a quarter of a mile away. “That’s the Arashiyama Garden Ryokan. It’s been in operation for nearly a hundred years. It has a sitting room similar to Hosen-in Temple and an outdoor onsen.”

“Onsen! Where? I like onsen very much,” Fumiko excitedly interrupted.

The matronly woman chuckled. “Then it would be our pleasure to have you, Hunter Rossi, and the others in your group stay at the ryokan when you return in a couple of weeks.”

Scholar Ueda spent most of the ride back to Osaka on his phone, either providing updates or receiving them.

Since Sato seemed happy to drive in silence, Fumiko and I enjoyed another nap in the warm car. When my eyes opened again, we were inside of the Osaka Hold.

We exchanged pleasantries with Scholar Ueda and Sato before excusing ourselves. A short train ride later, we were near my neighborhood grocery store.

“I want sushi,” Fumiko announced less than fifty feet away from the entrance.

I stopped walking and pulled out my phone. “We’ll get some, but we need to call Ayane first.”

Fumiko gave me a playful pout. “Okay.”

Ayane picked up right away and immediately asked, “How’d it go?”

Laughing at both her and Fumiko’s impatience, I gave her a summary of our meeting. I ended my recap with Advisor Goto’s invitation to stay at the nearby ryokan.

“Really? We’re going to attend the next meeting and stay at the Arashiyama Garden Ryokan. This is amazing!” I could almost hear Ayane levitating on the other end.

“It sounds like the whole group has something to look forward to.” I chuckled. “How are things there?”

Ayane regained her composure and adopted a bit of her at-work persona. “Let’s see, Midori joined Scholar Yamashiro in the lab about an hour ago. She admitted to not having a clear pathway forward in terms of treating Jun’s eye, but she didn’t seem discouraged.”

“Good, and how’s Jun doing?”

Ayane took a few seconds to answer. “If I’m being honest, Jun’s a bit…abrasive. She marched out of the medical wing with just a hospital gown on. It took both me and Midori to convince her to at least wear some of Chiaki’s clothes before entering the hotel portion of the Hold.”

“I guess it’s a good thing those two are about the same size.”

“Very funny. In all seriousness, she’s extremely stubborn on top of being thorny. It took about an hour for us to convince her to keep an eyepatch on to make applying her healing talismans easier.”

Since she was oblivious to the conversation, Fumiko stood on her toes and tried to catch sight of the prepared foods section of the grocery store.

“Do you think she’ll listen to Fumiko?” I asked.

Ayane let out a long exhale. “It’s possible. She’s short with Midori, but she doesn’t completely ignore her. And as for me…” I could almost hear her eyes rolling. “She treats me like an outsider. I’m definitely not in the warrior maiden’s club as far as she's concerned.”

Maybe it was too much to hope for that my growing harem of ladies would all get along.

After a few more minutes, the conversation started to naturally wind down. Fumiko tugged on my arm to accompany her into the store. I cradled the phone against my ear and waved for the cat girl to go in without me.

“Are you still there?” Ayane asked with a touch of concern in her voice.

“Yeah, I’m here. Sorry, we’re just trying to figure something out for dinner.”

Ayane snorted and said, “Just get what you always do when I’m not around—a sushi platter. You know Fumiko will eat anything with fish.”

Even though I knew she couldn’t see me doing it, I shook my head in response. “Am I really that predictable?”

A round of laughter came from her end. “You absolutely are. But I still love you.”

“Thanks, I guess. And I love you, too. Need anything from the apartment or your place?”

Ayane hummed into the receiver like she was making sure no one was listening and whispered, “Can you bring my doujins?”


Chapter 26


The Cat That Got The Cream



With our platters of sushi in a bag, Fumiko and I started walking back to my apartment. Since Osaka was a few degrees cooler than Beppu, our bodies seemed to naturally glide together.

When our arms brushed up against each other, Fumiko grabbed onto my hand. She held our hands in front of her face for a few steps and seemed lost in thought.

Finally, the cat girl brought the back of my hand to the side of her face. “Sorry, Dylan. I have more memories, but more troubles.”

I stopped walking and pulled Fumiko closer to me. She buried her face in my chest. “I love you, and that’s never going to change. You don’t need to apologize for your past. You heard the Master and the rest of them. The Wheel is going to improve because of you.”

“Really? You love me?”

I stroked the top of her head. “Really. I mean it.”

“I love you, too.” Fumiko took a long inhale. “Dylan’s smell is the best.”

“Mate,” I corrected.

Fumiko slowly leaned back. Her chin was tucked in, but she gradually met my eyes. “Mate,” she agreed. Her eyes sparkled, and the warmth of her whole personality was finally on full display. “Mate’s smell is the best.” She turned her head from one side to the other and added, “Don’t tell Ayane-mate.”

We shared a laugh, and this quickly escalated into me leaning closer to the cat girl and tilting her head up. Fumiko’s lips eagerly met mine, and we kissed for the first time in over a week.

She opened her mouth and sought out my tongue with her own. Fumiko was far more aggressive with her darting, lapping, and twisting than she’d been in the past.

I guess she’s been missing this too.

When our lips parted, Fumiko’s eyes remained closed for a few moments. She looked like she was savoring the moment the same way one of us would relish something Ayane had prepared for dinner.

It was hard to see in the dark, but I swear Fumiko ran her tongue past her canines a couple of times before she brought her lips together. The corners of her mouth curved up in the most devious of smiles.

“What’s that for?”

“Just wait, mate.”

I held Fumiko against me for the last block and a half before arriving at my building.

Predictably, Mr.Tanaka spotted us walking outside of his curry restaurant as we made our way to the stairwell. The perverted purveyor of spicy curries adopted a cheshire grin. He followed this with a knowing nod and wave.

At the top of the stairs, Fumiko punched in the code. Once inside, we dove back into each other’s lips. I dropped the bag of food once we were inside. Suddenly, eating was the last thing we were concerned with.

Moments after Fumiko’s slightly rough tongue wrestled mine against one of her soft cheeks, I slid my hands to the top of her head. I used the pad of my thumb to rub the soft fur of Fumiko’s large feline ears.

I’d been tempting fate all day by touching the crown of her head. While the crown of her head was a source of relaxation, the areas at the base and along her ears were erogenous zones on the cat girl.

Fumiko quivered in response to my touch. She’d been kneading her fingers on my chest, but she suddenly grew bolder.

One of Fumiko’s hands made its way to my nipple. She traced circles around her target while her other hand took a painstakingly slow journey down to my dick.

Not wanting to be outdone, I paused my lobe play, and went for a couple even more sensitive areas. I used my right hand to reach around Fumiko’s sensual waist and grip one of her tails. My left hand went directly to one of the cat girl’s large, irresistible tits.

With each of my hands on one of her tits and tails, Fumiko sped up her quest for cock. She unzipped my fly and reached in. I was more than ready for her when she gripped my shaft and started pumping.

Our lips pulled away again, and we stared at each other through hooded lids while our busy hands cranked up the temperature.

Making my hot cat girl horny was the only thing that mattered. I gave her nipple a slight pinch.

“Aaah, mate. You like breasts, yes?”

I squeezed her tit. “Very much.”

“Good. I have an idea. Come with me.”

Fumiko kept her hand in my pants, but turned toward the bedroom. I was sad to temporarily lose access to her full tits, but I played along.

When we got to the bedroom, Fumiko released my member and slipped out of her clothes until she was down to her sheer red bra and panties.

I hesitated with my own stripping to fully appreciate the view. Fumiko’s pink nipples visibly pressed against the silky, red fabric of her straining bra, while her panties left almost nothing to the imagination around her hips, inner thighs, and inviting pussy.

Fumiko noticed my lack of progress and began yanking at my remaining garments. “Off, now. Time for fun.”

Trying not to laugh at Fumiko’s enthusiastic assistance, I worked on the articles of clothing she wasn’t helping with. A few moments later, I was completely naked.

The cat girl stalked around the room, stopping when she’d placed herself between me and the bedroom door. With the bed behind me, Fumiko nudged me backwards with playful pushes.

Once I felt the mattress on the back of my legs, I fell back onto the bed after her final push.

Fumiko’s eyes narrowed. She jumped onto the bed and dropped her round butt on my thighs. Her tails began to gently wave from side to side.

Just as suddenly as Fumiko had jumped onto the bed, she brought herself up on all fours. She moved backwards until her face was above my stiff cock.

Licking her lips, Fumiko lowered her mouth onto my member. Skipping any pretext of teasing, she began by rubbing my tip against the inside of her cheek while her tongue lapped further down my shaft.

A few moments later, Fumiko switched things up and began taking me into the back of her throat. She rolled her eyes up and met my gaze while plunging down.

Slowing down, Fumiko popped my cock out of her mouth and caught her breath.

When I started to sit up to return the favor, Fumiko shoved me back. “Not yet. I have my idea.”

The cat girl unclasped her bra, and her D-cup tits bounced out of their satiny coverings.

Letting a bit of saliva drip from her tongue, Fumiko pushed her breasts together and began alternating between lifting and lowering them. “Breast sex, mate. Maybe you like it?”

Before I could confirm that I would very much like it, Fumiko lowered her chest and surrounded my cock.

Fumiko rubbed her tits up and down while applying an unreal amount of pressure. The softness of her skin all around my shaft almost gave me the same sensation of being inside of her.

The head of my cock crested out of the mammary valley, and Fumiko’s tongue flicked out to meet it on each pass.

After a couple of minutes, Fumiko lifted her head and said, “You cum a lot. All over breasts. Cum for me, mate.”

She sucked air in through her teeth, squeezed her tits together harder, and sped up.

“Cum for me, mate.” She seemed to find another gear. “Ohh, yeah. I want it.” More pressure. “Please, mate. Cum for me.”

I was halfway to achieving my orgasm, but all of the horses left the barn the second she started begging for me to finish.

It felt like the Fourth of July, and my cock was a roman candle. Shot after hot shot flew out of me and splashed on Fumiko’s face, neck, and very heavily coated her still pumping tits.

When I was done, Fumiko’s eyes became hooded once again. Her impish grin also returned, and she said, “Yeah, you like breast sex.”
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We needed to get up earlier than normal the next morning. Our train was scheduled before eight, so there wasn’t enough time for me to cook an elaborate breakfast. Fumiko kept quiet about the lack of sausage or bacon once I told her we could get some boxed meals for the train ride.

The cat girl helped me clean the kitchen, and we’d just grabbed the last of our items when the door code began to beep.

I positioned myself between Fumiko and the door, and I held my arms out.

Besides Ayane and Midori, who the fuck knows my code?

The automatic lock disengaged and the knob turned.

Before the door opened, I called out, “Can I help you with something?”

Toshi’s head was over his shoulder looking down the stairs, and he nearly fell over when I spoke.

“You scared the shit out of me. What are you doing here?” Toshi demanded, holding my door open.

“I live here, genius.” I waved him in and turned back toward the kitchen. Once I heard the door close, I continued. “We’ve got to catch a train in less than thirty minutes, so I hope this is quick.”

Instead of answering, Toshi was looking at something in my entryway. His head followed the edge between the walls and where they met the ceiling. He paused at a corner near the doorframe and pulled something out of his jacket.

“What the hell⁠—”

Toshi spun around and brought a finger up to his lips.

I stopped speaking and stood still. Fumiko, still in the kitchen, held her breath.

Toshi cracked something in his hand, and a small plume of red smoke started to gather in his fingers. He brought his hand to the section of wall he had been investigating earlier.

The three of us stood in silence for a minute. A steady, light stream of red smoke continued to leave Toshi's hand the entire time. When the smoke stopped, the Hunter lowered his hand and stepped close to me.

“This area is clear, but my place has been bugged.”When I pulled back to react, Toshi grabbed the front of my coat. “We can’t be sure about the rest of your apartment, so just listen. Catch your train. Stay in Beppu as long as you can.” He moved a few inches closer. “Keep my sister safe.”

I clenched my teeth and asked, “What the hell is going on?”

“Someone’s betrayed the Wheel.”


Chapter 27


Hand Signals



The three of us were outside of my door. Toshi stood with his back to my apartment, Fumiko on the third step, and I was against the wall opposite my apartment. When my phone chimed, I unlocked the screen and read Ayane’s response out loud to Toshi.

“If he doesn’t call me before nine, we’re all coming back to Osaka today.”

“Shit,” Toshi whispered. He pulled out his own phone and started thumbing a short message. “There, are you happy? Now go, or you’ll miss your train, and I’ll never hear the end of it from Ayane.”

I nodded and started down the stairs. “She’s worried about you. Just be careful.”

Fumiko and I hustled to the station and made our train with just enough time to snag two bentos without really looking. We chatted a little about Toshio’s bombshell about someone betraying the Wheel, but since we knew next to nothing about what he was investigating, there wasn’t much else to say.

When we settled into our seats, Fumiko changed the subject. “When is training?”

“We can train whenever you’d like, but we need to make sure we’re helping the Hunters in Oita and Beppu.”

“Yes. Their training. When?”

Thinking Fumiko might have misunderstood the meeting we had the day before. I tried to choose my words wisely. “We’re going to create a training guide. I don’t know if the Master actually wants us to start teaching Hunters.”

Fumiko appeared to digest my response for a few minutes. She shifted in her seat and watched the blur of scenery rocketing past the window.

With her head still facing away from me, the cat girl said, “By then, maybe too late.”

After Toshi’s mention of betrayal and hearing Fumiko’s disheartening prediction, I decided to heed the cat girl’s suggestion. If nothing else, I had to be strong enough to fight that oni son of bitch the next time we met.

We practiced some breathing and Dawn exercises during the four-hour long trip. Covering my legs with the Dawn was becoming second nature. I was confident I’d be able to utilize some Dawn-infused kicks when the need arose.

Fumiko demonstrated the battle version of her veil a few times during the trip. I learned it was extremely difficult for her to do so outside of combat. Piecing together her explanations, it sounded like adrenaline and other hormones eased this transformation when she was placed in a stressful situation. Unfortunately, sitting in a reclined chair on a comfortable bullet train didn’t constitute a stressful situation. By her third attempt, it was obvious that this version of her veil was taxing her both calorically and physically.

She scarfed down her bento of minced fatty tuna over rice, topped with bright orange fish eggs. I tried to explain the next portion of my training between mouthfuls of oyakodon, braised chicken and a soft-scrambled egg over rice.

“Having nature is better,” the cat girl said, popping a tiny fish egg into her mouth. “You can concentrate more,” she reasoned.

Following an example she demonstrated before eating, I clasped my fingers together. The placement of each finger was supposed to help open tiny areas of my network, so it was important for me to get that part right.

With my left hand, I had my index finger and pinky pushed out wide while pushing my middle and ring fingers together. Meanwhile, on my right hand, I pushed my index finger and middle fingers together and did the same with my ring finger and pinky.

Sliding the pairs of fingers on my right hand into the spaces on my left was challenging, but I felt a minute click inside my wrists when I locked my hands together.

