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An (Extremely Abridged) Summary Of Act One


It’s me, Ship Teaser! Since it’s been a while, here’s your summary, though it is more a memory refresher than anything exhaustive, as you don’t have the time to read a summary the size of an ordinary book, I’m sure! Without further ado, do enjoy this touching on the main points! Side characters and events will most likely be omitted for a sense of brevity!

Oshiro Moonstone Akio, our protagonist, is a man who left his dead-end hometown, and his clingy sister Oshiro Sapphire Aiko, and shy childhood friend Mori Eri, to go to university in Tokyo. He graduated, and spent the next couple of years doing freelance IT work, and pandering to the whims of the princess of his university friend group, the stunningly beautiful but equally frail Shiro.

One day, Akio seems to fall asleep during the day, when he is visited by a mysterious, Angelic spirit, who warns him that the world is in danger, the old myths and legends will return, and the Gods, one of which she serves, are offering humanity power in a way to stave off this ruin. Since she likes talking so much, Akio names her Exposition-san.

She gives him her gift, though first she asks if he is prepared to take the harder, more rewarding path. Akio does, so he is actually left with rather meagre strength, the ability to deploy a Territory, within the Boundary, part of the Astral, which is a parallel existence to our Material world, inhabited by beings from our stories and legends. He also gains an ability to appraise information on himself and his Territory, in a game-like manner.

Exposition-san steers him through facing the denizens of the Astral and to establish his Territory, and after some near-death experiences to rather modest obstacles, the Territory is established, and Exposition-san retreats.

Over the next weeks, Akio studies both combat skills, physical fitness, and also what he suspects is the source of power there, a Chakra Network. Fortunately the internet has some knowledge, and he makes a little progress.

In his Territory, he can construct Buildings, using Ether, a resource found there. Things such as Ether Spires, which draw in Ether, or Spawning Spires, which create mindless versions of slain creatures that he can control.

His Territory comes under attack by strange, weasel-like creatures, and he desperately fights them off. Several more battles happen, but Akio marshals as many copied foes from his Spawning Spires, and his own strengths, and finally pushes them back, finding their leader, the ‘princess’. Akio fights, and wins, but spares the life of the pitiful princess after his attack misses a fatal strike and she surrenders.

She turns out to be a Faerie, of the weaselkin branch of the Beastkin. Her name is Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, and on accepting her, Akio gains a new power, a Class! Classes are gained by fulfilling certain multiversal feats, and offer benefits, much like a game.

Shaeula, able to use wind elemental abilities, is rather disgusted by Akio’s crude talents. She has Mystic Eyes which allow her to see the flow of energies, and she begins to reform his Chakra Network. She however doesn’t understand the difference between humans and Fae, so creates a Lunar Chakra within Akio, an eighth Chakra Fae have but humans do not. This almost kills him, but Shaeula shares her strength with him, an oddly intimate act.

As they progress together, and Akio masters wind element in a single day, using modern knowledge, which he then teaches to Shaeula, they are menaced by a Troll. Trolls are a Fae from a faction that is at odds with Shaeula, and their leader, Grulgor, was sent to deal with Shaeula. Another threat is the Raven Knight, a mysterious traveller from the lands of the Fae, who is nursing a mysterious, dark Tree, called a Rhyming Tree.

The Boundary is subject to ebbs and flows of time, and as a tide deepens, speeding up, so more time passes in the Boundary than on the Material, and Ether becomes plentiful, and this also causes dangerous beasts to emerge. A White Wyrm attacks, and is driven off. Some time later, as Akio has started creating a special Building called a Throne Of Heroes, the Wyrm returns, and Grulgor and his Trolls attack.

After a furious struggle, Akio and Grulgor make a wager, that if Akio can kill the Wyrm, he’s the strongest, and Grulgor will submit. The battle is won, but Grulgor needs a further beating before surrendering.

After this struggle, the Throne Of Heroes is built, and it allows Shaeula to incarnate in a Material body, joining Akio on the Material, where she is a short, petite orange-haired and orange-eyed cute young woman.

Over the next period of time, Shaeula enjoys having fun in the Material, socialising, and helping Akio rescues (for the second time) a troubled young woman. Shaeula has gained a wind that allows her to manipulate luck, so they use this to enable Akio to win a significant amount of money playing roulette online.

One day, after getting Shaeula some ID via cunning means, a young woman, Izumi Kana, a daughter of an old shrine family, with a pair of eyes which can see anomalies, spots them, and approaches them. She then introduces them to her family, which runs Shirohebizumi shrine, and has an actual Kami in the Boundary, Shirohebi, the White Snake. It seems that the faith of Japan is aware something is up, as a mysterious Conclave is mentioned. An alliance with Akio is sealed for mutual benefit.

In the Boundary, they expand, and eventually run afoul of the Raven Knight. In an ambush, Akio is almost killed, but at the last minute, they pull through, the Raven Knight wounded and forced to retreat. This makes Shaeula realise how close she has grown to Akio and what he means to her.

Next, Shaeula and Akio return to Akio’s hometown for the summer, where Akio plans to invite his sister to Las Vegas, which Akio has been saving gambling winnings for, in the hopes of massively multiplying his capital (as controlling land both in the Material and the Boundary offer huge benefits, but as Akio is poor… good luck with that without a large cash infusion!)

Akio’s family, and especially childhood friend, Eri, are shocked by Shaeula. Everyone always believed Akio and Eri would get together, so Shaeula is a great surprise. Akio had sworn Shaeula to secrecy regarding her nature and what is going on, but Fae are tricksy, and for his own benefit she made very sure to carefully agree in a way she could talk as needed. Akio is talked into taking Eri to Las Vegas too.

During the trip, Aiko is asked out by a troublesome guy, and Akio doesn’t stand for it. They end up having a wager over the yearly baseball game the town puts on. Akio, with his new abilities, is like a pro player, and he pulverises the snotty kid and his best friend, who also foolishly bet a date with his cute gal girlfriend, Chihaya Yae.

While Akio is celebrating with the team’s men at a pub, Shaeula spills the secret to Aiko and Eri. The very next day is the festival, and after a romantic fireworks display, Eri finally confesses her love, and Akio accepts, though he feels guilty about it.

The next day, they go on a trip to the nearby city for shopping and for Akio to have the date he won. When there, Shaeula spots a doll she has to have, and in the Boundary, it is revealed to be a Zashiki-Warashi, a type of Yōkai, a Japanese spiritual being. It is being tortured by a wicked, corrupted monster, but Shaeula and Akio save it, though Akio is injured.

He has to endure a tough afternoon, hiding his injuries from his sister, Eri and their friends, and while he is a perfect gentleman on his date, Yae tells him they all noticed his injuries.

Their trip to Vegas comes around, and it is spent gambling and doing fun tourist entertainments.

Shaeula and Akio also visit the Boundary, where Akio and Shaeula find a powerful mystical fire and wind, Foehn. Shaeula also masters fire element, a great feat for a Fae of wind. They also save a Thunderbird from the native monsters.

After some big wins, Akio catches the eye of a local businessman and inveterate gambler, Buck Kelly. Akio receives an invite to a poker tournament from him, and it turns out to be run by another person like him, a Chosen by the Gods, who manipulates luck to his advantage. Even so, his casino is also rigged.

Akio, joined by Buck, and a mercenary called Aliyah James, who is there with her brother Treyvon, tasked with a mission to investigate the casino owner, take part in the poker game and despite the cheating, Akio comes second, and helps Aliyah to third place, winning several million dollars. Even so, the casino owner isn’t happy, and tries to kill them and take back the cash.

Akio handles him, and then Aliyah reveals herself, capturing the man while Akio escapes. That night, Eri and Akio make love for the first time, and a mishap happens, Akio pouring aether into Eri, and she reveals she knew about what Akio and Shaeula were doing ever since Akio’s trip home. Akio forgives Shaeula, and they plan to take Eri for a brief trip to the Boundary. Shaeula reveals she loves Akio too, which troubles him, as he’s with Eri now.

Akio and his crew meet Aliyah again, alongside Luciana, one of her agents, at Buck’s bar, and after Aliyah hits on Shaeula too hard, she ends up humiliating her, but Luciana gets everyone’s phone numbers.

Later, Akio and Shaeula enter the Boundary in Las Vegas again. Eri gets a taster, and then Akio and Shaeula destroy the Territory controlled by the cheat from the casino. This is their first successful Territory battle, even if the owner is absent.

They then fly back to Japan, and on the flight, while Akio sleeps, Eri, Shaeula and Aiko have a heart-to-heart, and while Eri is hesitant, her heart starts melting a little…

Meanwhile, back in Japan, a dangerous threat is probing Akio’s Territory, led by a ghostly Yōkai with the power to raise ghosts and control them with nails, and her Chosen master, a bastard who abuses and kills women called Kondou Kazuo…

Book 2 begins with Akio and his group returning to Tokyo. There they discover that Akio’s Territory is being relentlessly attacked, though Shirohebi and Grulgor have handled it so far. Shaeula and Akio beat off the attackers, and when Eri and Aiko return to Nishimorioka, battle intensifies.

Akio’s neighbour Watanabe Karen, a cheerful older woman, is in a despairing state, after being fired after resisting her boss and his unwelcome advances, is cheered up by Akio and he employs her as his secretary, and tasks her to explain to his father the fake story he’s made to explain his new wealth.

As his family, and also Eri, return to Tokyo, to discuss Akio’s relationship with Eri, Shaeula and Akio take her into the Boundary, now the attacks have been temporarily beaten off. While there, an attack happens, but it is not from their enemies, but… from Shaeula’s brother, who has come looking for her, to take her back from exile and into hiding!

Shaeraggo, her brother, is accompanied by a great force, and a mighty badgerkin called Ulfuric, and a mad scientist-type Mortal Engineer called Ixitt, a ratkin. Battle starts, but in desperation, Shaeula calls for a Trial of Three, a mysterious Fae rite. This leads to three challenges, or battles, and if Akio’s side loses, he will be crippled and Shaeula retrieved. If Shaeraggo loses, he must maintain his silence for three months, as well as lend them troops and treasures.

The first battle is Shaeula versus Ulfuric, which Shaeula wins, because Ulfuric was holding back, and hampered by Shaeraggo’s orders. The second is a battle between Akio’s forces, minus Akio himself, and Shaeraggo’s forces, minus him and the Mortal Engineers. Shaeula loses, after a grand fight.

She breaks down, and Eri goes mad, attacking Shaeraggo. Akio takes an arrow protecting her, but Shaeraggo’s wife Selensha, heals him before the third battle, for fairness. Akio and Shaeraggo clash, and in a feat of miraculous flaming glory, Akio unleashes Foehn, crashes through it, and grapples with him while they both burn, until Shaeraggo surrenders.

After this triumph, their forces are replenished, and Ixitt remains behind too, fascinated by mortal knowledge and ingenuity. That isn’t all, however, as moved by Shaeula’s suffering, Eri and Shaeula come together, and persuade Akio to accept Shaeula as a lover. He is reluctant, not because he dislikes Shauela, far from it, but to be fair to Eri. But they persuade him cleverly by using a promise Akio owed Shaeula.

They make love, and to celebrate, they have a night out in a hotel restaurant, where they overhear a feisty, pretty young noble girl from a legendary school, Fukumoto Hinata, and her brother and bodyguard talking about being tasked with ‘finding people with mysterious powers’ by Fujiwara-sama, a powerful, if not the most powerful, Japanese nobleman. Akio takes a risk, and reveals himself. They have an interesting conversation, but think little more of it.

Meanwhile that night, Kondou Kazuo, at a party, had stalked and killed an innocent woman, who also turned out to be a Chosen, Suzuki Haru, and under Kiku’s nails she came back as a vengeful ghost.

The Territory battles rage on, and Akio and Shaula, with newfound allies, including Ulfuric, who has remained, cause significant damage, and liberate a captured Chosen and their Kami, the Jade Beetle, before retreating, and injure Kondou Kazuo badly.

Meanwhile, Duke Formor, Grulgor’s erstwhile master, a huge, angry Giant, hearts that Shaeraggo is preparing a convoy of treasures, and slips a little ‘gift’ inside.

Kondou Kazuo, enraged, calls on his yakuza contacts, and they attack Shirohebizumi shrine, as he’s figured out Akio’s base must be there. Akio saves Kana and her family at the last minute, but due to the violence and situation, he’s arrested. That night, he enters the Boundary in the police station, and a final battle with Akio, Shaeula and their forces, against Kondou Kazuo, Kiku, and her resurrected undead samurai husband, takes place. Kondou Kazuo is betrayed by Kiku after some poorly chosen orders, and that leads to the end result. Kiku is slain, and Kondou dominated by Shaeula’s winds, his Territory destroyed, and Haru is liberated.

Akio is rescued from prison after Fujiwara Shige dispatches a lawyer. He is invited to a party to discuss the modern world.

Shaeraggo brings his treasures, as promised, as well as two of Shaeula’s old maids, who despise Akio. Within the treasures is Duke Formor’s gift, a massive wooden chest. Inside is a strange, crazed Fae, who attacks, but Akio subdues her, and gives her a name, Hyacinth. She is a powerful maid-type Fae with nature abilities.

Meanwhile, Aliyah and Trey are tasked with bringing Akio in, with the help of deep-cover agents. The battle happens at Shirohebizumi shrine again, and after a visiting detective, investigating Akio’s earlier rescue of the harassed girl with Shaeula, is shot and nearly killed. Akio kills his first humans, two of the agents, and is taken away afterwards by the military where he meets Tsumura Katsuro, a nobleman who is head of the military.

Finally, Akio and Shaeula attend Fujiwara Shige’s party, where they meet Hinata again, as well as two other young woman, the elegant Tsumura Motoko, and her bodyguard, the boisterous Hori Natsumi, as well as Fujiwara Shige, and the Japanese Prime Minister. An alliance with the nobility is concluded, though at a potential cost…

Book 3 begins with the aftermath of the party. Akio then brings the priest of Hisuikomushi shrine he rescued into play as his Vassal, protecting his Territory in exchange for his support. Kana’s friends visit, and Shaeula seizes them and brings then in as trainees, adding them to a new school set up at Shirohebizumi shrine, which will also be attended by some noble students.

The Territory is finally upgraded to Rank 3 and this leads to a round of expansion, bringing new Boundary land into their control.

Akio meets Shiro and his other university friends after quite some time in Akihabara for a night out. Shiro seems out of sorts, and confesses her hard past to him in the taxi as he takes her exhausted self home, admitting she just wants a world kind to her.

Akio plans a trip back to Nishimorioka to see his family and also celebrate Eri’s birthday, but Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi end up tagging along, as a sort of omiai or marriage meeting, as the nobility wish to tie Akio to them, and all three of them have good reason to want such a husband for their own ends.

Akio’s mother is thrilled by this turn of events, Eri’s parents less so. Aiko reveals she has managed to enter the Boundary after Shaeula’s teachings. While Akio is talking to his father and Eri’s, Shaeula, Eri, Aiko and the others are having a sleepover with Aiko’s friends and the noble girls. They talk and Eri and Aiko discovers how wildly sheltered the noble girls are.

Eri feels sorry for Motoko, and gives her some advice.

The next day, Eri and Akio have a fun, sexy birthday together, and Akio takes Eri stargazing like when they were kids, a new telescope as a gift. The noble girls return with Akio and Shaeula to Tokyo, where they part ways.

Now that things have calmed down, Akio and Shaeula visit the lands of the Fae, the mansion Shaeraggo bought for her. There, they meet Shaeula’s other surly maids. A Wild Hunt attack on the Territory occurs, and after Akio kills the leader, a Barghest, his abilities evolve when he hits Level 50. His Eye becomes the Mystic Eye of The World Tree, and he can now see the status of things better than ever. He also discovers that Exposition-san was actually a Valkyrie, Ortlinde. They also discover the long-lost Spring of Clear Reflections on the border, a land stolen from the Fae and transformed into a land of death by the Myconids, a wicked fungal Unseelie species.

Hinata, at school, is upset by a truly top-tier noble girl she believed was her friend, Ichijou Mayumi. This pushes her to act, and she asks Akio to heal her sick, old grandfather. Akio does so, and Hinata enters in a beautiful yukata, and proposes an engagement. Akio tries to refuse, but events sweep him up, and remembering words Eri said when they made love on her birthday, that she’d accept the nobles if Akio needed them, he gives in, and the engagement is set…

Book 4 begins with testing to reclaim the Spring of Clear Reflections. Akio has a plan to use Hyacinth’s nature element to modify the Myconid spores, as well as crafted gear such as rubber suits, respirators and more.

Running battles with the Myconids occur frequently, bleeding them and working out their weaknesses. On one such incursion, a dying grove of Rhyming Trees, occupied by a tortured, dying Dryad, Asha, is found. They battle, but Akio wishes to save her and her Tree, and on their return a daring rescue happens, and Asha Kisses Akio on her rescue, a sacred thing for a Dryad. The Rhyming Tree is planted in Akio’s Territory after being taken through the Ring Gate back to Tokyo.

Meanwhile, back in Tokyo, Hinata starts taking charge of Akio’s lax information controls and his staff, as well as giving sage advice to Motoko and Natsumi, who after leaving Nishimorioka, are starting to waver on their commitment to pursuing Akio.

At the mansion in the Fae lands, strange things are happening, and it turns out that some of the maids betrayed Shaeula, and were under the pay of her enemies, and two shapeshifting Yōkai, the Bakeneko brother and sister, Ginneka and Kinneka, ambush Akio, Shaeula and the others, seeking to kill them. They are killed in battle, but the mansion burns.

Motoko and Natsumi finally realise that they were inspired by Akio’s kindness, bravery and charms, and know they have been selfish. They go to decline a marriage with him, but somehow end up confessing genuine affection and asking earnestly for his hand, and Akio accepts, due to being weak to pressure.

Eri and the others form an agreement, on how they will manage themselves as Aki’s harem.

The battle at the Spring happens, Hyacinth’s spores killing only the Myconids as planned. Duke Myrcolaxriath, the mighty leader (and technically almost entirely the Myconids, as they became almost a hive-mind) finally being brought down after a huge struggle, the Spring liberated, and then purified, giving Akio and Shaeula the precious Spirit Water contained within…

Book five begins after defeating Duke Myrcolaxriath, and reclaiming the Spring of Clear Reflections, Akio wakes up back in the Material oozing vile black impurities due to his new Spiritually Pure Physique. Hinata finds him, and after some panic, they prepare for the visit to Fujiwara Miyu, granddaughter of Fujiwara House.

What they thought was a party, turns out to be a pretence. Miyu is actually a Chosen, of Ame-no-Uzume, and has kept it secret and wants it gone. Fortunately, with help from Aiko in a phone call, she is prevented from making a reckless error, and Akio takes her under his wing as a Vassal.

Eri, Aiko and their families then visit Tokyo in a surprise arranged by Hinata. Aiko ends up running into Shaeraggo in the Boundary, who sees her with his bow. He challenges her to an archery contest, and he triumphs handily, but Aiko manages a handful of arrows that impress him, and she gains several insights into the essence of archery.

Akio meets the Prime Minister, the heads of the Three Great Houses and more, and plans for a new Ministry of Spiritual Matters are hatched. Akio uses his leverage to convince them to change several laws, allowing polygamy, which he comically announces during an otherwise serious meeting with all his friends and new allies which takes place the next day, setting their course for future progress.

To that end, Akio takes a pair of Chosen soldiers, Major Sasaki and Lieutenant Nakano, along with Miyu, Aiko and several others, to the Boundary in Inuyama, where Akio shows his growth by effortlessly dispatching the Fallen Kami that troubled them so much before, finding and liberating several more treasures.

Meanwhile, Shaeula is in the Fae Realms, and has to deal with her treacherous maids and the politics that entails, as well as appealing to the Princes and Princesses of the Fae to solidify her claim to the Spring.

Akio confronts Kondou Kazuo with Haru one final time, and the result leaves Kazuo broken and comatose, stripped of his Favour, and Haru, while hardly at peace, slowly able to heal. Seeing her father again, getting to go home, helps with that too.

Lastly, Akio, now resolved to Heal his friend Shiro, and also to ask her to be with him, though he holds little hope of that, takes her out on a date. Only when he uses his Eye to observe her, her beautiful silver hair and black eyes turn crimson and blaze with flame, revealing she is actually possessed by Taṇhā, a Goddess who brought her a Favour but instead saw another way.

Undeterred, Akio appeals to her and wins her heart. Unfortunately such joy is short-lived, as the mention of Shaeula’s name reveals that Shiro and Taṇhā were working with the Raven Knight, and with a stolen Favour, are enforced by Contract to be enemies.

Taṇhā tries to Allure and devour Akio, but Shiro would rather die, and so wills herself to break the Contracts, driving her towards death. Akio, in a rage, makes a desperate deal with Taṇhā, and Shiro is saved after much effort, due to his Skills that increase desperately during his efforts to save her.

Unfortunately, as a side-effect of this, Shiro loses an eye and an arm is rendered useless, and she is horribly scarred, the wounds plagued with adherence and impossible to Heal right now. Undeterred, Akio promises to take care of her, and when she is released from the military hospital she is in, she’ll move in with him and Shaeula.

Meanwhile, the long awaited Conclave is approaching, so Akio has no time to dwell on his sorrows, he gathers his friends, family, students and allies, and sets off for Kyoto…

Book 6 commences after arriving at Kyoto, Akio, his family and the trainees settle in. Akio is invited to meet with the heads of the three factions, as well as the neutral shrines led by the monk Bankei. Firstly, he is called to Ryōan-ji, and meets and impresses Kudou Yasuhide, and offers to take the Chosen candidates of Tsukuyomi faction through the Boundary as a show of good faith, and help them clear a menacing Yōkai they have been facing to little success. He meets the noble Lady Diviner there for the first time.

She talks of faith, her prophecies and the Princesses of the Six Paths, and is surprised to discover that two are already under Akio's care, Shaeula and Shiro, of Beasts and Hungry Ghosts.

Akio then meets Uchida Ren, of Susanoo faction at Kiyomizu-dera, which was backing Akio through the shrines and temples at his training school. He also meets the faction's Chosen, including the spunky and punky Minatogawa Mine, and Ren's son Yamato, who is rather arrogant yet has the ability to summon golden warriors, which is quite impressive. As a show of support Akio enters the Boundary to help Yamato capture various shrines and expand his Territory. The efforts are a success, and in exchange Akio receives the right to utilise some light element from Yamato's Territory, as it has it in abundance.

That evening in the Boundary, Akio fulfils his promise to the Tsukuyomi Chosen, but in doing so, they spy the great cavalcade of Yōkai that is the Night Parade Of A Hundred Demons, though this tide numbers many thousands.

He then meets Saionji Gin, of the Amaterasu faction, after he heard about Akio from one of his faction, who Akio had as a Vassal, Kikuchi Shuta. They have a brief talk, then Conclave's first day begins. The Diviner declares that great danger shall befall Japan and the world, and as the factions jockey for position, Akio makes his case, with help from an impressive display from Eri and Shaeula. Gin tries to rope Akio into an alliance, but Akio denies him.

During the discussion, when the Diviner once more takes the stage in gloomy acceptance of her doom, in front of all the faithful, and the Princess of Japan, Yukiko, Princess Mikasa, who is also the Chosen of Amaterasu, Akio names the Diviner as Matsumuro Tsukiko, as he received the name from a Kami at her shrine during his earlier aid to the Tsukuyomi Chosen. That causes chaos, and Tsukiko reveals that if anyone saw her face or knew her name, she was destined to perish.

Akio dismisses that, and promises to save her. Proposals are provisionally accepted regarding Territory control and other matters, as well as the new government Ministry. Yasuhide surprises everyone by fully supporting Akio, effectively ending Tsukuyomi faction and creating a new Akio faction.

Unfortunately, Akio's Foresight is showing danger is approaching… They then attend a concert by the famous shrine maiden idol group Red and White outside the Imperial Palace. Unfortunately Keomi, Kana’s cousin, is missing. Hyacinth is sent to search for her, and during the concert encore, a bloody Hikawa Ren staggers towards Akio, crying for help, as Marika, his sisters and most of the Susanoo trainees are in grave peril, as Yamato took them all to the Boundary, despite Akio forbidding them to go without him, and they have fallen foul of the Night Parade.

Akio wants to go with Shaeula, but Eri and Aiko want to go too. Aiko is denied, but she, Eri and Shaeula talk him into taking Eri. They reach the battlefield in the Boundary, and a lot of the trainees are already dead. They save Keomi, the Hikawa twins and another trainee, but the others are all killed by an Oni, a Kijo and their followers. Minatogawa Mine is torn apart in front of Akio's eyes, and the Kijo curses Akio, Eri and Shaeula to be unable to return to the Material.

Then a pair of Oni, one Red and one Blue, arrive, angry at the death of their fellows, followed by the rest of the Night Parade. Shaeula, desperate to help the situation, calls for her mother, and for the first time in many years, Shaeula's mother, Urakaze, Twentieth of the Night Parade, meets her daughter. However not everyone is happy at Shaeula's return. Shaeula's cousin challenges her, and Shaeula proposes a wager. The highest Numbers of the Parade there accept, including a powerful, Four-Tailed Kitsune, though the Kijo Matriarch refuses to let Eri go.

In the end, it is decided if Shaeula wins, Eri and Akio have a chance to fight for all their lives. Shaeula of course wrecks her insolent cousin, so Akio is to fight an arrogant and upcoming Kitsune, Rank Seventy-First, who wishes to take Eri's spirit and toy with it. He specialises in Curse Talismans, and Akio's senses are stolen, and then the Four-Tailed Kitsune forces Eri to fight a Kijo, stating that she only promised Akio would fight first, not that she would wait until he finished his battle.

Eri is ripped apart in battle, horrifying her waiting family and Aiko in the Material. As death approaches, she clings to the bonds of Lovers' Link and Kin Bonding, and somehow meets the spirit of Ginneka, who is trapped within Kin Bonding she stole. Ginneka offers to aid her if she tells Akio to forgive her, and Eri agrees. She returns to her consciousness, and now is a partial Bakeneko shapeshifter, and she kills the Kijo.

Akio then defeats the Kitsune, but the Kijo Matriarch will not honour the contest. It is then that Hyacinth and Grulgor arrive, and so Hyacinth and Akio take on the Matriarch and her Kijo kin, and they all perish to Hyacinth's deadly spores, the Matriarch killed by Akio. This provokes a response, and Akio is summoned before Nurarihyon, the legendary leader of the Night Parade. Entering the dark realm, he meets him, the eerie fortune-telling Kudan, and Nurarihyon's menacing wish-granting wife.

The situation is grave, but it turns out that what Tsukiko has prophesied also threatens Nurarihyon and his Parade, and apparently, Shiro, or perhaps the Goddess inside her, is the key. In exchange for Yamato's freedom and future help from Shiro, Akio convinces Nurarihyon to let them go and also send a healer to help Shiro recover. On their exit, Akio makes a hard decision, and travels to Kiyomizu-dera and destroys Yamato's Anchor, gaining his Favour, crippling him.

On returning to the Material, the situation is grave, but the government and faith wants to cover the tragedy up. Akio discovers the Divine Favour he has obtained, the Golden Warriors Of Kannon, are compatible with Aiko and Suzuki Haru, and Aiko is granted the Favour.

The last day of Conclave is a disaster, Akio is grief-stricken at the losses, and Susanoo faction is crippled with the loss of Yamato, Uchida Ren out of it, so in the end, Akio becomes the figurehead of the Japanese faiths after some impassioned speeches. After never wanting to lose again, he tries to tie Tsukiko to him with Kin Bonding, to at least have a backup if she perishes, but to do that he needs her to be connected to him on a deeper level. He can only think of marriage, but she instead turns him down and gifts him the Divine Favour she carries from Tsukuyomi, while not believing he is the one that she prophesied can save Yukiko and the world, he is the one who is here now, as Akio has often told her.

With that, Akio resolves to save her from her imminent death and dissolution of her spirit, which is to happen in mere days…

Book 7 starts after the brutal events of Kyoto, Akio and his companions have little time to rest, as Tsukiko’s prophecy of her imminent demise is looming over their heads like a bared blade.

Plans are advanced to secure a powerful Territory in Kyoto, since Tsukiko, her pride and faith in Tsukuyomi warring with her sense of self-preservation, refuses to leave Kyoto, her shrine and her duties, even if it costs her everything.

But before this can be done, Akio is called to the new Ministry, where he is given care of a prisoner who was recovered from the ocean by a whaling vessel. Zhao Daiyu, a Chinese Cultivator and Chosen, she has nowhere else to go, her home and Sect destroyed by the political and darker undercurrents in China.

Other demands on his time are many, and Akio undertakes the long-planned Ether Healing of a number of foreign businessmen and their families, as well as introducing Mayumi and some other of the Japanese nobility to the Boundary.

After setting up a new Ring Gate to Kyoto, after negotiating with the Treekin Prince Primal Forest for some suitable mushrooms, Haru is placed in charge of the Territory there, and forces are marshalled for the defence of Kyoto and Tsukiko, no efforts spared in developing defensive positions.

Japanese naval and military forces are stationed around Japan, especially in the approaches to Kyoto, but when dealing with mysterious powers, nothing goes to plan. The first clashes come when invading forces, led by the displaced Patriarch of the Mountain Fang Sect, face off and sink the Japanese coast guard vessel, the Shikishima.

The invading forces have been corrupted by the fell Outsider Gu’vex’ue, a monstrous, toad-like being of pallid slime, yellowing bone and rapacious hunger. His enslaved forces have been implanted with his flesh, which empowers and also controls them. Using Chosen powers, the invading force easily evades Japanese scrutiny, and the attack begins in both the Material and the Boundary, aided by a conflux of unique Divine Favours, one that can send people between the Material and Boundary, and one that can move objects in the same way.

When battle is joined, Akio, Shiro, Hyacinth, Shaeula and the rest rush to Boundary Kyoto, while Japanese forces led by Major Sasaki and Lieutenant Banri face off against both Chinese military deserters and Chosen in Material Kyoto.

Taṇhā, possessing Shiro, supported by Shiro’s allies Bunta, Suzu and Arisu, prove their worth, and Chosen are slain, Favours devoured, and Shiro becomes a true Chosen at last, as Taṇhā secures her Anesidora’s blessing.

Shaeula also has triumphs, obtaining lightning element from one fierce battle against a noble opponent.

While this is happening though, the Chosen Nie Ling pulls a thousand Japanese civilians into the Boundary, where the Cultivators under the Patriarch of Mountain Fang slaughter them, trying to provoke war between China and Japan.

Akio and Daiyu join forces to defeat a number of Chosen, including the one who can transfer items and objects, and the Favour is seized. Meanwhile, the most powerful of the invading Chosen, the so-called Judge of Death, leads an attack on Haru’s Territory, but due to the combined efforts of Shaeula, Taṇhā and Haru herself, the Judge is slain, and another enemy Chosen, who was dying, is bound to Haru by a hastily constructed Throne.

Akio confronts Nie Ling, who in terror and guilt surrenders, if she can be freed of her imminent devouring. Akio does so, removing the parasitical elements of Gu’vex’ue from her, and she reveals the Material location of the invaders, buried underground.

Battles rage in both Material and Boundary, and casualties occur, but the Japanese side is winning, until at Tsukuyomi-jinja, word comes that Luo Jiahao, the Patriarch, carrying a vile clone of Gu’vex’ue, is attacking alongside a number of powerful Chosen. Already several Japanese Chosen have fallen, and Akio and his allies race to face them.

The fighting is fierce, but one by one, enemies fall, yet just as victory seems in their grasp, Gu’vex’ue attacks Tsukiko’s Silver Cord, and the wound is mortal. However… after being shown how avoiding her fate was both impossible and yet strangely not by Tsukuyomi, Tsukiko finds peace, and accepts Kin Bonding, her spirit saved for potential future rebirth, even as she could not resist teasing Akio, her last words were ‘she was right’ and she gave a brief, chaste kiss on his lips, even as she faded away.

Enraged and relieved alike, his emotions a jumble, Akio takes one final last-gasp gamble, and with his new Prominence Twilight, he draws in Taṇhā’s fierce, thirsting flames, and added to his own endlessly hungry Foehn, the seemingly invincible regenerating clone is slain, and the battle of Kyoto comes to an end, a victory at great cost, imperfect, but Tsukiko evaded the worst case of spiritual dissolution.

Licking their wounds, Akio and his companions prepare to forge onwards, taking steps so that even this sort of partial defeat will not happen again…

Book 8 starts after defeating the clone of the golden-eyed devourer, Gu’vex’ue, Matsumuro Tsukiko was unfortunately still slain, but in defiance of her Definite prophecy, Akio managed to save her spirit, her spirit-light now cradled by Kin Restoration, and in the future, her return is perhaps assured.

Taking stock, Japan was reeling from the deaths and disaster of Kyoto, and Akio joined forces with the Prime Minister of Japan to help calm the unrest, as well as deal with Nie Ling and the other Chinese prisoners.

Motoko and Natsumi, with the blessings of their parents, who were troubled by the dangers of this new paradigm, were allowed to finally become one with Akio, their love consummated, and they will accompany Akio to London to see Princess Eleanor.

Though not all is well with the nobility. Tired of always being asked to give, and being denied suitable respect, and worse, Hinata not being treated as she deserves, Akio and Hinata finally run out of patience, and they demand their due. Takatsukasa house. Hinata is declared heir, and her uncle is sent to enforced seclusion as he cannot accept the changing times.

Meanwhile, Ixitt has been working away in the Boundary, and has developed groundbreaking new battery and power generating technologies, based on aether and Etherites. Of course, translating that to the Material will be challenging, but Ixitt is striving towards that, using every tool at their disposal.

After Tsukiko’s funeral, which is marred by protests and marches, which Akio decries and tries to disperse, work continues on Healing Shiro’s grave injuries, with aid from Bintara, the Bitan, a powerful Yōkai. In addition, work proceeds on strengthening Suzuki Haru’s grasp on Kyoto, her Territory enhanced to Rank Three.

Akio meets Shiro’s allies, and Suzu and Bunta accept Akio as their leader, becoming Vassals, while Arisugawa Arisu is more guarded, but agrees to work with him.

Finally Healed, back to her stunning best, Akio and Shiro finally take their relationship further, Akio and Shiro making love all night, though Shiro, in her jealousy of Eri, her having taken many of Akio’s first times, proposes a rather embarrassing solution, and their night ends in both embarrassment and deep affection.

Research continues on Chakra networks, Daiyu’s Cultivator one a very interesting contrast, and enhanced weapons and armour are also made by Ixitt and Bjarki, equipping and strengthening everyone. Motoko and Natsumi, freshly empowered by Lovers’ Link, get in some training before the trip to London, strengthening themselves.

Before they depart though, Akio, moved by advice he receives from Kana, accepts Daiyu as his Dao Companion, respecting her beauty, poise and determination. But this draws ire from the others, aghast at the way he has been treating Kana. Finally facing up to his true feelings for her, which is that Kana’s flirty charms make him feel comfortable, relaxed… and his genuine affection and respect for her, he finally asks her to be his girlfriend, and she accepts, though she wants a slow, leisurely girlfriend experience, rather than rushing to marriage like the others.

With some final matters handled, Akio, Hyacinth, Motoko and Natsumi, accompanied by Motoko’s family, Shige Fujiwara, his granddaughters and their bodyguards, depart for Britain, and the Royal gala that will serve as both Motoko’s noble debut, and the chance to persuade Princess Eleanor that Tsukiko’s prophecy is true, and she is in grave peril, from betrayal and treachery…

Book 9 begins with Akio, Hyacinth, Motoko, Natsumi and the Fujiwara family in London. They enjoy some fun times, and have a meeting in London with some influential British politicians and a banker Mr Staverley, and Akio ends up Healing his terminally ill wife.

At the Queen’s gala, where they aim to meet Princess Eleanor, it doesn’t go so well. Eleanor is hostile to Akio due to his relationship with Motoko and Natsumi, and David Reckless, one of her teammates, challenges Akio to a brawl, Octagon style. After that though, Akio meets the Queen and her family, and gets the perfect photo opportunity for Motoko and Natsumi to successfully complete their societal debut.

Akio points out that Eleanor has been poisoned with Bullaun Water, an unusual Fae venom. He cures her, and spends his last day helping Eleanor learn water element as a trump card, and also giving her brother Prince Henry, Chirurgery, and running him through his paces. Before leaving, Akio warns her again she might be betrayed, and Eleanor doesn’t want to believe it, but she promises to consider it.

On their return to Japan, Yasaka-san and his Book is consulted, and it is discovered that Max Power is an imposter, and is behind Eleanor’s woes. He is only doing good, charitable deeds for Weal, to pay Woe.

They return in secret to London, just as Eleanor is trapped. She detected something strange in the Boundary, and Henry investigated for her, only to be tortured by Mary Stuart, a Cardinal. He escapes using a treasure of the Royal Family, but runs into Max Power as he is looting the Tower of London, the goal for many, and repository of Britain’s treasures, and something else, more potent… he is badly wounded, and back in the Material he is filmed by the press when being taken to hospital, putting the final crack in the Masquerade of secrecy about the Boundary. The Queen, desperate, makes a cry for help to the whole world…

She is betrayed by many comrades, including Sarah McLaughlin and Donovan Patterson, her two teammates and friends. Sarah does it for faith, having joined the Church of True Revelation, under Mary Stuart. Donovan for lust and self-importance, as Max Power has stoked his ego, making him think he is the protagonist of the world. Eleanor uses the water element to escape her first betrayers, and has to kill old comrades.

She then is hit by the double betrayal from Sarah and Donovan, and her other comrades, Aditi Mistry and Mary-Jane Smith are backstabbed, their Territories destroyed and Favours stolen. David, and her other comrade, the old gentleman, Sir Arthur Dumbarton, are overwhelmed, but will not stop fighting.

As Akio, Shaeula, Shiro, Hyacinth, Grulgor and Chen Na arrive in London to aid them, Shaeula heads for the Tower of London in reality. There she clashes with the press who are besieging London after Henry’s reveal, and utters her now immortal phrase, “you would bar-bar my way?”

She then confronts the insane Donovan, and disarms him (and dislegs him too!), before finding Eleanor, who had wisely hidden in an ambulance outside before entering the Boundary, not her usual room in the Tower.

Akio and the others confront Sarah, Mary and the Church, and an epic battle ensues. Shaeula joins in, and eventually Mary Stuart is forced to call upon an Angel, to try and win. It is defeated, but, since she has the Ring of Fortune, Anulus Fortunae, she gambles on summoning and containing a more powerful Angel. After an epic battle, she has the ring cut from her finger, Sarah aids Eleanor one last time, due to pangs of conscience, and Mary Stuart is defeated and the Ring claimed by Shaeula.

During the aftermath, the Queen, Eleanor, Akio and crew face the world in a press conference, truly destroying the Masquerade, and now that the world knows of the events since July, the book finishes on some vignettes revealing the new paradigm, such as the President of America, the internet, Aiko’s school and hometown, and more…
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Three Hundred And Seventy-Seven


“So, this is farewell then.” Princess Eleanor remarked, a tired smile on her face. She was wearing a turtleneck jumper in green, and a pair of blue jeans, looking very casual with her brown hair pulled in a ponytail over one shoulder. She held out a hand to me, and I took it, giving it a shake, in British fashion.

“For now, yes.” I agreed. “Though if all goes well, we’ll see each other soon.”

Eleanor looked over my shoulder, to where Hyacinth was standing, wearing her modest maid uniform, more comfortable in that than the ordinary clothing she had been wearing during our stay in Britain. “It depends on her, right? I hope you can succeed, Hyacinth.”

Hyacinth met her gaze, violet eyes to blue. “You dooo not need to tell me that. I will succeed for Akio’s sake.”

“I see. You still haven’t forgiven me for my rudeness yet, have you?” Eleanor smiled, a touch of melancholy in her eyes.

“That is not true. Yooou were a fool, but now you knooow better. I simply will dooo what I must for him. Hooope is not a concern, I will make it happen!”

Before Eleanor could answer, a harsh voice spoke up. “There’s no point arguing with her, Princess. She’s clearly crazy. If I was being charitable I’d say crazy for him, but crazy nonetheless.” David laughed loudly then. “You better do it quick, maid girl. I can’t wait for my rematch with your guy here. This time I won’t lose.”

“No way, Aki will pulverise you. I have to admire your guts though.” Shiro mocked him, though there was no malice intended. She took my left arm, pressing it to her chest. “The other two didn’t come then?” Shiro changed the subject, looking around.

“No.” the old man, Sir Arthur, spoke up. “Mrs Mary-Jane and Miss Aditi are still in recovery. I have to thank you all though.” He bowed, his every movement refined and noble. “At least with your help, they will live, and they have hope of some recovery, even if not to the heights of their power before this tragedy.”

“It’s no problem. They fought to the end for you. I hate seeing loyalty unrewarded. And speaking of such…” I paused, unsure of precisely how to say it, before deciding just to go for it. “… what’s going to happen to them in the end? You know you can’t leave things as they are. It’s too risky, for a number of reasons. Besides, there are advantages to a tough approach…” I trailed off uncomfortably, as I was talking about her erstwhile friends and colleagues.

Eleanor nodded, while David looked down, his expression unreadable. “Damn stupid redhead…” he muttered. “This wasn’t the way it was supposed to end.”

“I know.” Eleanor clapped David on the shoulder, her own feelings complicated. “It isn’t like I don’t understand your concerns. In addition… we do owe you a great reward. Though I think… I am giving you rather too much. More than I should. I just hope that those of royal blood before me can forgive me.”

It isn’t like I’m asking you to give us the Grail. Although I do understand your duty… Keeping silent was the best course of action, so I waited for her to finish. While I did so, Chen Na was rapidly boarding our private jet that had flown over from Japan several days go, not wanting to listen to a situation that paralleled her own. “I am a woman of my word. Not just as a Princess, but…” she insisted resolutely after the pause. “… as a woman. I thank you again. All of you. You especially.” She nodded to the grinning Shaeula.

“Think nothing of it. I do greatly despise those who would-would attack an unwilling female. Males should triumph over females with their own-own strengths and charms like Akio does, not-not rely on cowardly tricks.”

“No kidding. I have to admit that I respect your guy, since he’s managed to tame you.” David teased her, grinning at the cold stare her amber eyes gave him. “Pass on my regards to the martial arts girls, and tell them I hope to see them soon, especially my fangirl. Must make you burn with jealousy to know she’s into me, I'm sure?”

“Hardly.” I scoffed, giving David a fist bump as a farewell, before shaking hands with Sir Arthur. “Into you? In your dreams. Natsumi is my precious fiancée, and if you try and mess with her, I’ll paint your Octagon with your blood.” My smile robbed the words of their sting.

“Damn man, I was only messing with you. David Reckless isn’t a woman stealer. Seriously though, it’s not often you see such delicate girls into martial arts, so of course I’m eager to see how far they can go.” David turned to Hyacinth then. “So, I’ll not wish you luck, you said it yourself, crazy maid, you’ll get it done for him, the lucky bastard.” He nodded at me. “But make it soon. I’m itching to reach a new level of strength. I may no longer be the King of the Octagon, but hell, maybe one day we’ll be doing Gods’ Chosen combat sports. And by then, I want to be King again.”

“David…” Eleanor warned him, but he waved her off.

“Don’t worry. I’ve gone nine rounds with him in the ring, and I’ve watched him beat down that bitch Mary Stuart. I know his character. He’s a man who wants to be stronger himself.”

“Yes. It’s only going to get worse before it gets better. But… we have a path forward, if everything works out.” I answered him honestly.

“I tooold you, my name is Hyacinth.” she pouted, and David chuckled, amused.

“Maybe so, but you are pretty crazy, right? I know it when I see it.”

“Nooo, I hardly ever get the urge to strangle sooomeone to death nowadays. Though my fingers are itching a little nooow…” she grumbled, hands twitching, only making David laugh harder.

“There’s nothing wrong with being a bit crazy.” he agreed. “Better crazy and honourable, than a traitor.” He was melancholic again all of a sudden, and I felt a bit sorry for him. “But I do want to see this Territory you’re so proud of, and help the Princess get back on her feet. That stupid bitch, telling us everything we’ve done was worthless, wasted effort… shit.”

“Do calm yourself, David.” Eleanor chided, clapping his shoulder again, and I smiled, thinking it was a little like disciplining an unruly dog. “Hyacinth, I have every faith in you. And I confess, it would be reassuring to have our lands linked. Before, it would have been impossible, but if not for your aid… I am bad at trusting people.” she confessed. “I’m not as smart as grandmother. I guess I take after Henry and Richard after all.” She snorted in self-deprecation. ”Henry is sorry he can’t be here to see you off, but we have a lot of matters to attend to as a family, I’m sure you understand.”

I do. The situation in Britain is far more intense than in Japan. There’ve been some awful riots, even the Pope’s message of peace hasn’t exactly calmed things down. “I get it, don’t worry. I’m just glad he made a full recovery.”

“He’s even more energetic than normal. He is driving poor Melissa mad. I…” Eleanor flushed. “I apologise for her. She feels rather strongly on some issues.”

“No kidding, didn’t you as well, Princess?” David insisted unhelpfully, smirking, and she pursed her lips, embarrassed.

“I did. And I apologised!” she retorted, shaking her head stubbornly. “I still don’t think it’s exactly normal, but…”

“But we’re all happy. Every one of us. So it’s nobody’s damn business but ours.” Shiro broke in. Shaeula had joined her on my other side, clutching my arm, her smile knowing.

“True. Though if he should ever bully or mistreat you, I extend the same offer as I did to the other girls.” Eleanor held her pride together. “Call me, and I will help you in whatever way I can.”

“At least you’re consistent.” I chuckled. “Seriously, if I ever do hurt them, I’ll be more than happy for you to punish me. As for Melissa… I hope she comes around some day. But if not… we’ll still be happy, in our own way.”

“Noble sentiments.” Sir Arthur agreed. “We should wrap this up, Princess. Our guests have a long flight ahead of them.”

“Yes. I suppose they do. So, we will see you soon. And at the New Year.” Eleanor reminded us.

“That’s not decided yet.” I demurred, but she pressed onwards.

“Oh really? It seems done to me. Your government has agreed it would be an excellent method to soothe the populace of both countries. Besides…” she gestured at the sparkling eyes of the girls. “… I think they wish for you to be honoured and respected for your deeds in front of the world. And I know enough to know you won’t turn it down and disappoint them, will you?”

“Indeed, it is only natural that Akio should receive praise-praise and honour for his deeds, should he not-not?” Shaeula puffed out her modest chest proudly.

“You as well.” Eleanor promised, and Shiro laughed.

“Alas, none for us then, Hyacinth. I feel left out. This Princess isn’t as nice as I am, Aki. Stick to me for your princess quota.” She paused, considering that for a moment. “I guess you count too Shaeula, I can allow you.”

“How-how magnanimous of you.” Shaeula sniffed, amused, and as they fell into banter, while David was exchanging more fist bumps with Grulgor, who had served as his sparring partner during his after-battle recovery, the Princess continued her farewells.

“Sadly, you are not eligible. As it stands. But you are more than welcome to attend the ceremony. All of you.” Eleanor promised. “As for our cooperation...” She took my hand again, giving it another shake. “I look forward to it. Picking up the pieces will be hard, but your advice was meaningful.” She then turned to my grandparents. “I can call you Jack and Evelyn, right?”

The two, who were shockingly uncomfortable at the incredible scene of meeting the Princess in person, nodded, dumbstruck.

“Yes, you can.” Jack managed a nod. “Princess, I mean. By God, this is quite the shock.”

“There’s no need to worry. Your grandson and I are friends.” Eleanor spoke warmly, and I couldn’t help but admire her. Even though she says she’s uncomfortable in social events, she still has that royal dignity. Except with me, it seems. Somehow we managed to upset her at our first meeting…

As if Eleanor could tell what I was thinking, she gnawed on her lip, seeming ashamed, before deciding to ignore me. “I hope you enjoy your trip to Japan, meeting your daughter again, and her family. Remember though, you are British, and always will be.”

“Uh, of course. We were born here, we’ll die here.” Jack responded stiffly.

“Don’t be like that, dear.” Evelyn managed. ”I’m sorry about him, it’s been a shocking few weeks.”

“Oh, that it was.” Eleanor agreed softly, bringing a laugh from David. “Just please remember that this is your home.”

“Yes, we are looking forward to seeing our daughter and granddaughter. But we’ll be back.” Evelyn promised.

“And when you are…” Eleanor peered at me, eyes earnest. “… don’t worry. I understand how important your family is to you. We’ll protect them. We’ll protect all those who deserve protection. After all, I am Eleanor Elizabeth Diana Windsor, the Green Knight.” She curtsied to me, which was a bit odd as she was wearing jeans, but I got her intent. “And now I understand why I was chosen. It’s to protect those that can’t protect themselves.”

“Those are good sentiments. But for that, you’ll need to get stronger, Eleanor.” I advised her, and she sighed.

“I know that, of course. Isn’t that why we will be working together?”

At my nod, she continued. “So, Hyacinth, again, I wish you fortune, but I have faith in your talents, and your dedication.”

Hyacinth grinned proudly, arms crossed. “Soooooon we shall return, you will see.”

“And when we do, we’ll be plundering your Tower.” Shiro laughed, holding the golden cloth she had taken from the Tower of London, the old mantle. It had been cleaned up and repaired, but obviously it couldn’t show its true appearance here in the Material. Yet, at least. “Eri and the others need their treasures too, else you’ll suffer, Aki. Nothing worse than jealous girls, right?” She winked at Eleanor, who had a wry expression on her face. “There’s no point slating Aki for his harem, he’ll have enough to worry about keeping everyone happy.”

“I suppose that is true.” Eleanor raised an eyebrow, though she was smiling. “Just… those treasures are Britain’s precious legacy. Don’t drain us dry.”

“Yeah, we’ll be fair.” I agreed. “But strengthening us is strengthening you. After all, we’re allies now. We stand or fall together.”

Eleanor looked away, face pink, and Shaeula and Shiro were sniggering. With our farewells said, Hyacinth took Jack and Evelyn onto the plane, Grulgor following them in, leaving just the six of us.

“So, this is farewell. I am finding our parting a little sad, honestly.” Eleanor admitted. “Our time together has been brief, but it was certainly… meaningful.”

“Our time has only just begun.” Shaeula laughed. “After all, Princess of Humans, I do not-not think you can escape your destiny of fighting at our side.”

“No kidding. Us princesses have to stick together.” Shiro approved.

“I’m still sceptical. But… I’ve no reason to refuse your aid. Even if it’s going to cost more than I’d like.” Eleanor responded. “We’ve kept you waiting long enough. Go, before David here bursts into tears.”

“In your dreams, Princess. I didn’t even cry when that bitch Mary Stuart fucked me up. But… yeah, later.” He turned away, waving casually. Sir Arthur also said his farewells, and with that we turned away and climbed the steps to the private jet. Shiro and Shaeula entered, and before I did I turned back, to see Eleanor had likewise turned her head, and as our eyes met I waved at her one last time, before I closed the door. It’s farewell for now. But we’ll be back. But first, Japan. I’ve been away too long…

[image: ]

“That was nerve-wracking. Meeting a member of the Royal Family like that…” Evelyn's tone was shrill, only now relaxing after we had been in the air for an hour. We had two flight attendants on board the jet, but Hyacinth had insisted on serving us our drinks, since it had been too long since she was able to, so we were now all enjoying some alcoholic beverages.

“Get used to it.” Shiro laughed, a little tipsy. “Aki moves in exalted circles. I wouldn’t be surprised if you end up meeting Japan’s Imperial Princess too.”

“Yukiko-san is very busy. I don’t know if we’ll be meeting any time soon. At least, not until our next plan reaches fruition.” I suggested, and Shiro waved her hand, the ice clinking in her half-empty glass.

“See, see? I told you. This princess isn’t an idiot! Aki’s on first name terms with her. You might not understand, but for us Japanese, especially girls, letting a guy call them on a first-name basis is actually damn intimate!”

“I know that.” Jack agreed. “Our son-in-law is Japanese. We understand the customs, even if our Japanese is terrible.”

“You can learn.” I reassured them. “Chirurgery has a positive effect on learning speed. Daiyu is making good progress, and I hear that the Black Wolf crew is taking lessons too. You can hop in on their tutors. Most of us speak English perfectly well, but learning never hurts, does it?”

“Daiyu. That’s the Chinese girl, right?” Jack mused. We had of course talked about my other girls during our stay in Britain, to prevent any more shocks. “She’s lost her family and her home, so if you are going to take responsibility for her, you need to be reliable!”

“You sound like father.” I snorted, to which Jack shook his head, his expression quite the picture of reluctant agreement, as I continued.“I know that. Daiyu's situation is complicated, but for some reason she genuinely seems to like me, and it’s hard to knock her enthusiasm for Cultivation. If we could be sure Dual Cultivation was safe I’d give it a try. But… well, it all comes down to what we plan next.”

“Of course, there is the issue of Asha, is there not-not?” Shaeula was also red, suppressing her Ether Healing to allow a happy state of drunkenness. Grulgor had drank several bottles and was listening patiently, and even Chen Na appeared more relaxed, though she was still apart from us, due to her status as a criminal, and effectively Haru-san’s slave, considering the nature of her rebirth via her Throne Of Heroes.

Asha. Yeah, it’s a bit of a thorny issue. But it was already settled by my past actions, now all that remains is to accept it. “I realise now it was too late when I saved her and she Kissed me. And honestly, there’s nothing to dislike about Asha. She’s very beautiful, and has a motherly sort of charm, despite not looking more than my age.”

“It’s the chest.” Shiro giggled, winking at Shaeula with a triumphant smirk. “Us busty girls have a mother or big sister vibe. Aki digs that.”

“I shall have you know-know that Akio is very fond of petite females as well.” Shaeula shook her head. “Does he not-not look kindly on me, and ravish me at every-every opportunity?”

“I don’t need to hear that, granddaughter-in-law.” Jack muttered, embarrassed, and Shaeula snorted.

“It is quite-quite natural to assume that a male and a female in love will make love. Pay it no-no mind. Besides me, there is Daiyu. Hinata is perhaps a middle ground between factions?”

Yeah, there’s the Hinata issue as well. If I carry out my plans and she’s the only one left out it won’t be fair. I can see we need a family meeting. As the girls bickered, Hyacinth joining in, asserting that I enjoyed girls with her figure as well, I gathered my thoughts. “Assuming Hyacinth gets the Ring Gate linked properly, so we can move between Tokyo, Kyoto, London and the Spring of Clear Reflections at will, we can give the plan a go.”

“I can dooo it. If I fail, then I will try again. I shall nooot sleep until I succeed!” Hyacinth promised.

“That would just make Aki worry.” Shiro sighed. “But I get it. You want to be helpful, and it’s a big deal if this works.” Her hair suddenly took on a red tinge, her eyes likewise, as Tan, who had been resting for a while, spoke with her voice.

“I believe it can work. That Cauldron, the False Grail, as the fool from the Ninth Heaven called it, contains an astounding adherence of growth and natural abundance. It is a treasure that would not be out of place in a higher Territory, it would be one I would be happy to possess. Obviously my father has better treasures, but in a world like this, beggars cannot be choosers, unless they wish to starve.”

“That reassures me.” I had gone over the plan with Tan, since she had knowledge we didn’t, and since we had all seen the Cauldron ourselves, she felt she could speak of it. I’d also sent a few questions to Yasaka-san regarding it, in confidence, of course, and vague enough that he wouldn’t be prying into Eleanor’s secrets. Lastly, I had consulted Shaeula, Hyacinth and even Raidre about Dryads. It was rather funny just how scared and respectful Raidre is towards Shaeula and Hyacinth now. I guess their strength is not to be laughed at.

“If it works like you think, then the sky is the limit. Nobody would be able to have a Territory like ours then.” Shiro exclaimed. “In that case though, where should I put my new one? Kana has the same issue.”

“It’ll be somewhere to maximise Ether Spire advantages, since mine won’t be able to take it all.” I mused, and she nodded, agreeing, as I considered the main point. “The issue again is Asha though. I want to be fair to her. I can’t ask her to do this, and take on this role, not when she likes me, if I don’t reciprocate. And like I said, I like her just fine. But I’ve barely spent much time with her, I certainly don’t love her, not yet.”

“Hyacinth thinks yooou think too much, Akio.” she chided me, though I could see it pained her to do so. “You already prooomised to accept her. You will not break your wooord, we all know that. If you spend time with her, yooou will fall for her. Everyone else has accepted it toooooo.”

“Hyacinth is of course quite-quite correct.” Shaeula agreed, her smile wicked. “You saved her and thus you are-are responsible for her forever. Daiyu told you similar, did she not-not? Her land has some interesting sayings. If she did not-not wish for you, then that would be another matter. But she has fallen for you, and you need-need her. I see no issue. Besides… she is a Dryad. She would not-not take up much of your time. Even Eri would not-not see her pine away alone.”

“I know all that. But if I do fall for her, I’d want to treat her like everyone else. I’m not going to visit her Tree occasionally, spend a little time with her and ditch her.”

“Our grandson is very fair.” Evelyn approved happily, while Jack had a diplomatic expression. “Once I accepted that you had multiple girlfriends, it doesn’t seem strange anymore. I wonder how many great-grandchildren we can see before we die?”

“You sound like mom. She’s dreaming of a rugby team of wives, so God knows how many grandkids she wants. Maybe a whole league?” I said dryly. “As for death… you’re both still young. And with Chirurgery, healthy too. So stick around a while yet.” As the girls agreed with those sentiments, I put aside my misgivings with a sigh. “I suppose thinking of Asha is both premature and also too late. The Ring Gate first.”

“So that aside, lay out the plan. You’ve been working on it for the last few days, right?” Shiro pressed, extremely enthusiastic. She does love games, and that’s translated over to being a Chosen well enough. She adores growing her numbers. Who am I kidding? Obviously I do too, as does anyone who can actually see them. I wouldn’t be surprised if just quantifying gains is enough to push people onwards, without even the other advantages it offers.

“We won against Mary Stuart and the toad bastard in Kyoto, but both were too close to the wire for my taste. It’s not over. Mary’s organisation seems large and threatening, and the toad will be back. So we need to strengthen ourselves. It’s time to grind. But not so much for Levels. Though of course we’ll still be getting what Levels we can.”

“Skills then?” Shiro questioned, and I agreed.

“Definitely. We know how to get more elemental Skills, and I also want to improve our combat Skills too. I need a Style, I’ve put it off too long. I’m thinking of combining Tsumura Arts with Daiyu’s Cultivation martial arts, and whatever Ulfuric can add to that. Maybe we’ll even get some help from David. After all, he worked out my moves easily enough, even when my speed was outclassing him.”

“Sounds good.” Shiro agreed.

“That’s not all though. Classes.” I pointed out. “Gaining and raising them not only has League benefits, which is only going to be more important as we fight powerful opponents, but there are plenty of stat bonuses and other useful gains. Kami-Blessed and Fae-Bonded, we can do that for everyone, I think. I’ve put off raising it for too long. I also want to experiment. I have a few ideas of other Classes that might exist.”

“I am not-not sure that Kami-Blessed is possible for us.” Shaeula sighed, nodding to Hyacinth. “Fae-Bonded is certainly not-not.”

“True, but you have your own Classes, and I’ve been watching them Level for a while now. I think I’ve grasped the basics. It’s time for a training arc.” I grinned.

“Grulgor is excited. Since he mastered water element, Grul has been far stronger. It was a good fight.” He grinned happily at the memory.

“Yeah. There’s another benefit to the Classes. There’s the chance of gaining abilities. I pulled Might Of The Furious Earth from Grulgor, and Kin Bonding from you, Shaeula. It’s a long shot, but if the girls are using me as their anchor for the Fae-Bonded class, they might get lucky. Even if they don’t, the League, Charm, Fortune and Majesty are well worth having.”

“Shit, yeah, I definitely want to be more charming.” Shiro shrugged. “Not sure the world could handle a hotter Shirohime though.”

“It’s been a while since you’ve called yourself that.” I snorted, amused. “Well, we still have a long flight ahead of us, so we might as well brainstorm some further ideas.”

“Sounds good.” Shiro approved. “But first, more booze! We need to let loose! It’s like the last day of a holiday. Come to think of it, it was my first trip abroad. I can’t say it was all that relaxing, but it wasn’t bad.”

“Yes, we should make the most-most of this. Jack, Evelyn, do not-not fear to drink more. Akio or I can cure any hangover, it is quite-quite trivial. Join us!” Shaeula chimed in, her enthusiasm infectious.

As my grandparents were unable to refuse her hospitality, I let out a long breath of relief. The agreements have been made, and everything is in hand. My Eye shone a little, as I watched the spirit-lights circling me, two of them rapidly pulling in my plentiful aether, more flooding over from Shaeula. But there’s still more to do. And new dangers could appear from anywhere. Clenching my fist, I resolved that next time, we wouldn’t be relying on any luck, merely overwhelming power…


Three Hundred And Seventy-Eight


“Welcome home Akio, everyone.” Eri smiled brilliantly at us as we entered our home at the shrine. The hour was late, but it seemed that she had waited up for us.

“Yeah, it’s good to have you all back safely. I was worried.” Kana agreed. She was with Eri, holding the handles of her wheelchair, though there was no real need for that as Eri could move herself just fine using the motor.

“Yes, I am… relieved? Yes, relieved to see you safe.” Daiyu managed in passable Japanese. “The fight… it was… difficult? Dangerous!”

The last occupant of our home was a surprise, considering the hour, but with a wry smile, Haru-san greeted us too. “Welcome home.” she echoed Eri. “Not that I had any doubts you’d succeed.”

“It’s good to be back.” I agreed with a laugh. Grulgor had already headed to his own residence at the training school, and Chen Na was being flown back to Kyoto, so it was just me, Shiro, Hyacinth and Shaeula now. “I missed you all.”

“What, me too?” Haru-san exclaimed, surprised, and I nodded.

“Don’t worry, it’s nothing sinister. We’re friends, aren’t we, Haru-san?”

There was a long pause before she nodded. “I suppose so. Yes, I guess we are.” She seemed a little surprised at that, perhaps thinking her status as my Chosen Hero made her more of a co-worker or servant, but I certainly considered her a friend, we’d been through a lot together.

“If you’re done flirting with Haru-chan…” Kana grinned, a touch sourly, I thought. “…then why not come in and sit down. Are you hungry? I’m not exactly a great cook, but I can throw something together.”

“That would be most-most pleasing.” Shaeula grinned, slurring her words a little, as she had emptied a number of bottles of potent booze during the flight. “I could certainly eat and drink some more-more.” She wobbled a little as she walked, her suppressed Ether Healing allowing her to get drunk, though any ordinary person without her stats having consumed so much would certainly be unconscious from alcohol poisoning right now.

“I will help yooou!” Hyacinth began, but Kana shook her head.

“Not today. You’ve just got back, Saviours of Britain…” Her lips quirked, amused, as she said the title that the British tabloid press was giving us. “…so let us pamper you. Besides, I have to show off my charm points as a girlfriend. Cooking a meal for a boyfriend is textbook. I’ll admit I’m not terribly confident it’ll taste great though.”

“It’s the thought that counts.” I managed, while Shaeula carried the conversation forwards, showing off the gleaming golden ring on her finger. On seeing that, Eri’s eyes narrowed.

“That’s not a new engagement ring, is it?” she asked, and Shaeula held her words teasingly for a second, before finally shaking her head.

“No, it is not-not. Though it is a gift Akio won for me, certainly. It is spoils of war-war. A powerful ring that blesses one with great Fortune. I have this too…” She flourished the old sword she had taken from the Tower, the Material version of Mortal Fragarach. We had the physical forms refurbished a little, though there were limits to what we could do, as we had no wish to damage their spiritual properties, but with just that, Shiro’s mantle, my boots and Shaeula’s sword had been made presentable. Hyacinth’s cauldron too, though it still looks ominous. It’s a good job we flew a private plane, getting a sword through customs might have been a challenge…

As Shaeula talked at length about her sword, Shiro rolled her eyes. “Let’s just sit down. It was fun going on a trip with everyone, but now I’m tired. I’m a fragile girl, right Aki? If it was me from before, I’d have dropped dead.”

“Fortunately, the new, improved Shiro is made of sterner stuff.” I laughed as we all sat in the living room, except for Kana, who was preparing a simple meal. She pulled over a crate of beer and dropped it beside Shaeula, who took several cans, opening them for us.

“You can’t improve perfection.” Shiro snickered. “Anyway, I can see jealousy in your eyes, Eri, Daiyu. No need to worry though, Aki here made a deal that every woman he likes can get a treasure. Oh, you too, Haru.” Before Haru-san could react to that, Shiro pulled out her own cloth-of-gold treasure, grinning. “I got the jackpot though. Shaeula might be happy with her sword, but I got the treasure that shows I’m a faithful woman to Aki. Too bad, Eri.”

Eri’s dark eyes flashed, but she didn’t rise to the bait. “I’m glad for you, Shiro. But I don’t need that to prove anything. Akio knows I would rather die than betray him.”

“Uh, the atmosphere here is a bit heavy, I feel out of place, I should just disappear into the air, like a ghost.” Haru-san murmured, but I shook my head.

“Don’t mind them. The treasures are great, but not the most important point. So, while they bicker, how’s the Territory construction going?”

Haru-san glanced at Shiro, before producing a report, which I scanned. “I see. The time flow is back to the usual variance of between two and three times what it is here on the Material again. The calm is over. But without Shiro’s buffs we still end up pulling in less than with them, even with the differing time dilation.”

“I’m afraid so, which means we are a little behind schedule.” Haru-san admitted, but I waved that apology away, knowing it couldn’t be helped, as saving Eleanor was more important than a little lost time.

“Yes, the Rhyming Tree and Shiro combination is obscene. The bright side is, now the calm has passed, it’ll only make us much more ether than before.” And if the plan works as I think it does… “So, you’ve managed to upgrade three more Ether Spires to Rank three, I suppose even without buffs, our combined Territory still generates a decent amount.” When the Spires in Haru-san’s Territory were all Rank three, it would be time for the horrific cost of upgrading all my Ether Spires to Rank four, with a total cost of each one when rush-built of a bit under two million ether. One point eight seven five million, if one wanted to be exact. Our only blessing is, thanks to the calm ending, we can do it at a feasible speed.

There was also a report on my build queues. It was something I could check myself easily enough, but Haru-san was as efficient as ever, her previous talents as a Ministerial Secretary only further strengthened by her stats. Apparently, Miyu had been training her Dancing as well, which had a positive effect on the Buildings being upgraded as always.

Now we had the Ether Density Anchor Spire Rank 2 at just under sixty-one days

Ether Spire Anchor Spire Rank 2 at the same.

Ether Spire Rank 4 at one hundred and seventy days.

While the Treasury Rank 3 was now nearly complete at just under three days to go.

Of course, if I wasn’t funnelling all the Ether to Haru-san, I could have finished rush building a chunk of this. But for now, we might as well keep the queues in use. The Ether Density and Ether Spire Anchor Spires were going to be my first projects once all Haru-san’s Spires were at Rank 3.

“Good.” I finished my beer, put down the documents and checked a few others. Impressed, I let out a whistle. “So many mastered earth element? That’s awesome, and Tsumura-san owes us. Thinking of Motoko’s grandfather, I smiled. Now we can use them as engineers to set up the factory for Ixitt and prepare for the various building projects Hinata wants to do. Of course, they’d still only have a limited supply of earth elemental energy and wouldn’t be that skilled in manipulation, but it would fulfil two purposes. Helping create construction better than science alone could, and secondly, training their Skills and talents.

“I have to admit, a lot of the success has been down to Kana-san’s efforts.” Haru-san offered, and at that Kana popped her head through the doorway to the kitchen and held up her fingers in the victory pose, smiling.

“I told you I could handle it.” Kana declared happily. “I’ve kept the training school running like clockwork. I’m a reliable woman. Though…” she paused, her smile wry. “I have to thank Ren-kun, he’s really stepping up as a leader, I’ve appointed him my second-in-command. The twins too. With help from Haru-chan here, their abilities have really helped, combining all the experience and talents of everyone into one. Honestly, I think I’ll manage to master another element myself soon, despite the second base element being far more challenging.”

“That’s great. I did want to talk about that in more detail. Not tonight, it’s late, but we need to gather everyone in the evening.” I replied, impressed. “I knew I could count on you, Kana. That day you called out to me and Shaeula was lucky for us all.”

“I’m glad you know that.” Kana’s face was pink with embarrassment and happiness. She vanished inside the kitchen for a minute, only to bring out a large plate of snacks, which she placed on the table, before squeezing in beside me, her shoulder touching mine. “I’ve been going through a lot of trouble. Not just me, but Mio-chan, Asami-chan, Hisano-chan… school has been crazy since you were on TV. I thought you were supposed to be keeping a low profile.”

“We did try.” Shiro snorted, amused. “At least to start with. But it all went to shit fast.”

“That is correct.” Shaeula smirked, face red. “Akio did not-not wish the Princess to suffer, despite her rudeness before. I think even if she was not-not the Princess of Humans, his decision would have been-been the same.”

“She has repented ooof her rudeness.” Hyacinth agreed, though I could tell that even though she had forgiven Eleanor, she hadn’t forgotten. “She will nooot go against us now. And Akio should make her pay up fooor all our aid!”

“That’s right!” Shiro approved, clinking beers with Hyacinth. “Hence why we are going to drain the Tower dry. So don’t feel bad about accepting an artefact, Haru. We’ve earned it many times over. We protected Eleanor’s chastity, life, brother, Territory and more. If she doesn’t feel the need to pay us back, then I’ll throw her out of the princess club!”

“Since when was there one of those?” Eri retorted with a big sigh. “I know Akio didn’t move for the gain, he’s too soft-hearted, but… we didn’t have a choice, did we? We need her alive. Still, I was extremely angry when Motoko and Natsumi told me about her attitude.”

“You’re always angry, Eri.” Shiro teased, and for a while we merely enjoyed each other’s company again. Daiyu was the quietest, as always, so I asked her how her Cultivation was coming on.

“I do not wish to push my Foundation any further, until I have acquired both the Yang energy I need, and the Spiritually Pure Physique. I would rather hold myself back now, solidifying my Foundation, than press ahead.” She paused, looking a little ashamed. “I understand this is selfish, tales of your battles against powerful foes show the need for us to gain strength as fast as we can, but…” She frowned, a touch uneasy.

She let out a yelp of surprise as I pulled her into a hug. She stiffened, unused to male contact, before she relaxed, her face slightly pink. Shaeula and Hyacinth were laughing, Shiro was rolling her eyes, while Kana and Eri looked resigned, not understanding her words, but guessing from her body language. I decided to accept what can’t be changed. Just like with Asha, it’s not love, not yet, but I respect her a lot, and her dedication moves me. I certainly don’t hate her… “I get it. Cultivation is your everything. And you don’t want to risk your Foundation with some temporary gains. That was one of the things I wanted to talk about.”

“It is not my everything.” she disagreed, embarrassed. “Not any more.” Even so, she was watching me intently, her dark eyes curious.

“We might have a little leeway in terms of time now. Our pressing issues have been resolved, and though there’s a lot to do, we have to take advantage of this.” I explained, laying out my plans briefly. “So, we’re going to be focussing on training and pushing our Territories to new heights.”

Haru-san spoke up, her voice dry. “Push the Territory? We are already going well beyond what is normal. I don’t see what else can be squeezed out.”

“There’s a possibility. But I want to speak to Asha first, and it depends on Hyacinth.” At my words, Hyacinth stood, finishing the food she was holding.

“I shall gooo and start setting up the Ring Gate immediately. I shall nooot delay…”

I reached out, grabbing her hand, stopping her, and she blinked her silver-violet eyes at me in surprise.

“No, you’ll stay here with us and unwind. We don’t need it done this minute.” At my touch, she reddened, before sitting down again, to some laughter from the others.

“You need to learn to relax, or you’ll just make Aki sad.” Shiro warned her, and while Hyacinth pouted, Eri joined in.

“That’s right. Akio knows you like serving, it’s in your nature, but you also agreed to be a mistress too, remember? It’s times like these, quiet times with the family…” she glanced at Haru-san then. “You might not be one of Akio’s women, but you’re certainly important to us, Haru-san, so don’t look so uncomfortable…” As Haru-san let out a little nervous laugh, Eri continued. “…you’ve been on a long trip, so make the most of this quiet time together. I think that’s what Akio means. We don’t have anything specific to do right now, so it makes sense to make what gains we can. I’m only sorry I’ll miss out.”

“You’ve been working hard too.” Kana chimed in. “Eri-chan, you can move your toes and fingers now, right? And your limbs a little. Inside the Boundary you’re able to function reasonably well, if far from your best. Don’t be down on yourself. It doesn’t suit you.”

I see. Leaving Kana to help Eri has definitely brought them closer together. I’m pleased, as Kana was the girl Eri liked the least out of the others.

“Hopefully we’ll have an expert soon who can assist you.” The spirit-light of Ginneka was brilliantly bright to my Eye, and I could hear her fragmented thoughts and feel her scattered emotions far more frequently now. “If she doesn’t know, well, you’ll just have to keep up your rehabilitation. But I did promise you a holiday, just the two of us, remember?” Eri nodded at that. “So once we’ve matters in hand… how about it?”

“I’d like that.” Eri agreed happily, and ignoring the jealous complaints from some of the others, I moved on to outlining my plans. When I was done, everyone seemed excited, though Kana had a troubled expression.

“What’s up, Kana?” Shiro asked, concerned, and her answer surprised us.