Chewing her way through another mouthful of tuna and rice, Fumiko said, “Good. Breathe in two times. Breathe out one, long time.” For a moment, she forgot she was chewing and nearly choked when she demonstrated the technique.

The cat girl was quick to recover with a couple of self-administered bumps to her chest. Finding it difficult to stifle my laughter at Fumiko’s near cartoonish reaction, I handed her a bottle of water.

Once she had herself under control, Fumiko demonstrated the breathing technique again without food in her mouth. Soon, her legs and arms were covered in an even layer of Dawn.

Wanting to keep my training rolling, I folded my fingers together in the pattern Fumiko demonstrated earlier and followed her suggested breathing routine.

After the third exhale, I started envisioning my network again. The circulation of Dawn running between chest and arms was a familiar image. A similar feeling was growing with the chain between my legs, and my chest.

Fumiko’s voice echoed inside of this mental representation of my network. It was like she was seeing into my network with me. “Good, mate. You can see the flow, yes?”

“It’s difficult, but I can see all four of them.”

“First steps. Pick one and tell me.”

“I’m not sure I understand. What am I picking?”

The image of my network faded for a moment.

Maybe Fumiko was right. This might be easier if we weren’t on a train.

“Keep breathing, mate. Pick one.” The moment after Fumiko instructed me to make a decision, I felt a pinch on my shoulder and the light from the Dawn intensified in that portion of my body. “Pick one, and tell me.”

Since covering my upper body with the Dawn was becoming second nature, I decided to test Fumiko’s line of questioning with my right arm. I lifted my elbow and said, “This one.”

“Good. See this one connect to another. Mmmm, connect to this one,” the cat girl said, poking my right arm and left thigh.

“What? Those two don’t connect at all.” My network faded more rapidly.

“Yes, connected. All network is connected.” Her voice took on that odd internal echo effect. She must have moved closer because I could feel her breath on my ear. “See deeper, mate.”

I strained my internal focus. Seeing the links in the chain between my chest and right arm wasn’t difficult, but I’d never attempted to look closer—to see the component pieces of each link. Following a single link, I zoomed in. It was segmented.

At set intervals, the links would flash, and some of the segments would shift. I stayed on the single link and its segments. As I observed the ninth or tenth flash, I saw a segment shift down and to the left.

“Yes, there. Connected!”

My eyes flew open, and I was covered in sweat. However, I now could see how my network was connected throughout my body.

“Damn, this is hard,” I said while catching my breath. I threw Fumiko a smile. “Thanks, teacher.”
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By the time we reached Beppu, I was exhausted. I’d been able to cover each of my limbs with the Dawn, but only to my ankles and wrists.

Fumiko suggested that we postpone further training until we were in a park or on a trail. Since nature was supposed to bolster the Dawn, I tried to avoid getting worried about my results.

We were exiting the station when Fumiko fired off a random request.

“Bookstore! Can we go? After training, can we go? The lady is nice.” The cat girl was tugging my arm with one hand and pointing down a narrow street with the other.

“You bet. Why don’t we see if anyone wants to join us?” I responded with a smile.

We’d made it to the other side of the street when I finished speaking, and one of the wild-eyed people with newspapers heard the end of my question.

“Yes, join us! You should join us, friend,” a man with greasy, shoulder-length hair and a thin mustache called out.

In an attempt to not engage with whatever this guy was selling, I grabbed Fumiko’s hand and maintained my steady pace.

The cat girl tried to keep up, but she stepped too closely to the cultists Chiaki had warned us about earlier.

Like a well-drilled group of Spartan hoplites, the segment of the line furthest away from the station formed up and folded in on us.

“Great, you want to join us. You’re ready to hear the truth,” the greasy-haired man said, forming up with his brethren behind us. “We should go to the mountain together to pray. The end is coming. Our leader has seen it.”

At this point, the only options available were to walk into traffic or push through the obvious cultists.

I turned back to the guy trying to engage in a conversation with us. “We don’t have time to visit the mountain. Please tell your friends to move, or I’ll move them.”

The man with the greasy hair steepled his fingers together like he was trying to form two sides of an isosceles triangle. “The leader says December twenty-seventh will mark the beginning of the end. You should pray now—there’s not much time left, friend.”

Slowly, other members in the group all formed a similar signal with their hands.

Great, nothing’s getting through to these people.

I turned back in the original direction we were headed and took a step forward. “We’re leaving. You're going to step aside or fall on your ass. Either way, you’re moving.”

Fumiko followed my lead and took a confident step toward the Serenity Hotel.

The cult members immediately in front of us were two men who appeared to be in their late thirties. They glared at me and Fumiko as we approached. However, their resolve came crashing down once it became apparent I wasn’t bullshitting—and that I was nearly a foot taller than them. Both of their heads hung down, and they backed away to open a path for us.

When we were out of the encirclement, one of the cultists called out, “Some people aren’t worth saving.”

Another replied as we walked away, “Yeah, just like those filthy, stinking, non-believer monks. I’m glad they’re all dead.”


Chapter 28


Problem Child



Monks?

I remembered Endo’s report on the dead monks during his phone call to the Master. Knowing what I’d just heard was too much of a coincidence to ignore, I pulled out my phone. After switching to the selfie camera, I angled the phone to capture as many cultists in the picture as possible.

I didn’t want to engage with these people any further, but they might have some information for Toshi. I added the pictures to an ongoing chat I had with Toshi, along with a coded message.

When Fumiko and I entered our suite at the Serenity Hotel, we stumbled upon a scene from a sitcom.

Ayane was sitting at the dining table with her back to the entryway. She was dressed in business attire, wearing a headset, and speaking to a laptop. She rapidly tapped the keys on her laptop while mentioning something about the next meeting.

Midori had pulled one of the dining table chairs next to a couch in the living room and was sitting in it crouched forward. She was in a lab coat and covered in her kappa veil. Midori held a vial of something in her left hand, and was inserting one of her Dawn needles into Jun’s eye.

Jun looked apathetic. Her long hair had been tied into a couple of lopsided, long pink pigtails. She was reclined on the couch next to Midori. The tall woman’s face had a touch of red to it, and she let out an impressive belch. The newest maiden held the TV’s remote in one hand while the other grasped a tall silver can with -196 boldly written across it.

She’s a fan of Strong Zero. Good to know.

Music from the TV mingled with Ayane’s meeting to mask our arrival, but Jun’s one good violet eye rolled in our direction when she took another pull from her can. When she spotted Fumiko, Jun’s gaze steadied.

“Commander, you’re back,” Jun called out, using her outside voice.

Ayane covered her face with one of her hands, drew in a deep breath, and continued with her meeting. Her voice betrayed a hint of agitation.

“Shit. I pissed off Mom,” Jun joked and took another swig.

“Drinking doesn’t make my job any easier,” Midori admonished, pulling her Dawn needle out of Jun’s eye. The kappa girl released her veil and turned toward us. “Welcome back.”

Fumiko stood with her legs apart and her fists on her hips. “Greenie. Legs. No more fighting.”

Jun sat up. She put down the 9% ABV malt beverage and busied herself with adjusting her pigtails and eye patch. Seeing the tall, muscular woman in full view, I was immediately struck by how sexy she was.

With a couple of swift tugs, Jun was able to tighten her hair ties, and her two-foot-long pigtails were instantly symmetrical. The black piece of leather covering her eye looked like a starfish with one of its legs removed. A string of leather attached the two horizontal pieces around Jun’s head, and the remaining vertical bits covered the scar on her cheek and forehead.

The touch of red on Jun’s cheeks deepened, and it threatened to spread to her thin nose. Her lips weren’t full and pouty, but streamlined and symmetrical. They fit with her pointed chin perfectly and made her a striking, if unconventional, beauty.

Jun was dressed in workout clothing that left little to the imagination. Her black sports bra top smashed her handful-sized tits together in a jaw-dropping amount of cleavage. Below the top, her defined abs and obliques were visible. Finally, her tight, black booty shorts hugged her firm ass, small waist, and toned upper thighs. Her pink-tipped lion tail swung lazily from side to side.

Fuck. I’ve got to hit the gym harder and pay closer attention to my diet. She’s got me beat on muscle definition.

My appreciation of her form must have caught Jun’s attention. “What are you staring at, ladies’ man?”

“Just wondering if you could give me some pointers in the gym,” I said with a smirk. Ayane warned me that Jun was prickly, so I didn’t see any sense in taking anything she said personally.

Fumiko, on the other hand, wasn’t pleased. “Legs, he’s marked by the Kirin. He’s our mate. Play nice.”

The cat girl walked to the couch and sat next to the tall woman, and I took a seat on the empty couch. I patted the spot next to me, and Midori happily joined me.

Jun lowered her head a little. “If you want me to, I will.” She huffed out a sigh and picked up her can. “I just don’t know if we need him.”

Midori covered her face with her hands and shook her head. “She’s been like this the whole time she’s been awake. Jun’s always been quick tempered and a little prickly, but I suspect something in that tentacle is feeding into her negative emotions.”

“Butt out, Midori. The real warriors are talking,” Jun slurred. A hint of the tall woman’s tiger stripes became visible.

Fumiko slapped the Strong Zero out of Jun’s hand. The can sailed out of the room and clanked on the marble floor.

Jun’s tiger stripes were in full bloom.

“I’m sorry, but could you wait just a moment?” Ayane asked the other people in her meeting. The Hunter quickly clicked a couple of buttons and turned toward Fumiko. “This needs to stop.” Just as quickly, Ayane resumed her participation in the meeting. “Again, apologies for that. Where were we?”

Fumiko lowered her voice and wrapped her hand around Jun’s. “You need control. It’s difficult. I know. Fighting the angry voice here.” Fumiko stopped to tap the side of her head. “It’s hard. Ayane-mate helped me. She can help you fight.”

Jun let out a deep breath, finally seeming to realize she had screwed up. She squeezed Fumiko’s hand. “I’ll try. If you say I can trust her, I will. Besides, I saw how she handled herself in the park.” She tipped her chin in my direction and gave me a dismissive glance. “Him, I’m not so sure about.”

“Jun, stop being illogical. You know you need Dylan to recharge your Dawn. Without it, you won’t be able to use your veil. How will you help then?” Midori reasoned, rubbing the back of her neck and looking uncomfortable with the subject.

Jun’s tiger stripes began to fade.

Before I could even ask, Midori jumped in. “They come and go when she’s experiencing strong emotions.”

The tall woman clenched the hand that Fumiko wasn’t holding. “I’m strong enough. I can still access some of my network.” Jun tensed her body and a few wisps of gold escaped her. The Dawn at the top of her head appeared in a vague outline of floppy ears.

The memory of seeing the Dawn form an odd mixture of animal parts around Jun’s body flashed in my head.

Jun’s body stopped shaking, and she gasped for breath. “See?” she panted, trying to put on a brave face.

I piped up. “What’s the form of your veil? It wasn’t clear when I saw it.”

“It’s a chimera, okay? Since I need the power to withstand a lot of attacks, the Kirin decided to lend me the strength of multiple animals,” Jun said, rolling her eye as if I should have known that already.

“Don’t make a mistake like I did. Talk to us, all of us, and we’ll help you. Dylan will help you,” Midori offered.

Jun bit at her lip for a moment. She looked sad and finally asked in a whisper, “Will he?”

“Good. The next meeting’s schedule for the twentieth. See you then, bye.” Ayane closed her laptop and removed her headset. “I realize I’m not the only one using this suite, but I’d appreciate it if we could establish some rules for when I’m in a meeting.” Her eyes were locked on Jun the entire time she was speaking.

Having said her piece, Ayane moved to the couch and sat in the open space next to me. “I missed you,” she said, kissing my head.

After the excitement of catching up with everyone settled, the exhaustion I’d felt at the station hit me again. The training I’d done during the journey, coupled with everything that had happened the previous day, had taken a toll on me. I excused myself from the living room, laid down on the king-sized bed in the far room, and slept for the better part of a day.
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Ayane was the one to wake me up the following afternoon. “Why’s my brother in Beppu?” she asked after kissing me awake.

I rubbed my eyes and tried to gather my thoughts before answering. “Sorry. I might have forgotten to mention that I texted him yesterday. When did he get to the hotel?”

My Tracker girlfriend sat on the edge of the bed. “According to Chiaki, he’s not staying at the Serenity Hotel. I saw him near the train station this morning when I went for a walk. He signaled for me to stay away, so I stayed away.”

Sitting up and propping myself against the headboard, I thought about my encounter with the cultists the day before. “One of those weirdos that Chiaki warned us about said something about a bunch of dead monks. I didn’t think it was a coincidence, so I sent Toshi their pictures. They’ve got to be related to Advisor Endo’s investigation somehow.”

Ayane rocked back and forth for a few seconds. She brought in a long inhale and sighed it out as her face became more serious. “I’ll do my best to not worry about him. We talked for about an hour yesterday, and he said he was getting close to the breaking point.”

“Then why’s he still doing this shit? Let’s grab him and talk some sense into him.”

The beautiful Tracker tilted her head from one shoulder to the other, like she was weighing a couple of options. “He said if it gets any more dangerous, he’d find a way to back out. He swore on Dad’s name, so I have to trust him.”

Ayane had told me about this promise between the siblings weeks ago. It was a childhood method she and Toshi had developed to keep one another honest through the years. Even though they were adults, it was still treated like a binding oath between them.

I licked my lips. “Do you think I made the wrong choice by telling him?”

“Not at all.”

I sat up in the bed and pulled Ayane in for a hug. “I’ll help him however I can, but he told me I had to keep you safe.”

Ayane pulled me closer. “This makes me feel pretty safe.”

We leaned back, and my mind filled with a few other ways I could make Ayane feel safe. Well, maybe safe wasn’t the right word, but I was confident we’d both enjoy it.

The keen-eyed Tracker swatted my arm when she saw my developing plan taking shape under the sheet. “You have training to do.” She pulled away from arms and stood. “You’ve had plenty of rest. Fumiko’s waiting for us in the lab.”

While I definitely wanted some loving, I didn’t need a second round of motivation. I needed to keep improving, and Fumiko’s methods were working. It took less than ten minutes for me to answer the call of nature, throw on some workout clothes, and meet Ayane in the living room area of the suite.

There was a platter of room service snack foods on the dining table: crispy shrimp crackers, rice triangles, sandwiches with the crusts cut off, and steamed edamame. I grabbed a handful of shrimp chips along with an egg salad sandwich.

I enjoyed the umami-packed shrimp chips, but the sandwich was the star of my hurried lunch. The eggs had a depth of flavor I’d never tasted before. They somehow tasted egg-ier than any other eggs. These super eggs were whipped together with the perfect amount of mayo and mustard to give the spread an unforgettable balance of salty and tangy with a hint of sweetness. To top it off, the fluffy bread yielded easily with each bite.

“This is the best damn egg salad I’ve ever had,” I proclaimed, before grabbing a second sandwich and following Ayane out the door.

Ayane shook her head and smirked while I jammed half of my second sandwich into my mouth. “You really like them that much?”

“Yes,” I answered with my mouth full.

The elevator arrived, and we stepped in.

“I guess I’ll have to try harder to compete with a convenience store,” Ayane tsked.

I swallowed my food. “Which one?”

Ayane rolled her eyes. “FamilyMart.”

A couple of minutes later, we entered the lab. Midori was in her white coat hovering over a microscope, and Fumiko was sitting in a stool rocking back and forth looking incredibly bored.

The second we walked in, the cat girl bounced up to her feet. “Mate, Ayane-mate. Let’s go! We need to train.”

Midori kept her face pressed against the microscope. “Hi guys. You can take Twintails with you soon. I’m finishing some tests on an enzyme she acquired during treatment. If they’re still intact, I want to synthesize them for Jun.”

Ayane and I walked Fumiko back to the table. Once we were seated, I looked around the lab. There weren’t any signs of Scholar Yamashiro or the chimera girl.

“Speaking of Jun, where is our tall ray of sunshine?” I asked.


Chapter 29


New Recruits



The chimera girl was exactly where I should have guessed—the Hold’s gym. I volunteered to get our new member and meet the rest of the team in the lobby.

In stark contrast to the excited group I trained with days earlier, everyone in the gym appeared to be walking on eggshells when I arrived. A loud string of curses erupted from the rear of the space, causing many Wheel members to cast wide-eyed glances at the noisy individual.

I followed the source of shouting and located Jun. The chimera girl was spotting Chiaki on a squat rack in front of a mirror.

“Come on, skin and bones! That weight isn’t shit. Go deeper. Deeper!” Jun’s motivation might have been a bit too gym bro for my liking, but her spotting form was perfect. She was watching for any indication of failure, and her arms were like steel safety bars at Chiaki’s sides.

Chiaki’s legs trembled under the weight of two-twenty-five, but the Hunter pushed through the shakes and racked the bar at the end of her set.

Once she caught her breath, Chiaki nodded to my reflection in the mirror. “Glad you could join us. You want to rotate in?”

I made a show of rubbing my chin at the idea. “You guys might be a little too hardcore for me. Besides, Fumiko wants to do some Dawn training.”

“Are you here to escort me, ladies’ man?” Jun snidely asked, adding more plates to each side of the bar.

“Yeah, something like that.” I whistled when Jun finished loading the bar and got into position. “Four-oh-five. Not bad. You need a spotter?”

Jun scoffed. “Skinny’s got me, right?”

Chiaki backed away from the rack. “My legs are rubber. There’s no way I can get low enough. Besides, I’d like to join the training, if that’s okay?”

“Hell yeah. We’re meeting in the lobby in about ten minutes.”

Chiaki toweled off her face. “Sounds like I’ll have enough time to change. See you there.” The Hunter took a few steps and turned back. “Do you mind if I invite a few of the others? The fight in the park demonstrated how unprepared we are, and I think all of us would like to address that.”

I shrugged. “Absolutely. People can either meet us in the lobby or at whatever nature-filled spot Fumiko’s picked out.”

Chiaki waved and continued on her way to the locker room.

The chimera girl was still standing under the bar as Chiaki walked away. She grumbled, “Fine. I don’t need a spotter anyway.”

Ignoring the brave face Jun was putting on, I stepped into position behind her. She got the bar off the rack well enough, but she started favoring the left side about a second into her squat.

Just as Jun’s right elbow was starting to cave, I matched her position and placed my arms at her side. Giving her just enough support to level the bar, I let Jun hold up most of the weight.

The chimera girl huffed and shook her head, but still finished a deep squat before racking the bar. “I could have saved it.”

“Maybe, but I’m here for you. Like Midori said, we all are.”

Jun’s eye narrowed. “You mean like you were in the park?” the chimera girl asked with two gallons of venom in her voice. She busied herself with pulling plates off of the bar.

I stepped to the opposite side and helped her with the plates. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at, but yeah, like we helped you in the park.”

“Huh, funny thing is, I seem to remember you abandoning me in the park. I didn’t think it was very helpful when you ran toward those peon oni soldiers, and left me to face one of the three great oni generals all by my fucking self!” Jun was nearly screaming by the time she delivered her last sentence.

Unsurprisingly, her tiger stripes were on full display.

Shit. In a way, she’s right. I turned my back on her to save the others. Fuck, that stings.

“Jun…I can’t⁠—”

“I really don’t care.” The tall woman rolled her eyes and walked toward the locker room. She stopped halfway there and called back, “I’ll be in the lobby, but I’m only going because it’s what the commander wants.”
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Less than an hour later, we were in a wide-open park. There were a large number of trees to accompany the fields of dead grass, but no bamboo. The park’s main features appeared to be a few circular walking paths and a river running along its northern edge.

Along with Chiaki, ten other Hunters from the Beppu Hold joined our group for Fumiko’s training session.

Jun’s words were still gnawing away at a corner of my brain, but I agreed to be Fumiko’s co-teacher and an example for the group. I couldn’t let one interaction with her distract me.

Ayane’s insistence on bringing a laptop to take notes made me laugh a little, but I saw the wisdom in it. She’d be documenting Fumiko’s lessons, and the leadership panel would have what they wanted.

Even though she had to stop her training several times for breaks, Fumiko remained upbeat and encouraging. She moved through the group, gently patting members on the shoulder or pausing to give someone a variety of breathing techniques.

Likewise, Fumiko’s students remained positive. During each of the breaks, most of them would fall backwards panting but still speaking to one another in excited tones. Those members who weren’t on the ground started to ask Ayane to quickly scan a portion of their network because they’d “felt something” click into place.

Ayane obliged every request. After the third break and tenth scan, I got concerned she was pushing herself too much.

“Do you want me to run to the store for anything? That was your twelfth scan in less than an hour,” I noted as soon as the happy Hunter walked away.

A satisfied smile touched Ayane’s lips. “I’m fine. It might be Fumiko’s training rubbing off on me, but using my Dawn has become more like exercising a muscle.”

“Glad to hear it. Just let me know if that changes, okay?”

Ayane’s eyes got wide. “Trust me, I’m going to have much more than a salad for dinner tonight, but I’ll be alright.”

Unfortunately, not everyone in the park was happy. Jun spent the first hour under a tree with a sack of Strong Zero cans. The chimera girl was kind enough to wait until a break before cracking open a new can to avoid disturbing Fumiko’s instructions.

After my quick chat with Ayane, I walked towards Jun’s impromptu liquid picnic spot.

“What? I’ve kept quiet through this entire useless exercise.” She growled and downed the last of a lemon-flavored malt beverage. Without waiting for my response, Jun fished another can out of her bag. This one appeared to be peach.

I sat down, but gave the chimera girl plenty of space. “Just wondering which one of those is your favorite.”

Jun shook her head and let out a belch. “So far, any of them that are 9% are my favorite. I can’t believe people buy weaker versions of these. I mean, what’s the point?” She took a long swig from her new can.

“Then which one do you think is the most popular?”

“Lemon or grapefruit, I guess. Those two seem to be every, hic, every, hic, everywhere,” Jun finished stammering out, before sucking in a huge lungful of air. She slowly extended her fingers to count the number of seconds, as if that would help her fight off the hiccups.

I chuckled when she reached twenty and exhaled, but was still plagued by annoying vocal lags.

“It’s not, hic, it’s not, hic, not funny.” Jun made another attempt at holding her breath just as Fumiko called everyone back together.

I stood up. “Why don’t you join us? The breathing exercises might help.” I extended my hand to help her up.

Jun was still holding her breath, but rolled onto her feet—ignoring my hand—and followed me to the group on wobbly legs.

Fumiko’s smile broadened when I joined the others with the chimera girl in tow.

My two-tailed lover reached up to pat Jun’s shoulder. “Legs, this can help relax you. Don’t push hard, but try to feel your network.”

“If you say so, commander.” Jun turned to me, hooked a thumb in Fumiko’s direction, and added, “Just so we’re clear, she’ll be the one rubbing on my chest when we focus on the Dawn in our upper bodies—not you. You got it, ladies’ man?”

“Point taken.” I chuckled. How I was supposed to eventually convince this particular warrior maiden to sleep with me was beyond me. Hell, I’d never been the biggest fan of tsunderes, so would I even want to sleep with Jun?

Regardless of how either of us felt at that moment, two things were abundantly clear. The first was the fact there was a mountain of trust I needed to establish with Jun if we were going to progress past just being cordial with each other. And the second was I had a sinking suspicion that we were running out of time.


Chapter 30


Christmas in Kentucky



The next week and a half flew by. All five of us settled into our own patterns. I divided the bulk of my time between training the Dawn in my network, and going on mostly boring—but necessary—patrols in Beppu.

Ayane continued to busy herself with talisman development, meetings, and compiling documents for Fumiko’s training. My astute Tracker girlfriend would often capture images and videos to accompany her ever-growing documents.

Fumiko continued to provide me with private lessons on developing my network. The most noticeable result from these one-on-ones was the fact I was able to cover my arms and legs in the Dawn three-quarters of the way to my shoulders and waist.

In addition to being my private tutor, Fumiko hosted two-hour training sessions every day. Her classes were open to any member of the Wheel. Most of her classes were composed of the original eleven people who attended the first session in the park, but the size of her classes grew steadily each day.

Midori kept herself busy in the Hold’s lab and medical wing. I’d rarely see her unless I visited either of those locations or if she climbed into bed with me. She was obsessed with safely removing the Dusk tentacle from Jun’s eye.

Jun and I didn’t exactly become friends during this time, but she was less hostile towards me. So, I guess that counted as progress.

I seemed to make the most headway with the chimera girl when we were engaged in physical activities. A couple days after I helped her on the squat rack, she begrudgingly agreed to workout with me. This turned out to be a blessing and a curse, because Jun was all about maximum effort in the gym.

Along with gaining positive momentum on their own respective fronts, Ayane, Fumiko, and Midori created a schedule and approached me with a plan.

An additional bed was brought to our suite the day Fumiko and I returned to Beppu. This third bed was placed in the near bedroom for Jun to use. The three women I had relationships with suggested I remain in the far room, and one or more of them would join me on a rotating, nightly basis.

I couldn’t find anything to complain about in regard to their suggestion, but I had two caveats. One, just because we shared a bed didn’t necessarily mean we’d be having sex. Constantly using the Dawn in my network and working twenty-four hour shifts was proving to be exhausting. And two, if it wasn’t a particular woman’s “turn”, but she and I were feeling romantic, some sort of swap would need to be arranged between the three of them.

All three women immediately agreed to my terms. Thankfully, there weren’t any disputes or apparent hurt feelings. Most of the evenings did end in sex, but none of my lovers seemed concerned on the rare occasions that didn’t.

Unless it was Fumiko coming out of the room with me, Jun would start each day with the same remark. “Morning, ladies’ man. Morning, last night’s dessert.”

Ayane would shake this off and get to work, but Midori always ended up blushing.

Somehow, Christmas had managed to sneak up on me. I’d taken care of my shopping in advance, but I was still surprised when Ayane woke me from a nap with a kiss saying, “Merry Christmas, Dirty Dylan.”

Why didn’t I realize it was Christmas this morning?

Keeping my eyes closed, I pulled my sexy Tracker girlfriend closer to the bed. “Merry Christmas, and I’m not dirty. You washed me off last night.”

Ayane giggled. “We don’t have time to play or talk about how dirty you are. We have to get things ready for dinner.”

I opened my eyes, and looked around the room. “Dinner? Are you cooking something?”

“No, I’m not, and that’s why I need your help. We’re having Christmas in Kentucky for dinner. I was hoping you could come with me.”

I reluctantly let go of Ayane and sat up to rub my temples. “Okay, back up. You want to go to Kentucky for dinner?”

Ayane shook her head. “Kentucky Fried Chicken. KFC. About fifty years ago, KFC launched a chicken dinner promotion in Japan called Christmas in Kentucky. They sold a lot of chicken, so KFC brought the promotion back the next year and every year since. Now it’s so popular that some people have to wait in line for hours to get their chicken set on Christmas.”

It was almost impossible to not fall back laughing after hearing Ayane’s explanation. I struggled through the giggles and asked, “Okay, but why? There’s already so much great food in Japan. Why would people want to eat KFC on a holiday?”

“Turkey, roast chicken, and other traditional Christmas dishes aren’t common here.” Ayane pulled the blanket off of me.

I played along and got out of bed. “Alright. I’ll come with you, but I’m not standing in line for hours. If there are a bunch of people waiting, I’m just going to grab some fried chicken from a convenience store,” I teased in a playful tone.

Ayane crossed her arms and adopted a playfully stern face. “If you keep it up, I’ll return your present.”

“No! You can’t do that.”

Even though she was teasing, it touched my heart to hear Ayane mention gifts. This was the first Christmas I’d be away from my family in Iowa. There weren’t many of us, so giving each other a gift or two always felt special. Along with buying some presents for the girls, I’d sent mom and uncle Ronnie gifts from Japan weeks earlier.

I hope the box got there.

Less than an hour later, we were standing outside of the smallest standalone KFC I’d ever seen. Ayane hadn’t been joking—there were plenty of people waiting in line to score a bucket of the Colonel’s chicken. While the queue in front of us was only six or seven people, I could see how more populated areas could attract much longer lines.

When our order was ready, I slowly turned my neck in Ayane’s direction. There were only going to be five of us eating, but my Tracker girlfriend had ordered enough food to feed more than ten people.

My inclusion in this errand became immediately clear when the clerk placed the fourth jumbo-sized bag on the counter.

She didn’t want people to see her carrying all of this food alone. Very sneaky, Ayane.

The intoxicating scent of fried chicken filled the interior of the car we’d borrowed. I’d eaten my fair share of KFC over the years, so I wasn’t surprised when the smell of those herbs and spices reached my nostrils and my mouth watered uncontrollably.

Luckily, the drive back to the Serenity Hotel was a short one. The other girls were all waiting in the suite when we arrived and helped distribute the food. I quickly learned that not all Christmas in Kentucky sets were created equal.

“I was only able to get one of the premium roasted chicken sets, so no stealing any extra roasted chicken until everyone’s had some,” Ayane announced, passing the box of said premium chicken to Midori.

Once all of the boxes, tins, and plastic containers found their way to the table, we dug in. I was surprised by the variety: roasted chicken, fried chicken, lasagna, fries, and even a tiramisu! The roasted chicken was nice, but a box of garlic fried chicken tenders kept calling my name.

These are incredible. Why don’t we have this in America?


Chapter 31


Silent Night, Skyrockets in Flight



After we’d eaten our fill of chicken and sides, we discussed the logistics of our trip to Kyoto the following morning.

“There’s only a seven minute window for us to transfer onto the bullet train, so we should probably buy food in Beppu,” Ayane recommended.

“Ayane-mate, no more food,” Fumiko pleaded, holding her stomach.

“You know you’re going to be hungry again in the morning, Twintails. Ayane has a point, we should plan accordingly.” Midori pushed the remnants of food around her plate.

I hadn’t been paying close attention to how much everyone had eaten, but Midori definitely ate the least.

Maybe she was hoping for some more pickles.