“Look, I don’t want to miss out. But… I’m also trying to take it easy, have a normal boyfriend and girlfriend relationship, you know? I don’t want to have to rush through all the steps. I want more dates, more romance… but I don’t want to be left behind. It’s frustrating!”

“Such-such a foolish worry. There is always time for such things, is there not-not?” Shaeula disagreed, but Kana shook her head.

“You don’t get it, because you’re not a human girl. That’s not a bad thing, you’re in love and enjoying your life, that’s great. But… this is my first and only love.” There were nods at that. “I want to do everything I dreamed of. Jumping straight to the end seems a bit sad.”

“I agree. It’s… relaxing, having a normal relationship.” I admitted. “Fortunately, your situation isn’t as difficult as Hinata’s. You don’t have the Level cap to worry about. But we’ll work something out. Just because we know that the Fae-Bonded Class can be gained through lovemaking, doesn’t mean there aren’t other ways. Initially, I got mine from Shaeula, and we definitely weren’t lovers then.”

“Indeed not-not.” Shaeula snickered. “You had just-just attempted to kill me, as I had you. I merely surrendered because I was-was a shameless coward, my boasts of facing death rather than-than dishonour mere empty trifles. Of course, I would not-not have it any other way. My choice was the root of so much joy, even if it was-was built on shameful foundations.”

“Hey, why didn’t I get that Class? It’s not like we haven’t been making love, is it?” Shiro grumbled, completely unbothered by the admission.

“I’m not sure. I have my ideas though. That’s another good avenue to test. I suspect it’s because you don’t have as deep a connection to the Fae as the others, as your Chakra network is different. It might also be because you lack elements, though that’s a bit more of a long shot. It’s not like Eri, Motoko and Natsumi were wielding many themselves. Lastly, it might have to do with Tan. I am definitely hoping there are non-sexual ways to grant the Class though, either through me or Shaeula, as I want Aiko to have it as well, and you too, Haru-san.”

“Kami-Blessed sounds easier though…” Kana changed the subject, having said her piece earlier. “We can do a tour of the Boundary Tokyo and Kyoto, asking the Kami to bless us all. I doubt anything in Tokyo can threaten us now, and Kyoto is mostly under your control, right Haru-chan?”

“Yes, we have it in hand.” she agreed.

“We’d have to find the root Kami for each person though. It either has to be their home shrine, or one relating to the core of their being, doesn't it? So for Motoko and Natsumi, some sort of martial shrine or temple?” I pointed out.

“You just leave that to me.” Kana grinned. “I’ll get my father and grandfather to put in some work. The list of true shrines can be sorted through. There might be some travel involved, but for growing stronger, we can do it.”

“Get Karen-chan and the others to help. As for elemental abilities and mutated elements… the Spirit Water has to go to Daiyu.” I promised warmly. “Shaeula and I will convert all our water element the Territory has accumulated to it, and if Daiyu can master the Spiritually Pure Physique, we can then think about gifting others with the remainder.”

“I am most grateful.” Daiyu thanked me, still close, by my side. “As for… other matters. We could… Cultivate together?” she suggested shyly, and I nodded, feeling my own face flush a little.

“I want to make sure it won’t have any side effects on either your growth or mine, but… yes, I am curious to see just what strength it can bring us. But it’s not something we can share with others, I'm afraid.”

Daiyu shook her head. “Those who wish to follow the teachings of the Incorruptible Jade, I would be happy to teach.” She looked at everyone seriously, while I translated. “At least you all know your own Dao Companion already.” Her smile was surprising, like a blooming orchid, and Shiro laughed that she was surprisingly girly, despite her stoic, often expressionless exterior.

“All right. Lastly… and I apologise in advance… Ether Healing. It’s going to be brutal, but I want everyone to have it at least to Rank six. It offers too much safety to not have it. And at that point, even without some sort of mystic vision, everyone can function as a decent combat medic. Those who do have such eyes…” I nodded at Kana, who gave me another victory sign. “… Chirurgery as well.”

“Aiko-chan will be jealous.” Kana smirked knowingly. “I would like some help on how to train my vision though. Some personal tutoring perhaps?” She pushed her arms close together, emphasising her chest in the t-shirt she was wearing, fluttering her eyelashes at me, flirting. Shaeula snorted, saying she would teach her, to which Eri approved, and Kana pouted, though we all knew it was just banter.

“Obviously I’ll go over everything in detail in the evening, when everyone is here, but that’s the basics covered. As for the Territory…” I explained about the potential of what I had planned, though I kept a lot of details secret, so as not to betray my word to Eleanor and the Queen. When I was done, there was silence. Haru-san was the first to speak.

“That… it will work?” she asked, and I nodded.

“I think so. It’s not guaranteed, but I believe it’s got a good chance of succeeding, assuming everyone does their part.”

“In that case…” Haru-san rapidly calculated. “I see. It’s possible. Very possible.”

“Finally, there are a few matters to take care of here in the Material world. I still need to find a holder for Laverna’s Divine Favour, we have to decide on Nie Ling’s fate, and then…” I looked at Shiro, an impish smile on my face. “It’s time to pay my debt to Arisu-san. I have an idea on that as well.”

Shiro grinned. “I’m sure she’ll be happy, but… it’s not too crazy, is it? You don’t want to make her angry.”

“Not at all. I was merely thinking about the upcoming charity event. Besides, Japan needs something new to take everyone’s minds off the shocking events since Kyoto. I want her help with spatial element as well. I think I’ve got a shot of learning it. I’ll need to gather all my Vassals anyway, so that means Suzu-san and Bunta-san, right? Kikuchi Shuta-san too.”

“There’s getting Ixitt’s business off the ground as well.” Haru-san added, noticing I had left her name and Miyu’s off my list of Vassals. That’s because I think you both are something more than just a Vassal, you’re both true allies. Besides, you’ll be gathered anyway. “That would fulfil our commitments to Ichijou house, as well as start bringing in more wealth. Your secretary Karen-san has drawn up a list of targets for purchase that would benefit you, but your funds, while ample, are hardly enough to be snapping up large chunks of the Tokyo outskirts, even with Ministry assistance in some cases.”

“Yes, we have a lot to do, so now’s the time.” I finished off our discussion, downing the rest of my beer, before taking another bite of the snacks Kana had made. “You know, this isn’t as bad as you made it out to be, Kana.”

She blinked, a mixture of annoyance and happiness on her face. “Thanks Akio, I appreciate it. But you could have done the manly thing and lied, telling me it was delicious.”

“Is it too late for that?” I joked, and after some laughter, I stretched, stifling a yawn. I’m not really tired, it’s more just mental fatigue accumulated over the last few weeks. “All right then, I’m headed to the Boundary to speak to Asha and the others. Hyacinth, are you ready?”

As she nodded, Shaeula chimed in that she wished to make sure her sister had not caused any trouble in her absence, while Shiro sighed that she would start buffing the Trees again now she was back, as well as the many others who were likely eagerly waiting her return.

“I’ll pass. I’m a little tired.” Eri declined, and Kana agreed.

“Yeah, I have school in a few hours, I’d like to get a little sleep. Eri’s almost done with her work online too. She’ll have no problems graduating if all goes well.”

“It’s fine. Keep rested and fresh, and this evening… we’ll start putting all our plans in motion!” I agreed, my thoughts already considering our next steps...


Three Hundred And Seventy-Nine


“If’n it nae be ye pair.” Bjarki sniffed, eyes widening happily as Shiro and I approached his workplace. His eyes lingered greedily on Shiro, who sighed, already preparing to cast Anesidora’s blessings, before Bjarki suddenly paused, gaze going over the Twilight Brigandine we were wearing. They had largely repaired themselves, regenerating, but all the damage couldn’t be fixed, which his expert eyes picked out immediately. As his face paled behind his impressive beard, I had to bite down on a laugh.

“Storming Moonlight. It’n be fine, aye?” he asked desperately, and I unsheathed it, revealing it was undamaged, which made the Dwarf sigh in relief. “By Ivaldi’s bristling beard, I did fear t’worst.” He mopped sweat from his brow. I suppose I have trashed most of his crafts in battle, so it’s only natural he’s worried. But not this time!

Feeling a little proud of myself, I let him fuss over the blade, tapping it gently with a small hammer and eyeing it with a magnifying lens. As he let out another big sigh of relief, I praised it. “The sword definitely performed brilliantly, you’ve outdone yourself. It’s just the armour that took a beating, but it did the job as well.”

“If’n ye leave it with me, I can do some repairs.” he offered, and Shiro snorted.

“You really need to get some assistants for that sort of grunt work. Anyway, here are your buffs.” I watched as aether flooded from Shiro, enveloping Bjarki and refreshing the blessings. I glanced over at Shiro as she was doing it, marvelling at the golden mantle which was draped over her shoulders. Seeing me looking, Shiro winked.

“I know, it suits me, doesn’t it?”

“Everything looks good on you.” I admitted, and it was true, as Shiro was tall for a Japanese girl, with a model’s figure, and an ample chest.

“I wondered what all the commotion was.” I heard laughter, and Ixitt appeared, trailed by several of his fellow Mortal Engineers. “I should have known it was just you flirting with one of your wives again. I am glad to see you have returned safely. There is much to do.” Ixitt’s eyes were excited as he observed the cloth-of-gold mantle, and the leather boots I wore, which were polished to a tan sheen, and looked a good match for my armour in terms of style. “I am eager to research these treasures and see how they compare to the others we are holding.”

Shiro grasped at her mantle defensively, unwilling to part with it, and I chuckled, patting her back reassuringly. “You can study my boots if you want. Just don’t harass the girls, okay?”

“As if I would.” Ixitt denied that. Shiro called on her energy and buffed him too, and Ixitt barked another laugh. “I have missed this. Of course, working without these blessings has advantages as well, for I can remember the feeling, the proficiency, and it aids me in understanding the difference. But for now, I need all the Skills I can muster.” He was looking at the Lantern strapped to my belt, swaying gently.

“Yes, you can have it back for study in a while. First, we have to try and set up a Ring Gate, and I need it for that.”

“I see. It proved useful then?” Ixitt asked, fascinated, and I nodded.

“Yes, though whether we can successfully link the Ring Gates is the issue. Hyacinth is confident, but the concepts are complex.”

“I fear Primal Forest will be discomforted if this works. After all, the Plantkin make a large sum with their monopoly on the Gates.” Ixitt continued. “Of course, he would find it difficult to do much more than complain.”

“It’s not like we’re going to be sticking the things up everywhere.” Shiro insisted, having finished her blessings. “It’s not affecting the Fae Realms, linking places here in the Boundary.”

“That’s true.” I agreed. “But vested interests are a powerful thing. Just like in the Material, where we have to deal with nobility, big business, politicians and so on, in the Seelie Court it is beings like Primal Forest, and their ideological groups. Shaeula’s been doing good work with them, bringing them into the redevelopment of the Spring, so they should have already grown used to sharing benefits. If Hyacinth can make this work, we can liaise with them to split the profits, and earn favours from the rest of the Seelie Court.”

“Look at you, Aki, being all big business. I’d hardly have believed this even a few months ago.” Shiro smirked, enjoying teasing me. “Looks like I’m going to be a lady of leisure in both realms.” She stroked her golden mantle, amused.

“It may not be that simple, but… those problems are not for me to worry about.” Ixitt pointed out. “I have other concerns.”

“I know you’ve got a lot on your plate right now.” I apologised, but Shiro merely rolled her eyes mockingly.

“Don’t feel sorry for him, Aki. He loves it, I know. It’s just like me and my game. Sure, I moaned about the work involved, but it was a passion project. You know… when all this is over…” She looked at me, eyes full of both anticipation and worry, and I smiled, glad to see the old Shiro shining through now and again.

“I get it. When Earth and everyone we care about is safe, we’ll have time to live our lives, doing fun things. But your game might seem a bit unexciting, after we’ve lived it for real…”

“Rude much? My game will be awesome. But we’re getting off the subject…” she warned, and I nodded.

“She is not wrong.” Ixitt agreed. “I am rather saddened that I have had little time for my more exciting projects, but others are progressing well.” He led me around the workshop to the Materia Tree, which was looking larger and more vibrant, though it was still at Rank 1. It must be close to reaching Rank two though, judging by the growth. Fruits were growing on the branches, appearing like small round gemstones, and underneath were shed branches, leaves and other parts of silver, gold and crystal, and several ratkin were gathering them up.

Past the Materia Tree was the outdoor testing facility, and several new Artificial Buildings were completed. One was an Artificial Defensive Emplacement, and as I watched, a weaselkin Mortal Engineer was having it fire at some test targets, a small burst of aether hammering out, while another took notes.

“It is far from impressive.” Ixitt admitted, watching. “Unless it can be improved it would be useless in any large-scale conflict, the power and firing rate is inferior. It might perhaps be of use as a support for your students though, when they go Levelling. As an added layer of security.”

I shook my head. “Maybe, but I’m not going to send anyone Levelling unless they have appropriate oversight. I’m not that moron Yamato, sending untrained allies to their deaths.” I paused, banishing that unwelcome memory. “So, what else do you have?”

“An Artificial Armoury. As of now, it can only provide the bare minimum of supplies, but with better optimisation and Etherites…” he grinned, lashing his tail excitedly. “In fact, now that we have working models of the various firearms and other toys, I would implore you to place expanding the number and Rank of your Armouries as a priority. In fact, while the Armoury only serves to produce weapons and armour, as the name suggests, I have a team of researchers working on changing that, or at least understanding it.”

“I see.” I was surprised, but on hearing his words I realised the immense potential.

“I know you have other priorities, and I agree with them, but a strong foundation requires our forces to be well-equipped, and you have goals in the mortal realm.” Ixitt pressed.

“So, I’m not wrong, but he’s saying that he might be able to get the Armoury to make copies of other stuff, right?” Shiro whistled. “So, are we talking… anything?”

“I doubt it’s that simple.” I shook my head. “But if it could replicate some of the items Ixitt has created…” I knew I was right when I could see the gleam in his eyes. I do need to think about building up the Territorial strength, definitely. Though getting to Rank Four still requires a massive investment into Silos and Ether Spires first… but if the plan works, I’ll have leeway. And I also need to upgrade a Throne… my Eye strayed to the shining spirit-lights around me.

“Yes, while we certainly should not aim to replace your mortal ideas of production lines and factories, which are quite delightful, it would help in mitigating demand shortfalls and keep costs lower, maximising profits.” Ixitt agreed happily.

“All right then.” I nodded. “If my new idea pans out, we can certainly spare some resources for that. I’d like a number more Barracks too. And ideally, to higher Ranks, so we can start recruiting Kamaitachi and Trolls as well. A larger Territory is going to need a much bigger army.” Damn, even with a huge amount of ether, there’s always so much to spend it on. I can see why higher-Ranked Territories don’t just have everything they want…

“A new idea? Marvellous. It seems you have gained more than merely some treasures during your trip.” Ixitt approved, and I had to agree. With that, we left Bjarki repairing our armour, Ixitt following us towards the Rhyming Tree of Asha, and Hyacinth, who was setting up the Ring Gate, Daiyu beside her, watching carefully. Asha was there as well, and as they saw us, Daiyu nodded politely, and Asha waved cheerfully, a broad smile on her face.

“You have returned.” Asha called happily. “It is good to see you again, Akio. Hyacinth here said you had something important to discuss with me?”

Hyacinth jumped a little as she was working, her face red and smile a little guilty, as if she was expecting me to chastise her, but I actually felt the opposite. I’m happy if she asserts herself more, acts more like the others. Besides, she knows how I feel, and she’s just trying to help.

“Yes, Hyacinth is right.” I praised her, and Hyacinth’s flush deepened. I took a look breath, looked at the mushrooms that were slowly growing in front of Hyacinth, then up at the colossal Rhyming Tree that was Asha’s other half. “I wasn’t going to back out, but thanks anyway, Hyacinth.” I took a deep breath. “Asha, we need to talk. About you and your Tree.”

“I am curious, but if it is an intimate conversation…” Ixitt smirked, lashing his tail, winking. “…I can sit it out.”

“Yes, so leave it to us girls and we’ll fill you in afterwards.” Shiro agreed playfully, peering at me with her dark eyes sparkling. You always did understand me well, Shiro. And you always liked to tease. I’ll have to tease you back later, like in London.

“Yes, you’re one of the lynchpins of the Territory development so I’ll make sure you’re aware of everything.” I promised, giving Shiro a meaningful glance, and she giggled, pleased at her joke. As Ixitt departed, we all sat around the forming Ring Gate. Asha produced some honey mead and fruit, also glazed in sweet honey, so as Hyacinth continued to work on the initial stages, I looked at Asha, unsure of how to begin. Fortunately, it seemed Asha had an inkling, so she spoke first.

“There is nothing to be worried about. I have made my feelings clear. And you did agree when I promised I and my Tree were both yours, for there is no difference between my Tree and me. You like me, do you not? Love starts from acorns, and can grow into a mighty oak. We Dryads know this. We are rather unusual, for the Fae.” She laughed softly, and I was struck by her more mature charm, as compared to my other girls.

“She is cooorrect.” Hyacinth agreed, still outputting a storm of nature energy, her created spores sucked into the mushrooms, growing them slowly and steadily, with great care. “Boooth the Seelie and the Unseelie have little concept ooof monogamy, unlike mortals. They live and looove freely.” She paused, realising how that sounded. “Have nooo fear, Akio. Hyacinth will never have anooother. Ooonly you! Mistress Shaeula is the same, I knooow. Because we are alsooo influenced by those we form bonds with. But…” she looked at Asha, and her violet eyes were approving. “Dryads, the daughters of Orion, they are different.”

“Indeed we are.” Asha smiled softly, reaching out and taking my hand. It’s warm. “Just as we are bound to a single Tree for our entire lives, so too do we only take one partner, one lover. And I have chosen you. I was selfish, but it was destiny. You see that, I know. And you said I would have to exceed my limits. I am willing. So, tell me what it is you need.”

At her earnest look, I gave up. My last resistance, which I had rehashed over again on the plane, vanished like melting snow under the warmth of her gaze and hand. I guess I have changed. Before, I’d have agonised and fretted over this time and time again until I resolved it. Now… I’m not sure whether I’m just more selfish, but…

“Aki’s such a pain, isn’t he Daiyu?” Shiro said in Mandarin, and Daiyu nodded, her own expression slightly peevish.

“Yes, I sympathise with Asha for I am in the same position. I too found my destiny here and am waiting patiently for his resolve.”

“Akioooo is not at fault.” Hyacinth defended me. “He simply wishes to be sure of his feelings, and yooours. Even if he is a little slooow. Hyacinth finds it quite charming, if slightly foooooolish.” Her defence turned to gentle criticism.

“Look, I’m trying to do what’s best for everyone. I’m human, of course I second-guess myself. But I’m nowhere near as bad as I was before. Otherwise I’d be lumbered with Moira, Soliteare and Bellaera, right? It’s just… you know, I’m a selfish guy. Most men are. Even though I have a lot of women, and it’s not fair, I know I never want to share any of you. So if I do accept you, that’s it. You’re stuck with me. Forever.”

“I am already stuck with you.” Daiyu declared. “So enough complaining. Any man would be delighted to have the Ever-Beautiful Black Jade…” she blushed slightly at her own nickname, which was cute. “…as his Dao Companion. I believed this all settled.”

“Yes, I wish to be bound to you, body and spirit, as I am to my Tree.” Asha insisted, giving me no avenue for escape. “I too believed it was already decided.”

“It is settled. Even when he was getting all Yasu on us during our plane ride, he admitted it was already a done deal. He’s just feeling sorry for himself, which is totally Yasu levels of lameness. There’s not a man or woman alive who would feel any sympathy for you, Aki.” Shiro told me. “Now man up. We all know that you’re the kind of guy who won’t break his word, and you promised Asha and Daiyu both.”

Yeah. I guess these were just the last desperate denials of a fool. Gathering my resolve, I nodded. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have made you worry. It’s just… Asha, it’s a big ask. It’s risky.”

“I do not mind. I was dying in despair, full of madness, not myself. No fate is worse than that. But you saved me, restored my dying Tree, brought me to a new land, which is now starting to bloom…” She looked around at the orchards and fields surrounding her Tree, covering the hillside almost all the way to the White Snake Earth Altar. “…I am well satisfied. If I am to die now, at least I will die in peace, and having given my Kiss. It is a peace many of my sisters did not know.”

“No.” My hand gripped hers tightly. “I don’t want you to die. That would make everything meaningless. Being saved, only to die…”

“But you need my aid, do you not?” Her smile was warm, soothing my fears. “I am not saying I wish to die, or fear I will, only that should the worst happen… I will understand. Second chances are so precious, and so rare.”

“I feel the same way.” Daiyu spoke up. “I was a cold child, only caring about the path of Cultivation. I still care about it greatly, and want to see the end, the heights that only those from Kunlun reached, Sainthood and even beyond, past any Tribulations the Heavens can throw at me. But I have no wish to do it alone. I want you at my side.” she declared, leaving no room for doubt, before looking at the others. “And all of you as well. They say that the strong are often the lonely, and that the path to power is a solitary one. I believed that. But I was wrong. Power is gathered to protect what is precious.”

I’m defeated, as I knew I would be. It’s why I gave in before. I guess being away from everyone for nearly two weeks weakened my resolve. But seeing them all, hearing their honest words, it has all come back to me… no, they’re mine, and I’m theirs. Oak from acorns… my feelings may not be an oak for them, but they aren’t little acorns, that’s for sure… “Fine. Daiyu, I’ve already planned to learn Cultivation with you. But first, you need the Spiritually Pure Physique. Once I’m done here, I’ll start converting Spirit Water. As for you, Asha…” I nodded. “…I do need you.”

“That reminds me…” Shiro grinned, her energies surging, aether pouring into Asha and her Tree. “Best get that ether flowing again. Aki’s got expensive plans…”

“I definitely do.” I agreed with a sigh. “So… Asha. Your Tree is the beating heart of our Territory. With Shiro’s buffs it produces the vast majority of our Ether.” For a moment I felt jealous of the Seelie Court, which apparently had several bigger Rhyming Trees, and numerous smaller ones. Though I guess their expenditures are massively greater than ours, and it must take a vast sum of ether to move the Court when it travels.

“I am proud I can be of help to you, that my Tree means something.” Asha agreed happily. “One day, I hope to see the mortal world as well.”

“You will.” I promised. “it’s… not full of nature, I’ll admit. Mankind is rather ruthless. But I plan to make a world that combines both nature and the best of science, one where humans and spiritual beings can all find happiness. To do that though…” Mortal Engineering, Science, authority… everything is necessary. A huge sum of money and significant political support too…

“You need my aid. I understand. I offer it freely. And I will shoulder the risks.” I opened my mouth again, but with Asha's free hand she pushed a finger to my lips. “Hush now. I know you have no wish for me to die. No more than us remaining behind wished for you to face such battles. But just like defeating the dread Duke Myrcolaxriath, I understand why you need to take such risks. So, tell me what you need. We can then help each other to mitigate the dangers. You would do that for me, surely?” she asked the other girls.

“Of course. We have to help each other.” Shiro promised. Daiyu nodded, and Hyacinth chimed in that she would “never let a mistress dooown.”

“Shit, I’m sure even Eri would do everything to help you, and she doesn’t like it the most when Aki gets another girl. She’s kind to those who have had it hard or are in need.” Shiro continued. “So, my buffs will be at your disposal.”

“That’s a relief. Because we’ll need them.” I explained, finally outlining my plan to Asha. “I want to grow your Tree. If we can make it break through to Rank six, and then Shiro can buff it to a more effective Rank seven, our Ether generation would be getting on for a million an Astral day, all told. With that, we should be able to reach a Rank Four Territory and all the supporting Buildings in just a few months. We can then upgrade Kyoto and London to Rank Four as well, then once that’s done, we can push infrastructure builds, and start the slow preparation for Rank Five…”

“London too?” Shiro asked archly. “That seems to be going a bit far for Eleanor, doesn’t it? Have you fallen for her after all? I don’t think it’ll be easy to win her over, she’s staunchly anti-harem.” Shiro sniggered then, obviously amused.

“It’s not like I plan to fully refurbish her Territory like mine and Haru-san’s.” Miyu’s as well. And whatever Territory Kana and Shiro lay down. I’ll think about Suzu-san’s and Bunta-san’s as well. Kikuchi Shuta-san’s too, though it’s in a bad spot, so… “I’d just feel better if they were secure, and we will owe them. After all, to make this work, we need access to their Cauldron…”

“Growing the Tree?” Asha asked, puzzled. “Cauldron?”

“Yes, I can’t say much as it’s a secret I promised I’d keep, but… there’s a source of incredible nature-aspected adherence that Britain has kept all these years. From studying it, I think it can be used to strengthen and grow your Tree. Especially since your Skills are geared towards promoting such health and growth. With Shiro buffing that Skill, and the power of the Cauldron…” I paused. “My only concern is, I’m not sure how safe that would be for you. I worry…”

“I see. Yes, my health and the health of my Tree are deeply interlinked.” Asha admitted. “I do not fear this. No more than I feared when you said I should change and grow, as princess Shaeula has. For I believe all this was fated.” Her smile was brilliant. “I would need to see this power first, to check if it is compatible. Is that possible?”

“Assuming Hyacinth can make the Ring Gate work.” I agreed. “There’s no other way to access the Cauldron and bring the power back here without it…”

“Hyacinth can dooo it!” she declared boldly. “Though I will need the spatial energies soon.” She stared at Asha for a long moment, her expression turning sly. “I think yooou can demand Akio takes care of you, mistress Asha, and show you sooome affection. He did for me, when I helped him defeat the foooul Myconids.”

Asha hesitated. “I do not wish to take advantage of the fact he requires my aid…”

“No, you take advantage girl, you definitely do.” Shiro laughed, and Daiyu nodded, following along as best she could. “Look, I agree with Eri. We have to have rules. Otherwise, it’s impossible for so many of us to love the same guy. I don’t blame Eleanor, it’s crazy, it defies common sense. But then, none of us are that common, are we? Eri’s the most normal one out of all of us, and she struggles the most… so, no putting each other down, or doing anything that would make Aki sad. But each of us believes we’re number one in his heart, right?”

She paused, looking at Daiyu and Hyacinth. “Or if you don’t, you want to be. Women are proud. We don’t want to be second best. So if you’ve got an opportunity to show your value, I say go for it and flaunt it, make Aki fall for you hard if you can. I still won’t lose. After all, my buffs are a key part of the plan too. Hyacinth can get her credit for the Ring Gate as well…”

Daiyu seemed a little out of sorts, before Shiro shook her head. “Don’t look like that. You know, I’m starting to read your feelings. You’re not very expressive, but when you’re unhappy, your facial expressions change a little.”

Daiyu turned faintly pink, but nodded. “I feel somewhat distressed, contributing little to this effort. I do not like feeling so helpless.”

“Yeah, I get that. My whole life I’ve been pretty useless, just a burden. It must be hard for you, going from a talented prodigy to just one of many in a foreign land. But you’re missing the point. This project you can’t help with, maybe. But who other than you can teach Aki Cultivation? Teach all of us, really? Our own strength is as important as Territorial strength. So pull yourself together, girl.”

As I started pouring aether into the mindless Will-o’-the-wisp, deep violet sparkles of energy flying free, I kept the husk alive, using Ether Healing to repair the damage the excessive aether was causing. “That’s right. We talked about this earlier. Your Cultivation is vital too. But for you to be at your best…” I split off some of my thoughts, and started drawing in the accumulated water element from the Elemental Silos, trying to change it to Spirit Water. This is good practice training my Skills and control… “…like you said, your Foundation has to be solid. And if you’re going to be our teacher, we want you at your best.”

Daiyu nodded, and nobody missed the fleeting look of pleasure on her face at my words.

“Well then, we have a lot to do, don’t we?” I felt better now I was starting the project. Since when did I become such a workaholic?

Asha nodded. “If I could ask one thing before I undertake this duty… no, not a duty, for it is for you, for us. And which Dryad could refuse to strengthen her Tree?” Her brilliant yellow eyes gleamed, as she looked at me earnestly, a trace of hesitation on her refined features.

“Go on.” I cajoled her, and after a moment of shy silence, she spoke.

“I would join with you, body and spirit. That way, at least should the worst happen, I will have experienced love.”

Shiro snickered at that, obviously expecting it. I did too, and I nodded. “I said I’d accept you, and you said you accepted me. It’s not a problem. But…” My expression turned serious. “…the worst won’t happen. I won’t allow it.” I promised. Of course, all this depends on whether Hyacinth can link up the Ring Gates… “I think our serious private talk is over, right?” I took a sip of the mead, and a bite of the fruit, the combination of tart and sweet magnificent. “In that case, Ixitt, Moira, Shaeula and anyone else important should be summoned, and we’ll go through the next steps of our plan…”


Three Hundred And Eighty


Gathered at the centre of our Territory, in a rather impressive conference-style hall that the Kobolds and Dwarves had built to specifications provided by Ixitt, as he had seen such things being used in the Material world, I cast my eyes over the crowd. Quite a few are here today. I guess we have been away for a few weeks, by their timeframes…

At my side was Ixitt, who was toying with the Lantern, trying to work out an automated way to extract spatial element from it with the maximum effect and minimum risk of damage to it, his lenses down over his eyes whirring and clicking, while numerous intricate tools and piles of metal ingots were scattered on his table. Asha was also here, holding one of my sleeves a touch gingerly.

Her slightly green-tinged skin was now a healthy pink, but her smile, despite being shy and embarrassed, was radiant. Glancing to my other side, where Shiro and Shaeula were sitting, Shaeula proudly polishing her Mortal Fragarach, obviously having learned from Ulfuric or a similar warrior, I received a wry, half-mocking smile back from Shiro, who was smirking knowingly at Asha sticking close to me.

“No getting out of it now, Aki.” she mouthed, and I nodded.

Speaking of Ulfuric, he had returned, along with a number of familiar faces. Shaeula’s brother and sister were here, as well as Selensha, whose aura under my Eye was a mass of both orange and jade energies. So, she succeeded then. Impressive. The three Elves, the cheerful Soliteare and Bellaera, and the taciturn and solemn Moira, were also in place, alongside several Way-Wardens I didn’t recognise, and strangely enough, Talaisha, the Way-Warden friend of Shaeranna, and the daughter of her enemy, Duke Vulpatrius.

We’re quite crowded here today. That’s good. I have one final meeting this evening, and then we can finally get down to implementing what we agree… “Hyacinth and Daiyu are both working.” I told Shaeula, who had wondered where they were. “Hyacinth has almost grown the Ring Gate, but as we expected, making the two Gates link to each other across half the world is proving a far greater challenge. As for Daiyu…”

I quietly explained that I had turned our supply of water element into High Spirit Water. I had removed the Moonlight aspect, to make it simpler for Daiyu to understand and process. Making it High Spirit Water did reduce the amount I could create significantly, but the few drops I did make were concentrated and powerful, and Daiyu treated them as precious treasures, taking them within her and meditating on the effect she felt in her body with a solemn yet excited expression on her solemn, inexpressive face.

“I see.” Shaeula mused. “I would most-most like Daiyu to master the Spiritually Pure Physique, so you can-can learn her techniques. I am rather curious myself as to how they work. Are you not-not as well, Shiro?”

“Sure I am. Cultivation has always been a fascinating fantasy. Of course I want to try it for real. Tan knows a bit about it too, but she’s not saying anything useful.” Shiro pouted, before her face turned expressionless. “But now isn’t the time. We have company.”

“Indeed. Later.” Shaeula promised, before nodding to me, winking one amber eye slyly. Taking that as my cue, looking at the other various delegates, such as the Kobold High Foreman and other representatives of the races our Territory now held, I cleared my throat, then began to speak.

“It’s good to see everyone, and it’s good to be back. We were away too long.” I apologised. “I thank everyone who helped protect the Spring and here in our absence, especially those of you who didn’t have to.” I nodded at Shaeula’s siblings. Shaeraggo merely snorted sourly, while Anna waved off my praise, showing the difference in their characters. It was Talaisha who spoke up first though, her fiery red fur matching her temperament.

“Think nothing of it. There would be no way we can let the Unseelie reclaim the Spring, after it was finally liberated. Any of us Way-Wardens would rather perish than allow our enemies to triumph.” Nods went around at her bold words, and Anna seemed particularly starstruck, green eyes eyes sparkling.

Following on from her words, Moira was next to speak, laying out a map of the Spring on the central table. “As you can see…” she intoned primly, her voice calm and measured, quite unlike the animated tone of Talaisha. “…the Fae Stone Wards have finally been established fully around the Spring, and the Warning Bells have been linked to the main defences. This has strengthened the barrier around the Spring and will prevent most hostile actions. Of course…” she pursed her lips, frowning. “...that does not mean others cannot enter. The Wild Hunt have been unusually active of late. There have been raids at the borders of the Court. So, we must retain vigilance.” Her hard gaze strayed to Ixitt and his efforts with the Lantern. Seeing that, he responded.

“I understand. The Lanterns and their captive spatial element do seem the primary candidate for how they can avoid the barriers.” Ixitt agreed. “My research into it does continue. However…” he paused, grinning. “…right now we have a more pressing need for the Lantern. Once we have succeeded in our aims, I shall return my attention to the matter of how the Wild Hunt accesses our lands with seeming impunity.”

“Speaking of the Wards…” Shaeula interjected. “I do-do believe it is time to begin erecting Fae Stones here, is it not-not? We had agreed on this as part-part of the reward for our aid, no?”

“Of course. Father has agreed, and the others support him.” Shaeraggo promised. “There is no-no need to be so irritated sister, we have talked about this. We even have workers from Duke Formor…” His face twisted sourly, sharp fangs clashing, at that thought. “…assisting us with the transportation. The work shall-shall proceed rapidly, we promise.”

As Shaeula puffed out her chest proudly, I raised something I had been thinking about, which was going to become relevant shortly. “While we are talking about the Territory barrier, I believe we are likely to have an expansion very soon, dramatically increasing the scale. Won’t that undo all the work we’ve planned?”

Ulfuric paused, thinking, before gazing at us with his powerful eyes. Even though he’s often at the Spring, and now occasionally goes back to handle matters for Shaeula’s father again, now that Shaeula’s safety is settled, he is still heavily involved in our planning and has a good grasp of the situation in terms of both military resources and other assets. No wonder he’s surprised… our original plan was a Material year if everything went well, and even that surprised the Fae… we’d budgeted for around two hundred and forty million ether to carry out the infrastructure build and upgrade, but if we can grow Asha’s Tree safety and Shiro’s buffs continue to work…

“Sooner than planned?” Ulfuric rumbled, and I exchanged a look with Asha, who nodded.

“Significantly so, if all goes according to what we expect.” I affirmed. “That’s part of the reason Ixitt is busy. I don’t want to talk about the details unless we can be certain it’s happening, but assuming it is… just what should we do about the Territory?”

“I have taken a census, crude though it is.” Moira interjected. “When dealing with the ephemeral Fae, keeping track is often merely a matter of … approximation.” She sniffed, seemingly insulted by the lack of precision involved. “More so under the circumstances we labour under. We have Fae, many of which are from rather poorly regarded lines. Then there are the Yōkai.” She peered at Shaeula, who shrugged. “Some have arrived and are staying here. Whether they will remain, that is not for me to say…” Moira's tone was blunt. “Not only does the Territory have a rather porous border, but we are linked to the Fae Realms of the Seelie Court, as well as a place of Yōkai, this Kyoto. There are a number of mortal visitors constantly as well. Now you wish to go further, I believe.”

“Rapid movement and response are worth the inconvenience.” I pointed out. “Battles are won and lost by having the advantage of speed and resources.” Many of the assembled Fae voiced their agreement, so I continued. “We also need the population. They weren’t being utilised properly. Here they have work, good living conditions and safety, as well as the potential to progress. If they want to get involved in new industries or fields, I’ll welcome them. Population is power.” I declared piously.

“You stole that quote.” Shiro snickered. “It’s true though. In games or the real world, you don’t get anything done without suitable people to do it. A kingdom without subjects is pretty crappy.”

“I understand that.” Moira sighed, pinching her nose. “I am hardly such a fool. It is why the Seelie Court has been declining after centuries of skirmishes and pointless wars. My point is… where are they all coming from?”

“I don’t understand. Word’s been getting around, right? We’ve been welcoming.” I suggested, and Moira looked at me as if I was an idiot, before sighing with barely concealed frustration, realising she hadn’t explained clearly.

“Yes, it is not the numbers that concern me, but… there are those who do not appear on the manifests. We have been registering immigrants. It would be folly not to, the Unseelie and Wild Hunt are likely to try and stir up trouble, you have clashed with both, to their detriment. But we find groups that seem to have appeared as if out of thin air. Now, this again is not impossible…”

“I remember Shaeula telling me lesser Fae can be born spontaneously, not from any parents.” I offered, and Shaeula agreed.