“As long as we’re able to provide our demonstration to the leadership panel and enjoy time at the ryokan, I’ll be happy,” I said, pushing away from the table. Since dinner was finished, I decided it would be a good time to hand out some gifts.

I carried the gifts back to the table in a red sack I’d found at a department store. It was corny, but the velvety bag made the whole experience more familiar for me.

When I returned to the table, there were bags in front of Ayane, Fumiko, and Jun.

The last one surprised me, so I tilted my head and gazed at the white bag in front of the chimera girl.

She noticed and rolled her eyes. “What? I can be nice, too. You guys are all welcome in advance.”

As I sat down, Jun yanked open her plastic bag and handed everyone an object with the exact same dimensions. If I were a naive kid, I might have thought she was handing out big pairs of binoculars. Nope. Definitely not binoculars.

Fumiko was the first to open her gift from Jun. Once the red wrapping paper was removed, and the two silver cans were revealed, Jun said, “Commander, I got you the peach flavored Strong Zero because you’re always so sweet.”

The cat girl held up her two cans of 9% peach-flavored alcohol. “Thanks, Legs.”

Midori shook her head, but tore open the green wrapping paper.

“Midori, I got you two lime-flavored ones because…green, you know.”

The kappa girl nodded her thanks and set the cans on the table.

Jun didn’t wait for Ayane to finish opening hers before saying, “Ayane, I got you the lemon kind. They’re popular, so I’m guessing you’ll like them.”

Instead of answering, Ayane cracked open one of her cans and took a long gulp. When she set the silver can down, a small belch escaped her lips. Ayane put a hand over her lips a second too late and said, “Excuse me. Thanks, Jun. I haven’t had one of these since I was at university.”

Jun picked up her own can from dinner and toasted Ayane. “Fuck yeah! We’re going to have some fun tonight.” After she downed what was left in her can, she looked in my direction and added, “I got you grape because it’s kind of hard to come by.”

While she was explaining, I pulled the last of the wrapping paper away from my silver and purple cans. “Thanks. Is it any good?”

The chimera girl contemplated opening another can. “I’m not sure. I haven’t tried it yet, so you have to share it, okay?”

Following Ayane’s lead, I opened one of my cans before the next round of gift giving could begin.

Fumiko was the next one to pass out her gifts: all books from her new favorite store. Ayane received a cookbook on regional Kyushu dishes, and Midori got a book on the science behind the healing benefits of hot springs. She handed Jun the autobiography of famous former Japanese MLB player, Ichiro Suzuki. I was honored with a book on Japanese folklore with a beautiful deep red cover and gold inlay.

With the last of Fumiko’s gifts distributed, Midori lowered her head.

“I ordered some online items for everyone. Since I’ve been spending so much time in the lab, I sort of lost track of time. They were supposed to be here today, but they got delayed.” The kappa girl twitched her mouth from one side to the other. “I’m really sorry, guys.”

I reached over and held her hand. “It’s totally fine. They’ll get here when they get here. Besides, this means we’ll have another day with presents.”

Midori sniffed, wiped at her nose, and asked, “Really? Are you sure?”

“Greenie, today’s a happy time. Don’t worry.”

“Hey, you’re busting your ass to help me, so I can’t complain,” Jun said, stealing a sip of my grape-flavored Strong Zero. “Damn, that is good! I shouldn’t have wasted them on you.”

“Agreed. You don’t need to worry about it, Midori. We know how hard you’ve been working.” Ayane reached into the large canvas bag next to her. “I guess it’s my turn.”

Ayane gave everyone special snacks she had sourced from small, local businesses. Each snack was tailored to its receiver, and everyone eagerly dug into their treats.

This meant I was the last one to distribute my gifts. I heaved my velvety red sack onto the table and fished out Jun’s gift first.

“Here you are. Sorry, but it’s not alcohol related.”

The chimera girl rolled her eyes but tore into the box. “Are you shitting me? You got me some TYR weightlifting shoes?” Jun lifted one of the chunky black, wide toe box shoes. “I’m…I’m sorry for what I said. You definitely deserved those grape Strong Zeros.”

Happy that the most challenging recipient seemed pleased, I handed a box to Midori. “This is kind of a future present, but I think you’ll like it.”

The kappa girl gave a puzzled look, but eagerly opened her gift. “Oh, Dylan, is this what I think it is?” She pulled one of the volumes of sheet music out of the box set and held the book to her chest. “I can’t believe you bought Chopin’s complete piano works for me. Thank you!”

Midori stood up on her toes and threw her arms around me. With her mouth next to my ear, she whispered, “Now I really hope you like your gift when you get it.”

“I’m sure I will,” I whispered back, and held her for a moment longer.

When Midori sat back down to thumb through her sheet music, I turned to the cat girl. “Your gift was a little bit tricky, Fumiko.” I pulled her package out of the sack and handed it to her.

Fumiko considered the Christmas tree wrapping paper for a second and tore into it. Seconds later, she held two books in her hands.

“Books! Thank you, mate.” She looked at their covers. “I don’t know these.”

“No problem. There’s a fun one and a touching one. The one that’s a little more serious takes place in my home state of Iowa. It’s about a cat that someone found in the library. The cat develops a relationship with everyone and helps them.”

Fumiko’s jaw slowly dropped while I spoke. Her eyes shimmered when I finished. “The cat helps them?”

“Yes. Just like a certain cat I know.”

Fumiko wiped at the corners of her eyes. “What’s the fun one?”

“It’s a new light novel series called How I Survived Being Transported to a Planet of Succubi. I heard the author is friends with Bosu, so I think you’ll enjoy the story.”

Fumiko squirmed in her seat, and I thought Ayane leaned a little closer at the mention of Bosu’s name.

“This is great!” She held the two volumes up in front of her face. “Which one do I read first?” The cat girl seemed to struggle with the predicament for several seconds.

Finally, I fished out the small envelope for Ayane and handed it over.

The Tracker eyed the present suspiciously before running one of her nails under the seal. When two tickets tumbled out, Ayane’s face transformed into pure excitement.

“What! You got me tickets to a New Japan Wrestling event?” Ayane’s whole body wiggled in her seat.

“It’s not exactly on Valentine’s Day, but it’s pretty⁠—”

Ayane left her seat, jumped into my arms, and pressed her lips against mine.

When we came up for air, I chuckled. “I’m guessing you’re happy.”

She rubbed the tip of her nose on mine. “Very. Thank you.”

With the gift-giving finished, we cleaned up and packed the remaining Strong Zero cans into my red sack.

We left the hotel’s lobby with only thirty minutes left to find a good spot on the beach before the fireworks started. The moment we stepped outside, it became abundantly clear this show had drawn a massive crowd.

Beppu’s normal, low-impact amount of traffic was replaced with cramped streets and crowded sidewalks. All of the movement was heading in the direction of the beach.

Luckily, Chiaki had told us exactly where to go. It turned out that the Serenity Hotel was only two blocks away from the section of the beach positioned near the three barges, where all of the mortar rounds would be fired from.

We huddled together for a bit of extra warmth, and Jun fished into my red sack to get the refreshments distributed.

The first of the rockets shot into the air at exactly 8:00 p.m.

It was easily the best fireworks show I had ever seen. Three massive barges positioned equidistantly floated in the bay and provided the platforms for the explosives. The fireworks were perfectly choreographed to the songs blasted by the huge speakers strategically placed throughout the viewing area along the shore. The whole jaw-dropping display continued for over an hour, before crescendoing in a spectacular finale set to Mariah Carey’s All I Want For Christmas Is You.

The wind blowing in had intensified throughout the show. With the last of the colorful explosions fading into the December night, I noticed how close our entire group had huddled together for warmth. Midori’s chattering teeth betrayed that the kappa girl wasn’t doing well with the cold.

“Is everyone ready for the food stalls?” Ayane asked.

“Yes! Meat. I want lots of meat,” Fumiko nearly sang, her cheeks flushed by a combination of weather and her peach-flavored malt beverages.

“As long as we visit the beer truck first, I’ll have some grilled oysters,” Jun replied.

“Um, I’m kind of c-c-cold,” Midori confessed. Even though she was wearing a coat, the kappa girl started rubbing her gloved hands up and down her arms.

Ayane and Fumiko exchanged a glance. I must have missed something because the cat girl’s eyes narrowed and an impish grin grew on her face. “Yes, it’s cold, Greenie. Maybe you should go back.”

Ayane shook her head. “You don’t have to stick around if you’re too cold.”

While still attempting to generate some heat, Midori had moved closer to my side.

“I can walk you back to the hotel if you’d like,” I offered, when Midori’s attempts to warm herself up didn’t appear to improve her situation.

“Really? You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” she responded, her tone making it clear that she very much wanted me to take her back.

“After all that fried chicken, I’m not hungry at all,” I said to the group. Looking over at Midori, I continued, “We can go back whenever you’re ready.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

The kappa girl and I said our goodbyes to the other women in the group, and the three of them were quickly lost in the crowd of people moving between the food stalls. I wrapped my arm around Midori, and we fought upstream in the direction of the hotel.

We only needed to cross three intersections on our way, but each of them were packed with happy festival-goers heading to restaurants, bars, or their own accommodations. Police officers bundled up in layers moved with the cycling lights and stood in front of the congested lanes of traffic to let pedestrians pass.

The hotel’s lobby was nearly empty. I’d intended to stop by the desk to mention something to Botan when Midori’s grip on my hand tightened, and she pulled me toward the express elevator leading to our suite with a bit of added energy.

I guess she really wants to get back to the room to warm up.

After the elevator doors closed, I noticed Midori’s face was flushed. She saw me looking and directed her eyes to the floor.

“Um, I have a confession.”

“What’s that?”

“Not everyone’s Christmas gift was delayed. I have yours, and I wanted to make sure you got it tonight.”


Chapter 32


Stuffing Her Stocking



Midori wouldn’t tell me anything else before we got back to the room. She asked me to stay in the living room area of the suite with the TV on and promised to come get me when my gift was ready.

I had a vague idea of what was happening, but I played along. Once I plopped down onto the couch, Midori made her way to the far bedroom on her toes. About halfway there, she looked over her shoulder.

“No peeking, okay? This is a surprise.”

I chuckled. “I promise, I won’t look until you tell me to.”

“You better not,” she said, adding a finger waggle before hurrying the rest of the way.

Ayane must have been the last one to use the TV, because a variety show came to life the minute I turned on the large screen. I’d started to enjoy some of the comedy duos that frequented these kinds of programs, but I still wasn’t a big fan of the Japanese variety-show format.

There was something both jarring and forced about the way the hosts interacted with a massive panel of celebrities only to stop for a singing, dancing, or comedy bit. Sometimes there would be chefs or field reports, but the picture-in-picture effect of a random face reacting to the story would alway remain the same—a forced response.

I was just about to change the channel when the hosts asked the visiting panel an odd question about the English nursery rhyme “Old McDonald”. Instead of the camera zipping to a singer whose heyday was ten years ago, or a couple of comedians giving a choreographed slapstick response, I saw a group of ten people in either their eighties or nineties.

An old man wearing a beat up orange baseball cap clicked a buzzer and shouted, “Hey hoe, hey hoe!” instead of the expected “E-I-E-I-O”.

The viewing audience and the hosts erupted in what I perceived was genuine laughter for the first time. A small chuckle escaped my lips when the old guy nodded his head as if to say “I know those are the damn words,” and kept singing his version of the chorus.

A happy woman who looked as old as Fumiko’s friend, Yoko, buzzed in and shouted “Yeah, yeah, yo.” There was another round of laughter.

When the guy with the hat tried to combine his original answer with what the old woman had contributed, I nearly started crying.

“Yeah, yeah, hey ho!” repeated several of the sitting panel members, and it was like watching the Mandela Effect happen in real time.

I’d just caught my breath from the latest round of laughter when Midori dimmed the lights in the room. Luckily, I still had the remote in my hand. I muted the TV and collected myself.

“Can I look yet?” I asked, with my voice almost completely devoid of the giggles.

“Nope. I want you to close your eyes. I’m going to take everything back if you don’t.”

“No, you can’t. I’ve been a good boy this year.” I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. After a moment, I added, “Okay. They’re closed.”

I heard Midori walk further into the room. She hurried outside of the range of what would have been my peripheral vision if my eyes were open. Once she was at my back, she took slower, more intentional steps.

When she got close enough, I could feel her just behind me. Midori’s heavy exhales tickled my neck and ears. The kappa girl was psyching herself up while making sure I was keeping my word.

“Almost ready. Keep ‘em closed for just a little bit longer.”

She padded around the couch and stopped at some point in front of me.

Besides her exhales, the room remained quiet for almost an entire minute. The anticipation was getting me excited, but I didn’t want to ruin whatever Midori had planned.

Finally, she whispered, “Open your eyes.”

I fought the temptation to snap my lids open. Instead, I slowly lifted them to fully appreciate Midori’s appearance.

The short green-haired woman had wrapped herself up in present-themed lingerie. Her modest breasts were being held in place by a red underwire bra that clipped in the back. The same red material barely covered her nipples with two perfect bows. The rest of her chest was basically exposed.

The gift theme carried over with the slight pair of panties Midori was wearing. Thin strings were tied at her hips, and her hairless pussy was covered by another perfect bow.

Holy shit. I’m about to be a very bad boy.

Midori nibbled at her thumb. “Do you…like it?”

“Very much.”

Even with the lights dimmed, I could still make out the blush on Midori’s cheeks. She reached out and tugged on my arm.

I stood up, wrapped my arms around the kappa girl, and brought her in for a passionate kiss. Her long tongue started sliding inside my mouth and into every corner. Soon, this wasn’t enough for Midori. She acted like a constrictor and encircled my tongue with her own.

My hands instinctively slipped down from Midori’s waist to her thick ass. The revelation that the panties she was wearing had a G-string and did nothing to cover her cheeks wasn’t shocking.

Midori sighed with pleasure with her lips locked onto mine, and she started rubbing the front of my tightening jeans. Once my throbbing wood had achieved full mass, Midori broke away from our kiss.

“Wait. There’s more.”

Finding it impossible to resist a quick moment of levity, I said, “I certainly hope so.”

Midori poked my chest. “No, silly. I mean your Christmas gift. There’s more to it.” She tugged me toward the bedroom and added, “Come with me.”

When we reached the bedroom at the back of the suite, I discovered Midori had been busy with more than just her skimpy outfit. There were several candles around the room throwing off ambient lighting from every flat surface.

The kappa girl pushed me onto the bed. She undid my jeans and yanked them off along with my boxer briefs.

Staring at my hard on, Midori said, “I have to get us both ready for the next part, okay?”

“Sounds good to me.”

Midori pressed her tongue against my shaft and licked up with achingly slow speed. When she finally reached the head of my cock, she twirled her long mouth appendage around me and began jerking without the use of her hands.

The kappa girl took me into her mouth and throat, but stopped short of swallowing my entire length. Midori’s eyes were fixated on my member the entire time she was providing her oral attention.

After a couple of minutes, Midori released her soft hold on my dick. She shuddered and kissed her way up my body.