“Indeed, it is not-not too unusual for such to happen. They are usually not-not such Fae as we have here though…” she frowned, deep in thought. “…I confess, I did not-not pay complete attention in my studies when I was but-but a child.” She flushed, embarrassed. “…I regret it now, being such-such a spoiled brat, but I do not-not believe I am wrong in this regardless.”

“Yes, when we looked into it, apparently they were invited by other family members or clans. But why we did not log them at the Gate…” Moira sighed again, and the High Foreman barked his agreement, saying that many wandering and hidden tribes of Kobolds had heard through secret channels about this realm, and they merely wished for a place to be safe and work to satisfy their pride.

“They claimed to have no ill intent, and that seems to be the case, as our Foreman here states, many of them toil in the Mines and work on construction without any appreciable problems. As to how they gained access… perhaps there was a localised failure of the Territory barrier? It can happen, seldom a day goes by without some foolish creature or other trying to move in. I do intend to watch the situation closely though.” Moira finished.

No ill intent, huh? I glanced at Shiro, who was thinking the same thing I was, it seemed.

“I, Shirohime, commands you…” She pushed a hand to her eye dramatically, and everyone was looking puzzled, even Shaeula.

“You’ve not seen that anime I think.” I told her, troubled. “It’s quite a good one, I’ll see if I can find a copy. But the point is…”

“We’re not saying that these newcomers are traitors or agents, but we’ve had experience with other Territories.” Shiro explained. “Even if I’ve not been specifically let into Haru’s Territory, for example, if I’m there with Akio to help, it doesn’t suppress me or prevent me entering. The same with Arisu, Suzu and Bunta, who neither Akio nor Haru knew. Isn’t that curious?”

Ixitt, who had been fiddling with the Lantern, melting down some ores, agreed. “It is a fascinating area of study. Certainly the Territories granted by these Anchors have some subtle differences from those we know, such as the Seelie Court.” He produced some materials from the Materia Tree, which he was also using to create a device to fit the Lantern. “I would not say that the Anchor is alive, as a mortal, or even a Fae, but it is certainly not dead cold metal and stone. The Materia Tree proves that beyond reasonable doubt.”

“What are you trying to say?” Talaisha leaned forwards, the other Way-Wardens with her, their expressions serious. “Have you realised something?”

“I have. It’s nothing definite, but the pieces fit together.” As I explained my idea, Shiro chiming in with her thoughts and experiences, there was silence around us as they contemplated our words, their expressions grave. This reinforces the need for my idea. When we do reach Territory Rank Four I’ll add the Barrier Enhancement Anchor Spire, which strengthens the Territory barrier and also gives much more flexibility in how to deploy it. If we can’t trust that we can secure a wider Territory, we need to make sure we do the best to protect what we must rigorously.

“There could be any number of other ways it works.” Shiro finished. “I’m not arrogant enough to come in and say I’ve understood something that you all haven’t for centuries, and Tan refuses to come out and speak about it…”

“No, I think you are quite-quite the arrogant female.” Shaeula smiled, amber eyes hard, as she was thinking. “I do not-not hate that, not-not at all. But I do feel anger. Such tricks stink-stink of the Unseelie.”

“Yes, and it seems to be the Wild Hunt that use them. We might be way off and it has nothing to do with this. I’d like to run some tests, but…” I shook my head. “...I’m not evil enough to start messing with this. That’s a dangerous road to go down, the road to Hell is paved with good intentions, after all.”

“I shall pass this speculation, this theory on to my father. Talaisha…” Shaeranna muttered softly, uncertain.

“I know. I know my father is… rather at odds with you all. But he is not and will never be a traitor. Like Duke Formor, he hates the Unseelie passionately.” the foxkin insisted, her tone brooking no argument. “But for now, I shall keep this silent.”

As the meeting broke into a bit of a mess, I coughed loudly. “Yes, this is important speculation, but we were talking about the Fae Stone Wards in our Territory.”

“Yes. We deal in what is, not what might be.” Moira concurred. “I agree it is worth consulting with the heads of the Way-Wardens and your noble father.” She spoke to Shaeula, who nodded.

“Prince Aethelathrion will wish to be appraised of this speculation too. But for now… you are right. So, what did you have in mind?” Moira asked me.

“I think that as the Territory expands, it’s going to become increasingly difficult to keep out determined intruders.” I had been thinking about this for a while. “Obviously, a stronger and better-protected Territory is what we want, but that’s what our troops and other defences are for.” Ixitt grinned at that, back to his tinkering on the Lantern, a thoughtful expression on his face, doubtless thinking about earlier.

“I see. But what is your suggestion?” Moira pressed. “Work is due to start soon, you understand.”

“I know. But our plans should hopefully be accelerating. When the Territory potentially expands to a radius ten times greater than now, we have more options in relocating the Anchor a little without losing access to places we need. As it is now, it’s too close to points of vulnerability, such as the Ring Gates. We don’t have much choice, I know, but I haven’t forgotten how isolated it was during the Kondou Kazuo battles. It’s nowhere near as dire now, but I’d still feel much better protecting it, and key areas we can’t afford to lose no matter what. We can lose ground and some Territory as long as our losses are small if we bleed the enemy, and take it back later, but we can’t afford some losses.”

“Thinking of London, I see?” Shiro grimaced, patting me on the shoulder reassuringly.

“Indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “Eleanor was prepared to lose-lose everything to protect the Tower, was she not-not? I do believe you prefer methods where there are no-no sacrifices, Akio.”

“Of course I do. But we can achieve that in other ways. I’m more concerned about restricting access to the most important areas. Fae Stone Wards can help with that, as can the Warning Bells. We’ll be able to create internal barriers at the expense of some overall barrier strength, so having those at our points of vulnerability, which only allow us access…” Restricting access to certain areas much more severely could alleviate the issue, or at least mitigate it…

“Insurance. I get it.” Shiro nodded.

As conversation turned to how we could make my new idea work, I glanced at the nervous Asha, who knew my plans depended on her and her Tree, at least in part. “It’ll be all right.” I reassured her. “If it turns out too dangerous we’ll stick to the original plan. It’ll slow us down, but really, we’re still ahead of the game from what we’ve seen.”

“Yes, Eleanor’s Territory was not-not impressive, though it is perhaps not-not so fair to judge her on it, considering the circumstances.” Shaeula agreed.

“That’s right. But it’s like an RTS.” Shiro observed. Seeing the blank looks from some of the Fae around her, she shrugged, a little embarrassed. “Basically, a war game, where you build up a base using resources you gather and use that base and resources to produce an army. Early advantages tend to magnify over time.”

“Of course, a hard counter can make up for a deficit in resources.” I pointed out. “And that’s also what I wanted to talk about.” I turned to Selensha. “Congratulations on becoming dual elemental.” I commended her warmly, and she looked down shyly, before nodding.

“It was hard, I have even more respect for Princess Estalian and the other ancient Fae who managed to transcend their limits. I would have struggled without the advice and experience of those who came before me, such as you, sister-in-law. I admit, working with mortals was unusual too, but it made matters clearer.” She then praised Shaeula, which made her, as well as her siblings, delighted.

“Good. We’ll be needing your experience too, now that you’ve achieved success. But also, I was hoping you could spare some time, and also any other wielders of water element you know of who might be persuaded to help us with something.”

“Of course, I would be happy to help.” Selensha replied to me instantly.

“Great. In that case, we need to gather as much water element as possible. Our current generation is too slow.”

“For Daiyu, yeah?” Shiro asked, and Shaeula thought back to some of our earliest training, before clapping her hands, understanding.

“I see-see. We will be gathering as much water element we can, taking it from sister-in-law and the others, then converting it to Spirit Water and passing it all-all to Daiyu, correct? It is not-not too dissimilar to when we and the sole surviving Kamaitachi of the time passed wind-wind element between us to train.”

“That’s right. I’d say learning spatial element for myself, and Daiyu’s Foundation, are my two major goals of this training.” I then looked at Ulfuric. “My third is… I finally need to grasp a Style. You were right, those who have learned to fight and are skilled do have the advantage over me, since all I do are the basics, albeit confidently.” I pointed at Shaeula then. “Shaeula will need to learn as well. Her Pinwheels are still going to be a major part of her offensive capabilities, but now she has a sword worth using, it’d be folly not to at least drill her to my standards.”

Shaeula’s face cramped a little, perhaps remembering the rough training she had witnessed her sister going through when she was young, before her exile and subsequent return to the Court. Or maybe she’s remembering all the beatings I’ve taken…

“I suppose… yes, I should learn. Indeed, do please take good-good care of me, master Ulfuric.” she managed at last, her worry overshadowed by her desire to learn. Proud of her, I ruffled her hair gently, bringing a noise of annoyed disapproval from her brother, which we both ignored.

“It would be my honour to teach you further.” Ulfuric replied, his voice booming, as he loomed over me. “Your sword is a work of art from master Bjarki, you should know how to do it justice. But… do you have any insight into your proposed Style? I could teach you mine, but a Style is extremely individual, what works for one may not be a perfect fit for another.” He paused, thinking how to explain it. “No learning is ever in vain. Even were my own techniques not a good fit for you, you would likely be more skilled than now, more unpredictable, more powerful. But then your future road would be difficult, as layering new learning on top of old can cause bad habits to become ingrained, and Styles may clash.”

“That sounds like Daiyu and her Cultivation.” I chuckled dryly, agreeing. “I certainly want to try and build my own Style, but like Daiyu, I want to do it right. I’m also curious as to whether the Tsumura Arts can be included.”

“You’re doing that just to make Motoko and Natsumi happy, I bet.” Shiro laughed, and I denied it.

“I’ll confess, I’m certainly pleased I’ll have a chance to study it with them. But I’m also curious. Just like Kyūdō, Tsumura Arts show up as a Skill to my Eye.” I tapped below it gently, emphasising my point. “Even if I don’t get my own Style out of it, I think it’s just like Ulfuric said. No learning is ever in vain. Not everyone is going to have the time or the strength to learn their own Style, I’d like to form a systemic one suitable for the trainees and even the military to use.”

“Won’t they just be using guns?” Shiro asked, and I agreed.

“Yes. I’m also not going backwards, rejecting progress. That’s a bad idea, right Ixitt?”

He laughed at that gleefully. “Why yes, of course. Our firearms we are creating here outclass bows greatly in ease of use. But…” He looked at the scowling Shaeraggo. “There are arts that can be performed with bows that we cannot replicate. The right tool, in the right place.”

“Unarmed combat is the foundation, be it bows, spears, swords, guns or more.” I pointed out. “And ideally, we need to incorporate not just physical Skills, but aether, elements and more. I want everything to be a part of the greater whole, a synergy.”

“I see. Master one weapon, know all weapons.” Shiro declared, somewhat misquoting the famous Chinese line. “You’re certainly ambitious.”

“I’m not saying that everyone has to be a master, but we should have baseline training, like the Army.” I pointed out. “Be flexible, not rigid. I first thought that Styles would be more restrictive and limiting than just knowing the basics. After all…” I grinned self-deprecatingly, remembering what David had told me. “…making the best choice with the basics should always be the right choice, or so I thought.”

“Combat is not decided on skill alone.” Ulfuric shook his head, shaggy black and white mane rustling as he rubbed a gauntleted hand on his chin. “Though skill is essential. But if you act by rote, always taking the sure route to victory, those with talent and skill will preempt you. No, a Style turns the foundation into a myriad of options, and can even surpass what would be seen as perfection to the ordinary warrior.”

“So yes. We need to focus on that too.” I concluded, appreciating his explanation, which was pretty much as I understood it. “Honestly though, most of the training will be focussed on the members of the training school. The expanded school, I should say. But…” I looked at Selensha again. “…of course, those of the Fae, and even Yōkai such as the Kamaitachi, should be encouraged to grow stronger. After all, we have a long road ahead of us all.”

“So, what precisely are you requiring of us?” Moira asked, cutting through our talk, and as I explained the deployment of personnel and resources, with everyone chipping in their suggestions, I glanced over at Asha, who was still beside me. She smiled back, and I squeezed her hand, feeling the faint tremors of her body. I get it. She’s nervous. It’s understandable. It hasn’t been long since her time in the corrupted Spring, and I’m asking her to do something unprecedented. But together…

“It’ll be all right. Really.” I promised, despite my own slight misgivings. “After all, with all of us together, what is there to fear?”

Asha looked over the bustle of all the Fae gathered here, and managed a nod, her yellow eyes earnest. “I know. This place, this Territory. It is my home. And I too wish for it to prosper…”

“That’s the spirit.” Shiro agreed, before stifling a yawn. “Well, I’m off to get some rest until later, Aki. What’s your plan?”

“Ixitt and I will be helping Hyacinth try and link the Ring Gate, while Shaeula gathers as much water element as she can. Then this evening, we’ll bring in the trainees and hopefully Arisu-san and the others, and get everything humming. Then… it depends how quickly we can make the Ring Gate work…”


Three Hundred And Eighty-One


After the meeting with the Fae, I had to return to the Material several times to deal with a few matters. Shaeula stayed behind to help Daiyu accumulate more High Spirit Water, and Shiro was giving out her buffs like sweets. Jack and Evelyn had been spending the day enjoying Tokyo before they would be flying out to Nishimorioka tomorrow, and they had also been introduced properly to Eri, which had been amusing. I can’t believe just how much mom was talking about Eri to them. Apparently she has been for years. Eri was so embarrassed when she heard that.

I had been too. My mom and auntie Mori had always joked about us ending up together, but perhaps they weren’t jokes, after all, and they had really expected it. And in the end, they were right, though nobody ever expected things to be like this. Eri had finished up her remote work and would join me back in the Boundary later when Kana got back from school, while Jack and Evelyn were accompanied out by Karen-chan and several members of the Black Wolf Company for security, letting them enjoy Tokyo while they were here. It’s a bit of a break for Karen-chan too, she’s had it tough while I was away.

With that done, I was now back in the Boundary, the rest of the Black Wolf Company gathered. As usual, Aliyah was taking the lead, addressing me sourly, though by now I was used to her bluster, knowing that was just her way, and that she didn’t really mean her insults so much as they were reflexive.

“So, boss.” she remarked dryly, arms crossed under her massive chest. Like the others, she was now wearing matching black armour, similar to the Twilight Brigandine, but of lower standard, more mass-produced. “You really made a scene in Britain, didn’t you?”

“That he did.” Shiro laughed from beside me, a touch of exhaustion on her face from her labours, though she still appeared proud. “Aki came, he saw, he conquered.”

“Conquered what?” Aliyah scowled. “Better not be any more women. Besides, from the spectacle of you on TV, looks like you were doing some conquering yourself.”

“You think?” Shiro smirked. “But we certainly achieved what we set out to do. There’s no hiding it now. Not that you can hide the light of this princess, I was always going to shine!”

“You’re certainly gorgeous, but shit, your attitude stinks.” Aliyah complained. “You know, you two are made for each other.” She glowered at us sourly, and Shiro burst out laughing, pleased.

“You’re exactly right. Aki and me, it was meant to be.” she agreed. “So, enough about our escapades, fill us in. We’ve heard good things, right?”

I nodded. “Kana told me you’ve been mastering earth element well, and have even started organising into teams to prepare for training others. I’m impressed.”

“It somehow sets my teeth on edge, getting praise from you.” Aliyah sighed, but at a warning glare from her brother, she nodded, her hair beads jingling softly. “Yeah, a number of us have mastered it. Of course we have.” She let out a surge of red energy, and the ground below her spat out a number of bullet-like projectiles. “We’re the best. Professionals. Some might say the Army is better trained than us mercs… sorry, I forget, we’re… uh, what the hell are we now Trey, I ain't sure?”

The big man shrugged. “I’d say we’re still a PMC. Just… we’re never allowed to break contract now, I suppose?” He glanced at me for confirmation, and I shook my head.

“Maybe in the future, when you’ve paid your debts and things have changed, but you know too much right now and have benefitted from our expertise, when really, you should be still under arrest.”

“Don’t I know it? Man, this situation is all kinds of strange, but…” His own ruby energies surged, and a spire of rock formed, which he tore from the ground, the edge gleaming sharp, like knapped flint. “…can’t argue with results, can we? Though sis and I aren’t the best…” he admitted. As he said those words, the eyes of the company turned to stare at Luciana, who was standing a little shyly to attention, her somewhat diminutive status belying her fighting skills.

“Well, it is… I just feel la tierra, the ground, the soil.” she whispered softly. “It speaks to me. I hear the susurrus, whispers of the stone. It is quite… enjoyable.” Her smile was pretty, and I noticed a number of the men in the company eyeing her. suppressing my own smile, knowing she was the sort of woman who would be very popular in such a male-dominated field, I asked her to demonstrate, my Eye shining.

“Come, la tierra!” she called, and the red glow surrounded her, as well as the silvery glow of aether. She was using both together, and the soil beneath her feet melted like wax, flowing up over her body, forming a sort of armour. It solidified, but retained a strange sort of elasticity, almost as if it was still molten. Like tar, maybe? I was certainly impressed though, such a working required real skill in visualisation and elemental manipulation. Aether manipulation as well, if she’s using it to make up for her shortfall in other areas…

“So, I’m curious…” Shiro asked, nodding thoughtfully. “Is that purely defensive or…”

“Why don’t you show the princess here…” Aliyah snorted, teasing Shiro. “…what you can do, Luciana? Show them that the Black Wolf still has fangs and claws, even in this new bullshit world.”

“Si, I will do it.” She nodded, before leaping off the ground far higher than she should have been able to manage. My Eye caught that the muddy armour was pushing on the ground, boosting her force. As she leapt, the stone around her arm elongated, forming a blade, the edge not merely flint-like, but glittering darkly like obsidian, balefully sharp. Her other hand pointed, and chunks of the armour formed small bullets, which she discharged at the rate of a machine pistol. She then landed, and her armour rippled, dispersing the impact, allowing her to roll into another combat pose. She tossed her stone knife, and more formed, leaving her dual wielding in traditional combat stance.

“I see.” I clapped my hands, my Eye having followed her movements. “Yeah, that is impressive. Though you shouldn’t get cocky, it’s much more draining to use such abilities on the Material.”

“Yes, I agree.” Luciana nodded, and her armour dispersed, hardening and flaking off her like mud, leaving her brushing dust off her combat uniform. “In training, I can not manage the armour. But un poco, a little…”

“She’s still more than capable of using a knife.” Aliyah grinned. “Our cat here has her claws.”

“I confess, I have received great help from las gemelas, the two girls.” Luciana told us. “And el phantasma. To think I would be working with a ghost.” She crossed herself. “But they make it so clear, so easy to understand. Only a fool would fail to learn, no? And not just the earth, la tierra. I hear the wind, el viento, too, though I cannot grasp it yet. It is too... efímera, yes? Hard to touch, and dislikes the earth.”

Damn, she's so skilled at one element after almost no training, and already trying for a second. We've got a true prodigy on our hands it seems.

At Luciana's assertion some of the mercenaries shifted restlessly, and Aliyah grinned. “You heard her, you maggots! Those of you who ain't even able to manage what some damn schoolgirls can had better pull your heads out of your fucking asses and get it done, or Trey and I will drum you out for being useless wastes of oxygen.”

“Yes boss!” the men shouted.

“I can’t hear you. Louder!” Aliyah shouted back.

“We said yes boss, sorry boss!” they chorused.

“My sis might be a bit foul-mouthed, but she’s right.” Trey agreed, addressing the troops. “We have to uphold the Black Wolf. You don’t want the soldiers to show us up, do you?” As they replied in the negative, Aliyah shook her head again.

“The world’s mad. Shit, we’ve tested it, and Luciana’s armour can block stabs, bullets and more. Maybe she ain't able to use it properly outside of this madhouse…” she looked around us, waving one big hand. “…but that’s just for now, ain't it?”

“Yes, as the Boundary gradually dissipates, ether density will rise, and there’ll be less resistance…” I agreed.

“When that happens, those who ain't able do this will just be like kids playing at soldiers. Sure, it won’t be stopping RPG’s or other heavy weapons, but it’s not like urban warfare can just become a shitshow of collateral damage. The battlefield may still be dominated by firepower, but urban warfare, suppression operations, security… assassination… all of it is going to be ruled by people like our little Luciana here.” she paused for a moment. “Although against monsters like you pair, or your little orange-haired tyrant, she still has about as much chance of success as a fucking ice cube does of putting out a bonfire.”

“A monster? Me? Rude.” Shiro pouted. “I’m a gorgeous princess, not a monster.”

“Sure you are.” Aliyah chuckled. “Don’t take it so personally.”

“We’re getting off-topic.” I broke in, changing the subject a little. “So Kana was telling me you’ve been helping out with the training of the newcomers. I appreciate that.”

“She’s a clever one.” Aliyah agreed. “Pretty too. Wasted on you.” She snorted, showing her irritation. “Even without this Chirurgery, we’ve still been running through the exercises and a few other bits for orientation. Give them a head start. Though some of those brats are lucky I didn’t knock them on their asses. Pretentious shits.” As Aliyah grumbled about some of the new trainees, Shiro and I exchanged amused glances. Yeah, I expect that noble sons and daughters would find our brash American friends a bit of a culture shock, especially with such weird training on top…
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“Akio, I’ve missed you!” Hinata ran into my embrace, so I lifted her up and spun her around, smiling at her impish expression. Motoko and Natsumi followed behind her, also smiling, but showing more noble poise.

“Hinata, you should be less shameless. You are a Takatsukasa now. Unmarried girls cannot do that, even with their fiancé.” A stern voice chided her, and I saw that the three of them hadn’t come alone. Mayumi-san was there, as well as Miyu-san, and surprisingly enough the speaker, Sakura-san, who was lecturing Hinata even as she was in my arms. There’s the bodyguards too of course, though they are wisely pretending they don’t see or hear anything. Even Kazumi-san is doing that, though she’s looking at me wryly.

“Oh, do you think so?” Hinata retorted. “Motoko, Natsumi, don’t you want to hug Akio? It’s been nearly two weeks for you as well. Though I’m still jealous that you had such an amazing trip with him. Even you, Miyu.”

“Do not pull me into this, please.” Miyu sighed, but she turned to Sakura-san, offering Hinata support. “Please excuse Hinata-san’s excitement. She has missed him, and only wishes to show her affection. It is only us here, surely you can forgive her?”

As I put down Hinata, Motoko approached me, and she held out her arms too. I gave her a gentle yet heartfelt hug, and then Natsumi was there, equally as eager. After hugging her, I turned to Sakura-san and apologised. “Sorry about that. But like Miyu said, can’t you let it slide? I’m happy to see everyone myself.”

“I would hope so. You’ve been busy playing with foreign Princesses and dignitaries.” Hinata took my arm, ignoring the teasing laughter from Shiro, who enjoyed the feeling of superiority. “And I have missed out on… other things too.” Motoko blushed, looking down shyly, while Natsumi placed a hand over her mouth, giggling.

“That’s Aki’s fault, no question. Though I get it. You do reek of crime, Hinata.” Shiro pointed out.

“That’s hardly fair. I got engaged to Akio before you did, and it’s been approved by my parents and also by Fujiwara-sama, Kira-sama and grandfather Itsuki.”

“Please do not call grandfather so casually.” Sakura-san complained, only for Mayumi-san to step in.

“This is all very well, but we have more important things to do today.” she interjected gently, nodding at me reassuringly, which surprised me a little. “Sakura-san, I know it’s hard for you, the way things have changed, but you need to adapt. Besides… you don’t really hate Hinata as much as you pretend.”

“I do not hate her, I never have.” Sakura-san protested, before realising who she was talking to, and she moderated her tone. “I apologise, I have become too heated, and have broken decorum myself. I am a little ashamed.”

“Don’t be foolish, Sakura.” Hinata spoke up. “That’s the beauty of being with family and friends. I spent my whole life on the outside looking in, despite being your cousin, my blood the same as yours. It’s a beautiful thing, being elegant, refined and charming. Don’t misunderstand. I wanted to be a noble, to be equal to you and Mayumi so badly. I looked on you both with envy. But… not everything is wonderful. If being nobility means I have to keep my feelings in check when the man I love returns to me after a long absence, after a battle that could have been his last… then surely nobility needs to change.”

“She’s got you there.” Shiro agreed. “Besides, there’s nothing noble about burying your feelings. But I’m no fool. It’s not this that bothers you, is it?”

“It’s that I’m finally being accepted. And not just at Hanafubuki.” Hinata explained, a trace of sadness in her brown eyes. “The group of noble sons and daughters that have been selected for training treat me as a daughter of Takatsukasa now, just like Sakura. No, since it’s clear I’ll be the heir now, I get more respect.”

Sakura held her expression still, but we could see Hinata’s words had hit their mark. I see. Hinata’s wish was to be equals to Mayumi, true friends. I think she’s had that come true, or if not, she will. Their friendship seems to be in a good place. I watched as Hinata, Sakura-san and Mayumi-san argued, while Miyu looked on, a touch bemused. Our eyes met, and I smiled reassuringly. I’ll sort this. For Hinata’s sake if nothing else. She did care for her cousin, or sister, technically now.

“So, setting that aside, what brings you here today, Sakura-san, Mayumi-san?” I asked.

“That’s simple.” Mayumi-san enthused, glad of the subject change. “I’ve been utterly fascinated by events over the last few weeks. And I’m desperate to get started on our new enterprise. So here I am, ready for an update.” She looked at Hinata then. “And of course, I wanted to see how Hinata reacted to seeing you again. It’s been rather amusing watching her reactions to everything over the last few weeks. You’ve had it rough, right?” She commiserated with Motoko and Natsumi.

“I understand her jealousy. After all, we are the same.” Motoko demurred, and Hinata pouted.

“I’m sure your debut will be just as big.” Natsumi interjected. “Akio’s known the world over now. And I know he’s not unfair as to only have our engagement event. There’s Eri too. And Kana-san.”

“That’s right.” Daiyu too, though she’s a bit more problematic what with the anti-Chinese sentiment, but that won’t stop me. Then there’s Asha. Though without a Throne… no, if the plan goes well, first thing we’ll do is upgrade a Throne to Rank three. I have an idea of who need to be Chosen Heroes to maximise our potential… “In fact… I think that it might be time to use our fame to our advantage. I was thinking…” I explained my idea, and Hinata’s eyes brightened.

“That’s a wonderful plan!” she agreed, eyes gleaming. “I want to stand on the same stage as the others. I’m your fiancée, and I’m proud of that. I want to shout it from the rooftops, to the world, to anyone who would listen.”

“It’s certainly daring, and kills a lot of birds with one stone.” Shiro agreed. “I’m not sure what Arisu will think, though. Suzu will love it, that’s for certain.”

“Grandfather will support it, I think.” Miyu nodded. “It is time for the nobility to return from the shadows. Since the fall of the zaibatsu after the War, we have kept to ourselves, in our own worlds, wielding political influence as best we could, but compared to the olden days, the keiretsu such as Nichibotsu Technologies and many other modern companies have a great deal of sway as well. Not all of them care for us. But now we need to put aside our differences, otherwise Japan may suffer as the United Kingdom did.”

“You’ll need to get Yukiko onside as well.” Shiro added. “That shouldn’t be hard though, she sees you as a friend, Aki.”

“Ichijou house will of course be involved.” Mayumi-san agreed, excited. “After all, we’d never let such an opportunity pass us by, and I am your partner.”

“Business partner.” Hinata sniggered, and Mayumi-san shrugged.

“I know that. Don’t be foolish. I am Ichijou Mayumi, I am not one to be so easily won.” She smiled pridefully, before turning to Sakura-san. “So, what will you do? I suspect that Akio-kun here has a role for you, considering he’s been looking at you for the last couple of minutes.”

Am I that obvious? I guess so. Not that it matters. “Sakura-san, Hinata, can I be honest with you both here? No lies or dissembling words, just my honest feelings?”

Sakura-san paused, surprised, but nodded. “Very well. In that case… I will not hold back either.”

“Lies? To me? You don’t, I can tell.” Hinata clung to my arm. “But I think I see what you mean. I’ll be honest too. Mayumi, Miyu, as our equals in Ichijou and Fujiwara house, you can witness.”

Well there’s the bodyguards too, but they stay out of these matters… “Shiro…” I began, but she shook her head.

“We’re staying. Right girls?” Motoko and Natsumi agreed. “Look, Aki. Hinata’s not just your responsibility. She’s ours too.” She winked at the younger girl. “When Aki asked me out, I knew he was engaged already. I was damn well pissed off, but… somehow it all worked out. I didn’t even know about you then, Hinata. But I accepted Aki, and all that comes with him, just as he did me. I mean…” she laughed, a touch bitterly. “…didn’t I try and sell out the world in my own selfishness? My hands aren’t clean. But what matters is that we all stand together. You saw the news. I was there, fighting.”

She was solemn, and our eyes were drawn to her, her silver hair shining under the dark light of the Boundary, her beauty captivating, as though she was a Goddess descending to give us wisdom. “In the face of those who would happily kill us for their own ends, those who can’t be reasoned with, this all seems so very foolish to argue over. But it isn’t, is it?” She glanced at me, and I shook my head.

“No. If happiness is a foolish goal, then why did we even fight? Let the world burn.” I insisted, to some gasps. “Look. Hinata, I love you. I do. Just as much as any of the others. I’m sorry, but you’re so youthful and energetic, sometimes I see you as younger than you actually are. I’d like you to take it as a compliment. That’s why…”

“You’ve not offered me the same as Motoko and Natsumi?” she asked, and I nodded.

“Honestly, I feel guilty. I shouldn’t, after all, we’re engaged. We’re going to spend our whole lives together. But feelings aren’t rational, are they?” But Kyoto and London taught me that the biggest fist wins. And I can’t just have that fist myself. I don’t ever want to be helpless as people die around me again. It’s insane hubris to think that I can save everyone, but with enough support… together we can be stronger than any of us alone.

“No, they’re not. Akio… I don’t love you any less than Motoko or Natsumi. Or even Shiro here.” Hinata promised. “After all, I loved you from the first moment I saw you.” She chuckled, cheeks pink, ashamed. “I never believed in love at first sight, but it happened. It’s your fault for being too charming! And then… all my dreams came true. So… I’m not a child. I’m a woman. Your woman.”

“Not all your dreams.” I disagreed, surprising them. “Look. Sakura-san, I’ll be honest. I love my family. I’ll do anything for their happiness. Hinata… she just wanted to be recognised for who she is. The equal of any of you. This nobility thing… even now I don’t really get it. But I’ve met many people who could be called noble. Shaeula. Yukiko-san. Princess Eleanor. The Queen of Britain. And yes, your grandfathers. And to me... Hinata, Eri, Kana… it doesn’t mater how ordinary they are to you, to me they are noble.”

As Hinata blushed deeper, delighted, I continued. “So Takatsukasa house… I didn’t want to take from you, Sakura-san, nor your brother. But I’ll be damned if I’ll let Hinata suffer. Mayumi-san… I’m happy you’ve realised what true friendship is. And I think you’ll be better for it. Isn’t it less lonely?”

“I… I wouldn’t say I was lonely. But…” Mayumi-san mused, pensive. “…everything is so exciting, so fun. And I realise that it isn’t just us daughters of nobility who are special. It would be hard to say that, with you here.” she smiled at Shiro.

“Aki, she’s a smart girl. She sees I’m a beautiful princess.” Shiro laughed, but I was still serious, not rising to the joke.

“That’s right. In this new world, the meanest beggar could potentially gain a power that could make them the ruler of nations. But I don’t care about that. I care about Hinata’s wishes. And she wanted to be respected, and for us all to be respected. We’re allies, friends, comrades… not lackeys of your grandfathers. So… Takatsukasa house.”

“I knew I wouldn’t inherit, that I would be married out.” Sakura-san agreed. “That is not why I am so angry.”

“You’re angry? I knew it…” Hinata muttered softly.

“Of course I am.” Sakura-san took a deep breath, calming herself. “Perhaps it was unfair for you to be treated so differently to me, despite being my cousin. But that is simply the way it is, the way it was! Why should we change the whole system of nobility that Takatsukasa has carried for more than a thousand years? We… we might be the last generation. Without the help of the rest of the nobility propping us up, I know we would have crumbled away. It is not just us!” she cried. “There are a number of houses on the brink. You know this!”

“Oh, those.” Hinata agreed, and Motoko was looking sad. I see. Somebody they know, maybe? “That doesn’t make sense though. A lot of the help that kept you afloat came from Fukumoto house and Nichibotsu! Would it have been too much to ask in return to treat me right?”

“What is right?” Sakura-san asked, her eyes reddening, and I noticed she seemed about to cry. “I did help you! When you acted arrogantly, I smoothed things over. I calmed down the other nobility when your attitude provoked them. I tried to offer advice, to help you avoid shaming yourself and me!”

“Your advice was terrible! It was basically 'shut up and obey your betters!'” Hinata shot back.

“If I may?” Motoko asked, and we all turned to her. She observed the two feuding cousins, her expression solemn. “Hinata. I believe you know I have nothing but respect for you. It is largely thanks to you that Natsumi and I had the bravery to finally seek out Akio.”

“I know that. I like you too.” she replied, confused.

“Then… Sakura-sama is, in this case, correct.” Motoko softly spoke, everyone hanging on her words. “Your actions were too domineering for one of the Three-Hundred. Those of us at Hanafubuki often saw your actions as rude, especially towards Sakura-sama. Now I know differently. I have changed.”

“I understood it a bit more.” Natsumi supported her. “After all, Hori house is nothing special. It’s impossible for me to be entirely happy with the way I am looked down on by others, but I always had Tsumura Arts, and Motoko by my side. Though my relationship then wasn’t an even one.”

Yes, when I first met them, they were very hierarchical, though it took little time for that to change.

Confirming my thoughts, Motoko agreed. “I have that to be thankful to you as well, Hinata. Akio too. And I suppose Eri, and the other girls we met in Nishimorioka. When we set aside the rules which bound us, we found true friendship.”

“Yes. It was hard at first. Tsumura house towers above Hori house, and I am a student in traditional Tsumura martial arts too. So being equal to Motoko… it felt wrong. At first. Now it just feels natural.” Natsumi also spoke her mind.

“Of course, you’re friends.” I insisted. “And friendship doesn’t work if there’s a barrier in status.”

“I see that now.” Mayumi-san agreed, her expression slighty self-mocking. “Although it took your anger to show me. To think you’d be prepared to break your agreement with Ichijou house, losing all that power, just for Hinata’s happiness…”

“Yes, but since you are Hinata’s friend, if you were ever in trouble, I’d help you.” I promised, and Shiro shook her head.

“Come on Aki, this isn’t the time for flirting. Sure, she’s attractive, but enough is enough. Eri will murder you in your sleep!”

“I’m not flirting! You know I take friendship seriously. Just like I’m doing for Arisu-san, or I would for Hayato-san or any of the gang.” I shot back.

“Yeah I know. Shit, Aki, I’m not so shallow.” Shiro puffed out her cheeks cutely, annoyed. “Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“I see.” Mayumi-san glanced at Hinata, who shrugged. “I appreciate that, Akio-kun. You may not be born noble, but you are certainly gentlemanly at times. I might take you up on that. Though for now, all I want is our factory to start working!”

“So, you see where I’m going with this?” I asked, looking at Sakura-san. “You’re Hinata’s relative. Therefore I want you to be happy too, and for you and Hinata to be friends. For Hinata’s sake, obviously. She can’t be truly happy unless you reconcile. And for your sake too. So… how can I make that happen?”

“Akio…” Hinata murmured, touched.

“I do not know what you mean.” Sakura-san replied, defensive. “Just like my grandfather, father and mother, and my little brother, I have accepted Hinata as my sister. After all, that is the way of nobility. Adoption happens and is respected. My thoughts on the matter are irrelevant.”

“Accepting is one thing, but you said you’d not hold back. Your thoughts are relevant.” I pressed. “What do you want?”

“I do not know!” she shot back. “All I know is what I want is not this! It is not fair! I hate that I feel so inferior to everyone!” Her reddened eyes were now brimming with tears. “I was respected, yes, the girls at Hanafubuki showed me deference, but I know I was always being compared to Mayumi-sama, to Miyu-sama. Even to you, Hinata! Takatsukasa house is empty, only our history remaining! You cannot understand what that is like, Hinata!”

“No, I don’t.” she agreed. “But you don’t understand me either. I couldn’t even be compared. I was beaten before I started. You don’t expect me to feel sorry for you, who had everything I wanted, do you?”

“Of course not!” Sakura-san was heating up. “But you think I have it easy? Everything you do reflects on me, on Takatsukasa house! Like it or not, we are still family!” She was shouting now, quite unlike her usual, elegant, well-spoken demeanour.

“Yes, I do feel a bit bad.” Hinata agreed, a touch chastened by her harsh words and obvious distress. “I wasn’t trying to cause trouble.”

“It’s obvious to me…” I broke in, my tone low and soothing. “…that the past was painful. But that doesn’t matter. The past is the past. Hinata, you want to be true family with Sakura-san, don't you?”

“I do. Especially if I was in the wrong. If Motoko says so, I believe her.”

“I do not say you were wrong. But you were perhaps not best placed to understand Sakura-sama’s burdens.” Motoko clarified sadly.

“Sakura. You have no need to use such an honorific with me.” Sakura-san insisted, surprising us. “You will be married to him soon. He shall be Takatsukasa heir through Hinata.” She stared at me for a moment, her expression unreadable. “It does not matter what I say, that has already been decided. As proved by the way Hinata took charge of the new nobles who will be joining us here.”

“Sakura…” Hinata began, but I cut her off.

“Hinata, Sakura-san, you’re both too stubborn. Look. Things are changing. Isn’t that right, Miyu?”

My Vassal nodded. “Yes, I never could have expected things to turn out this way. I, a granddaughter of Fujiwara house, subordinate to a man, a common man at that. Common.” She laughed, as if finding that amusing. “There is nothing common about him, is there? I would hardly wish to change things. Not anymore. Things will change. Both here in Japan and abroad. And… we have to change with it. As we have been.”

“You’re right.” I approved. “This is when we decide the new form that Japan will take. Everything will change. From the top to the bottom of society, we’ll rewrite everything for the new world. So, Sakura-san… Hinata. It’s your chance. What do you want your new relationship to be? And if it has to be defined by the nobility, then… what do you want nobility to be?”

“Sakura-san loves traditional Japanese dance as well. She attends the same classes as I do.” Miyu spoke up. “It is why she is here today. She has been supporting me as I Dance for the Returning Dawn.” Miyu explained, a slight smile on her face, and I was struck by how she’d changed. When I first met her, the weight of her burden was crushing her, and she would even have chosen death rather than fight. Now…

“Is that so?” I asked, and Mayumi-san agreed.

“Yes, Miyu-san, Honoka-san and Sakura-san are all rather elegant. It’s not for me, I prefer business and trading stocks. Hinata too, i believe?”

Hinata agreed. “I’m not the graceful sort. But I have always appreciated traditional culture.” She smiled at Natsumi. “Your family makes the most beautiful furisode and yukata. And seeing Miyu dance is always soothing to the soul. Sakura… that’s nobility. What Fujiwara-sama and Kira-sama and grandfather want to preserve. Money or power. It doesn’t take an old, noble family to have those. But we can’t buy what is beautiful. I see it now. And sadly, Takatsukasa house has lost most of that.”

“I know. Yet…” Sakura-san replied. “… I was born to that house. I cannot let it end in my generation. Our ancestors… it would bring them to shame.”

“It won’t end though.” Hinata promised. “We won’t let it, will we, Akio?”

“No. Sakura-san, I might not understand the pressure you feel, but I know this. You’re my family. Just like your brother wants to be a hero, I’ll help you achieve your dream too. All you need to do is tell us what that is. Hinata will help too.”

“As will I.” Motoko promised.

“Me too.” Natsumi agreed.

“I guess I’m in. Though…” Shiro released my arm she’d been holding and clipped my head with her hand, though it was more a comedic blow than one with any strength. “…I’m pretty sure I told you to stop flirting with other girls, Aki.”

“I’m not flirting.” I protested for the second time today. “I know you know that!”

“Just having some fun. To be honest, I’m a bit nervous about what Arisu is going to say… be a man, Aki, let me work off some stress!”

“I’m sure she’ll be willing. After all, it’ll be her revenge at last.” I reassured Shiro, before turning back to Sakura-san. “So, we’ve taken quite some time here. Should we go? I’d be interested to see you dancing with Miyu.”

“I… I am jealous of Hinata.” Sakura-san blurted out suddenly, shocking everyone.

“Jealous? Of me? Why?” Hinata spluttered.

“Because you are free. No matter how people looked down on you, or how I rebuked you, you never changed. You never had to carry the weight of Takatsukasa house! The weight is not an easy thing to shoulder!”

“I see. Isn’t that something.” Hinata laughed, bitterness in her voice. “I wanted what you had, and you wanted what I had. But I did change. Inside, I was getting hurt more and more. Until a chance fell in my lap…” She smiled at me. “…and I took it. So, Sakura… it’s your chance now. Akio doesn’t lie. He sees you as family. You are because you’re mine. So… just as he spoils his sister, he’ll help you if you ask him.”

“I hardly know what I want.” Sakura-san admitted. “All I know is I hate the way things are now. It eats me up inside. I feel so lost.”

“It sounds like what you need is purpose.” Motoko suggested. “Just as Natsumi and I have our weapons and our husband, you need something to strive towards, to cherish.”

“Yes. Find a dream, Sakura.” Hinata agreed, shaking her head. “Just like Minoru-kun has. He’ll be happier learning how to use these new abilities than shouldering Takatsukasa house. Leave that to me. I won’t… we won’t let it down.”

“A dream. I…” She trailed off, still unsure. I decided to draw the conversation to a close, clapping my hands.

She’s been honest. She’s spat out the true upset she has for Hinata in her heart. It’s all a mixture of jealousy, misunderstandings and the weight of this system of nobility. Minor things, really, but the heart is complicated. Minor things often hurt the most. After all, didn’t I estrange myself from Eri and my sis for similar stupid reasons? That’s why I can’t let it go.

“How about this? We’re about to move into the next stage of development here. Motoko, Natsumi, it’s time to see just how far we can push Tsumura Arts.” As they smiled with happiness, I continued. “Not just that… Classes, elements, Skills… we have new trainees, new opportunities. Sakura-san, we started with nothing here, now we are shaping Japan, no, the world. Whereas you, you’ve got a lot on your side. So… take your time, and when you know, reach for it.”

“Sorry, Sakura. If I wasn’t thoughtful.” Hinata apologised finally. “But it wasn’t easy for me either.”

“Enough already.” Mayumi-san complained, exasperated. “This is all so foolish. You are just repeating my mistakes, Sakura-san, Hinata. I was wrong, I repented when it was made clear to me.” She smiled at me then. “I’m having fun, supporting Ichijou house. You just need to find your fun, supporting Takatsukasa house. If it means that much to you, there are solutions.”

“There are.” Hinata agreed. “We’ve talked about them. And even if you wanted to start over, we’d help you. That was originally our plan, build an Oshiro house. But for now…” Seeing I was impatient, Hinata smirked. “…I’m curious. About a lot of things. And I want to be stronger.” She winked at me. “Besides, Motoko and Natsumi have told me a lot of interesting stories…”

“All right, we don’t want to be late meeting Arisu-san.” I cut that line of questioning off, as it was inappropriate in front of Sakura-san, Mayumi-san and Miyu. If anyone can help us link the Ring Gates, Arisu-san can. After all, she’s got her Room… and after that… It was time for training to start in earnest, and not just for me, but for everyone…


Three Hundred And Eighty-Two


The atmosphere had turned a little heavy after our talk, but Hinata, determined to make the best of things, was still clinging to my arm, chattering away happily about everything that had happened while I was away in London. Soon, we reached the site of the new Ring Gate, where Miyu and Sakura-san were to dance, or rather Dance, and everyone fell into silence at the sight in front of us. Uh, Okay…

“Useless. Why will yooou not work?” Hyacinth was fuming, her hair twisting and writhing like vines, the faint green highlights in her hair adding to that illusion. The tall ring of red and orange mushrooms beside her, the tips glistening with faint purple spots, were shimmering with ruby energies from the geysers on the hill, but that was all, there was no transportation happening. As Hyacinth stamped her foot, the ground rippled, spiky fungal growths tearing free, rapidly growing and dying before our eyes.

As Sakura-san and Mayumi-san flinched back, their bodyguards taking a defensive position in front of them, I laughed nervously. “Don’t mind Hyacinth, she’s just… passionate about her work?” I promised, trying to excuse her. “She certainly wouldn’t hurt you.”

“That is right.” Motoko agreed. “I believe the pressure of this role is driving her beyond her tolerance. It is a task of the greatest importance.”

“That is correct.” Miyu nodded, smiling a little, again impressing me with how much she had strengthened her will over the last month or so. “She does not want to disappoint us, fail us.”

“I’d rather have her on my side than not.” Natsumi also agreed. “Hey Hyacinth, calm down! It’ll be fine, we’re here!”

Hyacinth cocked her head, turning, and on seeing us she stopped her furious capering, her silver-violet eyes glowing. Smoothing her maid-style Brigandine, she coughed, her face twisting into a smile. “Sooorry you had to see that, mistress Natsumi. And the other mistresses and Akiooo too. It is simply sooo frustrating. It makes me angry! Stupid mushrooooooms should do as I bid them! Akio needs the Gate to open!”

“I want the Gate open too.” Hinata giggled. “Visiting London would be exciting. But you shouldn’t be too angry. Haste makes waste. Besides… you’re scaring them.”

“I’m not scared.” Mayumi-san denied imperiously, though the faint red in her face belied that. “I was just surprised, is all. That’s right, isn’t it Sakura-san?”

“Come with me.” Miyu took Sakura-san’s hand before she could answer, and they headed for a flat space that had been cleared, the ground now layered with polished boards. “You will feel better when you dance. Besides, our teacher has praised your progress on a number of occasions recently, has she not?”

I see. The transformation of the Territory is really progressing, isn’t it? It wasn’t just the stage for dancing, but proper training grounds for the troops as well as a duelling arena had been constructed. Of course, most projects were on hold as the café on Asha’s Tree was being deconstructed, in preparation for later, numerous ratkin, weaselkin and Kobolds, as well as Goblins and others, taking down the wooden structures. Speaking of Asha, I saw her watching Hyacinth, and seeing us arrive she came over, smiling at us.

“Akio, you have returned. Will you be wishing for refreshments?”

“That would be great. Can you get the girls something to settle their mood a little? So… Hyacinth is struggling?”

Asha brought out a series of cups and filled them with fragrant juices. As the girls took them with pleasure, I waited for her answer. Asha and Hyacinth exchanged looks, Hyacinth seeming a little downcast, before Asha shrugged. “I do not feel it is fair to blame Hyacinth. I am a Dryad, I understand the growth of nature. Though…” she leaned in to confess, her breath hot on my cheek. “…I am not fond of fungi and mushrooms.” She shuddered cutely, and I instinctively stroked her reddish hair reassuringly. Her yellow eyes narrowed in pleasure, and beside me Shiro snorted.

“Smooth play there, Asha.” For a moment her eyes flared red, and Tan yawned, interrupting.

“I see. Yes, I understand the problem. Spatial element is far from my speciality, I am of the thirsty flames, but you do not reach my level of power without some understanding of the higher elements.”

“So, care to share a solution?” I asked, and Tan shook Shiro’s head, now-fiery hair cascading.

“I can not. However, I do believe that with the tools at your disposal you can fix it yourselves. I merely wished to savour the taste of this sweet drink. I shall be resting now. I have nearly finished integrating the Favour I took from that fool Daizen. I must continue my digestion.”

As Shiro’s eyes and hair returned to normal, Mayumi-san snorted. “I still can’t get used to that. Goddesses and Yōkai, Faeries and Kami. It’s exciting though.”

“It sure is.” Hinata agreed. “Tan’s not terribly helpful though, is she?”

“I don’t know.” I mused. “I think she gave us a hint. Tools at our disposal. Speaking of… where’s Ixitt with the Lantern?” I asked Hyacinth, and she pouted.

“He is making sooomething he says will help. He also returned to the Material tooo ask a question of someone he thinks might knooow an answer.” She glared at the Ring Gate, lips pursed in a pout. “I dooo not know why it will not work. They are all the same mushrooms, it doooes not make sense to me.”

Asking someone, huh? I wonder who… “All right. Tools at our disposal?” I frowned, thinking. “The Ring Gate is number one priority. I’ll help you out. Maybe I can even improve my understanding of spatial element as well. I’d love to master Void Motion. Shiro, pick up Arisu-san and bring her over. I need to talk to her about her future anyway.”

“Roger that, Aki!” Shiro saluted. “I want to catch up with her so it's all good. What else?”

“Haru-san and the twins too. We’re going in hard on this.”

“What should we do?” Motoko asked, and I grinned.

“You’re the next priority. I’m learning Tsumura Arts. Motoko, Natsumi, get Ulfuric and some other suitable training partners ready. When I’m done here, I’ll be over for some sparring.”

“I can hardly wait.” Motoko smiled enchantingly. “To think that our husband is eager to learn from us, carry our Arts. It is like a dream, is it not, Natsumi?”

“It is. We won’t let you down! Tsumura Arts will be more than enough to put David-san in his place again.” Natsumi's smile was charming and cheeky. “After all, I’d not like you to think I support him over you.” She let out a teasing giggle.

“And what do I do?” Hinata asked eagerly.

“If Miyu and Sakura-san are Dancing to improve the Territory, then you and Mayumi-san… business, obviously. The next priority is the Pilgrimage.”

“Oh, you mean the goal to get us blessings from enough shrines and temples to maximise the Kami-Blessed Class?” Hinata confirmed, and I agreed.

“Yes. We need to tour both Tokyo and Kyoto. If that seems like it won't be enough, we’ll expand it outwards to the rest of Japan. In fact, we’ll probably need to do that, picking out the most important true shrines, but for now it’s the Class Levels we want. You two, work with Kana and the shrine maidens and priests to plan out our most favourable route. Identify any key shrines that might be a good match as either a local shrine for any of us, or a suitable shrine that can act as a trigger. For example, Daikokuten or Ebisu being the Gods of Commerce would probably work for you and Mayumi-san.”

“Me?” Mayumi-san asked, surprised. “You would put effort into my growth?”

“Haven’t we just had this conversation? This applies to you too, Sakura-san. We’re all in it together. Besides, only with strength can we choose our own path, our own goals. Besides, once we have it set up, the Pilgrimage trail, as it were, anybody we need to strengthen in the future can follow it. Work with Shirohebi, and why not call over Prince Shōtoku from Kyoto?”

“So, we need to plan the route?” Hinata asked, and I agreed.

“Not just here, but in the Material as well. We’ll get the Kami’s blessings from the true shrines in the Boundary, then make offerings in the Material, raising the glory of the shrines, growing their adherence. That should make it a fair trade.”

“It sounds fascinating.” Mayumi-san agreed. “Expensive though.”

“Money we can earn. When Ixitt’s factory is online, we’ll be rolling in cash.” I promised. “Lastly, Cultivation and elements. Though for that, I want Daiyu’s Foundation set first. I must check in on her and Shaeula later, and see if she’s succeeded. There are a few other Classes and Skills, but… priorities.” I clapped my hands. “All right, everyone knows what they are doing. Get to it!”

[image: ]

Klein Bottle [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Principle]
A container crafted from wood fed with Spatial Elemental energies, crafted by a genius Mortal Engineer going beyond the limits of Fae understanding. It appears to have no entrance or exit when viewed without Spatial Element, but such Elements are attracted within and magnified. Coils of specially prepared bluesteel wires form a series of loops that further increase and magnify the Spatial Element contained within. How the Lantern was placed inside such a bottle is a mystery.


As I turned the Lantern over in my hands, my Eye blazing, my head feeling fuzzy, the feeling of it incredibly abnormal, I grinned. “I’m curious. The stupid question first. How the hell did you make the wood transparent, like glass? The real question is, just how the hell did you even think of this, let alone make it?”

“A good question.” Ixitt laughed, pleased at my surprise. Just looking at the encased Lantern now was enough to give me a slight headache, but the violet energy gathering within was significantly stronger, and the bottle seemed to magnify my efforts at Ether Healing as well, allowing us to push the poor living generator further. It’s definitely a solid shape, but it looks and feels flat, no matter how I hold it, defying what I know to be true.

I heard a retching noise, and turned to see Shiro holding her stomach, face pale. At my gaze, she smiled weakly. “Damn, Aki. How can you look at that thing? It’s messing with my head. Non-Euclidean geometry should stay in fiction!”

Your Resilience has increased by One. Your Determination has increased by One.


As I looked back at it, I received some welcome messages. Forcing myself to continue to observe it, despite the discomfort, I chuckled. “It’s not fun, but I just got some stat points from it, so… best get looking, you don’t want to miss out on some free gains!”

As Shiro groaned, a stern voice cut me off. “Do not bully White, Oshiro-san. I do not care for it.”

“Sorry Arisu-san.” I apologised hurriedly. “But I’m doing it for her own good, I promise!”

“Yeah, relax, Arisu. I know you’re tense because of what we talked about earlier, but Aki’s not really a bully… ugh, my stomach.” Shiro's gaze crept back to the Lantern, and her face turned pale, a faint tinge of green colouring her cheeks, her skin-tone matching Asha’s for a second.

“I do not care about that.” Arisu-san sighed, crossing her arms, the deep blue dress she wore making her look like an evil Queen with her long, dark hair flowing behind her like a cloak. “That decision is made. Now, I grow impatient.”

Arisu-san was surprised when we told her she would be hosting the expanded charity fundraiser, and that before that we would be releasing all the evidence we’d gathered about her scandal. She was reluctant, but in the end, if she wants justice and revenge, this is the best way. And she can be one of the faces of the Chosen of Japan. We need someone to do our PR, and who better? Objectively she’s stunning, famous, and everyone loves a story of the underdog biting back. Suzu-san was delighted too… the American girl was dancing along with Miyu and Sakura-san, though her dance was rather more… Avant Garde, perhaps?

“It doesn’t feel like it’s really there.” Haru-san pondered, peering at the Lantern. “Like if you look at it the wrong way it’ll vanish. We have a lot in common.” She chuckled self-deprecatingly. The twins were behind her, not looking at the strange object.

“If you would let me explain, I can address that.” Ixitt coughed, a bit saddened everyone interrupted his ramblings. “I wonder how many of you are understanding the concept of additional spatial dimensions? It is quite fascinating.”

The twins exchanged glances, clearly unsure. Makes sense, this is way beyond middle school Physics. Haru-san also shook her head, before denying understanding. “I was focused on the arts, not sciences. I have heard of the concept, but that’s all.”

“As a child, I was fascinated by such things.” Arisu-san remarked, surprising us all. “If I had not become an actress, I would have rather enjoyed being a scientist. Alas, such was not to be. No laboratory would take on a scandal-hit pariah such as myself. Although now…” Her eyes narrowed, before she shook her head, clearing her thoughts. “My Room…” She opened a slash in space, violet energies seeping out. As they scattered into sparks, the ones that passed close to the bottle were drawn in, magnifying the dark indigo flames which burned within the Lantern. “…it is a three-dimensional space.”

“Yes, but it exists within that.” Ixitt pointed out. “That is a true two-dimensional space, no?”

“I believe so. One could almost call it a wormhole, if such things exist.” Arisu-san agreed.

“That is what she said.” Ixitt chortled happily. “If two points in space are connected, then they need to overlap. Otherwise it makes no sense by the laws of the mortal world. Of course… the Boundary and Astral operate by different rules. But they are surely comprehensible. That is the essence of Mortal Engineering. Knowing the overlap. But what is impossible there is not here. The Klein Bottle was something she mentioned. It took a substantial amount of aether and some Etherites, but in the end it was possible. Though the… imaging… was challenging.” He snorted, as if to show how dismissive he was of the undoubtedly stressful effort involved.

“Oh, I get it.” I nodded, understanding. “The clearer the mental image, the easier it is to make, but aether can fill in the gaps on things you don’t fully grasp.”

“Quite.” Ixitt agreed. “But we are getting distracted from what matters. The Ring Gates surely function in such a manner. The Mushrooms themselves must work similarly to your Room, Arisu.”

“Then why dooo they not work?” Hyacinth scowled. “I knooow I grew them right. But unlike the ones the Treekin grow, mine dooo not pair.”

“That is what we are here to identify.” I soothed. “I appreciate everyone coming.” Putting down the Lantern, I shone my Eye. “Shiro, buffing time. My Eye again please.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, worried, and I nodded.

“Yes, if I pass out here, it’s no big deal. Besides, that’s why you’re here, right? But I want to see all we can about the moment when I pass through the Ring Gate, as well as enter Arisu-san’s room. And not just me…” I smiled reassuringly at Haru-san and the twins. “This is a big ask, it might be uncomfortable. Hell, just looking at the aberration Ixitt made…”

He protested jovially at my phrasing, but i ignored him to finish my request. “…gives us a headache. But it shouldn’t be harmful.”

“I will moderate the link.” Haru-san promised. “It can’t hurt my head any more than all the headaches you keep dropping in my lap all the time.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. For a while, your workload is only going to increase. But when we get all of these tasks squared away, you can take a well-deserved break.” I promised.

“I don’t believe you, but I’ll pretend to.” Haru-san offered us a smile. “Chiaki-chan, Chiasa-chan, are you two ready?”

“We are ready.” “We have done this a number of times.” the twins chorused, and I was reminded of the praise that everyone had heaped on them for their aid during the period I was in the United Kingdom. I’ll make sure they and Ren-san also get boosted by the Pilgrimage…

“All right then. Here we go…” Shiro sent Anesidora’s blessing my way. My Chakra network weakened as the buff was overwritten, but my Eye shone with an increasingly brilliant amber glow, advising me it was temporarily Ranked up. I felt the heavy weight of a distant connection, the world around me showering me with information, but I immediately marshalled all my Split Thoughts, hiving off information I didn’t need, and focused all my will on throttling the connection. Silver blood leaked from my nose, and Shiro made a noise of worry, but I reassured her I was fine. Oh hey, a few more points of Resilience… Even with my efforts, I felt like I was going to collapse and fall unconscious, so I spoke hastily. “Bring Tan in!”

With that, Shiro’s hair and eyes blazed, and Tan yawned. “I have no intention of giving you any guidance, I believe that would be far above my remit. However…”

“Yes.” I agreed, my body trembling from the shocking effort, my Split Thoughts starting to waver, even as I ran Body Enhancement to maximise my mental faculties. “…all I want is for you to spare your strength.” Moments later I felt the warm brush of Haru-san’s mind on mine, expanding to encompass the twins, and then…

I knew I wished to drink deeply of you. That Eye… such a delightful power. And those Seeds… the sudden stress on my Split Thoughts diminished. Haru-san was trembling with the strain, letting it all flow through her, while the twins were hugging each other, pale, though their eyes were resolute. Tan licked her lips lasciviously, and for a moment I was captivated, before Shiro’s thoughts echoed in our minds.

No, bad Tan! You know you can’t eat Aki! Just make yourself useful!

What I want does not mean I shall do it, little princess. You cannot deny the power would serve us well. With it, I would certainly be able to claim this world…

Oh, shut it. We’ve been over this. You’ll still profit, and…

As Tan and Shiro argued, their thoughts echoing into me, I was surprised to see one of Tan’s crimson orbs close slowly before opening, a small smile on her face. Seriously, did she just wink at me? Well, I guess it doesn’t matter. It was incredible, the difference it made, having a being of such power as Tan in the link. My gaze lingered on Haru-san, and I could see her own Resilience and Determination was rising, and her Telepathy and Mind-Sharing Light had both Ranked up.

“I’ll bring in the others… ugh, you’re working me to the bone here. Wait, do I have bones?” Haru-san joked, silver sweat springing from her brow and dripping to the ground. “Girls, are you ready?”

“Yes, we can endure.” “We know it is important, so do not mind us.”

Fascinating. Such a method is wonderful. Seeing the world through your Eye… for a scientist, a Mortal Engineer, such is a dream. I want one!

Nooo, that Eye belongs to Akio! He wooould not look good with only ooone eye!

Enough idle chatter. This is rather off-putting, sharing my mind with others. After all, our private thoughts should be our own.

Ixitt, Hyacinth and Arisu-san all contributed their thoughts. Asha too, though hers was more silent amusement. Now that we were all linked together, all the extraneous data that would otherwise drive me into unconsciousness being funnelled to Tan, who was more than capable of holding such knowledge, all that was left was a narrow focus, my Eye sharper than ever.

Chiaki-san, Chiasa-san, can you share what my Eye sees with everyone else?

Of course Akio-sama. Yes Akio-sama, we can do it. The twins’ thoughts overlapped within me, their habit of speaking for each other magnified in their thoughts. I felt gasps of surprise within me as I looked at the Lantern and the Klein Bottle it was now trapped in.

That is quite fascinating. Yes, I see the similarities… May I? Arisu-san took the Lantern. Yes, this does feel odd. Compared to my Room… Another slash opened in space, violet energies flowing free.

Yes, I see it. My thoughts asked Arisu-san if she could show me more of how she manipulated the spatial element to create her Room and manipulate the interior.

Aki, I don’t think that’s wise. Arisu’s room…

Do you think I would hurt him, White? I am wounded. Arisu-san’s smile was surprisingly amused as she stared at Tan, who shrugged. After he presented you to the world as his woman, doing so now is rather too late. As long as he does not betray your trust and keeps you happy, White, we shall have no issue. Besides… Her eyes were distant, as she was processing my sight that the twins and Haru-san was relaying to her, overlapping with her own. ...I do find this fascinating.

She stepped through the slash, and as we all followed, my gaze took in the two-dimensional plane that was the opening. Wait, is that…? Physics wasn’t my best subject by any means, I had been into Computer Science, but like most guys into anime and technology, I had a basic understanding of the concepts.

That’s your Divine Favour, isn’t it? My thoughts echoed to Arisu-san, who nodded.

Yes, my gift moulds this space. Beyond it… I could never see, before, but now… She rubbed at her right eye unconsciously.

It’s very pretty. Like an ocean. Haru-san spoke for us all. It should have made no sense being able to peer through a two-dimensional shape into a third dimension beyond, but just like the Klein Bottle, it worked. Beyond the entrance to the Room was another space, overlapping our world but not visible ordinarily. It was … impossible to describe with words. The closest I could come was that it was without light, yet not dark. Occasionally, a small bright flare of vivid purple energy would form, before scattering to sparks and vanishing, illuminating the space briefly.

If the ocean is full of fireflies… Shiro’s thoughts echoed. It makes me mad I missed out on your work trip to Roman-no Mori Kyowakokuin Chiba that Yasu was bragging about.

Sadly, you aren’t a graduate yet. When you get a job, then you can go to celebrations after a job well done. I promised her.

I have a job. I’m your Shirohime. But… that, it’s the Boundary of the Boundary, right? Tan let it slip… Shiro shared with us. I was surprised that Tan had allowed any information free, but at my gaze, she merely shrugged.

“The Boundary of the Boundary…” Using my words felt strange and loud, but I rolled them around my tongue, helping me think. “I see. Actually, no, I don’t really see, but…” Arisu-san, can you try expanding your Room?

Very well. At my thought she did so, and as the Room grew, spatial element gushed from Arisu-san, but also some of the short-lived sparks from outside were pulled in, growing the space.

That gives me an idea… Arisu-san, can you manipulate the entrance as well? I shared my thoughts of what I wanted, the twins and Haru-san passing the images to her. She considered it in silence, before nodding regally.

I understand what you want. With the sight I am borrowing… yes, I believe I can do it. Though for safety’s sake, we should be outside while I test this. I would so hate for you to suffer any injury. White would never let me hear the end of it.

Was that a joke, Arisu? Shiro was shocked. Arisu’s room shrank as we all exited it, and the entrance shuddered.

A joke? Do you think I am so humourless, White? We formed a ring around the Lantern, examining the twisted space from multiple directions, the twins and Haru-san labouring to array the images over one another.

Without the spatial element to work with, I never could have constructed the Klein Bottle. Originally I was working on a different device to amplify the flow, but after getting some advice, I ended up with this. And now… wonderful… Ixitt was looking on in wonder as Arisu was creating a Room where the entrance itself was effectively a Klein Bottle, an object that only had one surface yet was entirely enclosed, yet had neither an inside nor an outside.

This is… immensely challenging. However… Arisu-san was smiling, despite the sweat soaking her, the dress clinging to her skin, her aether and spatial element diminishing. … it works.

The small Room within, able to hold a couple of people, if they were in close proximity, huddled together, was starting to fill with faint spatial element, as the entrance was now technically the Room itself. My Eye examined it, and I realised we had achieved something special.

Paradoxical Doorway – an entrance that is itself simultaneously a fragment of separated space, dominated by another, and a door between two points, without touching those points. The gap between spaces is folded in on itself, forming a four-dimensional space from a two-dimensional one, and Spatial Elemental energies naturally accumulate within.


I called up a blast of wind, and it struck the Doorway, only to be routed around the outside, before flying back towards me. I warded it away with a casual backhand, before trying again with various other elements. Oddly enough, the only element that could pass inside was darkness element, which reminded me again just how poorly I understood that particular one. Darkness really does make no sense as an element, but… does spatial element make sense either?

So, what next? Arisu-san’s thoughts came across to me, tinged with curiosity. I glanced over at Hyacinth, and as she met my gaze, she nodded.

I am prepared. If I need to knooow more, I shall learn. I am frustrated that the mushrooms will nooot do what they are supposed to!

All right then. Though I’m not stupid enough to put Hyacinth at risk. Time to get some test subjects. When I suggested that to Hyacinth, she giggled happily, remembering the tests we ran on the degraded Kobolds. Watching the slowly accumulating spatial energy inside the Paradoxical Doorway, I glanced at the Lantern again. Spatial element… if we can learn to generate it, we won’t need to rely on the Lantern any more…


Three Hundred And Eighty-Three


This is rather taxing. I hope it is worth it. Arisu-san mopped her brow, which was sodden with steaming silver sweat, her long hair sticking to her forehead. I glanced away from the slowly folding space of her Room, the degraded Kobolds within standing motionless, only to look away again, as Arisu-san was in a rather dishevelled state, her dress clinging to her, highlighting all her curves.

Keep my mind clear, I’m not thinking anything. I definitely don’t want her to kill me. As I looked aside, I saw Tan watching me, a smirk on Shiro’s features, so I covered my thoughts with a cough. It will definitely be worth it. Your help won’t be forgotten, and if this helps Hyacinth work out how to link the Ring Gates, that will earn us many opportunities, and I’ll be sure to reward you.

Arisu-san stared at me, her dark eyes hard, before raising a single eyebrow, half-hidden behind her sodden bangs. I shall hold you to that. You know what I hate more than anything, no?

Yes, liars and betrayers. Don’t worry, Shiro can tell you, I look after my own.

So, I am yours, am I? Even the sound of her thoughts was harsh. Rather arrogant, especially with White here in front of you.

You know I didn’t mean it like that. Don’t bully me. I chuckled as we exchanged our thoughts. It was proving a bit of a strain for the twins, especially, to keep all the links going, but I was constantly funnelling them aether though Chirurgery, and it was surely increasing the strength of their telepathy as they grew more practised. But I am the head of this alliance, so you’re someone I have to look out for. And reward when you do good work.

Aki’s always like that, Arisu. But try and resist him! It’d be way too weird if you fell for Aki too! Besides, you’d end up murdering some of the other girls, I just know it!

At Shiro’s amused yet alarmed thoughts, Arisu-san actually stumbled for a minute, eyes widening, before she sneered. Surely you jest, White. You know my thoughts on such matters. Now stop bothering me, this is difficult, intricate work.

She does not jest, not entirely. Our princess is rather worried. Tan’s amusement was plain as she shared her thoughts. I suppose it is the pink sickness in her head, she fears that every woman will find him irresistible.

Yes. She has changed. You both have. I do not remember you taking time to talk about such trivial matters before. You were colder, hungrier. Arisu-san thought, while wrapping up her work, a surge of purple and violet sparks scattering. So, it is done. The third test, commence. She slumped to the ground, onto a chair of vines which Hyacinth had whipped up for her. Asha passed her a goblet of honey mead, which Arisu-san took gratefully, wetting her parched throat, as she wiped her soaked forehead and dabbed at her face and throat delicately.

Oh, I am still thirsty, never forget that. Tan licked Shiro’s lips seductively, ruby eyes flashing. But since I am trapped here for now, I may as well enjoy myself. And I have an agreement… she glanced at me meaningfully, and I nodded.

“All right.” Since I spoke out loud it drew more attention. “Enough banter at my expense. Now we need to continue the testing.” My Eye flared, increasing the connection I felt with something high above, and the sudden influx of information made my head spin, only for the twins and Haru-san to redirect it into Tan with practised ease. Yeah, they are definitely getting better at this. Sure, doing it this way almost certainly lessens the effect of my Eye, but it’s still more potent than without buffs.

The concentration is increasing, the more pronounced the distortion of space, the greater the rate of formation and concentration of the spatial element. Arisu-san observed clinically, still tidying her appearance, the energy required to maintain the distorted, closed Room far less than the great efforts required to create the warped geometries.

This reminds me ooof that time… Hyacinth was staring at the Kobolds within, which again puzzled me as to how the light was getting in or out. Ooonce again, Hyacinth will master it, I promise.

“I know you will.” I spoke, stroking her hair. Haru-san let out a dry chuckle at that, and Asha smiled warmly. “But for now…” Can you see it? The build-up.

Yes, it is faster than before. Is it because the space is even more contorted? Ixitt thought, curious, and Arisu-san seemed to agree.

I believe so. From what I understand, elemental energies are found in places of significance, and also stress. Is that not correct, Red?

Such information is hardly a secret. It can be places such as this… Her crimson gaze took in the geysers of ruby elemental energies that were leaking from the hillside, and her thoughts echoed to us. …where a conflux of energies gather. The seas or fierce rivers spawn water element, barren lands with great winds or high places might form geysers of air element, volcanoes and fumaroles can be rich in fire, and sacred hills and mountains such as this may give birth to earth, or more can be found deep below the ground. This however is not the only way…

I remember the Foehn that Shaeula and I had found, and shared an image, and Tan agreed. Yes, a great earthquake, tearing the ground, may spawn lasting earth element, or an eruption of a volcano, or as in this case, a falling star, may give rise to flame that burns long. The Astral is a fickle world, more mutable than the Material below, so changes can persist for great stretches of time, and then vanish just as swiftly…

I get it. The desert in Las Vegas was a barren, windswept place, and the falling Foehn burned with fire, so when it struck, the two were combined. Formed through stress. Just like…

Of course. Stressing the space around us causes it to fracture, releasing spatial energies. Truly remarkable. Arisu-san smiled, for once a genuine one, and it made me think she must have been stunning, back in her acting days. Maybe I’ll watch a few of her films…

So, it’s a bit like a black hole then? What was it… uh, gravitational waves? Ripples in space-time? I considered it, and Arisu-san nodded, oddly cheerful.

I believe so. A massive object distorts space, and eventually with enough mass in a small enough area, space becomes so distorted it collapses into an event horizon, through which nothing should be able to escape. Though here, we can still see… She shook her head at the absurdity of it all. It does not matter. Have you heard of Hawking radiation?

Ixitt was listening to our thoughts eagerly, as Arisu-san and I conversed. Just the name. I thought back.

I have not studied it in detail myself. Though I did have a long time to read, during my … hiatus. Her sneering tone as she thought about that was unpleasant, and I could feel the complicated storm of emotions within her. Resentment, anger, thirst for vengeance, pride. But now there’s also a little hope, excitement and wonder. I knew it, she’s eager to act again. It isn’t just about revenge.

Even a black hole is not indestructible, inescapable. Space… is not empty. She continued to share her thoughts, and several of us thought back to the strange void we could see with my Eye within the entrance to her Room. So within it, matter is constantly created and destroyed, always in balance. Yet distorting space with such force, it can disrupt the balance, allowing some matter to exist without destruction, though the mass comes from somewhere else, the black hole. Of course, this is all theoretical. I find my understanding of the science behind it far clearer nowadays. Perhaps I might become a scientist after all.

No kidding. Having big stat boosts works wonders for everything, Arisu! Shiro’s thoughts were happy. Tan had fallen silent, but I could feel her approval.

It’s dangerous to assume that the Boundary works the same as the Material, however… As we watched the density of spatial element exponentially increase within the warped space, the Kobolds within starting to break apart, slowly disintegrating, my Eye was giving me detailed information about that Paradoxical Doorway. Spatial element is being generated, and it’s forming at a measurably faster rate than before. The Kobolds are degrading faster too, but if you plot the rate of damage to the spatial density, then it’s linear. I wonder… could we not make a permanent warped space, to generate spatial element indefinitely?

Tan drew a breath at that, her eyes gleaming. We looked over, and she stood there silently, but her eyes were expressive.

No good huh? Okay, we’ll do more research on that. I passed on my thoughts. We have the Lantern and Klein Bottle after all. The density in that is constantly growing as well. We can use it to study the effects. There’s also the possibility we could create other artificial sources. I think it wouldn’t be impossible to replicate the birth of Foehn? Though the collateral damage might be unpalatable…

Enough. One matter at a time. I will not have your carelessness endanger White. Arisu-san stood, having tidied herself up and refreshed herself. The first Kobold had now perished, shattering into ether, and the stronger one, a degraded Kobold Miner, was starting to look very bad, chunks of flesh distorting and breaking apart. So, have you seen enough?

As the Miner perished too, I nodded. “I think so.” Sometimes speaking out loud made it easier to think. Gathering everyone together, we discussed the possibilities. “I don’t think I need my Eye buffed any longer, can you switch it back to my Chakra Network Skill?”