When she reached my face, Midori whispered, “I need you to help me with the next part.” She looked in the direction of the nightstand.

I finally noticed there was a plastic bottle inconspicuously standing alongside the three candles on the same surface. I reached for the Red Bull-sized container.

Midori rolled off of me and pushed her butt into the air. “The instructions say to start with a few drops.” She bit one of her knuckles and added, “Can we test it with one of your fingers first?”

Looking at the dark plastic bottle, I read the label: “Backdoor”.

Oh, Japan. You’re just killing it with the hyper-specific product names.

“Yeah, we can start with a finger. Just let me know if I’m moving too quickly.”

I flicked the domed cap open and squeezed a penny-sized drop of the clear, slippery substance out. The lube rapidly coated my first two fingers and gradually warmed my skin.

Rising to my knees, I positioned myself behind Midori. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” she responded in a breathy whisper.

I peeled the slight piece of fabric away from the kappa girl’s ass and rubbed my slick fingers around her tight back entrance.

Midori’s breathing increased and became ragged. “Please stop teasing me. I want you to stick your finger in.”

“But teasing you is part of the fun,” I murmured, while sliding a digit inside.

Midori quivered and drew in a double inhale. “Oh, yes. That’s, ahhh, more like it.”

I kept my word and maintained a slow, gradual pace. Midori’s enjoyment only intensified the deeper I plunged my index finger. After I pushed past my knuckle, she started clenching her cheeks together to intentionally tighten herself.

“Ahhh, I’m, ohhh, ready for another, whoa, another one.” The kappa girl’s words intermingled with panting breaths and excited sounds of satisfaction.

I withdrew my finger and applied an additional touch of lube before plunging both my index and middle fingers into her pleading asshole.

“Yes!” Midori squealed and immediately covered her mouth with her hands. She looked over her shoulder at me and rolled her eyes in ecstasy.

After a couple of minutes of fingering, Midori began pressing her ass against my hand. My short thrusts were being punctuated with slight thwacks from her butt.

Soon, short, even presses weren’t enough for her. Midori increased the tempo of our collusions until finally her entire body quaked and she moaned through an intense orgasm.

When the last of her shudders settled, I leaned close to her ear. “Thank you for my gifts.”

With her energy coming back, Midori protested. “But I haven’t given you the last one.” She bit her bottom lip and whispered, “I want to feel your dick in there.”

“I’m sorry? What was that?” Teasing Midori was part of the fun, but I wanted to help her. I wanted her to get over this last bit of self-consciousness and embarrassment. If we were going to grow together, she needed to feel comfortable sharing her likes and dislikes with me.

“I said, I wanted to feel your dick in there,” Midori whispered, with about ten percent more volume added to her voice.

“In where?”

“In my…ass. I want to feel your big, thick dick in my ass.” She had reached normal speaking volume with her last sentence.

“Better.” I leaned in and kissed her. When our lips parted, I added, “You can always tell me what you want.”

“You don’t think it’s strange?”

“Not at all, and I want to do everything I can to make you feel good.”

I repositioned myself behind her and poured a double helping of the lube on my dick. The warming sensation was a faint promise of the upcoming activity.

Straddling Midori’s legs, I slowly lowered myself. I pulled her cheeks apart to rub my shaft up and down her crack a couple of times.

Midori propped herself up on her elbows and looked over her shoulder. “I want to watch it go in.”

Holding myself at the base, I pushed my head into her dark star.

She brought in a sharp inhale and a satisfied grin settled on her face.

I pushed in slowly.

Even though I’d just gotten her off with my fingers, Midori’s ass was tight. When it became apparent that I wasn’t going to be able to get more than a couple of inches in, I pulled back and added a few more drops of lube to her back door.

With the second application of lube, I was able to ease into her.

When my pelvis brushed against her ass cheeks, Midori moaned and bucked back into me.

“Keep it there. Oh, yes.”

With her cheeks chafing into the base of my cock, and her asshole gripping the rest of me tighter than anything else I’d ever experienced, I didn’t know if I’d be able to last much longer.

“Yes, yes, yes! I love it in my ass,” Midori squealed, and continued to buck into my hips.

I added a few deeper plunges into the mix, and each one elicited its own moan or gasp of pleasure. When it became abundantly clear Midori was going to cum for the second time, she cried, “Harder. Pound my ass harder.”

This sent me over the edge. With her tightness clenching me even harder, and Midori’s orgasmic cries reaching a crescendo, I felt a tingle at the base of my spine.

Shot after shot rifled into the kappa girl’s backdoor. Midori thrusted her ass into my pelvis with each report.

When we were both finished, Midori was panting into her pillow. She let out a final, forlorn yelp the moment I pulled my dick out.

She was still catching her breath, but Midori found the energy to smile at me. “That was incredible.”


Chapter 33


Setting Up and Breaking Down



Considering all of the fun we had the night before, it was a minor miracle that all of us were ready to leave Beppu on time the next day. Somehow, all five of us cycled through the bathrooms, got dressed, and were heading for the lobby before eight.

Scholar Yamashiro and Chiaki were waiting for us in the lobby dressed in casual clothing. Both of them were holding an overnight bag, but Chiaki was carrying something much larger on her back.

As we got closer, it became clear the enormous object strung over Chiaki’s back was an elongated sword called an odachi. I hadn’t seen one since my initiation ceremony into the Wheel. It was impressive that the tall woman was able to nonchalantly move around with the huge blade strapped to her back.

Once we returned our keycards and thanked some of the familiar faces behind the reception desk, the Scholar and his tall female Hunter accompanied our group to Kyoto. Other than the slight drama of making our one connection within a tight window, the trip was uneventful. I actually fell asleep on a form of public transportation for the first time.

When I woke up, the bullet train was slowing down, and we were in Kyoto. Two familiar faces were waiting for us at the north exit.

“Ueda, you old rascal. Good to see you,” Scholar Yamashiro said, reaching for the other man’s hand.

“Happy to see you as well, you silver-tongued trickster,” Scholar Ueda replied, pulling his friend in closer.

Just as the two older men were about to exchange some additional friendly barbs at the other’s expense, Sato cleared his throat. “Apologies, Scholars, but we should consider the time.”

The long-haired Hunter offered to carry Chiaki’s overnight bag. The tall woman stared at Sato for a second before handing over her black leather bag and mumbling a mousy “Thank you.”

As we walked to the parking lot, the total number of people in our growing party finally hit me.

We could squeeze into two cars, but having three would probably be better.

When Sato stopped next to a black Mercedes van with the name of the ryokan and a discreet logo on its side, I realized we’d all be driving together.

“Dylan, you’d probably be more comfortable up front with Sato,” Scholar Ueda offered after all of our luggage had been stored.

I graciously accepted the suggestion, but didn’t notice Chiaki’s crestfallen face until Sato had the van in motion.

Our drive between the station and the Kyoto Hold was nearly an hour long. The Scholars spent most of the time providing updates on their respective Holds. All of us contributed bits of information when called upon, but it was obvious that Ayane was the most prepared to discuss each topic as it came up.

Shortly before we arrived, our Scholar cleared his throat and asked, “When was the last time you spoke with Toshi?”

Ayane hummed for the first time during the conversation. She drew in a sharp inhale and said, “I talked with him on the phone twelve days ago, but I saw him in Beppu the following day. He was acting on a tip Dylan provided.”

“Yes, the cultists.” Scholar Ueda blew out a long exhale. “I won’t lie to you. It’s been a week since Toshi has reported anything, and we’re becoming alarmed.”

Ayane gasped, her eyes wide. I caught her reflection in the rearview mirror. She was biting her upper lip and trembling.

Sato stopped the van outside of the Kyoto Hold a moment after the Scholar’s disturbing update. The entire group exited the van and fanned out.

I moved next to Ayane and whispered, “Are you still up for this? No one would blame you if you wanted to back out and get your head right.”

Ayane looked around discreetly and stopped trembling. “I guess my acting’s pretty good.”

I pulled back and searched the Tracker’s eyes.

Why the hell would she lie to everyone in the car?

Ayane resumed her minor bout of quaking and mouthed “later”.

I frowned, but played along. Ayane never did anything without a good reason. I joined the group and entered the tucked away temple.

Even though winter had finally set in, the area around Hosen-in Temple remained just as picturesque the first two times I’d visited the area. The stark but beautiful trees made me want to see what this part of Kyoto would look like with a dusting of snow.

As with my previous visits, there weren't many people visiting the actual temple. Advisor Goto greeted us in her customary black suit and led us down to the Hold. I wasn’t surprised when we passed the council chamber and continued on, as Fumiko had requested that the demonstration occur close to nature.

We entered a tunnel system. Advisor Goto steadily marched us down long tunnels lit with small electric lanterns and took a series of turns I could never remember. At least ten minutes later, we were ascending a concrete staircase with a square of daylight at the top.

We emerged from a bunker-style doorway into a landscape reminiscent of the rock garden area in the Osaka Hold. However, this space was much larger, shaped like a rectangular field, and had dense forest surrounding it instead of buildings.

How do they keep this entrance hidden from civilians…or planes?

Looking over my shoulder, I found a partial answer to my question. Tracks lay on either side of the entrance, and I could see the lip of a large steel panel covered in fake grass and bushes. It looked like the bunker could be hidden by sliding the panel over the entrance. Clever.

With that mystery solved, I focused on the Master’s wizened face. He waited patiently a few feet from the entrance. Advisor Goto took her place by his side as the Scholars greeted the Master. Scholar Yamashiro introduced Chiaki, and Scholar Ueda introduced Jun.

When all of the introductions and formalities were finished, Ayane pulled out a tablet and said, “We’ve compiled two weeks of training data, and have several results to share with the leadership panel.”

“Excellent. Once Advisor Endo arrives, we’ll be ready,” the Master said, moments before his phone started ringing. The elderly man fished his phone out and skipped the pleasantries. “Where are you?”

While the Master was occupied, Ayane quietly asked, “Dylan, can you look this over? I’m not sure which portion we’d like to start with.”

I lowered my eyebrows.

She knows damn well that Chiaki’s supposed to start things off.

I moved closer and Ayane shoved the tablet into my hands. “I wasn’t sure if we were sticking with Chiaki, or if I should be the first one.”

At first glance, Ayane’s tablet was displaying everything I’d come to expect from the well-organized Tracker. She had a meeting agenda open, a link to one of Fumiko’s training sessions, and a table charting the improvements various Wheel members were making.

My eyes almost missed the flashing cursor at the bottom of the screen. Just before the cursor, Ayane wrote a message. Toshi reached out on the train. Said to only tell you. Will contact again soon.

I nodded and gave the tablet back to the Tracker. “I think we should stick with the original plan. Chiaki’s first.”

“Sounds good.” Ayane swiped away at the tablet and brought up additional pieces of information for the demonstration.

“Your absence is unfortunate, but understandable. That will not be the case tomorrow. No excuses.” The Master ended his call and put away his phone. He turned to his female advisor and shook his head in frustration.

Goto returned the gesture, collected herself, and turned to our team. “You may begin when you’re ready.”
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We ended up being in the field for over two hours. The Master and his advisor were very pleased with our demonstrations and results.

Chiaki still needed a considerable amount of training to accomplish the tranquil fist technique, but her ability to cover her fingers in the Dawn was proof that some Hunters could expand their networks.

Ayane confirmed she hadn’t just been taking notes during Fumiko’s training sessions when she covered her entire head in the Dawn and scanned everyone in the field simultaneously. This alone caused everyone’s jaws to drop, but she caused the Master to seek a place to sit when she asked Sato if she could borrow his testubo club.

Like every other Tracker in the history of the Wheel, Ayane hadn’t been able to wield a Dawn-infused weapon due to the fundamentals of Dawn attraction theory. Trackers produce a strong, steady flow of Dawn, which has the unintended consequence of repelling a Dawn-infused weapon. Most Trackers can’t even grasp a Dawn weapon, and if they can, it pulls away from them like a fish against a line. We all witnessed that this was no longer the case for Ayane. She confidently held Sato’s club and even destroyed a piece of inert Dusk with it.

On rare occasions, a member like me and Scholar Ueda, could perform the duties of a Hunter and a Tracker. However, I learned they always started as Hunters first.

Until now.

These developments, along with another demonstration of Fumiko and Midori’s veils, had the Master and Advisor Goto excited about the following day’s meeting. There was a healthy amount of compliments and some requests to provide similar examples for the entire council. Even Jun, sober for once, couldn’t help but smile while watching our group excel.

We said our goodbyes and climbed back into the van for the extremely short drive to the Arashiyama Garden Ryokan. Once the quarter of a mile trip was done, I exited the van with Jun and my three lovers.

Chiaki tried not to make a show out of taking my seat at the front of the van as I vacated it.

“Excellent work, everyone. Please let the staff know Sato will return the van shortly. We’ll see you in the morning,” Scholar Ueda said before Sato drove away with a satisfied Chiaki in the passenger seat.

The traditional hotel wasn’t nearly as large as the Serenity Hotel in Beppu, but it exuded class and sophistication. The wooden building was immaculately maintained and preserved with stunning pine floors and exposed beams, cream-colored tatami mats, and ornate karakami wallpaper hand stamped with wooden printing blocks. The air smelled faintly of cypress and incense.

A middle-aged woman in a kimono was standing at the front desk. She gave our group a deep bow and handed me the key to our suite.

Other than giving my name, there was no check-in process. The woman came around the counter and escorted us back to our suite, which was up a flight of stairs and at the end of a long hallway. She opened a solid outer door, walked us through a small foyer with shoe storage, and then slid back the paper doors to reveal a large square tatami room with a low lacquered table and six floor chairs. The paper walls were accentuated by golden lanterns that hung in the corners. Unlike Beppu, this suite was mostly open concept, with four smaller sleeping areas with futons instead of king-sized beds.

When Ayane learned there was an on-site onsen for guests, she organized all of the girls for an evening dip. They were back out the door less than ten minutes after we entered the room.

Seeing as there was a small outdoor cedar tub in our suite, I decided to stay in the room. Besides, soaking up the amazing natural landscape was the main reason we were staying at this ryokan. The added benefit of doing so in a two-person cedar tub had me nearly as excited as Ayane when she heard about the onsen.

The deep rectangular tub was coated in the warm, spiced scent I’d always associated with cuts of cedar lumber. A constant stream of almost-too-hot water flowing from a wooden spout into the bath seemed to accentuate the scent and make it all the more inviting. I leaned back onto the finely sanded tub wall and watched the pine trees and bamboo sway from the private balcony.

After a minute of appreciating the scenery, I found myself understanding Advisor Goto’s recommendation to stay here. While there wasn’t the perfect juxtaposition of sitting indoors and appreciating the outdoors captured at Hosen-in Temple, this was definitely close.

Our suite was elevated two stories above the ground. There was a semicircle clearing below, with a mixture of deciduous and coniferous trees acting as a forested wall beyond the grass and gentle stream bubbling through it.

As the cedar tub was fed a constant stream of hot spring water, it didn’t slowly lose its heat like a regular bathtub would. After thirty minutes, I started to feel a bit woozy and my skin resembled a cooked crustacean. I decided to get out.