As Shiro did so, the links disconnected, Haru-san and the twins breathing sighs of relief. With renewed vigour, my Chakra network surged, and I looked at the violet-filled bubble in space. “So we know that the density increases at a predictable rate, and it rapidly becomes harmful. That’s with it not being absorbed though. There’s no danger just being in the odd space, and we’ve tested getting a degraded Kobold out, that works too.”

“I am exhausted. I can manage it once more, otherwise I will need to rest.” Arius-san grumbled, and Shiro consoled her, as Tan had relinquished her body once more.

“Just push it through a little longer. Aki’s got a plan, right?”

“Of course.” I agreed. “I’m sure that Arisu-san has already worked it out. She’s very knowledgeable. You know…” I mused, smiling. “...never mind being the face of the Chosen, how about hosting science programmes on us? That’s a show-business role, and ties into your hobbies. Obviously, we can’t spill any secrets, but… if people understand the basics, they might be less fearful.”

“That’s a brilliant idea, Aki!” Shiro enthused. “Hell, I bet Ixitt here would be a good guest star. He’s got the mad scientist vibe down perfectly!”

“Why thank you!” he bowed, lashing his tail happily, and Hyacinth snickered.

“I dooo not think that was a compliment.”

“Perhaps not, but I take pride in my drive to learn. Every day since I arrived here has been a new delight. And speaking of…” Ixitt shrugged. “…you have not enlightened us to your plan.”

“Sorry, I got off-topic.” Arisu-san didn’t seem too displeased by my suggestion, so I continued. “The stronger Kobold could survive the tumultuous conditions inside the warped Room longer than the weaker one, so Hyacinth and I should be able to last far longer than them. We should also be decreasing the spatial element density by drawing it in, further increasing our safety.”

The twins were worried, so I smiled at them reassuringly. “Don’t fret, you know we’re strong, aren't we, Hyacinth?”

“Yes, I have nooo fear, even if I suffer injury, such is naught tooo Hyacinth. Knowing I take wounds for Akio, for us all, it…” Her words were cut off and she flushed as Shiro and I enfolded her in a hug. She seemed stunned as even Asha came close, reaching out a hand and patting her head.

“What is wrooong?” she asked, and Shiro answered for us.

“Don’t say that, Hyacinth. It’s too sad. Even if it’s nothing to you, it’s bad for us! We don’t want to see you dismissing being hurt as irrelevant.”

“Yes, I too have suffered greatly, but I know that does not mean I should become numb to it.” Asha consoled her. “If you do not take care of yourself, then it is us who feel sad. After all, you are one of my saviours, Hyacinth. I will never forget that.”

“What they said.” I squeezed her tight and shook my head. “I’m not one to talk, I get hurt far too much, my sis rightly chewed me out about my double standards. But getting hurt is sometimes necessary. But it should never be accepted as just a matter of course, or dismissed because you’ve been hurt before. Don’t forget, you’re Hyacinth now. The past is gone.”

“That’s right.” Shiro agreed. “So, at times like these, all you need to say to reassure the twins 'is leave it to us, we’ve got this'. Go on, you try.”

Her silver-violet eyes wet with tears, Hyacinth nodded. “Dooo not fret for us. Akio and Hyacinth, we have gooot this. We will return triumphant, the power of space under ooour control!”

“I see. We believe in you.” “Yes, we know you can do it.” The twins chorused, and as Hyacinth wiped her tears, we released her.

“It’s a calculated risk. And if Hyacinth and I can make it work, then perhaps others can too. But for now, Arisu-san has excellent control, she’s proved that, and I am skilled at Ether Healing, so I’m confident that the risk itself is low.” I pointed out.

“I shall endeavour to do my best, but I cannot promise things will go as you wish.” Arisu-san warned, only to be scolded by Shiro, and I laughed, pleased at her forthright manner.

“I understand. Right, time to link us up again. I want Ixitt, Arisu-san and Tan in the link. Asha, you can sit this one out, I think.”

“Don’t forget about me, Aki!” Shiro shouted, and Arisu-san chided her that she came with Tan anyway. As the sensation of the connected minds flooded into us once more, I looked at the newly-opened doorway, leading to the Room Arisu-san was constructing. Oh well, here we go…
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How is it, Hyacinth? I cast my thoughts across to her. It was harrowing being inside the Paradoxical Doorway. Despite it appearing normal from outside, albeit like a flat image, like watching a TV screen, inside was like seeing a kaleidoscope of such images, yet somehow despite them appearing all around us, they were still a flat two-dimensional array. The human mind isn’t designed to cope with this. My Resilience is rising just by being in here. Paradoxical indeed…

I dooo not care for it. The Dark Maidens would dearly looove it though… it would be a wonderful tool in their booox of tortures. She let out a quiet laugh, and even the sound was wrong, somehow coming from all directions at the same time as from Hyacinth, and also feeling oddly flat.

Yes, I can imagine that. I guess the Fae mind isn’t good with this either. We were huddled together in the small space, and faint flickers of violet light were starting to form. From within the warped Room, my Eye was able to discern more about the process of creation, and it was as we surmised, the impossible curvature and twisting of space fracturing it, releasing energy. Perhaps it wasn’t pure, but it definitely contained spatial element.

Are you well? Arisu-san’s thoughts came to us. If you wish me to wrench open the sealed space, call out to us, and I shall effect your rescue.

We’re fine, for now. It’s just… ugh, you can’t really describe what it’s like in here. See for yourselves. I let the images Hyacinth and I were seeing leak out, and everyone outside trembled, going pale, clutching at their heads.

That was mean, Akio-kun. Think of poor Chiaki-chan and Chiasa-chan before you do that! Haru-san was angry, and after I apologised, Ixitt, Arisu-san and I had a thought-conversation about the images. In the end, that was just a distraction while the spatial element was building up, and now it was starting to become uncomfortable. Hyacinth’s skin was beginning to flake, and silver and red blood was leaking from her ears, nose and mouth, and black and silver tears were streaming down her pale cheeks.

Are you all right? That looks painful. I wasn’t immune myself, but my higher level of Ether Healing was easily handling the damage I was taking from the surrounding pressure. This is like an extra-shitty Gravity Machine from Dragon Ball Z. There’s no actual force acting on us, but the damage is piling up nonetheless.

Dragooon Ball?

Never mind, it’s probably not something to care about. No, instead… I took a deep breath, despite not needing to breathe. My throat hurt, the softer inner tissues suffering more damage than my outer body. We should begin. Are you ready?

Always, Akio. But I am nooot sure how to proceed.

I’ll start. Arisu-san, Ixitt, if you have any insights, feel free to share. You too Tan. Not that I expect you to help with this…

At their affirmative thoughts, and cheery support from Shiro, Haru-san and the twins, I focussed on my Chakra network, which was running at a higher Rank than was normal, Shiro’s buffs pushing me past my limits. With my Eye I could perceive and pick out the highest purity of spatial element, so now all that was required was to draw it in, then feed it through my body to the crown Chakra. Easier said than done, though.

Each element had its own flavour, and opposition. Fire opposed water, and fed on wind, in turn being fed on by earth, which opposed wind, and was preyed on by water. A cycle of opposition and alignment, like a wheel. Light and darkness opposed each other but had no ordinary interaction with the other four elements. Yet they can form compositions. Just as wood or, as it's sometimes called, nature, is the earth and water, and lightning is fire and wind, light and flame give rise to radiance, and darkness and earth to dust. Keeping elements in balance and harmony within the body grows ever more challenging. How will spatial compare?

The violet motes, similar in shade to Hyacinth’s eyes as she watched me, her face close to mine, were drawn into my body through the Silver Cord and into the root Chakra. Immediately I noticed the lack of opposition, it passed through the tangle of earth and wood element accumulating there effortlessly. As it passed, I felt my network suffer damage, but Ether Healing rapidly repaired the tears.

It moved upwards, showing no reaction to water, flame or wind, leaving a trail of damage within me. I coughed blood, only for Hyacinth to reach up and wipe away a smear from my mouth, her eyes solemn. Doooes it hurt? Hyacinth hurts tooo, but I will watch and learn. Fooor us, it is worth it. Sooo the others can have a more peaceful time of it, nooo? I do not accept pain because of the past, but because ooof the future.

That’s right. We’re blazing a trail, and that always comes with dangers. But we’re the right ones to risk it, aren’t we? At my thoughts, Hyacinth’s smile was beautiful. Most of my Split Thoughts were focussed on guiding the ever-increasing flow of spatial element within me and repairing the accumulating damage that the automatic part of Ether Healing couldn’t manage, but I spared a thread for Hyacinth. Hyacinth, can you feel it?

I can. I knooow what you know, feel what yooou feel. It is a gift beyond what a Brownie should enjoooy. After all, I knooow you care for me. I can feel it, I do not have to wooonder. And… I looove you. Not as a servant, though it is a joooy to serve, it completes me. But as Hyacinth. She kissed me, her tongue aggressively entering my mouth, and I responded, the closeness of our bodies only heating us up.

I do not need to be subjected to this. Focus! Arisu-san’s thoughts were angry, while Shiro’s were amused, and Haru-san and the twins were embarrassed.

Don’t forget, I am here too. It is not all girls, like usual. Ixitt’s thoughts were slightly mocking. I admit, this is fascinating though. Spatial element, it neither opposes nor feeds on or feeds darkness. But there is an effect…

It was true. The motes of spatial element passed through the darkness, yet as it did so, the amount diminished. Concentrating, my Eye flaring, I tried to observe the process, only to fail. It wasn’t the darkness or the spatial element growing stronger or changing, they simply… vanished.

Perhaps if I compare it to light element? As I thought that, I could feel Ixitt’s eagerness to share what I felt and saw. The growing flow of spatial element reached the third eye, where indigo light blazed, and this time the opposite happened. Again, there was no strengthening or opposition, but where the light and spatial elements met, there was a strange, inexplicable increase.

I see. Darkness and light in opposition. Yin and Yang, as Daiyu would likely say. So where is spatial element in that? If light is additive, darkness subtractive, then…

As I thought that, Ixitt added his own thoughts. Is that not somewhat similar to your Twilight Prominence? Light adds your own strengths, while Darkness takes those of others? There are differences, yet…

Yes, that makes sense. But… My thoughts were swept away as the flow of spatial element finally reached the crown Chakra and reacted violently. My body convulsed, a storm of cascading energy rippling through my network, hard to contain. Damn, this is hellish… Fire, wind, earth, water. They were all easy to understand and grasp, after all, they were everyday things. Light was simple too. Darkness had proved a hard path to master, but…

Aki, calm down. You’ve got this!

We believe in you Akio-sama. Akio-sama you can do it!

All processes can be understood, and thus mastered. This is no different.

Spatial element… when I use my Room, it is hard to describe. I visualise it as a bubble filled with malleable foam, which I can freely shape and manipulate, yet which will disintegrate if separated from its membrane…

I don’t really understand it, but you need to do this, right? So do it. Just like you did the impossible and let me meet my daddy… err, father again.

Akio. I am here. I am hooolding you tight. Show me the way! I will master this and make thooose mushrooms obey me! But to dooo that, you must lead! Hyacinth can not do it alooone!

Shiro, the twins, Ixitt, Arisu-san, Haru-san and Hyacinth, they all poured their thoughts into me, and I momentarily stabilised, fixed on that to calm the raging sea of forces eroding me. That’s right. I can do this. This isn’t the first element I’ve dealt with, and it’s not even being opposed. No… Thanks everyone. But don’t worry. I can tame that raging sea. It’s simply power, isn't it?

Understanding it. Spatial element. Just what is it? I understand what space is, but the element itself, is it actually space, or something that mediates space? My Split Thoughts surged, running through all my knowledge of physics. As I did so, a warmth began to build up, radiating outwards, and as I looked within myself, I let out a surprised gasp. Wait, isn’t that…?
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Wait, isn’t that…? My thoughts were turned inwards, to where the Divine Favour of Laverna, anchored to me by my modest stocks of adherence, was pulsing like a flame, resonating with the Grasping Hand Of Heaven. My Eye blazed, and looking at the Favour, I could see that it was also spatially aspected.

I have no idea why you are so surprised. Space is certainly a conceptual matter, but it is also unquestionably something real. Can something exist without somewhere for it to exist in? This Boundary clearly exists. Arisu-san lectured me, though I could sense her curiosity. You saw the gap within my Room, the dimensions which lie within other dimensions, perhaps. It makes me wonder. Is String Theory actually correct? Are dimensions so tiny as to be almost unnoticeable hidden within the larger dimensions?

That hurts my head. I’ll stick to three dimensions, thank you. Haru-san cracked a joke, trying to lighten the mood. The twins echoed her, and surprisingly, Arisu-san directed kind thoughts at them.

You are both still young. There is time for learning later. Find something you enjoy, and it is fun. Do not end up lacking learning, such as Oshiro-san here.

That hurts my feelings! I just haven’t specialised in this field. I defended myself as a distraction from the boiling pain throughout my body, the pressure of the spatial element that was slowly dismantling me from both within and without. Arisu-san isn’t wrong though, girls. You should take advantage of your enhanced stats to learn all you can. So… huh, it’s not just the Favour…

I was distracted by the agony, so hadn’t noticed that a certain amount of the spatial energy was disappearing, when it reached the Foehn that was nestled in my lunar Chakra. The flames were greedily consuming some, which was slightly lessening the pressure. That makes me wonder…

Focusing on Foehn, I let it blaze, spreading through my body as if it was a part of me. Spatial element burned away, reducing the tide that was flowing into me, further diminishing the pressure. All right, I’ve bought myself some time. Hyacinth, are you all right?

I will be fine. I am nooot drawing in the nasty element, unlike you, Akio. My body is crumbling, but with yooour Healing, I can endure. Her smile was bright, though her eyes were pained.

No, that’s no good, give me a second… Foehn blazed, and I had to handle it very carefully, so as not to consume Hyacinth, but it formed a sort of thinly transparent citrine dome, reducing the density of spatial element around her too. She shuddered in relief, and I let out a matching sigh. That buys us more time. We could always retreat and try again later, but… we haven’t achieved anything concrete yet…

I can open the Room at any time. There is no need for haste. White is worried for you. Arisu-san’s thoughts came to me, mirroring my own.

Don’t listen to her, Aki, I have every faith in you! Although Arisu is right! We’re not in any rush, we can take it slow. There’s no need for you and Hyacinth to risk yourselves. Shiro denied Arisu-san's words, but her actual thoughts were similar.

True. Though I get the feeling haste is important. Not Foresight. I reassured everyone. Just… we have a lot of big threats to face. Time is precious. Besides, we’re nowhere near our limits, are we Hyacinth?

Nooo. Compared to the struggles learning to use the spooores, this is nooothing! She squeezed me tightly, the veil of thin yellow flames around her shimmering violet as it consumed the sparkling motes of spatial element created by the contorted, twisted space.

You know, it’s eerily beautiful. Looking at the rippling flames, I was momentarily entranced. It’s a shame that we can’t record this for the others…

I can share it with them later. But is now the time for idle thoughts? If you make a mistake, you’ll regret it. You don’t want to end up like me… Haru-san’s thoughts filled me. There might not even be a spirit left of you to make a ghost if you get burned by those flames. I remember them… She shuddered, and for a moment her control slipped, and I saw an image of the burning Kiku, who I had long put out of my head.

You are right. Sorry. When this is done, we’ll take a day off, go out for some relaxation. A company excursion maybe? Now… The flow was diminished, and my Ether Healing could easily handle the damage. Now all that remained was forcing my crown Chakra to absorb and start replicating the energy. Though that is far easier said than done.

Your methods of empowerment are quite novel. Rather than relying on strengthening your gift, the power you were bestowed, you have expanded to gaining these elements and Skills. The first rule of science is that something has to be measurable to be considered proven. We had no way of measuring such, so did not believe such existed, is that not correct, White? Arisu-san advised.

Tan had an idea, but she was more focussed just on finding suitable people to eat. Damn, now I say that, we sound truly evil. I guess it’s not like they weren’t bad people. Except… uh… now I feel sorry for Daizen… Shiro was apologetic.

He would have betrayed us in the end. I know his sort. Arisu-san had no sympathy, as cold as usual. But you are missing the point. I am praising the research I have seen here. After all, I see nowhere else where ordinary people can learn abilities that could potentially rival our gifted ones in the end.

That’s not true, unfortunately. There are Cultivators, such as Daiyu, and who knows just what Mary Stuart’s group was doing, but they had plenty of ordinary people in the Boundary. Or is calling them ordinary wrong? Never mind… my point is, it isn’t just us. I think humanity as a whole is going to grow and advance. Sure, we have the advantage of a head start and a little extra gift or two, but… I argued.

Perhaps. But my point is… you have already succeeded. Not just you, but these others. I… intend to strengthen myself as well, in due time. Now, take what you have already learned. Go through from first principles. Repetition is the second principle of science. It must be measurable, then repeatable. And then third… it must be predictable.

I see. I get it. Thanks Arisu-san, you’re right. I got thrown off by how much more damaging spatial element is compared to the others. Only my first time with wind, when I had no idea what I was doing, and my network was shit, even compares… with that said, I had a path to follow. You know, you really are something. A famous actress, and a brainy science girl. Did you ever talk about that before? I’m sure you’d be very popular with a certain subset of guys…

There was a shocked stillness to her thoughts, before amusement from Shiro came though. All right, enough of that. Aki, you’ve embarrassed her, she’s actually surprised! But… I don’t think the guys you are talking about are the sort Arisu is interested in. Who the hell wants to be stalked by a host of Yasu’s? Wait, are you hinting that smart girls are your thing? That makes sense, after all, you love me and I’m a whizz with computers and programming, but…

Enough, White. Stop your idiot ramblings. Be more composed, like Red. Arisu-san cut though Shiro’s babbling. Now… I shall lecture you. So pay attention. Suzuki Haru-san and the twins here have shared their own experiences in learning additional elements. So has Ixitt. I believe I understand how it all works. Firstly, what is space?

There’s a lot of different definitions. We can probably scrap the computing one, even if it’s the one I’m most familiar with. Mathematically, it’s a bound where the contents can be arrayed, following a set of principles. Again, not terribly useful, but… In terms of spatial element, we’re clearly talking about real, discrete space, no?

That is correct. I would say space is a three-dimensional continuum containing all material objects and energies, and in which everything that exists occurs. I am not convinced on this definition any longer, having seen the Klein Bottle and the dimensions within. But it will do as a starting point. Arisu-san lectured me.

That I understood, and it was how I comprehended it, from my lessons at school. After all, space wasn’t so much a thing, as a place where everything existed and happened. But then if that was true… That doesn’t fit spatial element though. It’s more... what is manipulated by the element, allowing distortion of dimensions, movement that is not contiguous, other effects too…

My Split Thoughts were continuing to try and tame the rampaging violet energies while shielding Hyacinth, while the rest of my mind was racing. But then… huh. Looking at Foehn and its actions, I considered flame as an element. But then, fire isn’t a thing either, it’s a process. Though the process is usually created by matter, elemental flame burns without fuel…

I shall give that a seventy. Arisu-san marked me harshly. Consider this. Fire element is both the process of burning, the flame, but also the concept of fire. One thing is a phenomenon, the other, it is not real, but it has an effect, nonetheless. Can other elements be paired in such a way?

Light is like that! Light is the same! The twins exclaimed, and I was shared the endearing image of the taciturn, stern former actress patting their heads.

Exactly. Light is the elemental particle, the photon, as well as the concept. I believe that the greater the understanding of both the tangible and the conceptual, the greater the power is. Mastering only the real or the intangible will lead to failure.

It was like a lightning bolt passing through my brain. That’s it! You’re right, I think! Shaeula, when she first tried to teach me wind, all she understood was the conceptual. She didn’t consider it was a movement of the atmosphere, or the gases that made up the air. In fact, wind and air were separate ideas to her. I combined her knowledge with our science, and quickly learned it. In fact…

Your ability with darkness and wood elements are rather crude, no? Probably because they are the most conceptual, I bet? Haru-san interjected.

Yes, it makes perfect sense. But that you learned them proves you do not need a full understanding, no? Ixitt’s laughter filled our minds. Otherwise, how could these Skills continue to grow, to Rank up, as you say?

I will provide the physical understanding. You… you must grasp for the conceptual, the spiritual. You have all the tools at your disposal, I believe. Arisu-san opened her mind, Haru-san routing a surge of easy-to-understand data to me.

All the tools, huh? My lips curled into a wry smile, which made Hyacinth giggle softly. Arisu-san has a way of talking to me like I’m an idiot. Sure, I may not know as much about it as her, but that’s because it’s her hobby and she’s read up on it a lot. I like to think I’m quite smart… oh well, even with the big numbers, we don’t know what we don’t know.

Space, it is either a continuous fabric composed of multiple dimensions, or it is discrete. If it is discrete, it is likely to be so tiny, comprised of one Planck volume, that even trying to imagine it is ludicrous. It is like comparing the size of a person to the scale of intergalactic space between galaxies. The mind cannot comprehend it. Her lecture was clear and understandable, perhaps because as an accomplished actress she was used to ordering her thoughts and expressing herself clearly to her audience. There was a melancholy in her mind, which left me feeling a little sad. I always used to take solace in that. Despite the bitter sorrows the world forced on me, I was merely a speck of dust in a cold, uncaring universe. So my pain mattered nothing in the grand scheme of things…

That’s bullshit, right Aki? Shiro protested, furious. Just because something can be endured, or doesn’t affect others, doesn’t mean it is meaningless. Isn’t that the lesson we tried to teach Hyacinth?

She’s right. Your sorrows are our sorrows, and not just important to you. Shiro cares. I care. My thoughts supported Shiro's. You're not just dust, Arisu-san.

Me too. I’ve known such sorrow, such grief… but now I have daddy back, and friends who would weep for me. In fact… I was a bit hesitant to say… Haru-san broke in. Now that the existence of us Chosen is revealed, you especially… I’ve been able to contact my old co-workers and friends. They… they didn’t exactly believe me, they went to my funeral, after all, but… they’ll give me a chance. So… don’t you give up either, Arisu-san. Anyone who you want back in your life, it’s not too late.

Hardly. Your friends mourned you. Mine betrayed me. I have no need of them. I have White, and Suzanne-san, Bunta-san, and … even you, Oshiro-san. And perhaps you as well, Suzuki-san.

Call me Haru, please. And yes, I think we are similar. But for now… sorry for interrupting.

The banter relaxed me. The overall pressure of spatial element within the warped space was building, so I expanded Foehn, burning it over a wider area. As I did, I noticed the walls starting to warp and smoulder. Walls? Huh… how can… wait. Arisu-san, please keep explaining. I’ll delve into the deeper aspects…

I have the Divine Favour of Laverna with me. It deals with spatial energies. And it can move items between the Material and the Boundary. The Boundary also affects the Material and the opposite is also true. Therefore they have to be connected. And for something to be connected it needs to exist in some space.

…for space to be warped, we have already seen it is possible. Through great masses in small areas, space can be deformed, twisted and moved. Gravity is merely the curvature of space, and thus…

It doesn’t have to be connected though. Void Motion can move me instantly. Is it teleportation? No… Deep in thought, Hyacinth hugging me, brilliant yellow and violet flames raging around us, I started gathering spatial element, the glittering purple sparks forming a small ring around my crown Chakra.

…deform space enough and potentially wormholes can form, connecting two distant points. Though they would collapse under their own gravity, without some exotic matter which likely does not exist. But spatial element, if it had a spiritual aspect, could…

I remember watching Star Trek with mom when I was younger. I wasn’t that big a fan, but I remember thinking there’s no way you’d get me in a teleporter, as it basically disintegrated you and rebuilt you. Would the original die, and would the newly arrived person be the same? Why stop at one copy? Ugh… wormholes are so much more appealing…

One could argue that the smallest unit of space would be an elementary particle, or that the graviton could almost be considered an elementary particle of space. I disagree, as while matter warps space, so does energy as well. You might as well call a photon the particle of space. Arisu-san was in full lecture mode now.

We already have the photon allocated. Light element. But then… huh. Wait. Arisu-san, are you a genius? A flash of inspiration struck me. Spatial element interacts with light element, and increases, as though energy is given to it. Darkness decreases it… almost as if… huh. And spiritually… how many magic systems in fiction have darkness magic as affecting gravity? Quite a few. Wait, what is space as a concept? Space is where the relationships between things exist. Position is one such, so hence Void Motion. Orientation, hence contorting the dimensions is just changing the orientations…

I wonder. Dark matter, dark energy… unseen forces. So if we consider space to be… Arisu-san was deep in thought now as well. Wait, is it that… I feel such a fool. It is simple, when one thinks about it. I understand now… White, I see why you put your trust in him. I accepted this power, but I am no puppet. I took it for me. I do not care about the world, it could burn to ashes for all I care. Or I did not care… perhaps now I have reason to not see the world end. After all, who will look after foolish children such as you and Suzanne-san, White? As for the power, power is simply that. Power. How it is used is not up to the giver, but to us, the user. It is not fixed, yet…

Whoa, Arisu, you’re… glowing!

Haru-san conveyed the image and Shiro’s surprise to me, and I could see that Arisu-san was now shining fiercely, converting her spatial element into light. Of course, from the way she used her Room in Kyoto, I could tell she was a genius, uniquely suited to wielding her Favour. Must be nice. But then, hard work beats talent right? That was the message from our favourite orange jump-suited ninja, wasn’t it, although I can’t help but feel the message ended up backwards by the end of that manga… someone talented can also work hard. But if I can’t do it alone, then I’ll do it like now, by borrowing the powers of all my allies, and I can also give back. Those are the bonds we share… bonds. That’s it. I understand!

Hyacinth doooes too. Connection. Her arms tightened around me greedily, despite the blood soiling us giving us a bleak appearance.

Yes, connection. Position, Orientation, Connection. Those three. Shaeula would probably end up calling them the Three Great Powers of Space or something similarly grand. The Silver Cord… that’s a Connection. The Boundary… in a way, it’s just a larger Silver Cord, connecting Earth to the lower Astral, though I doubt it’s that simple. Kin Bonding, Lovers’ Link… they are Connections, their own twisted fragment of space, ignoring distance. No… distance isn’t necessarily a concept for them. Just like Arisu-san and Ixitt managed to create Orientations that should be impossible, why can’t Lovers’ Link, Kin Bonding, Pledged One… why do they have to obey physical limitations of distance?

As the Foehn blazed, Arisu-san sharing her new insights with me, I glanced at the flames, burning around me, and dismissed them, withdrawing the energies carefully. It’s like when we struck the Golden-Eyed Devourer, that damn toad. It was using spatial energies, and could exist separately from itself, a clone, while still being itself. A dark mirror to our bonds. Likewise, Laverna’s ability to move items between the Boundary and the Material implies that the relationship between then can be reorientated to allow that…

Drawing in the spatial element, I let darkness and light energy glow from my lower Chakras and lunar Chakra, almost herding the element, pruning it where it was causing damage, expanding it where it was being slowly absorbed into my crown Chakra. As it pulsed threads were leaking back down towards the lunar Chakra, and my Eye shone as I guided the flows.

Wind was ever-changing, hard to grasp. ethereal. Fire was damaging and destructive. Earth, deep, cold and unyielding. Water was mercurial yet predictable. Combining multiple elements unbalances the others, yet they are in fact designed to work in harmony. Four elements. Two. Then one at the top. Putting aside the composites… there must be underlying principles…

Fascinating. This was not a waste after all. I do so abhor explaining to people who do not understand. Despite her hard words, I felt a little affection from Arisu-san’s thoughts. I think you are correct. After all, my Room is indeed made up of the three aspects, the most important of which is Connection. It is how I created the token which allows me to hear the ripples of space and come to the bearer. However… I believe this would be more effective…

If I may… maybe more like this? Ixitt interjected, and he and Arisu-san entered into a heated exchange of images. Haru-san groaned, trying to ferry them all over with perfect clarity, and the twins were starting to flag. I’ll definitely take them out for a treat after this…

My Spatial Perception Skill chimed in, and I made a few small adjustments. The density of spatial element within the Room was diminishing, I was drinking it in deeply, relieving the pressure on Hyacinth. No, it wasn’t just me. Hyacinth had squeezed shut her eyes, and was replicating my techniques. She also had access to darkness and light elements, and was better with darkness than I was. With Haru-san allowing her to see what I could see within me with my Eye, she was replicating it, a touch hesitantly, but her crown was swirling with shining purple stars as well, bending into a series of Möbius strips that were twisted in on each other, like connected infinity symbols.

Those symbols are just like us, our bonds tied together, unbreakable. Which is why we need the strength to keep it that way… like a brilliant flare of a violet supernova, my crown Chakra kindled, as did the lunar Chakra, now shining with seven brilliant energies, all of which formed a balanced array, like a miniature solar system…

You have gained a Skill, Crown Chakra Of Space Rank 3. Your Crown Chakra will generate Spatial energy and your ability to absorb and utilise it has increased.
You have gained a Skill, Space Manipulation Rank 3. Your ability to…
Your Skill, Lunar Chakra Of Four Elements, Light And Darkness Rank 3 has become Lunar Chakra Of Seven Primal Elements Rank 4. It now generates significant additional Elemental energy, and… [Class: Imperious] [Type: Artifice]
Your Skill, False Void Motion Rank 1 has become Void Motion Rank 2. You can now utilise Spatial Element to relocate yourself within the surrounding area, only being blocked by other Spatial distortions and wards.


As the messages scrolled through my vision, I felt a surge of hot power within me. My Silver Cord was burning, my Chakra network also blazing. I’m feeling so much stronger…

Your Skill, Eight Moons Chakra Network has advanced from Rank 5 to Rank 6, passing the first bottleneck. Your generation and ability to use Aether and Adherence has significantly increased, and your spirit is able to exert greater force. [Class: Imperious] [Type: Rule]
Your Skill, Silver Cord has advanced from Rank 5 to… to… %^%$* *^%%


My vision was filled with gibberish nonsense as pain spiked through me. I looked down, only to gasp in horror as my Silver Cord seemed to disintegrate, turning into motes of sparkling energy in a prismatic rainbow of colours, before being drawn into me.

Wait, I’m not dead? For a horrifying moment I wondered if the fact that I could supposedly survive without a Material body was responsible, only to feel a surge of strength flow into me, and the letters rearrange themselves, burning orange, yet now with a slight tinge of rainbow colours flickering at the edges.

Your Skill, Silver Cord Rank 5 has become Silver Connection Rank 5. You no longer have a distinction between Material and Spiritual, your body is both and neither, you exist singularly, and can freely enter the Material and Astral worlds. You can create a purely Material or Astral body, connecting it to your main form with a Silver Cord, and if such is destroyed it will injure your true form, though the effect is muted. All abilities involving Connections you possess are strengthened. [Class: Imperious] [Type: Rule]
Your form possesses both inherent Spiritual and Material properties. You have advanced to a new species, High Human. Since you are possessed of a Lunar Chakra of sufficient strength and strong Fae attributes, your species, High Human, has become Noble Faeduine, and your ability to manipulate Aether and Elemental Energies has increased.
Your Skill, Body Enhancement has advanced from Rank 4 to Rank 5. You can further…
Your Skill, Split Thoughts has advanced from Rank 4 to Rank 5. Your Split Thoughts work faster, and you are more capable of abstract thought and visualisation. You can run an additional instance of Split Thoughts without taxing yourself.
Your Skill, Spiritually Pure Physique has advanced from Rank 1 to Rank 2. Your resistance to curses, misfortune, poisons and impurities increases significantly. You are also able to resist the slight weakness to cold iron you have inherited due to your greater Fae nature, as combined with your human ancestry you are less afflicted by this. Your ability to generate Spirit Water has strengthened.
You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from One Hundred And Thirty to One Hundred Thirty-four. Your…
Your Material Statistics have all significantly increased. Your Charm, Majesty and Fortune have increased by Four. Your League has increased by Three. Foresight and Fate have increased by Two.
You have gained a Class, Wielder Of Elements, Primal Seven.
You have gained a Class, True Faeduine.


As the cascade of messages died down, I gasped in shock. I had never gained such a tremendous amount of power in one go before. I shut out the surprised, clamouring thoughts of the others, only looking at Hyacinth, who despite being covered in blood, her face a mess, was smiling brightly, her eyes rippling with violet energies.

I see it! Her thoughts echoed loudly, and I realised I could feel her far more deeply, the bonds connecting us crisp and clear. Not just her too. Eri, Shaeula, Shiro… all the others… and not just them. The sleeping Tsukiko-san, and Ginneka and even the barely formed Kinneka, they were a weighty presence at the back of my mind.

That is why it did nooot work. Foolish mushrooms! Akio, we must goo back. I have work to do. She kissed me then, tongue savagely working mine, and even as the others complained in their thoughts, the Room collapsing, spilling us out into the Boundary once more, we didn’t stop, the passions of our efforts running through our minds. Leave it to Hyacinth, she will make all yooour desires come true! She paused for a moment then. Akio, you seem so much more alluring than befooore. Hyacinth does want to fix the mushrooms, but I wooonder, we have time for looove, do we nooot?

Before I could answer, Shiro hauled her off me, muscles straining, and I let out a dry laugh, relieved and embarrassed. Looking up at Arisu-san, I thanked her. “Without your Room and all your guidance, I’d never have managed that. I owe you. Just ask me if you ever need anything.”

“I will.” Arisu-san replied, a little troubled. “But before that… just what happened? You look… a little different…”

With a surge of aether I imagined a mirror, and it sparked into existence. It was wasteful, and would vanish when I stopped concentrating, but… Oh, she’s right. Wow…


Three Hundred And Eighty-Five


“Damn, Aki, you’ve grown.” Shiro remarked, surprised. “That’s cool, I always wanted a taller boyfriend, I’m not a short girl.” Her smile was wicked.

You’re right. I was easily several inches taller, now just a little under six feet tall. That wasn’t the only change either. While my high Statistics had fixed imperfections such as skin blemishes and moles before this, now my face and body had undergone slight changes. It wouldn’t be noticeable unless you knew me well, but my facial features and muscle structures had shifted a little, becoming more symmetrical and regular. And my hair… my black hair was now filled with subtle violet highlights. They weren’t vivid, but they still stood out, and Hyacinth was capering, pleased, despite her injuries, still squirming in Shiro’s grip, saying that we now matched.

I let the mirror disappear, just as a number of people came running, Shaeula at the head of the group, pulling Eri along, my childhood friend stumbling as she was dragged, her black tail swishing. Oh, Anna and Shaeraggo are with her too…

“I felt something happen, so I rushed-rushed over here, and…” Shaeula trailed off, looking up at me a little further than was normal for her. Her amber eyes widened, and she licked her lips seductively. “Akio, what-what has happened? You… you do not-not seem mortal?”

“You’re taller. Is that just here?” Eri asked, equally stunned. Behind her, Motoko and Natsumi were admiring me, while Daiyu, Kana and Hinata were closing in.

“Akiooo has become Fae.” Hyacinth giggled. “No, like Hyacinth, he is neither ooone thing nooor the other. Fae, Human, mooore. I want to hooold him!”

“Down girl! I get it, he’s hot. But your reaction seems excessive….” Shiro protested. Her eyes were flickering with ruby light, as she was forced to let Tan help a little to hold the stronger girl.

“Excessive? I do not-not think so.” Shaeula purred, leading Eri towards me. “No, my lunar Chakra hums when I see-see you.” Her face was red, breath coming fast. She turned to Eri and grinned triumphantly. “See? Akio has shed-shed his mortal frame. Now he is both Fae and something more-more than mortal, much as I am both Fae and Yōkai. I told you, did I not-not, that day? We will have a long-long life together, so sparing some time for each other is trivial.”

Eri nodded. “I remember, but that’s all very well for you and Hyacinth, but most of us are still only human.”

Hmm… a thought echoed through my mind, clearer than normal. Usually, I could only sense strong emotions from the spirit-lights, such as amusement, annoyance or anger, but now I could almost pick out strongly-voiced thoughts, at least from Ginneka, who was closest to being reborn. I see. Thanks, I guess.

“Eri, I think I understand just what’s wrong with your body.” At my sudden words, her onyx eyes widened, a trace of hope on her face.

“Can you fix it?” she asked, and I wavered, before shaking my head a little.

“Sorry, not completely. But I think I can certainly make improvements and shorten your rehabilitation time.” I promised. Shaeula pushed Eri forwards, and below me a chair of vines and a small bed were created, Asha smiling at me thoughtfully. I put Eri on the bed and asked for some privacy. Asha then conjured a vine curtain, shielding us from view. Seeing the look of hope on Eri’s face, I steeled myself to do my best, Eye glowing, seeing her squirming tangle of a Chakra network clearly.

“If I may, I would like to observe.” Daiyu asked from outside the curtain, and I looked at Eri, who gave a slight shrug.

“All right.” I agreed, and she entered, bowing to Eri in Cultivator fashion.