How do Ayane and Fumiko do this for hours on end?

After I peeked into the seating room, it was clear I was still alone. I slid open the glass door and laid out some comfortable clothes.

As I was pulling on a pair of sweats, there was an impatient knock on the door.

I guess sitting in an onsen isn't Jun’s thing either.

The knock came again but louder.

“I’m coming,” I said, walking through the seating area. “Jun, you should’ve asked Ayane for the⁠—”

I stopped talking when I opened the door and saw Toshi. He looked terrible.

“Can I come in?” he asked, looking over both of his shoulders.

“Sure. Ayane’s in the onsen with the others, so she might not be back for a little while.” I pulled the door open wider and stepped out of the way.

Toshi gave the hallway another suspicious check and quickly entered the room.

I shut the door and waved Toshi to the seating area.

My friend was a wreck. His normally well-styled hair was mussed, and he had dark circles under his eyes. The tears and frayed fabric of his suit gave me the impression that Toshi had been climbing fences and running through bushes.

“Do you want a drink?” I offered.

“Yeah, whisky if you’ve got it,” Toshi said, staring into the distance.

There was a bottle of Hibiki, some glassware, and an ice bucket on a serving cart. I dropped a large cube into two rocks glasses and brought them over with the unopened bottle.

After pouring both of us two fingers, I pushed a glass toward Toshi. He picked up the whisky, but his hand gave a slight tremor.

What the hell is going on?

Toshi downed his drink in a single gulp. He ran his thumb over his lips and stared at the bottle.

When his eyes drifted up to mine, I said, “Help yourself, but I need to know what’s happening.”

Toshi uncorked the whisky and gave his full attention to the bottle while he poured himself a second drink.

“I don't really want to repeat any of this. Do you mind if we wait for Ayane to get here?”

After taking a swig of my own drink, I waved off Toshi’s request. “Fine, but you’ve got to at least give me a movie reference so I know what I’m getting myself into.”

Toshi gave a small smirk, the first hint of life I’d seen in him for a few weeks, and considered his glass. “While it’s not perfect, I guess you could say Conspiracy Theory. Only, I don't have a combination lock for my coffee beans.”

I squinted at Toshi. “Why would you have a lock on coffee beans?”

“You’re so uncultured.” Toshi shook his head and downed a quarter of his second drink.


Chapter 34


Running on Empty



We didn’t say much over the next fifteen minutes. Toshi took his second glass of whisky much slower than his first one. Eventually, the door to the hotel room beeped.

Toshi immediately looked in the direction of the entrance, but settled down after Ayane’s voice carried into the room.

“Of course you feel off, you had three Lucky Dog Sake Boxes.”

Jun was still nodding her head and rolling her eyes in response to Ayane’s warning when the group walked into the seating area. The chimera girl snapped into focus and locked onto the open whisky bottle and our glasses.

“Hey! They’re drinking without us. Where’s my glass?” Jun whined.

Toshi shook his head and waved at the other rocks glasses and remaining alcohol. “No one’s stopping you.”

The chimera girl’s eyes narrowed, and she nodded like a challenge had just been issued. She moved past the others, grabbed a glass, and poured hers neat. Once she was done, Jun turned to the rest of the women with the bottle in her hand and made a silent offer.

All of the other women shook their heads.

Ayane perched on the couch next to her brother and started examining him with a sister’s eye. She found a piece of wood on his jacket’s lapel.

“What happened?” Ayane asked Toshi after removing the errant piece of wilderness.

The Hunter laughed. “I got paranoid, thought someone was following me, and stumbled down a hill.” He took another sip from his glass. “I’m glad you’re all okay.”

“Why wouldn’t we be?” Ayane asked.

Toshi blew a long exhale out of his mouth and looked at me. “I’ll start talking now.”

The women exchanged confused looks, but I motioned for Toshi to keep going.

“This whole investigation started when all of the monks of Enryakuji Temple on Mount Hiei died. All of them were poisoned. Their bodies were discovered shortly before the emergency council meeting that Dylan attended.”

“Who’d poison a bunch of monks?” I asked in confusion.

Toshi held up his hand. “I’ll get to that, but first, do any of you remember how many people were at the portals on the day Dylan and Fumiko talked to the Kirin?”

I shrugged and looked at Ayane and Fumiko. The cat girl seemed just as clueless as I was, but Ayane appeared to be performing some mental arithmetic.

“It was more than twenty,” The Tracker finally reported.

“Including the three of you, there were twenty-two people present.”

I licked my lips and took a sip of my whisky. “Most of the people present weren’t monks, though.”

Toshi pointed in my direction. “Correct. There were only four monks there to witness what happened. Along with those monks, there were seventeen members of the Wheel, and Fumiko.” Shifting in his seat and addressing the room, Toshi continued. “As most of you will remember, shortly after visiting the portals, Midori arrived, and we fought the oni.”

“It would be impossible to forget it,” Midori admitted, a tremor in her voice.

“Something that might not be apparent is that on that night, most of those seventeen Wheel members fought against the oni.”

Remembering a portion of Endo’s requested moment of silence from the emergency meeting, I felt a rock in my gut. “How many died that night?”

Toshi took another gulp from his glass. “Including Endo’s three Hunters, seven members from the Wheel died fighting the oni.” He trailed off and looked into the distance.

Ayane grabbed the rocks glass out of Toshi’s hand and placed it on a side table. “This isn’t helping. If you forget to tell us all of the details, we won’t be able to help.” She huffed out a sigh. Seeing her brother in this condition was having an obvious impact on her. “So, ten of the members who were there are still ali⁠—”

“Five. Five are still alive. Maybe six, but I can’t know that without going to Ehime.”

I rubbed my temples. “Wait a second. Back up. What happened to those other members?”

Toshi pointed at me. “This brings us back to the poisoned monks. A joint investigation team from Kyoto, Shiga, and Osaka was formed. Most of the manpower was supplied by Kyoto and Osaka, but Shiga agreed to handle the lab work.”

“Dividing up the labor is pretty common in joint projects,” Ayane explained to me and the others. “It builds trust and good relations between Holds.”

“Indeed. At first, things appeared to be going smoothly. All of us did what we were supposed to do. However, tempers began to rise when the toxicology report was hung up for an extra day. It became even more bizarre when spoiled natto came back as the reason all of the monks died.”

“Stinky beans can’t kill people,” Fumiko said, scrunching up her nose and flattening her ears.

“Correct.” Toshi swung his extended finger in Fumiko’s direction. “It just so happens that three people who witnessed your conversation with the Kirin were also assigned to the investigation of the monks. They were Hunter Haga, Tracker Ono, and Advisor Endo.” Toshi extended a finger as he mentioned each name.

Toshi displayed his three fingers to the group, dropped one of them, and continued. “Haga and Ono were in law enforcement. Both of them very much agreed with Fumiko’s reaction to natto being the culprit. So, they decided to bring another sample to the Osaka Hold for testing.”

“What did the lab in Osaka report?” Midori asked.

“Nothing. Haga and Ono died in a car accident, and the sample was destroyed.”

“That’s awful, but could it have been a coincidence?” I asked.

Toshi craned his neck around Ayane. It appeared all of this talking was making him thirsty. “Yeah, sure, coincidence. A Tracker named Sone didn’t think so.”

“Wait. Sone from the medical wing?” Midori interjected.

“The one and only,” Toshi answered with a sad smile on his face. He turned to me and continued. “Sone was another member at the portals during your chat with the Kirin. He wasn’t on the investigation team, but he was the person who Haga and Ono wanted to run the toxicology report in Osaka.”

“Let me guess, he’s dead too,” I said with a sinking feeling in my stomach.

“You are correct. He died in a fire—with the last remaining sample.”

I stood up and walked around the room. I needed to incorporate a bit of movement to think through everything Toshi was saying. I stopped, remembering his phone call when we were at the yakiniku restaurant in Beppu. “You called us after the fire, didn’t you?”

“Yes. The day after the fire, Fujita and Kobayashi went missing. Their disappearance was what prompted the investigation team to look internally.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Fujita was a Tracker from Osaka and Kobayashi was a Hunter assigned to Advisor Endo,” Ayane answered.

Toshi shook his head. “Kobayashi still hasn’t been found, but Fujita’s body was discovered about two hours after Endo called the Master about the abyss portal’s reduced size.”

“How do you know about that call?” I asked with a raised brow.

Toshi snickered. “Because I was standing next to him.” Toshi’s eyes seemed to lose focus again. “Initially, we were so happy. It was our first bit of good news. I mean, the opening was the size of a straw.”

Jun snorted. “Yeah, real good news.” She swallowed half of her whisky.

“Anyway. The discovery of Fujita’s body was when things escalated. Endo went into hiding, I found out my apartment was bugged, and I got involved with those idiot cultists.” Toshi singled me out. “Oh, thanks for that one. It was so much fun listening to those guys go on about the end coming on December twenty⁠—”

I stopped Toshi in the midst of his recap. “Wait, back up. A minute ago, you said Endo went into hiding.”

“Yeah. He was the first one after Fujita’s death. Eventually, we all did. We didn’t know who to trust. So, your lead on the cultists was my way of laying low while continuing the investigation.”

Ayane reached for her brother’s hand. “What can we do to help?”

Toshi heaved out a long sigh. “If I die in the next couple of days—” he waved Ayane’s rebuttal away while it was forming in her mouth. “Let me finish. If I die in the next couple of days, figure out if it was Endo, Kobayashi, or Sato that did it.”

“Sato?” Midori asked incredulously. She had a soft spot in her heart for gruff Sato.

“He was the one who asked me to take his place on the investigation team, so yeah, Sato,” Toshi said with grim steel in his voice.

“Is that why you stopped communicating with the Hold?” Ayane asked.

Toshi turned to his sister. “Pretty much. I trust the Scholar, but he’s loyal to Sato. He wouldn’t tolerate a hint of an accusation against him.”

“But still. Sato?” Ayane pressed. “I just can’t believe he would betray us.”

“From the start, I thought it was weird for me to be part of this whole mess. But I did it as a favor to Sato. Sorry, but he’s one of the three people who might end up killing me.”


Chapter 35


A Demonstration of Power



Toshi stayed with us in the suite. He made a feeble attempt to leave, but Ayane immediately stopped him. The haggard Hunter slept on an extra futon in the foyer and was still there the next morning. He needed a place to lay low and rest, and Jun needed—for lack of a better term—a babysitter. We needed to make a good impression on the council, and I knew her Dusk-tainted eye and abrasive personality would not help us win any friends.

We arranged to meet him and Jun back at the ryokan after the council meeting. I wasn’t sure if she was being serious, or if she was trying to lighten the mood, but Jun mentioned something about day drinking to Toshi as I was closing the door.

Doing my best to push Toshi’s story to the back of my mind, we rounded the bend and arrived at Hosen-in Temple.

There were several signs out front stating the temple was closed to the public. However, a fleet of black sedans in the gravel parking lot and a crowd of Scholars entering the grounds made the temple appear busier than any normal day of tourists and visitors.

Each individual dressed in a black robe was accompanied by either a Hunter or Tracker carrying a massive odachi sword covered in a purple Dusk scabbard.

“Is that normal?” I asked Ayane, pointing at one of the huge swords.

“Yes. Each Scholar designates a sword bearer for official meetings.”

Ayane’s explanation made sense; however, the number of Hunters and Trackers far exceeded a single attendee per Scholar. I assumed most of the additional bodies were affiliated with the Kyoto Hold.

When we walked into the subterranean meeting room—about the size of a small wedding hall—my eyes were drawn to the mural painting on the vaulted ceiling. I had noticed it before, but had never stopped to study the flowing ink. It depicted a battle between several clans on a hilly landscape. I could make out brave samurai with their flashing katanas, mounted generals commanding their troops, and the bloody and broken bodies of the dead.

I swallowed hard. I’d never been in a full-scale battle. Thinking of my women, my friends, my colleagues in the Wheel bloody and broken like the soldiers above me made my gut clench and spine stiffen.

Shoving those darkening thoughts away, I catalogued the room. While it was apparent that the space could accommodate more, there appeared to be enough seats for one hundred and fifty people. Most of these chairs were arranged in neat rows toward the back of the room.

The secretary’s desk had been pushed forward and was placed next to the first line of seating. Next to the desk, there was a line of chairs with “Reserved” signs placed on them. Upon closer examination, my group found our names on chairs next to Sato.

Wonder why Sato’s sitting with us.

There was an extended period of mingling before the appointed hour. Just like the end of the last meeting I attended, there was a clear separation between a few different groups of Scholars. I could almost feel Scholar Wada’s eyes on me just as a bell rang to start the meeting.

Once everyone was settled, the discreet door at the front of the room behind the raised platform opened. Advisor Goto was the first one to walk in. She was promptly joined by the Master in his distinctive gold robe and black cord that cinched around his waist. Finally, Advisor Endo followed.

Endo entered the room cautiously. He gave the door behind the platform a once over before lining up at his assigned seat at their massive desk at the front of the room.

When the leadership panel was seated, Endo’s odd behavior continued. His eyes searched all of the faces in the room, and his brows knitted together. As his gaze fell onto Sato, it was almost as if Endo whispered “no” as he moved on.

My eyes bounced between Endo and Sato. Was the advisor unnerved by Sato’s participation in the meeting?

“Why are you distracted?” Sato asked from the corner of his mouth.

Thinking on my feet, I answered, “Since Endo’s on the investigation team with Toshi, I was curious if he’d seen him.”

Sato gave a long exhale. “It’s all my fault.”

“What?” My pulse leapt. I took a few quiet breaths, trying to play it cool.

He shook his head. “I was wrong about Toshi, and I wanted to help him with his career.”

I turned to the ponytailed Hunter. “I’m completely lost. What are you talking about?”

“You’re a good Hunter, Dylan. I was wrong about you, too. But not all of us were chosen by the Kirin. Not all of us are destined to fight side by side with the warrior maidens.” His voice was resigned with a touch of bitterness.

“What does any of that have to do with Toshi?”

“I thought this was an opportunity for him to prove himself. I’ve always thought of him as just a vapid ladies’ man, but I’ve gotten to know him well over the past few months because… well, because of you. He often gets overlooked because Ayane’s so talented. When I was offered the spot on the investigation team, I declined and instead recommended Toshi. It could have been a way for him to achieve rank five.” He clenched his hands, and his voice turned harsh. “But I was wrong. I had no idea how dangerous it would be. I was an idiot.”

Just as I was about to ask another string of questions, Goto called the meeting to order. She went through the motions, listing the three people in charge of the leadership panel, the exact date of the meeting, and a review of the previous official meeting’s notes.

Toshi, you might be wrong about Sato. At least, I hope you are.

I fought against the urge to pull my hair out from the seesaw of frustration, matched with the urgency to do something. I wanted to scream about the seemingly nonsensical items these members of leadership were consumed with, but I knew it wouldn’t help.

Finally, the secretary informed the panel there were no other points of review, and the Master addressed the council and the Wheel’s other assembled members.