“I am most grateful for your consideration. I think it would be educational for me. Besides, I am most curious…” She looked me up and down, surprised. “I am not certain, for such Cultivators are long lost to us, but your new form seems rather similar to reaching the Saint Realm, so the records our Sect had recounted. Though they were described as mightier than you.” Her smile was wry. “Perhaps that was all exaggeration…”

“Or maybe Akio hasn’t shown everything he can do yet!” Eri defended me stoutly, and I stroked her hair and flickering cat ears warmly.

“It’s fine. Daiyu isn’t criticising me. She’s just curious. I’m interested too…”

Outside I could hear the others talking rapidly, asking Hyacinth, Haru-san and Arisu-san what had happened. Ixitt was exclaiming loudly his excitement over seeing the moment a human became a spiritual being, something that had only happened a scant few times in the history of the Seelie. Easily able to parse that and my actions here with Split Thoughts, I nodded, the thoughts transmitted to me correct. “The ability you received that was torn from Ginneka isn’t one a mortal is suited to wield. It involves too much change to both your Spiritual and Material bodies. That’s why you’re wrecked.”

“I see.” Eri mused. “I guess that makes sense.”

“Can you allow me to sense this?” Daiyu asked, extending her Qi, and Eri nodded once more. She shivered as the intrusive energy entered her, and Daiyu was the one nodding now. “Yes, your structure is indeed in flux. The Qi within you… or aether, as you call it, is rampant and shifts constantly. The body can not keep up. I am amazed you are still alive and whole.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if all the hard work Eri has put in before this saved her. Now, this might ache a bit…” I warned Eri, before continuing. “She’d Levelled up as much as she could, despite having no Favour, and that boosted her stats. Really, everything about the mess Yamato caused was on the edge of disaster. Not everyone made it, but…” I smiled at Eri tenderly. “I’m glad you did. If you died, I don’t know what I’d do…”

“Oh Akio…” Eri breathed, despite the discomfort, touched. “I feel the same way. So try not to do dangerous things as much as you can, all right?”

“I am feeling rather left out.” Daiyu murmured sadly. “I would that you would look at me like that, my fated Dao Companion.”

“He will. Akio is very simple. Sometimes it’s a pain, but… Shaeula was right.” Eri reassured her. “Ouch, be gentler with me!” She winced as my Chirurgery started poking at her body.

“I am still fascinated by your ability to mould the body and spirit.” Daiyu released her Qi towards me. My body was effortlessly repelling it, but I forcibly lowered my guard, allowing her probing in. “Yes, very Saint-like, I would imagine. A target to aim at.” Her face bore a slight smile. “I do wonder if my Foundation Techniques will be of any use to you now, yet…”

“We can adapt them if we have to.” I promised as I concentrated, no longer trying to cut out or stabilise the Chakra network of Eri, merely combining it where possible. “I think a systematic set of techniques is a wonderful thing. Speaking of…” I used a bit of aether to expand my vision, peering into Daiyu as well. “...how is it going with Spiritually Pure Physique?”

Her expressionless face brightened a little, and she became animated, waving one hand excitedly. Which I have to admit is pretty damn cute. “It is quite the challenge, but I can feel my comprehension growing. I would expect no less from a fabled treasure such as Spirit Water. No, your Spirit Water seems more potent than I had been led to believe.” She paused, thinking for a moment. While I continued to work on Eri, who was watching with wry amusement, outside the makeshift operating theatre there was still the excitement and bustle of the group discussing my changes. Daiyu then considered her words thoughtfully, finally speaking.

“My previous Foundation Technique, the Invincible Jade Yang Foundation, is being washed away, the earth element absorbed into the water. Though the Yang energy I am still preserving. It was difficult for me to acquire it, not being a male. It would be a lot easier to raise it with Dual Cultivation, or so the jade tags recording the Techniques say.” Her face was slightly red. “I wonder what the Patriarch, my father, would have said, could he see me now, soliciting a man…”

“I’m sure… ouch, damn that hurts… he would be happy for you. That you’re safe, and carrying on his legacy. I know my parents were happy for me when I finally found love. They are even still happy for me now, though… ugh, I told you to be gentle… I am not living the life I thought I would be. As long as I’m happy, my parents can accept it. Your father would be the same, I’m sure.” Eri kept her smile, despite her pain. “As for Dual Cultivation, I don’t get it, but I did some searches online. You know, I really don’t approve of lovemaking for gain. I feel bad I called Shaeula a whore back in Las Vegas, I know she’s forgiven me, but I can’t quite forgive myself, but I still firmly believe that we shouldn’t put gain before love. But… I also looked up Dao Companions. You do like him, don’t you, Daiyu?”

“I do. It was clearly the will of the Heavens, our meeting was preordained, I am certain of it. And I am not one to fight fate. No, one must not try and fight the river, but guide the flows. My thoughts have changed. I crave power, yes, knowledge also. But… such things alone are ultimately empty. What is an eternity in solitude, no companionship, no love?”

“Well said.” I approved, finishing my work on Eri, who shuddered, her flesh rippling, which she described as a wildly uncomfortable sensation, like a whole-body sneeze. As she flexed her limbs, expression pleased, I addressed Daiyu. “Don’t worry. I may have had my little wobble, old habits die hard, after all. But I guess I agree… it does seem meant to be. And everyone else approves of you, so… soon. I promise. When you master your Spiritually Pure Physique. Let that motivate you!”

“You’ve really become crazy about Levelling up, Ranking up Skills and growing stronger.” Eri teased, standing, moving her body, her expression delighted. “I get it though. Boys do like their games. At least yours aren’t perverted like those two idiots back in Nishimorioka. Or are they?” She stared at me, shaking her head. “Seeing you taller is confusing me. I’m used to looking up a certain way. But I’ll get used to it. You’re still Akio.”

“You were his childhood friend, no?” Daiyu pointed out. “He would have changed a lot over that period of your life. This is no different.”

“True. But he never changed species.” Eri sighed. “Thanks Akio. I don’t feel perfect, but my body is more responsive, and I don’t ache as much inside. It’s definitely helped. Do you think… it’ll be like this in the Material as well?”

“There should be improvement, but you’ll still have a way to go.” I spoke reassuringly. I pushed aside the vines, greeted by the large group still waiting outside. On seeing me, Hyacinth flushed, but with watering eyes and great effort, she looked away.

“I will gooo and reform those useless mushrooooooms.” she declared. “The Ring Gate will ooopen to the isle of that annoying Selkie. And when it does, a reward… it is sheer insooolence for a servant to request of her master, but I am nooo mere servant, instead I am a mistress, nooo?” Her smile was a cheeky, triumphant smirk, and I was happy to see her being more demanding.

“That’s right. I have a lot of rewards to give out, but you’ve earned yours, don’t worry.”

Still delighted, she scurried off, and that left everyone else waiting their turn.

“So, brother.” Shaeula said to Shaeraggo, who seemed troubled. “In less than three mortal moons, look-look what Akio and I have achieved. We can stand-stand on our own, mighty and strong. I would say our Oath has been fulfilled, has it not-not?”

“I think even our father, the Prince, he can surely not withhold his blessing, deny your marriage, despite the bitter tears he will likely shed, weeping jealously.” Anna agreed, her own expression complicated. “It feels strange to me, knowing that my adorable and cute, lovely and pretty, Ula is going to be a bride. But…” She glowered at me, raising her spear. “…as long as the husband is strong and loyal, mighty and kind, I can not ask for more. But I must put you through your paces once more, yet again. Master Ulfuric, you girls…” She now looked at Motoko and Natsumi. “…you must aid me." Once more her attention was back on me. "Unless you can wield sword or spear to my satisfaction, you are not suitable, not worthy to be at her side. The nobility of the Court treats such talents as a noble pursuit, worthy passion.”

“We have been waiting.” Motoko promised. “Have we not, Natsumi? Though it seems that our wait was fruitful. Congratulations on growing stronger.” Her smile was warm and kind, and also proud, which made me happy.

“That’s right. It’s reassuring to have a strong husband, there's no doubt about that. But now I’m eager to get started. Master Ulfuric has been greatly helpful in organising our Arts.” Natsumi agreed.

“We must thank you too, Lord Shaeraggo, Lady Shaeranna. Your insights into bow and spear have been wonderful.” Motoko thanked them, and Shaeraggo looked distinctly uncomfortable, Selensha smiling behind him, hiding her mouth behind one paw.

“Think nothing-nothing of it. I believe archery is the noblest of arts. I do appreciate all those who wish to master it, and I am never-never disappointed to learn new tricks. However…” He glanced at Shaeula, who was grinning smugly, her arms crossed under her chest, and me, before he spoke, words that were almost dragged out of him. “…do not call me Lord. It seems… you will be fellow wives to my Shaeula.” He sighed, a long exhalation of breath. “Yes, little sister. I can not deny-deny your efforts and achievements. You are Duchess of the Spring of Clear Reflections, and my greatest concern, that he would wither away and die-die in time as mortals do by nature, has been resolved. I… give you my blessing. We… can not-not keep you to ourselves. Father… he wishes to meet you very soon.”

“I know. And I’ll make time, I promise. Thanks, Shaeraggo, Anna. It means a lot to me. I guess I need to meet your other brothers too, don't I? Shaetourach and… I don’t think I ever heard the name of the eldest, did I?”

“Brother Shaerixx. Though I have-have seldom seen him, and barely remember him, if I am to be-be honest.” Shaeula explained.

“Indeed. Our eldest brother is quite the traveller, likes to wander.” Anna agreed. “He is likely far beyond the borders of the Seelie Court, but one day he will come back, return unannounced. We are fortunate he was absent during this mess, this struggle, with you and your fate, dear Ula.”

“All is well-well that ends well, as the mortals do say, Anna.” Shaeula shrugged. “There is no need to rehash the grim-grim failures of our past. What matters is our long future.” She snuggled up to me happily. “I am in awe of your change. Now there is none-none who could keep you from the Court. And it is immeasurably pleasing to me. Why, I could-could easily push you down-down here and now…”

“All right, that’s enough.” Kana grumbled, shaking her head. “Akio is our boyfriend too, right Hinata-chan? Let us have some time as well.”

“That’s right, Kana. Oh, my heart. Somehow you’ve become even cooler, it makes my heart flutter.” Hinata gushed, eyes sparkling, before she turned serious. “But there’s time for that later. What matters is what we’ve gained, right?”

“Trust you to be so direct.” Kana giggled. “I admit, I’m curious too though. It’s obviously something big, isn't it?”

“It sure is. Asha, can you take care of Arisu-san and the twins? They’ve worked hard. Besides, you already have an idea of what happened.” I asked the Dryad for a favour.

“I shall do so. I hope…” Asha looked out towards the way Hyacinth departed. “…that soon, we will be ready for my task. Come, come.” She ushered the exhausted girls away.

“All right. Void Motion!” I declared, suddenly disappearing and reappearing a few hundred metres away. “Again!” I then reappeared in my original spot. Hmm, the drain is a lot less than False Void Motion, since it’s being fuelled by genuine spatial element now. It’s still thirsty, but I can perform it a number of times before running dry.

“That’s awesome.” Kana clapped her hands, while Hinata was thinking of ways to use it profitably. “So, what else?”

“What else? Hmm, let me think… there were some new Classes…” I checked the details. “Oh, I see Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western has maxed out. Nice. It seems to be superseded by the new version. Looks like it’s a twenty-Level Class rather than ten.”

You have gained a Class, Wielder Of Elements, Primal Seven. This Class is gained by those that have mastered all seven of the classic Primary Elements, not a trivial feat. Your ability to generate all Elemental energies increases significantly. Your Aether also increases significantly, and Unique Elements increase in potency. Your affinity to all Composite Elements increases.


“Damn, combined with my lunar Chakra Ranking up, it’s no wonder I feel absolutely packed with elemental energies. I think my sustainability in long battles is going to be much better now. Plus I have additional options with Prominence Dawn…”

You have gained a Class, True Faeduine. As a being unbounded by the distinction of Spiritual or Material, of both the Fae and Human descent, master of the Primary Seven Elements, you will continue to grow stronger, your physical strength, Aether and Elemental energies increasing as you mature.
Charm, Majesty, Fortune, Foresight and Fate will all increase as your nature as a True Faeduine grows stronger.
Your ability to absorb and utilise Adherence has also increased. You have gained the strengths and weaknesses of a Spiritual being, but the weaknesses have been mitigated by your Material grounding.


“Weaknesses? That’s concerning.” Hinata muttered, worried, and Kana nodded, as did Eri. I reassured them that they weren’t a big deal.

“It seems to be a weakness to cold iron and a few similar things, but apparently most of that has been mitigated, so it looks like I came out way ahead. This is a thirty-Level Class too, which means it’s definitely worth Levelling up.”

“Indeed.” Tan took over Shiro for a moment. “When a being becomes unbounded by the Material or Spiritual realms, there are many changes. It is far from necessary. As the Boundary here unravels, more and more the ether density will rise, and eventually this world will be washed in the lower Astral, spiritual beings freely able to come and go, as will you mortals. Alas, such times are both danger and opportunity. The realms above are similar, though those who have both aspects are many in number. I am one such being, after all.” Tan boasted, clearly proud. “The Divine, standing at the pinnacle of both Material and Spiritual.”

“Excuse me, but can I speak?” Mayumi-san asked suddenly. She had come along with Hinata due to the commotion, and had kept her silence, which was unlike her. “I think I understood, but are you saying… you’re immortal now, Akio-kun?” Her gaze was surprisingly intense.

“Immortal? Hardly. Largely unaging, I suppose, but not even Fae live eternally, do they?” I asked, and Anna agreed.

“No, the spirit fades in time, nothing is eternal, there is no everlasting in this world. Though death through war or mischance is more likely, happens often.”

“I get that. Even so… how long are we talking? Centuries? Millennia?” Mayumi-san pressed. “It’s already impressive enough, your Chirurgery, but this…”

“It’s not something that can be easily replicated. However…” I looked at Daiyu, Kana, Motoko, Natsumi, Eri and Hinata. “…it’s simply not fair that Shaeula, Hyacinth and Asha will outlive you all, so I plan to do something about that, somehow.”

“Hey, Aki, forgetting someone, aren’t you? There’s Shirohime, standing right here!” Shiro pouted, jumping up and down, which definitely drew my eyes. Bouncy.

“I didn’t forget you, Shiro. How could I? How could anyone? I just think Tan will do something about it, even if I don’t. She had promised before, right?”

“True. You win this time, Aki!” Shiro conceded, while Mayumi-san was staring at us, her eyes spinning, muttering to herself that the one thing the rich couldn’t buy was longer life. Hinata moved to console her, while I had a sudden idea, one that might solve some of the problems I had been wrestling with.

The Class says I share all the strengths of a spiritual being, a Fae. So…

“Hey, Shiro. We’re engaged, aren't we?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Sure we are. I remember I was going to shoot you down, but I didn’t have the heart to crush your dreams… so what’s this about?” she was puzzled by the sudden question.

“Just go with it. Shiro, I swear Three Oaths, to love you forever, to protect you to the best of my abilities, and to make your dreams come true. Can you return Three Boons to me?” Shaeula’s amber eyes went wide, while Anna, Shaeraggo, Selensha and Ulfuric all reacted, stunned.

“Sure, I don’t see why not. You’ll have the boon of my wonderful company forever, you’ll have my faithful love, and you’ll have my support. Is that… huh?” She tilted her head, dark eyes going wide, as she felt something strange. My Eye blazed, and I nodded in satisfaction.

“It worked! You have the Fae-Bonded Class now. It makes sense. Great, now I don’t have to worry about Kana, Hinata and Daiyu.”

“You don’t need to worry about me. I’m ready any time.” Hinata blushed, but she met my eyes without shame.

“As am I. We discussed this earlier.” Daiyu agreed. Only Kana held her silence, smiling a touch awkwardly. Yeah, she wants to take it slow, a normal sort of relationship. I don’t mind, it’s fun, but I’d hate her to be the only one missing out. Luckily now she doesn’t have to…

“All right then. Time to get swearing. It doesn’t even have to be a romantic thing, so Haru-san, don’t be shy…”

As the girls who were missing the Class crowded around me eagerly, I ran a hand through my hair, marvelling at the softer, silky feel of it. This way I can buff up my sister too. Uh, I wonder what she’ll say when she sees I’ve grown taller?
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“I’m exhausted. I’m not entirely sure why.” I grumbled, after sharing a great deal of Oaths. The girls were very happy, laughing and giggling, and already the Charm from the Class was noticeable to my eyes, making them even more alluring.

“You should not be so terribly reckless, hugely unwise.” Anna shook her head when I was done. “Such a pact is a tie, a bond. It does not come for free. Eventually you will not be able to bear the weight, the strain of them all.”

“My sister is right.” Shaeraggo agreed. “You should keep it to your wives, do not-not be careless.”

“Too late.” I had already allowed Haru-san to benefit, and since Mayumi-san was there, we swore Oaths on our business dealings.

“It is not-not a worry.” Shaeula puffed out her chest, grasping my hand. “Just as Akio can hold the weight, so too-too can I. Hyacinth as well, and perhaps even Asha in due-due time. Oaths with Akio are surely Oaths bound-bound to us too. So have no fear! Boons Akio must pay are Boons we shall-shall shoulder.”

“I see.” I pulled her into a hug, ruffling her hair. As she giggled, I observed the group. “Well, for now Hyacinth is working on the Ring Gate. I’m not sure how long it’ll take, but… while we wait, it’s time to learn Tsumura Arts.”

“We have been waiting eagerly for this.” Motoko declared, while Natsumi made a cute fist-bump gesture.

“Very well. I too-too shall accompany you.” Shaeula clapped her hands, and as I looked at her, surprised, she grinned, flourishing the Mortal Fragarach. “I need to learn too, do I not-not? And if so, I would learn from Master Ulfuric, as well as the Arts so-so precious to Natsumi and Motoko.”

As the two girls gazed at us with eyes shimmering with happy tears, I nodded. “All right. Kana, how’s the Pilgrimage plan coming along?”

“It’s coming. My father is going back and forth, and we’ve been talking to Prince Shōtoku. We can make it happen, leave it to me.” she preened under my scrutiny.

“Great. Keep me informed. But for now…” Surrounded by the girls, I shrugged. “…it’s time to train some more. Oh, Daiyu…”

“Yes?” she asked.

“As I recover elemental energy, I’ll keep producing more High Spirit Water for you. So do your best too.”

“Of course.” she agreed happily. “And you will not forget your promise, will you? Nor the Oaths and Boons we have just sworn?”

Of course not, how could I? As I shook my head, receiving a slight, sweet grin in return, I turned my attention to Motoko and Natsumi. It was fun spending time with them in London. They are definitely the most modest and quiet of the girls, seldom asserting themselves. That’s why… I want to learn from them. A family that fights together, stays together…

Thinking such amusing thoughts, we stepped onto the prepared arena, my whole body brimming with new strength. All right then. Ulfuric, David, you say I have no Style? Well, I’ll make one. One that’ll impress both of you…


Three Hundred And Eighty-Six


“So, we should begin.” Ulfuric rumbled, and beside me, Motoko and Natsumi were radiating excitement.

“I have been waiting for this. We have not been idle during your absence, have we, Natsumi?” Motoko asked fondly, clutching the replica of her precious heirloom spear, Gurenyari, that our craftsmen had whipped up for her.

“No, we haven’t.” Natsumi agreed with a bright smile. She had a crafted copy of the Tsumura's precious katana, Utsuroihebi, as well as a version of the bow Hebihikoukiba over her shoulders. “We have missed you, but we didn’t want to remain idle. So we’ve been putting in the effort.”

“Tsumura Arts, you told us they were shaped by modern, ether-starved battlefields. Though modern is clearly a relative term.” Motoko’s smile matched Natsumi’s. “Sword, bow and spear are clearly unsuited for modern warfare. Or at least they were. Perhaps a sword will never match a gun, but we still have no wish to let our Arts fade into obscurity.”

“The bow will never be entirely obsolete, no-no.” Shaeraggo said then, perhaps reassuring them. “These guns that Ixitt is creating, they are effective yes, though they lack-lack romance.” His expression twisted into a sneer, fangs showing. “They will work wonders against trash, but they lack League.”

“Yes, I concur. However, they are a greatly valuable tool in our arsenal. I would rather like to equip the Way-Wardens with such, but that is a matter I cannot meddle in.” Ulfuric agreed. “It is not merely strength and toughness that decides one’s survival, but the League of one’s being.” He lectured us seriously. Shaeula, who obviously knew some of this, was merely nodding beside us, carrying a hastily crafted training sword similar in style to her Mortal Fragarach.

“A feeble Goblin of the Wild Hunt may be a threat to the average Fae, but against those with firm Leagues, even were they armed with such firearms they would fail to be a challenge. The purest form of League is expressed with one’s body and aether, producing maximum effect. Then, wielding weapons that are an extension of one’s body still produces a great effect. Swords, axes, spears, maces… they transmit most of one’s League.”

“Bows are a little less efficient.” Shaeraggo admitted. “But as a weapon largely using one’s own-own strength and grace, they are still imbued with one’s might, and are the most suitable weapon for hunters and crafty warriors. Your sister knows this, no?”

Aiko, huh? I nodded. “She does like your bow. She brags about it a lot.”

“Of course. It is an excellent weapon.” he agreed. “Now, I have heard of your human crossbows. These strip-strip away the largest need for one’s own strengths. The League they transmit is poor-poor. But these guns, they take away almost all of this. Merely aim and pull a trigger. So the League they communicate is paltry.”

“However, they make up for that by being terribly strong, do they not-not, my brother?” Shaeula interjected, and he sighed.

“Yes, that is true. These bullets are far-far more damaging than an average arrow. So you see, they most definitely have their uses.” Shaeraggo continued. “Against the average opponent, these guns are peerless, much-much as I hate to concede. They require far less training than to master the bow, and will outrange and outpace all but the most-most skilled archers. Even against decently powerful foes, weight of firepower will accumulate damage and bring them down. But against foes such as our father, or the fell Fomorians, the League will be too low, they will be quite-quite useless.”

“I am not-not certain that is true, brother.” Shaeula turned to us. “League is important, most definitely. But power also matters. Stronger weapons such as missiles and bombs, huge-huge, powerful explosives, and more… yes, League would mitigate these effects strongly, as they would carry almost no-no League within them, but their sheer-sheer power would still make them a threat. There will be a place for them in the battlefield. But not-not just them…” She grinned at the girls and her siblings happily. “…no-no, combining the mortal ways with the ways of us Fae will yield the best-best results. So we train.” As she finished she let out a squeal as Anna swept her into a crushing hug, her face melting with happy emotions.

“Oh, my Ula, you have grown so much, a great deal!” As she squeezed, Shaeula started tapping her arms frantically. “I am so happy to see it, greatly overjoyed. Yes, it pleases me you have finally shown an interest in such matters. Together we can train under master Ulfuric, just as a child of our father should!”

“Sure, but let her go now, I think you’re smothering her.” I laughed, and as Anna sheepishly released Shaeula, we burst into laughter at the red-faced expression she bore.

“Do not-not treat me like a child, Anna. Not-not in front of Akio and the others.” Shaeula pouted, before brushing her armoured Brigandine down. “Now, my point is, just-just as I also have my Pinwheels, you two should master other weapons as well.” She addressed Motoko and Natsumi. “It will not-not hurt for you to learn guns too.”

“I agree. And it isn’t even as though such weapons aren’t classic in Japan. The Shogunate used them in wars.”

At my words the two exchanged glances, and they nodded. They then revealed they each had a pair of weapons, a long, sleek rifle and a smaller pistol.

“Ixitt made these for us. They are the new prototypes, much closer in function to modern weapons, though they are designed to utilise elemental energies like the previous ones.” Motoko explained, and Natsumi added her own comments.

“Yes, we love Tsumura Arts, but we also want to be useful. If we have to add to the Arts, they are still the Arts passed down to Motoko and then on to me. We won’t let pride make us liabilities. We know what you fought in Kyoto, in London.”

“Well said!” I approved, giving them both a brief hug. After that contact, when we separated, Ulfuric cleared his throat.

“Very well. We shall finish the lecture now. Tsumura Arts are clearly a systematic Style honed over many long years, but a skilled warrior can see the flaws. They are not unlike the combat arts of the Seelie, yet they have been rearranged multiple times over the passing of time.”

“Indeed, once it was pointed out to us, we could clearly see it. After all, they are to fit a lack of usable aether, are they not?” Motoko agreed. “So those who took up their weapons would be physically weaker, slower and unable to manifest elements and abilities. Therefore pure physical conditioning and repetitive training would be needed to cover for such deficiencies. But it would also not be necessary to fight against such abilities too, so certain branches of combat would atrophy, unneeded and untrained.”

“That is correct. Well done.” Ulfuric praised her. “But what was redone and lost can be repaired and relearned. The Tsumura Style has issues when used with your current abilities. It is too changed, and therefore cannot take advantage of your greater options.” Ulfuric stared at me then, before smiling, showing his teeth, which was a fairly terrifying sight. Damn, Ulfuric is still intimidating. I can feel I probably out-match him in raw stats by a decent margin, but I’m not confident I’d beat him in a battle. Skill is a big gap to bridge. “Princess Shaeranna, if you would spar with Akio here? I want you to demonstrate the flaws in being too adapted to a situation.”

“Of course, master Ulfuric!” Anna gleefully grabbed her spear, taking up a stance. She then grinned wolfishly at me. “There is nothing personal, it is not my pleasure. This is simply a demonstration. And a way to make you more suitable for my Ula. She needs a strong man, powerful husband.”

“Yeah sure, I get it.” I replied dryly, remembering the drubbing she had dished out to me before. I retrieved a training spear, took a few test swings to ascertain the balance, and then took a stance. Immediately Anna thrust towards me, and I realised I could now confidently match her speed, even without Body Enhancement. Her spear moved rapidly, despite her feet remaining perfectly positioned and stationary, giving her a firm base for a strike, and I reacted by instinct, the training Ulfuric had beaten into me by repetition coming to my mind.

From the speed of that and the angle, the best option would be to strike down to the left, as it’s the fastest counter I can do and minimises risk… Even as I moved my feet, spear darting out, Anna’s triumphant grin and Ulfuric’s wry expression warned me I was making a mistake. Yes, being too predictable is a definite weakness…

Anna’s feet shifted, and her spear picked up speed. I dodged, redirecting my own strike, and the spear shafts shuddered as they made contact. Anna flinched, the shock numbing her hands, and I relied on pure speed to dodge her thrust. Two best options from here are... I could stab her leg, it looks vulnerable, or go for a thrust to the throat and finish it…

Anna suddenly moved in a completely unexpected way, making a move that a spear-wielder of such talent and experience should never have made. She released her spear and twisted aside, my thrust missing her leg, though I pulled it back so it was aimed at her stomach, a swift move I could make with minimum effort. As I struck, her hand caught the shaft of my spear, and her muscles locked. I decided the best thing to do was to break her balance, and my leg swung out, only to be met by a punch from her free hand. She let out a yelp of pain, but then her head swung at me. I dipped my own head so her blow struck bone, and she cried out again, but even with that I was stunned for a moment.

“Enough!” Ulfuric ordered, and with that we both pulled back. Anna was rubbing at her head, tears in her eyes, and so I reached out, offering her Ether Healing. She paused for a second, before letting me Heal her pain.

“So, what did we learn?” Ulfuric asked Motoko, Natsumi and Shaeula.

“I see the similarities between some of those stances and Tsumura Arts.” Motoko spoke first. “It makes sense, as there are only a finite amount of moves available before they are simply variations.”

“Akio is certainly making the most efficient moves, just like he did in the fight against David Reckless.” Natsumi mused. “But there’s more to combat than being efficient and direct. The basics are important, but…”

“Akio, he is leveraging his great-great strength and speed.” Shaeula finished. “It makes up for his deficiencies. He does not-not lack skill, if anything it is quite-quite the opposite, but…”

“But the solid fundamentals are just that. Fundamentals, basics.” Anna snorted, picking up her spear. She waved it at Motoko. “Now we shall repeat it. Have no fear, I shall restrain myself, hold back to your speed.”

“I appreciate it.” Motoko bowed in martial arts fashion. “So, we will follow the same sequence of moves? Without the headbutt, my skull is not as solid as Akio’s.“

“Yes. It shall be an object lesson.” Ulfuric agreed, and they quickly began. It was a brief exchange, but seeing it from an outside perspective was interesting. Anna thrust, Motoko moved to counter, Anna’s footwork changed her strike, and after a few more moves, mixing in strikes from their bodies, the fight was over. As Motoko bowed again, and said that it was a good lesson, Anna scratched her chin idly, looking a little wry.

“I never thought I would be sparring, do training with a mortal. Fate is a fickle thing.”

“I dd not see my destiny this way either.” Motoko agreed. “But now I am living through it, I look back on how dull, how lifeless my life was before.” As Natsumi echoed her, Ulfuric turned to me.

“They shall go again, but this time…” He looked at the two women, one a mortal, one a weaselkin. “…you may improvise, to show a contrast. That will be the best lesson here.”

“Motoko, do your best!” Natsumi called, and Shaeula also offered her encouragement, though she was equally gracious to her sister as well. I noticed several Kamaitachi were watching us, including some of the newer arrivals given by Urakaze. It was interesting seeing just how I fought, from an outside perspective. I understand it, of course I do, but Ulfuric is right, experiencing it this way is helpful.

“Yes, Motoko, I’m watching.” I promised, and she turned, giving me a brilliant smile, before taking her stance. This time, it was Motoko who moved first, and despite her being many times slower than me, her rapid thrusts had more elegance, despite my supposed perfection.

Not to be outdone, Anna was gracefully dodging and deflecting, the shaft of her spear used as a parrying tool. Her strikes, limited to be a speed Motoko could perceive and counter, were ruthless, and I noticed that certainly a number of them were the moves I would have made, but not all of them.

“If I can predict, I can preempt.” Ulfuric warned, watching them. Beside him, Shaeraggo nodded.

“A true hunter must predict the moves of the prey-prey. An arrow may be faster than many foes, but the strongest can easily evade. Strike where they will be. Battle is outsmarting the foe. Skill is vitally important, but battle sense…”

“You lack battle sense. Now do not mistake me, you are brave, if somewhat reckless at times, and compared to when we first met you have greatly improved, but you still rely entirely on the fundamental principles.” Ulfuric explained to me.

“Tsumura Arts are not too dissimilar to the training you give, Master Ulfuric.” Natsumi suggested, her brown eyes sparkling as she watched Motoko and Anna clash spears, each seeking to land a dominating blow. I could tell Anna was going easy on Motoko, but even so, silvery sweat was flying from my fiancée’s skin, and her muscles were trembling, as she gave it her all. “In fact, your own actions in combat lean heavily on the moves you have taught Akio.”

“Of course. They are the fundamentals. There are a limited number of possibilities, so any training will approach mastery of them in due time. However…” Ulfuric seemed to be waiting for something, his eyes on the fight.

“Too slow. But not a bad effort, a good try.” Anna praised, her spear snaking towards her opponent as Motoko went for a powerful thrust, but the distance was just too great, even for the length of her long spear. As the weaselkin hopped backwards, Motoko’s smile changed, and her hands slid on her spear.

Is she going to throw it? No, from the stance she’s in, throwing it would lack power and speed, Anna would handle it easily, and unarmed, Motoko would be helpless.

“…one’s Style is taking the perfect basics and rearranging them, so that they are both as perfect as possible, while having a multitude of options that the fundamental training does not recognise.”

Even as Ulfuric was saying that, Motoko’s hand left the shaft of her spear. She grabbed the tassel that dangled from the end, extending the reach of the thrust while maintaining power and accuracy.

“Pierce! Tōitsukisasu!” Motoko cried, and Anna seemed a little impressed, before spinning her own spear, deflecting the blow, using her shaft to strike Motoko’s spear down, her foot trapping it. Motoko, realising she had lost, bowed, face flushed with sweat and excitement.

Beside me, Natsumi was clapping, so I joined in. Ulfuric’s point was made, so I listened to the exchange between Motoko and Anna.

“That was an interesting strike, fascinating blow.” Anna observed, and Motoko nodded.

“Tōitsukisasu, or the distant piercing, is a way to catch out our opponents, by confusing their sense of distance and striking beyond what is possible, ideally without losing strength. I never could manage it before, but alas, it seems I am still too inexperienced. Even with my enhanced strength, I cannot keep the strike as strong and poised as it should be.”

“Yes, it is clever, but flawed. From a mortal perspective. Give it here…” Anna held out her hand, and Motoko passed over her spear. Anna took a few practice swings and stabs as we watched, before she took up a stance.

“It is like this, I think, I believe?” She moved her feet as Motoko had, and her hand slid down the shaft, holding the tassel. Her thrust was far faster than Motoko’s had been, and it kept ruthlessly straight.

“I see. This is educational.” Motoko nodded, understanding. “It was simply designed for greater strength than is possible for humans ordinarily. I had feared…” Her expression faltered for a bit, before she banished her gloom. “…that I could not do it simply because as a woman, I had less muscle strength than a man. I am glad to see it is not that. No, it is one of the Arts modified from ancient times.”

“You are both wrong and right, I would say, I admit.” Anna disagreed. “Yes, the strike requires great strength, or…” A jade wind blew around her, and she repeated the motion, this time the spear moved with greater fluidity, despite her putting less power into holding it than Motoko had. “…a deft, skilful touch. Use what you can to win, to triumph.”

“I see.” Natsumi cried, rushing over. “Motoko, we know the Arts were supposed to be used with elemental abilities, these Arts go back more than fifteen hundred years, before there even was a Tsumura house. I learned that from you. Can I?” She took the spear from Anna, excited. Taking up her stance, she let a little wind energy out.

“Tōitsukisasu!” she yelled, and her strike was faster than Motoko’s, if still a bit off-centre. Pausing, she tried again, and again, and after a dozen or so strikes, she had managed to replicate Anna’s thrusts. Passing the spear to Motoko, she started advising her, and soon Motoko was doing it successfully too.

“You see?” Ulfuric asked me, and I nodded.

“How could I not? It’s like programming. There are many Languages, and Libraries can certainly be used to make things simpler. Anyone, using these building blocks, can become a decent coder, make apps and programs, if they put in the effort. But really… there’s no end of the ways you can create solutions to a problem. Sure, some are optimised, and might be objectively better, but occasionally an abomination of spaghetti code can make something inspired. Especially if you add in… outside elements.” I watched the thrilled Motoko and Natsumi as they were moving into several other spear forms, wind element glowing, being advised by Anna.

“I do not understand your example, but from the context, I feel you have grasped the crux of it.” Ulfuric boomed, nodding. “It is as we have discussed. Anyone can become a skilled warrior, if they train enough, assemble the basics into a whole. But for those who wish to be a true warrior, it is about inspiration, creating advances that cannot exist within the standard methods, going beyond.”

“I get it. Like you said earlier, being skilled is no good if you are predictable. So…” I watched Motoko and Natsumi fondly. “…I see the point you were trying to make. It’s like programming again. Changing the code, adding new methods…” As Motoko thrust, starting to tire, her wind energy feeble compared to mine, I imagined myself doing similar. I’ve used a lot of wind attacks with my own spear and sword. I think I can see other areas where it can be used. And not just wind…
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“Arashisaisentan!” Natsumi declared, her practise sword swinging at me. It was a move that I would have made, again, an extremely efficient one, striking from the shortest distance at the most vital point, but that meant I could predict it. However… There was a brief surge of emerald winds, and the blade twisted, swerving away from the expected target area, making movements that would be impossible just from her muscles and reflexes, in the stance she was currently in.

“Nice try.” I deflected the strike, though it did require far higher reaction speed and agility than Natsumi was able to display. Seeing that, I grinned. I think I can improve on that. “My turn! Arashisaisentan triple!” My own practise sword swung out, but in addition to moving the blade with wind to suddenly attack an exposed area, two more rippling blades of wind mirroring the initial strike appeared. Obviously I made sure the winds were blunted, not using vibration, but Natsumi’s eyes widened. She managed to parry the first blade by using her own wind to turn her sword, but the actual practise sword and the second wind blade struck her gently.

“I lose.” Natsumi declared, rubbing at the slight bruises she had suffered, lowering her sword. “It was good, but wouldn’t it be easier just to bombard me with wind if you are using the element that way?”

“I see-see.” Shaeula approved, realising what I was doing. “Perhaps, yes, but it does remind me of some of our earlier battles, does it not-not?” Shaeula was practising with her own replica sword, sparring with several Kamaitachi, their jade sickle-blades used as their weapons. “It certainly is far-far easier to strike with blades of wind…” She demonstrated, a volley soaring out, ripping furrows in the floor of the training grounds. “…but a competent foe-foe would deflect them. Whereas as a feint…” this time she unleashed her blades, but more gashes ripped through the floor, far away from the verdant energies.

“That’s right. They are a feint, setting up for a fatal strike.” I agreed. As Motoko watched, Natsumi took up her sword again, and I slowly performed the move, limiting my speed. Natsumi parried all three strikes, only to stumble as her legs were struck by an attack she couldn’t see. As she fell to her knees I helped her up, using Ether Healing on her fresh bruises.