“This is an auspicious day. Along with our normal points of discussion, there will be a number of demonstrations given to this council. The results of which will undoubtedly change the course of the Wh⁠—”

The room was filled with the sound of a thunderous boom. A second later, I could hear the crashing of walls caving and wooden beams splitting in the distance.

Everyone in the room looked around in confusion. A stunned moment passed before a breathless Tracker ran into the room.

“The Arashiyama Garden Ryokan exploded!”

Jun! Toshi!

I was on my feet without even realizing it. Ayane and the rest of my group were as well. We collectively turned toward the door. There were people we cared about in that building.

Sending the Dawn into my legs, I used a burst of speed to run toward the back of the room.

A flash of purple light exploded in front of me, and an attack to my midsection sent me flying in the opposite direction.

I flew past faces filled with shock, anger, and horror. After crashing into the table of Scholars nearest the Master, I clutched my aching stomach and looked up to see what hit me.

The enormous bulk of General Otakemaru was standing in front of the portal chuckling.

He wasn’t alone.

Several ten-foot-tall armed oni were exiting the purple portal and fanning out behind their leader. Their muscled bodies flexed restlessly, thick hands clutching various Dusk-covered weapons. They flashed their yellow fangs, grins on their hideous faces.

The oni general was holding a curved sword and a spear with a curved blade. The midnight-blue-skinned demon gave his sword a single, downward, diagonal shake. Blood and chunks of viscera splattered down to the floor.

Looking in the direction of the oni’s blade, I saw what remained from the Tracker who had alerted the room seconds earlier.

Otakemaru’s red eyes narrowed on the bloody mess. “Vermin. So weak and pathetic.”

When the oni straightened, his twisted antelope-like horns nearly scraped the ceiling. The monster roared another menacing laugh. “And you’re tiny.”

The oni general brought a hand to his face. He extended his first finger and drug his hand down from forehead to chin.

A shimmer of purple surrounded Otakemaru while his massive body convulsed for a fraction of a second. The purple disappeared, and there were two eight-foot-tall versions of Otakemaru. One was holding the sword, and the other kept the spear.

I got to my feet and covered my upper body with the Dawn.

The last of the armed oni exited the portal, and the purple circle shrank before blipping out of existence. There were a dozen grey-skinned soldiers in Otakemaru’s retinue.

The members of the Wheel, along with my team, were forming up a battleline of our own. Glancing left, Fumiko was encased in the battle version of her veil and shaking with fury. Ayane was on my right, and her entire head was covered in the Dawn.

All around the line, Scholars were withdrawing their four-foot long odachi blades, and their swordbearers drew their own weapons.

Sato and the additional Hunters and Trackers had all readied their Dawn-infused weapons, or held talismans in their hands.

Finally, the Master nudged his way to the front of our line.

I had my doubts about the elderly man until his golden robe began to pulse with the energy of the Dawn. The old man pulled off his black cord, and it also started to flash.

“We won't be intimidated.” His outfit stopped pulsing, faded away, and the octogenarian now had the physique of a NFL linebacker. Meanwhile, the cord transformed into an odachi that the man easily held with a single hand.

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Otakemaru growled. The general gave his troops a signal, and the oni charged forward.

“For our realm! For the Kirin!” The Master shouted, and lunged for Otakemaru.

The room erupted in battle cries, and our line rushed to meet the enemy.

I launched my first attack against an oni with a huge cleaver covered in Dusk.

“Attack their weapons and destroy the Dusk first,” Ayane shouted to those around her from several feet behind me. “They can’t be killed until their weapons are free of Dusk.”

I slammed a second fist against the flat of the cleaver in front of me, and its Dusk covering exploded.

The oni holding the giant blade didn’t have time to form a strategy before my third attack punched through his chest.

Once the monster’s mass had disintegrated into floating motes of nothingness, I caught sight of the chaos happening all around me.

Fumiko had just sliced through an armed oni with the efficiency of a veteran and was pressing closer to Otakemaru.

Ayane had positioned herself behind several barriers and was calling out the weak points in various oni’s weapons to those that would listen.

Midori frantically rushed from one injured Hunter to another dying Scholar, desperately trying to heal the members that she could. It was clear she was terrified, but she kept pushing herself, trying to heal as many as possible.

Scholars Ueda and Yamashiro joined forces with Sato and Chiaki to repel a single oni. The two Scholars delivered a tremendous cross slice to the oni’s core the moment their faithful Hunters destroyed the monster’s weapon.

Like Ueda’s team, the three members from the leadership panel rushed toward the Otakemaru holding a spear.

The Master and his advisors were the smallest team to attack an oni head on. Advisor Endo wielded two short-handled sickle-like kama blades, and Goto expertly wielded a katana and dispensed with the monster’s weapon, while the Master pierced the monster’s core with his odachi.

Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said with all of the other Wheel members. The room was too small for this battle, and the Wheel members were forced to make surgical cuts with odachis and katanas to avoid friendly fire within the confines of the room.

The armed oni didn’t have this problem. They continued to swing their weapons mindlessly, like gardeners hacking through a mass of dead overgrowth. If they sliced into another of their kind, it didn’t affect the attacker in the slightest. In fact, the Dusk leaking from an oni wound helped apply more protection to the monsters’ weapons.

Even with Midori’s efforts and the assistance of talismans, we were quickly losing people. It appeared at least a quarter of our numbers had been cut down.

Regaining my focus, I sprinted to the version of the oni general holding a sword.

Fumiko was immediately a half step behind me.

By the time we reached him, Otakemaru had his recurved sword prepared. He was swinging for Fumiko’s head.

The cat girl dropped low and twisted on her heels to spin around. In the blink of an eye, she was beside the oni general, her golden claws flashing toward his head.

The towering monster was as fast as he was strong.

He dipped backward, narrowly avoiding Fumiko’s claws. With a single movement, he smashed the hilt of his sword on the side of Fumiko’s head and stabbed the blade at my chest.

I leaned back and felt the massive blade rush past my chest in a blast of air.

Straightening, I saw Fumiko was dazed from the general’s blow, but she had her teeth gritted and was holding the general’s right ankle in place with her two tails.

Otakemaru struggled to advance toward me, and looked down at Fumiko.

I noticed the Dusk coating on his weapon still bore the same damage from our fight in Beppu. Using his momentary distraction with Fumiko, I attacked the weak point on the upper flat part of the blade.

Activating the Dawn in my legs, I rushed in with a loaded right cross. Knowing Fumiko was buying me this one chance to score a direct hit, I sent as much of the Dawn to my fist as possible.

The remaining Dusk coating his sword shattered.

The reverberation bounced me a few feet away.

Otakemaru roared in frustration and brought his free hand down in a hammerfist on top of Fumiko’s head.

The cat girl’s armor cracked. She cried out and crumpled to the ground.

The oni general raised a massive foot, preparing to stomp on Fumiko. Striking his unprotected core would end all of this.

A punch wouldn’t make it in time to save Fumiko…

But kick just might.

Concentrating on the lower half of my body with effort, I felt the Dawn pull away from my upper body and cover my legs. I planted my left foot and executed a powerful roundhouse kick to the oni’s core.

My kick landed perfectly. Otakemaru stumbled back. Fumiko rolled away to safety.

The general started to laugh, and my stomach dropped.

“Nice try, legend.” The oni grinned maniacally, and pointed to the other version of himself. “You’ll have to do more than that to defeat me.”


Chapter 36


Boss Fight



The now weaponless version of Otakemaru near me unleashed a flurry of kicks.

I blocked two, but a third plowed into my stomach and sent me flying back in the direction of Fumiko. My legs were still covered in Dawn, but that had left my upper body vulnerable.

Dammit. I need to be able to cover my entire body in Dawn!

Thudding to the ground, I rolled several times. When I got up, blood was running down my face, and Fumiko was pulling me in the direction of the Otakemaru holding a spear.

“We can end this,” she shouted.

I hated the idea of fleeing from an opponent, but the cat girl was right. Destroying the Dusk-coated spear would theoretically leave the oni general vulnerable.

As we turned, two things became clear. The group was having a difficult time chipping away at Otakemaru’s spear, and the oni general wasn’t stupid.

“To me, you bastards!” Otakemaru roared to the other oni in the room.

Three of the four remaining oni soldiers responded to their commander’s order. They encircled the version of Otakemaru holding a spear.

The fourth armed oni was locked in combat with Scholar Wada’s swordbearer. As a Tracker, Scholar Wada couldn’t wield a Dawn weapon. She was attempting in vain to create a barrier between her and the attacking oni with a talisman as her sword bearer struggled to protect her.

Wada’s swordbearer managed to chip off the last of the Dusk covering the oni’s weapon, but the Dawn-infused odachi he was holding shattered in the process. The swordbearer looked helplessly at the odachi handle in his hands. The oni swung, and the Hunter’s head was separated from his body.

Wada screamed in horror as the oni turned and took a menacing step toward her.

“I don’t want to die! Please, not me!”

At the same moment, the group fighting Otakemaru had managed to pin the monster’s spear. Advisor Goto was in the process of swinging her katana at the spear’s point when Endo responded to Wada’s call.

The male advisor withdrew his kama blades from the spear’s haft and rushed to save Scholar Wada.

Endo’s blades sliced through the back of the oni just as the monster was swinging its enormous cleaver at the female Scholar Wada’s head.

Wada was saved. Advisor Goto wasn’t.

Fumiko and I arrived too late.

In the time it took Endo to rush to Scholar Wada’s aid, Otakemaru was able to withdraw his spear, run it through Goto, and slam the female advisor’s body against a wall.

The upright people left in the room helped encircle both versions of Otakemaru and his three remaining soldiers. Nearly half of our original members were either dead or had suffered severe injuries.

Midori moved closer to our group. The kappa girl looked petrified, but she was still providing medical assistance and Dawn infusion to those that needed it.

“The two oni on the left are unable to apply any more Dusk to their weapons, and the one on the right is very close to the same state,” Ayane reported, her voice shaking as she struggled to remain focused amidst the carnage.

“Let’s go right!” Chiaki yelled, and rushed toward the armed oni.

Sato backed her up, but the unarmed version of Otakemaru prevented me and Fumiko from joining.

The cat girl and I threw combinations of kicks, punches, and claws, but the oni evaded us.

Behind our personal battle, the clash of metal striking metal rang out. A tired cheer sounded, and I guessed at least one more oni had been killed.

Knowing we needed to help the others, Fumiko and I launched a simultaneous attack.

I adopted Fumiko’s earlier tactics, and stayed low to the ground. I faked a sweep and spun my body around to grab Otakemaru’s legs.

The moment my arms cinched around the oni’s calves, Fumiko’s loaded up haymaker connected with Otakemaru’s face.

We couldn’t kill or permanently damage the oni yet, but Fumiko sent him flying backwards.

Now’s our chance.

“Go now!” I shouted to Fumiko.

The two of us joined the rest of the group.

“Chiaki, I’m coming!” Midori yelled over the din of fighting.

Fumiko and I lent our strength to the group fighting the version of Otakemaru holding a spear. There were only two flakes of Dusk left on the blade, but the group was struggling to land a successful hit on the exact location on the spear.

Slightly away from the group, I saw Midori applying Dawn to Chiaki’s kunai knife.

With their attention focused on applying the Dawn, neither of the women saw an armed oni plow through a line of Scholars and Hunters. The oni’s intended path was directly toward them.

No!

I pressed away from the haft of Otakemaru’s spear and stepped in the direction of the kappa girl and female Hunter.

Slam!

The unarmed version of Otakemaru landed a jump kick squarely between my shoulder blades, and I pancaked onto the floor.

Fumiko read my moves and raced to help our friends.

The spear-wielding version of Otakemaru also followed.

Six feet from the encounter, Fumiko launched herself into the air. The cat girl came crashing down with both claws raking the oni soldier’s body from its head to feet. The monster’s core split, and the oni soon disintegrated.

Fumiko turned to her friends. “Are you ok⁠—”

Otakemaru’s spear sliced across Fumiko’s stomach, and the force of the attack bounced the cat girl against the ground.

“Twintails!” Midori scuttled to Fumiko’s side and tried to treat the injury.

“That’s becoming annoying,” Otakemaru growled, pulling back his spear.

Midori froze. She covered Fumiko’s body with her own and waited for Otakemaru’s attack.

Squish.

At the last minute, Sato dove in front of the spear. The blade went through his back and burst out of his chest.

“Move her, Ms. Midori,” Sato coughed, blood flying from his lips.

“Bastard!” Chiaki screamed.

Otakemaru laughed darkly and began to withdraw his spear—only it wouldn’t move.

I’d arrived and could see Sato was holding the haft of the spear with his dying energy.

The oni general doubled his efforts.

Sato gave me a nod, and I grabbed the spear.

“Destroy the Dusk!” The Master shouted to Chiaki.

The sobbing Hunter took aim with her kunai and shattered the last of the dark purple coating. She followed this with several other manic strikes, but she couldn’t destroy the spear itself.

Fumiko appeared next to the tall female hunter. The cat girl was holding her stomach, but she was calm. She pulled back her free hand and slammed it into the unprotected spear head.

When Otakemaru’s second weapon shattered, the oni general bellowed in anger. The two smaller versions of him smashed back together with such concussive force, we were all sent flying to the far walls of the room.

The numerous impacts caused concrete, wood, and plaster to crack and crash down. Incapacitated bodies were covered in rubble or the remnants of furniture.

When I struggled to my feet, every inch of my body was sore. I was fairly certain I had some cracked ribs. There were only seven others who could do more than moan and writhe in pain on the ground.

Scholars Ueda and Yamashiro were helping one another up while Midori and Fumiko did the same.

Looking to my right, I spotted Ayane sprawled on the floor and pulled my Tracker girlfriend to her feet.

Advisor Endo moved his head around, but stayed plastered to the ground clutching Scholar Wada to his side.

Otakemaru was back in his original twelve-foot-tall form. He was alone and weaponless, but he was bellowing another laugh all the same.

The oni general was holding the Master by his throat.

The elderly man’s defiant face remained unshaken by the monster’s grasp and his impending doom.

The golden weapon dangling from the Master’s useless, broken arm shifted between an odachi, katana, testubo club, and kunai. It was as if the inanimate object was searching for a solution to an impossible problem.

With a final boom to punctuate his laughter, Otakemaru threw the Master in my direction.

The Master didn’t make a sound as his body flew near the ceiling at the speed of a major leaguer’s fastball.

I sent the Dawn to my legs and leapt higher than I’d ever jumped in my life.

The old man’s body slipped just past my fingers, and he continued sailing in the direction of the wall.

When he was a few feet away, the elderly man attempted to twist himself. This wasn’t enough. The Master smashed against the wall and slid down to the floor.

“You’ll pay for that!” Scholar Yamashiro shouted, rushing toward the oni general. The Scholar’s odachi scraped against the ground, as he only had one viable arm.

Scholar Ueda rushed after his old friend with the rest of us following shortly behind.

Even though my charge started after Yamashiro’s, my Dawn covered fist was within striking distance before the Scholar’s blade.

Otakemaru pivoted on his left foot at the last second to avoid my punch. He whipped his right leg around, and sent Yamashiro flying in the same direction as the Master.

The Scholar smashed against the wall headfirst and did not get up again.

“His head. He has no core. We have to remove his head!” Ayane called from just outside of the fray.

Fumiko and I attempted another version of our high and low group attack, but were kicked away by the oni’s massive legs.

The oni leaned down to avoid an overhead slice from Scholar Ueda’s odachi. On his way back up, Otakemaru thrusted his head forward, piercing his curved horns through the Scholar’s chest.

Otakemaru stood up to his full height, tormenting the impaled Scholar by pressing him against the ceiling. The oni general shook his head like a dog reluctant to give up its favorite chew toy and tossed the Scholar’s body against a wall.

“You son of a bitch!” I yelled, scrambling up to my feet as scorching pain blistered through my ribs.

Wait. I need a strategy, or more people are going to die.

I regrouped with Fumiko. “I’ll distract him. Go for the throat.” I gritted my teeth, and tried to not think about what I’d just seen.

The cat girl held her bleeding stomach. She bit back the pain and nodded her agreement.

We shot at the oni in parallel lines, but I added a burst of speed when we were within range.

Otakemaru dropped into a defensive stance with his chin tucked into his chest.

At the last possible second, I launched a roundhouse kick at the oni’s knee.

Otakemaru tried to twist out of range, but my foot slammed into the monster’s joint.

The oni crumpled forward several feet.

At that same moment, Fumiko leapt headlong with her claws out. The lethal points gashed deep lines across Otakemaru’s jugular.

I jumped to follow Fumiko’s attack, but her cuts to the oni’s throat weren’t deep enough.

The oni swatted Fumiko with one hand, covered his injured neck with the other, and chomped his jagged jaws down on my right shoulder.

I’d never experience such raw, intense pain before. It was as if my upper arm had been crushed by a bus while also being run through by a dozen twisted needles.

The pain ramped up even further when Otakemaru shook his head. The joint in my arm dislocated.

I screamed. Covering my legs in the Dawn, I kicked the oni hard and freed myself.

Crashing to the ground, I saw Fumiko’s punch drunk wobbly form. She was up, but that was about it.

Midori and Ayane rushed forward, but they were both nearly at their limits.

Still holding his throat, Otakemaru sneered at me. The oni lowered his head in Fumiko’s direction.

My arm hung useless at my side.

He’s going to run her through like Scholar Ueda. Fuck my arm, I have to stop this.

Concentrating on the Dawn in my network with everything I had, I sprang forward.

Time stopped. My foot falls made no noise.

I arrived at Otakemaru’s location in an instant and launched a Dawn-infused jumpkick.

My foot shattered the back of the monster’s jaw, continued through his spine, and out the other side.

I landed several feet away from Fumiko with my back to the general as his massive form toppled and lay still.


Chapter 37


The Aftermath



Since he had no core, the corpse of Otakemaru didn’t immediately blow apart into millions of particles like the Dusk, yokai, and other oni. Whether it was because of his position as a general or another element of his composition, something was keeping his hateful body in place.

Several of the less severely injured Wheel members were coming to their senses.

“Is it over?” Scholar Wada asked in a trembling voice. She was still huddled behind Advisor Endo.

Even from my position from across the room, I could see her knuckles shaking as her hands gripped the advisor’s jacket.

The advisor was weirdly calm. His face was impossible to read.

“Yes. For now,” Fumiko answered between heavy breaths. The cat girl released her veil, took a couple of steps in my direction, and pitched forward.

No!

I was at my limit, but I dug deep and focused on the Dawn in my legs. I needed one more burst of speed.

Stepping between the beats of my accelerated heart rate, I dipped my left arm below my knee when I got within a couple of feet of the falling cat girl.

Fumiko’s unconscious form landed in the crook of my arm inches before hitting the ground, and I pulled her body against mine.

I landed on my right side and howled at the insane jolt of pain ripping through my body. Through gritted teeth, I rolled to the left to gently set Fumiko’s body next to mine.

Looking at the back of the room, I could see Ayane and Midori rushing over. The fatigued kappa girl covered herself in her turtle-shaped veil while Ayane pulled out a final talisman.

“Help her first,” I gritted when Midori began healing my right arm.

“Medical triage says you’re the priority, Dylan. Let me do my job,” Midori shot back, holding in a cascade of tears.

Now’s not the time to overreact

Taking in a couple of deep breaths, I attempted to settle myself down before trying a different approach. “It’s not as bad as it looks. Ayane can⁠—”

“Your arm is barely attached to your shoulder. A talisman isn’t going to do much beyond preventing further damage,” Midori said. With the fighting done, she was in her element. She moved one of her hands from beside my shoulder to wipe a few stray tears away. “Hold still,” she sniffed.

Ayane used her talisman to treat the punctures in Fumiko’s stomach. She would still need an extensive amount of medical attention, but it didn’t appear the cat girl's life was in immediate danger.

I struggled to remain conscious. Even though Midori was throwing herself into healing me, every part of my body screamed, but a thought scratched at the back of my head.

“We need to check on Jun and Toshi.”

“We’ll help them next,” Ayane called over her shoulder. “They aren’t dead. They can’t be,” she continued, the words choking her throat.

Minutes after the battle, medical staff members arrived to treat the severely wounded.

My stomach dropped when the Master, Scholar Yamashiro, and Chiaki were all taken away on stretchers, and my body tensed when I saw Scholar Ueda and Sato carried out in body bags.

When some of the dead were removed, I finally noticed the shift in the room’s atmosphere. Survivors had sought each other out and were congregating near an improvised table in the center of the room. The Master’s black cord was laying on the table’s surface.

Even with all of the pain and emotion running through my body, Scholar Wada’s pointing gestures and enraged voice captured my attention.

“Isn’t it obvious? Do I need to spell everything out to you?” the female Scholar screamed at another individual standing near the table.

The male Scholar must have muttered a reply Wada wasn’t satisfied with, because she immediately fired back. “But nothing! We must take action now.”

Spreading her arms out, Scholar Wada addressed the entire room. It was as if she wanted to make sure the surviving Hunters and Trackers heard her message. “The Master's condition is dire. He’ll most likely pass away before the day is finished. Therefore, it’s the responsibility of the remaining council members to install new leadership in his absence.”

Several people standing around the table nodded.

“Despite the odds, we’ve just survived the worst attack the filth from the abyss has ever launched. We’re fighters. We’re the ones who’ll ensure the growth and prosperity of the Wheel’s future,” Wada continued.

More heads nodded and a couple of the Scholars contributed vocal affirmations.

“Thanks to the guidance of the heavenly realm, Advisor Endo was spared from the carnage. I believe this was for a purpose. A divine purpose. Our doctrine is clear. In times of tragedy, the council is justified in immediately electing new leadership. And I can’t imagine a better individual than Advisor Endo to do so. Can any of you?”

The crowd became more animated. Most of them were clapping and voicing their agreement with Wada’s suggestion. Some looked shell shocked and confused.

“Thank you, Scholar Wada. It’s heartening to hear such tremendous praise in times as dark as this. With the council’s consent, I’ll reluctantly accept this appointment. But please know, the moment the Master is well enough, this position will revert back to him.”

Another round of agreement moved through the group, but two Scholars remained unmoved by the passionate speeches.

“I call for a vote. All those in favor of electing Endo as acting Master, say ‘aye’.”

A majority of “ayes” swept around the table with the two unconvinced Scholars voicing the only “nays".

Scholar Wada picked up the cord and handed it to Endo.

“Honda, Kaneda. It’s regrettable that you’ve chosen to stand in opposition to what is clearly the correct course of action. However, I hope you’ll join us in pursuing what should be our first agenda item under Master Endo: determining who’s responsible for this abhorrent act.”

Even though my body was shattered, I sensed an immediate need to interject something into the lunacy capturing the room. I gathered my strength and shouted, “The Gashadokuro is responsible.”

All of the heads turned in my direction.

Scholar Wada crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “Funny, I don’t remember hearing about you becoming a Scholar, Hunter Rossi. And yet, you’re here, in our most sacred of Holds. Speaking out of turn, again.”

I was still on the ground, but I shouted out my protest. “It doesn’t fucking matter what my position is!”

Midori took her hands away, and her veil faded. “I’ve done what I can for now. You should avoid any unnecessary movements.”

I nodded and tried to sit up. The kappa girl let out an exasperated exhale and helped me into a seated position.

“Master Endo, if I may, I believe there is a case to be made that Hunter Rossi has betrayed the Wheel,” Scholar Wada said, grabbing the sleeve of the new leader.

“Oh? That’s a severe accusation, Scholar Wada. Can you please elaborate?”

My jaw dropped. “Are you serious? I literally just killed an oni general. How can any of you consider something this ridiculous?”

“Hunter Rossi, please wait. I know this is a challenging situation, but Scholar Wada does outrank you. We must follow in accordance with our doctrine,” Endo replied in a vaguely patronizing tone.

“Bullshit.”

“Hunters! Bar the exit and restrain Hunter Rossi if necessary,” Endo commanded. Though he’d only been in power for a couple of minutes, a few of the lower ranked members of the Wheel followed his orders. Some members that had been clapping for his establishment as temporary leader suddenly looked uncomfortable.

Endo looked around the room. He waited until the door was blocked by unwitting Hunters, and four more were approaching me before he spoke again. “Now. Hunter Rossi, you’re making my first attempts at rendering an impartial judgement rather difficult. Please allow Scholar Wada to state her case, and I will give you the same courtesy.”

I was about to fire back a good “go fuck yourself” when Ayane grabbed my good arm. The Tracker shook her head, but helped me to my feet.

Sorry Midori, but I feel like I’m going to engage in all kinds of unnecessary movements.

Endo waved at the woman next to him. “Please continue, Scholar Wada.”

“Thank you Master. Though I wasn’t here to witness it myself, I believe Hunter Rossi attended a private session with the former Master and Advisor Goto on December thirteenth.”

“Yes, I can confirm that appointment. I called from Mount Hiei while they were here,” Endo replied.

“How fortuitous that someone who can corroborate this fact is still with us.” Scholar Wada tilted her head slightly. “It’s my understanding that Hunter Rossi wasn’t alone when he attended said meeting. He brought the former nekomata, and supposed warrior maiden, Fumiko with him.”

“While I can’t confirm her attendance, I do know the meeting was specifically created in order for the Master and Advisor Goto to witness Ms. Fumiko’s powers,” Endo said.

“You know damn well what her powers are, Endo. You were—” I seethed.

“This is your final warning Hunter Rossi. You will be called upon when it’s your turn to speak,” Endo shot back. He nodded to the Hunters standing nearest to me, and they moved within a few feet.

I didn’t want to unnecessarily harm the Hunters doing their jobs, but I made a decision right then and there.

If any of these fuckers tries to harm one of my women, I’ll end them.

Endo went back to addressing the broken council. “Where were we? Ah, yes, the former nekomata visited this same location prior to today’s council meeting. Scholar Wada, do you have something else?”

“Yes, I believe I do. Medical records sent to us prior to today’s meeting included an oddly specific detail. It’s something I believe is akin to a guilty conscience making a confession. According to the report, the former nekomata had a mark on her body that allowed Dusk—and I suspect even oni—to travel into our realm.”

“You are correct, Scholar Wada; however, the report indicated the former nekomata’s condition was cured. Scholar Yamashiro was the one to confirm this for the council,” Endo replied.

Scholar Wada gave a knowing nod and laid a hand on Endo’s shoulder. “Given what you told me about Ueda’s coercion, isn’t it possible Yamashiro was fooled into making that report on Hunter Rossi and the former nekomata’s behalf?”

“What?” Ayane yelped.

The Hunters looked back at Endo for guidance. The new Master slowly closed his eyes and shook his head like it was a magnanimous act.

“Scholar Wada, that was a private conversation, but I’ll share this with the remaining members of the council. The reason why my original report of the incident on Mount Hiei in November was inconclusive was because I couldn’t knowingly lie to this group,” Endo said, turning his back to me.

“Scholar Ueda and his members from the Osaka Hold wanted me to include hearing a voice from the heavenly realm. Something I most certainly did not hear,” Endo continued.

“Ueda and his cohort wanted me to spread this lie as a way to bolster hope. And, I suspect, as a way to immortalize his new, foreign Hunter as the Wheel’s savior.” Endo pointed at me with his final statement.

Scholar Wada stepped closer to Endo, her eyes burning into mine. “Given what you’ve just shared, Master, wouldn’t it be feasible for Ueda to convince his very close friend, Yamashiro, to…falsify his report to the council? Perhaps this Fumiko person…sorry, former nekomata, intentionally came to our meeting today knowing she could use the portal mark on her body to summon the attackers we just defeated?”

Endo licked his lips and raised an eyebrow. “I’d say your hypothesis sounds very likely, Scholar Wada. In fact, given what we know, I think it would be incredibly difficult to prove anything to the contrary.”

Endo turned to the other Scholars in the room. In a commanding voice, he boomed, “Fellow members of the Wheel of Justice, given the severity of the crimes they’re being accused of and the attack we just suffered, I believe we should confine Hunter Rossi, Tracker Ito, and the former yokai while they await trial.”

The noise in the room ebbed and flowed as I heard voices grumbling in agreement while others muttered in disdain. Several heads shook and gazes full of hostility shot back at us.

“Order, council. Order! I’d like this to be put to a vote,” Endo called to the group. “All those in favor of detaining them, say ‘aye’.”

The group was less unified with this decision, but a nine to four majority still wanted us to be locked up prior to a fraudulent trial at some point in the future.

“Hunters, take them away. By force if necessary,” Endo commanded.

Two Hunters from the entrance joined the four already in front me.

My arm’s still kind of shot. I’ve exerted my Dawn. And they’re all armed.

The group of Hunters moved as one in our direction. Keeping myself in front of the women, we took a couple of steps backwards. We were nearly to the elevated platform where the three-person panel sat during council meetings.

“What are we going to do, Dylan?” Ayane asked, pulling Midori closer to her.

“We fight!” Fumiko roared to life next me.

I glanced back at my women, and then at the approaching Hunters.

I planted my feet, and concentrated on my network hoping for just a little more juice. The warmth of the Dawn answered my call and coated my arms.

“Bring it on!”


Author’s Notes


I hope you’ve enjoyed this latest installment of Dylan’s adventures. Waifu was the one who encouraged me to set a portion of the story in Beppu, and I’m glad I listened. The onsen city isn’t on nearly enough people’s radars.

Thank you, Kanegon, for introducing me to the deadly but delicious fugu. Sorry that my mom still thinks you’re trying to kill me. Also, thank you, Shiver Dogg. My life was completely transformed the night we watched in stunned silence as Griffith betrayed the Band of the Hawk. I’m surprised neither of us tossed one of our open cans of Sparks at the TV.

Again, I owe an enormous thank you to Marcus Sloss and all of the folks at Royal Guard Publishing for giving me a chance.
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