“It looked to me like you were struck by an invisible impact, Natsumi. Can I face one, Akio?” Motoko asked, hefting her spear. With a nod, I created a similar attack, five visible blades of green moving slowly, and several with the glow suppressed. Motoko fought off what she could see, and then her eyes widened. She ducked, but was still struck on one shoulder and her thigh. As she rubbed at her own new bruises I healed her too.

“I felt it, the air moving. But by then it was too late to dodge.” Motoko observed.

“That’s right. It takes a lot of practise and more elemental energy to suppress the natural glow, but it’s possible.” I explained. “Wind element definitely has a lot of applications with Tsumura-style combat. With both spear and sword you favour fast, unpredictable attacks.”

“The downside is that we lack power.” Motoko admitted. “Breaking strong defences such as heavy armour, we rely on shifting attacks to strike at joints and other weak points.”

“That’s right.” Natsumi agreed. “I don’t know if it’s because the need for our Arts changed over the years and our culture. Japanese armour differs from the heavier Western armour, with more gaps within the plates, relying on their manoeuvrability rather than durability.”

“I think so.” Motoko mused. “The fundamentals never change, but with the lack of aether and elements, as well as cultural shifts and different opponents, Tsumura Arts have shifted.” She looked at Natsumi, who nodded. “But what has shifted can be shifted back. Even if it is not what it was before, it will still be Tsumura Arts, our Tsumura Arts.”

“That’s right!” Natsumi enthused. “Even though we don’t know everything, and so much has been lost, we have many experts here. We can build something special, together.”

“That is correct.” Ulfuric agreed. “Knowing what you are deficient in and being willing and able to change it is important. Tsumura Arts are indeed reliant on speed and precision, as well as feints. That is the way of wind element. But the foundation is sure.” Now it was Ulfuric’s turn to demonstrate some forms, drawing on the ruby light of earth element to increase the weight and cutting power of his swings. Motoko and Natsumi watched greedily, as did I.

“Let me try that. Arashisaisentan triple crush!” I ignored the snigger from Shaeula, knowing I wasn’t great at naming moves. This time I used both earth element to add significant weight to the swing momentarily, as well as the blades of wind. Once the debris had settled, I nodded.

“So yeah, I think there might well be other elements better for strengthening a swing, but earth would be a good one to add to your repertoire. Though learning it will be a pain, as it’ll clash with the wind you already know.” I pointed out. “For now though, we’ll work on using wind properly.”

“Do not forget archery.” Shaeraggo warned. “I would not-not like you to neglect it.”

Motoko laughed. “Very well, Natsumi, continue with the sword. I shall use the bow for now. Adding wind to our arrows… I think I see how it works. Just like Arashisaisentan, divert and strike a vulnerable spot.”

“Akio, please continue to spar with me!” Natsumi asked. “You’ve given me some ideas. I hope you’ve gained some too.”

“I have.” I agreed, raising my practice sword. “Combining the sword with martial arts…” I nodded to her, and Natsumi bowed gracefully.

We exchanged a storm of blows, Natsumi alternating strikes at my vitals with clever feints, often using wind. She was running dry, the effort exhausting her, but I found it educational. I see it. Just like programming, there’s multiple ways to get the desired result. What is the best way can be improved upon by further enhancements, and changes in the order of things… just like an If-Then type of loop.

Paying attention to my footwork, I used my elbow to block Natsumi’s arm, a move that was not exactly optimal, but doing so was something she didn’t expect, and it opened up the opportunity for a number of potential finishing blows. I then chose to strike multiple blows at once with sword and wind blades, and Natsumi was defeated.

“That was clever.” she approved, dusting herself off again as I offered her my hand. I pulled her up once more, and she started replicating my attacks. “I see. You stopped my movements, leaving me open. It is a little similar to some forms I’ve learned, but…” She glanced at Ulfuric, who nodded.

“Yes, that is the style of combat I favour. While I am the master of every weapon which the Fae uses, I am like most badgerkin. We prefer to tear our foes apart with our own hands.” He flexed his massive, burly fingers. “Wrestling and brawling is something I excel in. But to use it properly, against an opponent with a weapon… it is a challenge.”

“Yes, there’s only so much you can do against an opponent with greater reach.” I agreed. “But that’s not to say you can’t use your body to an advantage.”

“Like this.” Natsumi swung her sword at me suddenly, and as I went to block it her leg snaked out, trying to trap me. I saw it coming though, and my own leg hooked hers, pulling her over. She fell into my embrace, dropping her sword, giggling happily.

“Oh no, you defeated me.” she spoke in a fake monotone, and Motoko, who was imbuing her launched arrows with wind element to both increase their speed, and also allow her to give them non-linear trajectories, looked back with an exasperated expression.

“Do try to focus, Natsumi. This time is precious.”

“I know it is. That’s why I’m making the most of it.” She giggled again, hugging me for a little while longer, before retrieving the fallen sword. “So then, shall we continue?”
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“Not bad.” Ulfuric observed, as Motoko grounded her spear, leaning on it, exhausted. “We should take a rest. Your stamina is far from limitless, and trying to learn too much at once is counterproductive.”

I nodded. “Yes, your stats are decent, but there is a limit.” We had been sparring and learning from Ulfuric for many hours. Even with the flow of time as it was here again, Motoko and Natsumi would be going to school tomorrow with little rest. We had attracted quite the audience, and since it was the first time we had all been together in the Boundary for a while, I let it slide. I suppose one late night won’t hurt. Everyone has at least some stat boosts after all…

“You have sharpened your combat senses noticeably.” Ulfuric praised me, and I agreed.

“Yes, it’s a slow process, you’re right, my talent for martial arts isn’t that high. But at least I learnt a little from watching videos on the internet before I started training with you, so I’m not a complete novice. I definitely understand what you and David were trying to tell me now. And…” I winked at Motoko and Natsumi, grinning triumphantly. “…I got Tsumura Arts at Rank one.”

At that, their eyes went wide. “Congratulations.” Shaeula said to them. “You can rest-rest easy, knowing your chosen male truly embraces all-all you love.”

Motoko nodded, her eyes misting up, while Natsumi quivered a little. I opened my mouth to say something soothing, when I suddenly turned, something flying at me at high speed. I caught the projectile, which in fact was a rushing Hyacinth, in my arms. I opened my mouth, only for my words to fail me, as she stared at me triumphantly, her eyes shimmering violet, a broad smile on her face.

“I have dooone it! The mushrooms, they are now one. They are nooot pairs as I thought, but… connection is the key! Hyacinth found that they are all ooone mushroom, despite being in many booodies!” She barely paused for breath. “The Ring Gate, it will nooow open! Hyacinth, she has done well, nooo?” As she nuzzled me, equal parts exhausted and ecstatic, I nodded dumbly. That was fast. I expected it to take at least a few days. But now… If that Gate could open, then we could return to London, and put the next part of our plan into operation, potentially the most critical one, if it worked as expected…


Three Hundred And Eighty-Seven


With Hyacinth still babbling in my arms, I looked around at the group training. “I think Ulfuric was right, this is a good time for a break. We’ve done well today, it’s been educational. Now it’s time to take a look at the Ring Gate.” Hoisting up Hyacinth and carrying her, I led us back towards the rich veins of earth element, where now three rings of giant mushrooms stood. My Eye shone a deep amber, and after examining them I noticed a small change.

Faerie Ring Gate Hub Rank 5 Special - Special Rank facilities cannot be Ranked up by Ether, they grow as their requirements are met. Faerie Ring Gates draw upon abundant natural Elemental Water or Earth to create a mystical gateway that connects two points of the lower Astral, allowing transportation between. They can also generate internal Spatial Elemental energies by the connection between themselves. Due to the spreading of fungal spores, and the abnormal Nature Elemental energies used to create one of the Gates, the mushrooms making up the three Ring Gates have all begun to consolidate, becoming one, forming a Hub, increasing their efficiency at converting Elemental energies.


“I see. I did wonder how they worked, considering they use water or earth element, not spatial element. The Mushrooms must have their own Chakra network, and generate spatial in whatever the equivalent of their crown Chakra is, but they need water or earth element to survive…” I mused.

“These Ring Gates are the preserve of the Treekin.” Shaeraggo warned. “I do not know if Primal Forest will be best-best pleased.”

Hyacinth rolled her eyes, still enjoying me carrying her, and Shaeula also snorted dryly. “Brother, do not-not worry about Primal Forest. Akio has already considered this. We do not-not intend to encroach upon his preserve, this was merely a mortal-to-mortal Gate, was it not-not? The Seelie Court is unaffected. Besides…”

“We can always offer favours.” Hinata mused, thinking. “If their own supply of these Ring Gate Mushrooms is limited, to prevent conflict, Hyacinth here can always grow a few Gates for them, so long as they acknowledge our right to make our own. We can probably secure closer ties too…” Hinata and the others had arrived at the Gate, and we had quite a crowd now, everyone eager to see.

“That’s shrewd business sense.” Mayumi-san agreed, excited, her eyes looking at the Ring Gate with interest. “They already have a monopoly, so you aren’t losing anything other than a little time and effort conceding, but if you get their agreement…” She trailed off, suddenly distracted. “So, this really takes you to London in the blink of an eye?”

“It does. And this one to Kyoto…” I pointed. “…but compared to the last one…”

“This is my-my gift.” Shaeraggo declared proudly. “It goes to the borders of the Seelie Court, to my dear little sister’s mansion.”

“And from there-there to my domain, the Spring of Clear Reflections.” Shaeula agreed. “I believe in time, when your training progresses enough…” She gazed out over the trainees, mercenaries and noble guests. “…Akio intends to move-move the training to the area around the mansion, no?”

“That’s right. It has a lot of benefits. Firstly, the time dilation is greater, so we can spend longer training without compromising your sleep like tonight.” I explained, and I got some wry looks from the noble girls at that, Hinata giggling softly. “Secondly, the Ether density is a lot higher, even more so than Kyoto, so that helps with the exercises. But the benefits come with downsides. Unless you strengthen your Silver Cords and Chakra networks, it’s not entirely safe. Therefore train hard, and you’ll get to see something amazing.”

“I can hardly wait.” Hinata agreed, and beside her, Kana nodded.

“But we’re going to see something amazing right now, right Akio?” Kana teased, smiling sweetly. “After all, there’s no way you are going to go to London without us, are you?” She looked at Eri, Hinata, Daiyu and Asha for support. “We’re the only ones who haven’t been with him, it’s not fair. We demand equal treatment, don't you all agree?”

“I do want to go.” Eri nodded, her tail waving, ears twitching. “I’m not healthy, I know, but I’m a lot better after your help, Akio. Besides, I am doing my schoolwork remotely. Unlike Kana here, I don’t have to be up early.”

“That’s mean, Eri-chan.” Kana laughed. “I can always skip school. It’s Hinata-chan, Motoko-chan and Natsumi-chan who can’t, right?”

“For this I can!” Hinata disagreed. “There’s nothing more important to Takatsukasa and Fukumoto houses than me getting along with Akio.” Sakura-san looked sour at that, but she said nothing.

All right. I suppose… I did some calculations. “It’s only a guess, but based on the average sort of time dilation here in the Boundary, I’d say it’s between one and two in the morning outside. Normally you should all be home by midnight, but… I get that today was special.” At their nods and smiles of agreement, saying that it was good to have us back, I continued. “Britain is nine hours behind us, so it’s early afternoon there… fine. Eleanor owes us some treasures anyway. And something more.” I’ll not want to overwhelm her though, so I’ll just take the girls for now, Haru-san and my other Vassals can come next time…

“Does that mean we can come?” Kana asked excitedly, and I nodded. Kana let out a squeal and darted in, kissing me on the cheek, before realising she had done it in public and blushing. Yeah, Kana really is the most normal of all the girls…

“I’ve introduced most of you to the Princess anyway, so might as well do the rest and pick up our rewards.” I conceded. I put Hyacinth down, and she grumbled a little, but quickly took her place behind me. “All right. Asha, you’re sure?”

“Of course I am. I have made my feelings and resolve plain.” The Dryad nodded, watching her Tree fondly. “Even were we to fail, at least I had a lovely dream before the end of our lives.”

“Don’t be like that. Aki has got this.” Shiro promised. “One thing I know is, he won’t risk you recklessly. He’s a predictable guy.”

“No, there is risk. Manageable, I hope, but…” I must have looked guilty, as Shaeula and Eri grabbed my free hands, squeezing them. It was Daiyu who spoke up then, surprising everyone.

“No power is gained without risking everything. But the greatest risk of all is to do nothing, knowing that danger looms. There are crouching tigers and hidden dragons everywhere, waiting to prey on the weak. Akio would be a fool to toss aside a means of strengthening us all just because it is challenging, but also a fool not to treat any method of gaining strength with respect and caution. And nothing I have seen has led me to believe he is a fool. Else many of us would not be here, would we?”

At her translated words, murmurs of agreement went around the girls. Shaeula’s and Shiro’s words were particularly embarrassing to hear, but I set those aside. “All right then. Everyone else knows what they are doing, yes?”

“I would dearly like to come, but…” Mayumi-san began, and Hinata shook her head.

“A daughter of Ichijou house has to be at school every day, fresh, alert and perfect. Miyu can’t come either. Not today, anyway. But you’ll have other opportunities.”

“That’s right. I’m hoping this will create a new closeness between our countries. So there’ll be all sorts of meetings and agreements. No doubt your grandfathers will be involved…” As we finalised our intentions, the excitement was palpable, but all I was feeling was a huge amount of stress. My eyes met Asha’s, who smiled back calmly.

Yes, Daiyu is right. We have to chance this. There’s too much at stake not to. “All right then. Girls, you’re coming with me. Those of you who’ve not used the Gates before, it’s over in a flash, there’s just a bit of discomfort.” And with that, I led them into the Ring Gate, a spray of violet energies scattering.

As I emerged through the other side onto a small island surrounded by water, veils of orange energy rising, I recognised it as Bermondsey Isle. Several Selkie were blinking in surprise as I emerged, followed by a crowd of girls. Seeing their confusion, I addressed them. “Good afternoon. We’ve met before. Can you get Raidre here, I need him to bring Princess Eleanor for a meeting as soon as possible?”

As they milled around in confusion, Shaeula, who had also emerged, spoke regally. “I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. Heed-heed the words of my consort, and hurry. We do not-not have time to idle here.”

“She sure is something. It’s at times like this I remember she’s a real, actual princess, not just a girl who’s into all sorts of otaku stuff.” Kana whispered theatrically to Eri.

“How rude. I enjoy many-many mortal pursuits…” Shaeula grumbled, pretending to be offended, and the mood lightened. Thanks, Kana. I guess you picked up that I’m stressed. Oh well, I’ll be put out of my misery soon, either way…
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“Back so soon, I see.” Raidre declared, in his human form, his handsome expression pensive. “And your presence, so different. By the salt and tides, you’re no mortal brat, were you fooling us all this time?” He examined me sourly, sensing my changes.

“Watch-watch your tongue.” Shaeula warned him, and Raidre flinched.

“Fine. I am still grateful for your aid before, even if you tricked us.” he conceded.

“No trickery. I’ve simply evolved. I’m both a human and a Fae now.” Well, something more than human, but does that matter?

“This is all very well, but yooou should show us some hooospitality, Selkie.” Hyacinth broke in, her own gaze cold.

“I apologise.” Raidre accepted her rebuke, and ordered some of his surviving Selkie to bring us to the feasting hall on the Isle. As we followed, he noticed Asha, and frowned.

“A daughter of Orion, as well? You have quite the entourage.”

“I do. These are… my wives-to-be, I guess?” I explained, and Raidre snorted.

“The Princess will not approve. But to receive the favour of a Dryad… have you Kissed?” he asked suddenly, and Asha’s slightly green-tinged skin turned rather pink. She nodded, her yellow eyes solemn.

“I see. Then there is nothing more for me to say. By the Moon that pulls the tides, it has been a time of great trials.” He gazed mournfully at the flowers floating in the waters of the Thames, white and gold blossoms bobbing on the rippling tides. At that, Shaeula's, Hyacinth's and Asha’s mood softened, becoming more melancholic.

“They fought well, to the end. It is always hard to lose-lose kin.” Shaeula spoke solemnly, consoling him. As we entered the hall, food and drinks were brought to us. Kana and Eri were taking sips of the fishy stew, seeming to like the taste, while Daiyu observed the foaming tankards with interest.

“Tooo die with honour is better than living in shame and cruelty.” Hyacinth also agreed. “They fooought so others could live. Hyacinth respects that.”

“Yes. And seeing humans and Fae fighting together, like we do… it fills me with hope.” I raised my own tankard. “A toast. To the fallen!”

The girls, the surrounding Selkie, and even Raidre, raised their mugs and echoed me.

“To the fallen.” Raidre said again after we all drank. “May their spirits be reborn amidst smoke and salt, looking up at the Moon.” With that done, he sighed heavily. “Your return is timely. The Princess, she struggles with the gravity of what she must do. Those traitors… no, I will let her speak. Remain here, and I shall fetch her. I know where she will be. Keep them fed and watered.” he ordered his kin, before stomping out of the hall.

“He’s a bit intimidating.” Kana muttered, shuddering.

“He is a warrior.” Motoko shook her head. “No different to master Ulfuric.”

“Though our master would beat him in a fight.” Natsumi insisted, smiling slightly. With that our conversation turned to their thoughts on the trip, and our relaxing time continued until the door to the hall burst open a while later, and David came stomping in. Seeing us all he brightened, before his eyes darted out over the girls again, doing a mental headcount.

“Ten? Bullshit, you said nine. You owe me a round, punk.” he grumbled, but his angry words were belied by his pleased tone. Turning to Natsumi, he smiled slyly. “Hello again, fangirl. Come back to see your favourite martial artist, have you?”

Natsumi laughed, shrugging. “Sorry to disappoint, but no. I am still grateful for your advice to Akio though. He has taken it to heart and is already improving.”

“Great, making him even more of a monster, just what we needed.” David snorted, and a voice came from behind him.

“There is definitely something strange about you, indeed.” It was Princess Eleanor, wearing her green and gold armour, her hair flowing freely down her back, blue eyes taking me in. “You feel different.”

“Indeed. He has not-not merely grown stronger, but become more than mortal. A Faeduine.” Shaeula praised me lavishly. “We meet-meet again, Eleanor.”

“Yes, we do.” She pulled off her gauntlet, offering a hand to Shaeula, who shook it. She then turned and offered the same to Shiro and Hyacinth, before proffering me her hand. Taking it, I gave it a gentle shake, feeling her hot skin. “The Chinese girl is not here? You have a different one? And Grulgor is absent too.” She paused for a moment, thinking before speaking. “Is she another of your… problems?”

Daiyu didn’t speak English, but was offended by her words when Shiro translated.

“No. She’s not a criminal. Daiyu is a staunch ally and… uh, my girlfriend?” I admitted, knowing that Eleanor was not fond of my promiscuous ways.

“I see.” She squeezed shut her blue eyes, before opening them a moment later, a wry smile on her face. “I don’t suppose it matters. Ten is hardly any different to six, is it? Wait, ten? Are you all his women?” she asked, shocked by her realisation. Behind her, David was laughing nastily, enjoying both mine and Eleanor’s discomfort.

“We are indeed-indeed.” Shaeula spoke for everyone. “Allow me to introduce everyone. Though you have met many-many of us.” As she did so, she finally finished with “…there is an eleventh. But due to sad circumstances, she will not-not be able to visit here for a while.”

Eleventh? Do you mean Tsukiko-san? That’s not certain, not at all. But if she did wish to try finding love with me… oh well, that’s for later. Most importantly… “How are you managing? I know we’ve only been gone a couple of days, Hyacinth really outdid herself…” At my praise the maid giggled, preening. “…but have you made any decisions?”

“Not yet.” Eleanor seemed troubled. “I understand having Donovan’s and Sarah’s Avalon’s… uh, Territories…” She changed her terminology out of good manners, to match mine. “…so close to my own is reckless. But Donovan is harmless…”

“Armless. Legless too.” David laughed sourly, bringing a snort of amusement from Raidre, and a scandalised look from Eleanor. He waved her to continue, so she sighed and carried on.

“…and Sarah… I feel that without justice, without the due process of a trial, I am stumped… after all, we are British, and everyone gets to be judged for their crimes by a group of their peers, a jury. Though finding a jury than can comprehend all this…” She shook her head, downcast. “…as for Mary Stuart, her Territory is being watched by the trustworthy members of the other teams that remain. So far, no other followers of her Church have been seen. In time, perhaps we will tear it down, but for now…” Her eyes were looking into mine, seemingly begging for understanding, so I gave it.

“I get it. With Chen Na, Nie Ling and the captured Cultivators, we’re still putting off our own decisions. But we have to reach some sort of outcome soon. Either we forgive them, or we punish them, and in that case gain from their losses.” I shook my head, not enjoying that line of thought. I’ve killed too many people now. I remember when this was all just a game, fighting zombies and giant insects. Now… it’ll only get harder, more morally grey. But we’ll do the best we can…

“At least now that we have the Ring Gate connected, we can consider ourselves, in a sense, one large Hub Territory.” I borrowed the word from the description of the Ring Gates. “Now we can mutually defend each other, and respond rapidly to any dangers.”

“You will still do that?” Eleanor asked hesitantly. “It seems we have less to offer than you…”

“Not true. We had an agreement. And I’m a man of my word.” At least where I can be. Sitting here surrounded by all my girls does make me feel a little guilty. No, enough of that. What matters is… “I brought Asha here…” I patted the Dryad on the shoulder, and she smiled, her yellow eyes bright but a little pained. “…to collect what you promised. The others too, but Asha is here for…” I trailed off, but Eleanor nodded, understanding.

“Yes, I get it.” She let out a painful sigh, full of self-doubt. “Grandmother allowed me to make the choice, knowing what was at stake. I still have doubts, that it could be a betrayal of everything the Royal Family stands for, that Britain is to protect, but… I gave my word. That matters.”

“You worry too much, Princess.” David snorted. “I’ve fought with him and against him. He’s not the sort to betray your trust. Look around…” he gestured to the girls. “All of them trust him, don’t they? Ordinary girls, crazy Faeries…” Hyacinth scowled at that. “…and more. Besides, I’ll be honest. Until we rebuild, having someone who has our back is a relief.”

“Even after that, together we’re stronger.” I insisted. “By the way, where are the others?”

David sighed. “Old man Arthur is training them. It’s… a bit of a waste of his time, but he feels responsible for letting them get hurt. He has a lot of pride. He really is a knight. Of course, you will be too soon, right?” he teased me.

Ignoring that, I suggested that those that lost their Favours could join the training in my Territory, as it focussed on the basics, and might let them rebuild their strength. Eleanor was appreciative, and then, making up her mind, she nodded. “Putting this off will achieve nothing. Come. I will pay my debts…”

[image: ]

“So, you are his childhood friend, then?” Eleanor was saying to Eri, who spoke English perfectly. “That must be frustrating for you, seeing the way things are now. And… why the cat look? You are most definitely human, aren’t you?”

Eri shook her head, ears twitching. “It’s a long story. I was careless, and lucky to survive. As for Akio…” I met her onyx gaze as she looked over at me, before she shook her head again. “…I am not a liar. I can’t deny there’s a little part of me that wishes things were different, that Akio had never moved away, and I had him all to myself. But that wasn’t how things happened. It would have been more likely I’d have ended up alone. It was Shaeula who gave me the confidence to pursue my dream, and in the end I didn’t have the heart to deny her happiness as well.”

Eleanor was surprised. “That’s rather noble. Thinking of others that way. Not everyone can do it.”

“I never thought I could. I was so cruel…” Eri sighed, embarrassed. “But now… if things were different, so many of those standing here now wouldn’t be. Hyacinth, Asha… you, Princess Eleanor.”

“Just call me Eleanor.” she insisted, listening to Eri. “You are right. Without the help we were given, David and I would be dead or worse. I am certainly grateful. I can see you all care for him, but to me… it’s unnatural. But I am not a fool.” She flushed, rather mortified. “Despite how I acted before.” She observed Motoko and Natsumi, who were talking with David about combat sports. “I nearly ruined their debut in society. I feel bad about that…”

“But you didn’t.” I soothed, breaking into the conversation. “They’ve been the talk of their school, so they are well satisfied. It’s the outcome that matters. And I expect scorn and derision. So long as it’s directed at me, I can take it.” Beside me, Asha was becoming more and more uncomfortable as we approached the great, jutting Tower of London that soared to the skies above. I held her hand, feeling her sweat and shake.

“No, you shouldn't accept any scorn.” Eleanor surprised me by saying. “That only hurts those you love, doesn't it?” Eri nodded at that, agreeing, her face set in a scowl. “My, you are very expressive and adorable.” Eleanor was amused.

Kana said something, and as Eri translated, I held in a laugh. “Kana here says I’m normally rather sour. I’ll be sure to talk to her later about it, but she’s right. I was always shy and hiding behind others, such as Aiko. That’s Akio’s sister.” she explained. “I never expressed myself. Now… I find I have more people to talk to, to trust. We have rules. It’s not perfect, but… we have to live together, so we need to, if not be friends, at least tolerate each other.”

“I prefer being friends.” I suggested, and Eri nodded.

“I’m not saying we aren’t. But… we need to work at it. Just like you do.”

“Yes. Please send me your phone numbers.” Eleanor asked Eri, surprising her. “Just as I extended my offer to the others, I wish to say the same to all of you. I will keep my misgivings about your living arrangements in my heart, but should he ever disappoint or betray you, any of you… I will not stay silent.”

“That’s the Princess for you.” David laughed. “What do you girls think?”

“I think the Princess has a noble heart. But her concern is unnecessary.” Motoko insisted.

“That’s right. Akio is always thinking of what he can do for us. I mean, isn’t that why we’re here?” Natsumi’s smile was impish.

“You’ve got me there.” David admitted. As we reached the great doorway to the Tower, passing the bleak battlefield where we had fought Mary Stuart, Asha clung to me, trembling.

“The flow of nature energy here is incredibly potent. It contains a great deal of earth, and water, of such purity… it is overwhelming. Stronger than you spoke of.”

“If it’s too much, just say so…” I asked, and she shook her head, looking into my eyes, resolute.

“I will not disappoint you. I am Asha, I survived that spore-filled hell of decay and death through means unspeakable. I can endure this for a cause so worthwhile.” she promised. Seeing that, I couldn’t help but stroke her long auburn hair gently.

“Just don’t push yourself, all right?”

“That would be far-far more convincing if you were not-not always risking yourself.” Shaeula grinned. She said something to Daiyu, who nodded, agreeing.

“That’s all very well!” Hinata cried, excited. “But we’re here. This Tower is huge!” She looked up in awe, seeing ravens flapping overhead, flocks of massive birds cawing ominously.

“I do not-not care for ravens.” Shaeula shuddered. “I find them ill-omened.”

As everyone gathered up, Eleanor gestured to the Tower. “Welcome to the Tower of London. I give you all permission to enter.” She intoned formally, and she pushed open the doors. Soon we had made our way down to the basement where all the treasures were kept, and here in the Boundary it was quite the different sight, full of glittering relics and bright weapons. Hinata couldn’t contain her excitement, and scurried over to the nearest pile, eyes sparkling.

“Careful.” I warned her. “Don’t get hurt picking up something dangerous.”

“You worry too much!” Hinata declared happily. “How can I not be excited? All these treasures…”

“All Britain’s treasures.” I replied. “So be grateful you get to choose one, if you can.”

“I think we earned it.” she shot back, looking at Eleanor who was forced to nod. “But I’ll behave. Motoko, Natsumi, come take a look! There are all sorts of weapons here…”

Daiyu was also looking around, shocked by the volume of treasures. Kana turned to me, hesitating. “Are you really sure I can have one? I mean, I’m not much of a fighter, am I?”

“Maybe not, but you’re my girlfriend. What bastard of a boyfriend would get other girls a gift and not his girlfriend?”

“There’s a flaw in that argument, but whatever. I do like receiving presents. I still wear that hairpin you got me, don’t I?” She smiled teasingly, before heading off.

“We have ours, so what should we do?” Shiro asked Shaeula and Hyacinth.

“You can come with us, below. Eleanor…” I asked, turning away from the girls searching through the treasures, seeking anything they might have a connection with. “…can you give Asha permission to go below? To the Cauldron, the Grail.” I lowered my voice to a barest whisper for secrecy.

Taking a deep breath, Eleanor nodded. “It is too late to back out now. I grant you passage to where the Cauldron awaits.”

Following the Princess, we descended the winding stairs, Asha’s steps growing ever slower and more leaden, as if each movement was difficult. Shaeula and Hyacinth reassured her, while Shiro was looking around with a ruby-eyed gaze, Tan obviously awake to further observe such a powerful artefact. Reaching the bottom, the strangely pagan chapel was revealed, and the mistletoe and vines that draped the marble walls and vaulting stirred, as if eager to see Asha, whose face was pained.

“Such… such power of growth, of fertility.” she whispered. “It is beautiful, but so very dangerous.”

“It is the legacy we protect, that which keeps Britain a green and pleasant land.” Eleanor admitted. “Our greatest treasure. To allow you to take from it…” she bit her lip until it bled, the stress of the decision weighing on her. “…it would have been lost without your aid. So perhaps this is a just decision.”

“We only need a little.” I promised, my Eye blazing. “There’s no way we could contain much of it anyway.”

“Be strong, Asha.” Shaeula patted her back. “As you have-have so rightly declared, you did not-not survive until this point to be beaten, did you? Besides…” her grin turned wicked. “…this is your great-great chance to prove to Akio you are a female that stands-stands equal with any of us, worthy of being by his side, his lover, for all-all eternity. You do not-not even have to fear him dying of his old age, like-like the Fae and mortal romances of the olden tales, no?”

“Hyacinth can help yooou.” she grinned. “I know this energy, though…” Her expression shifted, smile fading. “I am better at decay, rather than grooowth.” Her words were a little sad, but on seeing our sympathetic looks, she shrugged. “I dooo not mind. So long as I am useful, I feel happy, fulfilled.”

“I can give you buffs.” Shiro supported her too. “Aki’s being harsh, making you do this. You’ll definitely have to screw a date or two out of him.” She winked at me, and I was once more struck by how kind all the girls were, supporting each other, when in reality they should have been bitter rivals. The world really has changed. But all I need to do is make sure they never regret it. I can do that…

“Asha, it’ll be all right. We’re all here with you.” I promised.

“I’ve thought this before…” Eleanor mused, interrupting our pep-talk. “...you certainly are all very harmonious. I’m a little jealous. I have a good relationship with Aditi and Mary-Jane, and I thought I had one with Sarah, but… it’s awkward now.”

“Sarah… I can’t do anything about that.” I shook my head. “But the other two, there are ways. They might be suitable for another Favour, maybe. But for now…”

“Yes, I know. Forgive me. She needs to focus.” Eleanor looked at Asha with a smile. “You know, my blessing came from the Green Man. A duality of life, death and rebirth, the bringer of Spring. I regrow…” she remarked, a touch of melancholy in her eyes. “…it can be quite painful. But I am grateful, for it gives me the chance to protect what I must. At first, I hated that this burden came to me. But seeing those who can’t be trusted with these gifts… I know now it had to be me. What I’m trying to say is… I’m not terribly eloquent, I’m sorry… but… you are rather like me, Asha. You are a creature of life, of growth. So take what I offer, and use it for something good, something that matters. There’s meaning in that.”

“Well said.” I approved, and Eleanor glanced at me, a slightly smug smile quivering on her lips.

“Of course. I am the Gods’ Chosen who represents Britain. I will not be outdone by you.”

“I am… ready.” Asha took a deep breath, drinking in all the reassurances and kind words. Her trembling lessened, though her eyes were still too bright, a little feverish, and her skin was dripping sweat, the ground around her steaming. As she moved towards the blinding glow of adherence and powerful nature energy, she reached down, driving her hand into the ground, her fingers digging into the soil in-between the paving stones that covered some of the site. I saw earth energy swirling red, and she formed a small cup of mud. More ruby energy flowed, and it solidified into stone, the brown of the soil becoming a mixture of rippled white and ochre swirls, looking a little like wood.

“I… am… ready.” she breathed, gasping with each word. Before she could advance, Hyacinth put her hand over Asha’s.

“Here. You are nooot alone.” she declared, and her own energies surged, nature element, a rich brown streaked with red and orange, sinking into the chalice. The stone shifted, the patterns changing, and after a moment Hyacinth sank to her knees, panting.

“I did nooot have much strength left, but… take what I have, and use it well.” Hyacinth's smile was bright, even as she trembled herself. Asha nodded, touched, before looking back at us, then at me.

“I… am going… now. When I return… I ask…”

“Anything.” I promised, giving her a final, gentle hug. She smelt of sweat and soil and fragrant wood. The moment I released her, she swung forwards, her lips meeting mine, a repeat of her kiss from long ago. As she pulled free, she nodded.

“I will… hold you… to… that.” She turned, and took several rapid steps forwards, vanishing into the light.

“That power is intense.” Tan spoke suddenly. “To contain it is as trying to contain a lake within a small vessel. If she merely takes a bucket from such a lake, she may be able to restrain it, but too much…”

“I trust her. Like she says, she’s survived worse. All we can do is believe in her.” I insisted firmly, and Tan shut Shiro’s eyes lazily.

“Belief. How apt. The belief here is rich. I have no wish to see the outcome. However it falls.” With that she was gone again, and Shiro apologised.

“It’s fine.” I waved that aside. “Tan was actually being considerate, in her own way. I like to think she doesn’t need to see, because she knows Asha can do it.” I tried to pierce the light with my Eye, and I could make out the shadow of Asha, closing in on the misshapen vessel within the storm of energies.

One step. A second. A third. Asha approached it, and bent down slowly, the chalice of stone she had crafted in her hands. With a shaky motion she scooped it into the glowing liquid light that had accumulated within, and all of a sudden the light surged, adherence twisting and bucking like it was alive.

Asha! I forced power into my Eye, stepping forwards, only for Eleanor to grab one arm, Shaeula the other.

“You mustn’t. The power is dangerous if misused. Like the Green Man, growth and death are a cycle. If you don’t have the aptitude, it could easily corrode you.” Eleanor warned.

“That is quite-quite right. She is a Daughter of Orion. Even though she commands Earth, not-not Wood, she is still a creature of the nature element to her very being. If she can not-not, then none of us can…”

All we could do was wait, and so wait we did, our breaths hurried, nervous, until I heard it. A gentle footstep. One, then another. My heart leapt, and I could see the others equally as hopeful. My Eye could see the shadow of Asha, and step by torturous step she moved closer towards us, finally emerging from the light of the Cauldron.

“Asha…” I called out, and she smiled at me, despite the shimmering tears of energy running down her cheeks, her body wreathed in light, it even shining through her skin, illuminating her.

“Akio. I… have it.” She cradled the chalice to her ample chest, nature energy rising from it in a thick mist. “The power… it is inside me, a part of me. But oh, how it burns. I am perhaps not strong enough to bear this. So we… must hurry. My Tree…”

She stopped her words as I threw my arms around her, heedless of the sizzle of the energies. I can endure them too. I’m strong, and I do have the wood element, even if it’s my weakest, along with darkness. My Eye glowing, I inspected her Chakra network, only to be surprised. It looks familiar… like that time with Eri…

“Asha, you’ve brought out the power. Well done.” I tightened my hug, feeling both her warmth and the heat of such concentrated, pure adherence. “So, as promised. You had a request. What… what do you want?”

Her eyes widened, but at seeing my sincerity, she smiled, her tears of shimmering energy increasing. “I want…”
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“Iwant…” she asked tremulously, smiling between the tears of shining energy that were spilling out of her, the energy she had taken from the Cauldron even now surging deep within. “…these blissful days… to continue, for as long… as… no, longer… than the dark times.” Each word was wrung from her, an effort, but her yellow eyes never left mine. “…I want my… Tree to flourish, the other… Trees to know the joy… of symbiosis… for your Territory, no… all the land… to be beautiful and full of nature. I want… to be… with the one… who saved my life, my very… existence… forever.” After her long string of words, she blinked at me, her expression shy. “That is… too greedy, surely?”

I shook my head, feeling my own eyes starting to burn. “No, no it isn’t. Everyone deserves happiness, especially those who’ve struggled through the mud and slime for it. And definitely those who are risking themselves to do something important…”

“Don’t keep a girl waiting, Aki.” Shiro grumbled, exasperated. “That’s such a Yasu move.” Her eyes were red too, but not in her usual manner. It wasn’t Tan this time, but her deep emotions causing her to tear up. “I don’t know everything that happened to her, but I know… it’s hard thinking you have no future, wishing for what you can never have… and when you get it, it feels like everything before it was just a bad dream, and the future shines.”

“Indeed. Gooo, Akio! To the Tree! Hyacinth shall fooollow!” Her own smile was gentle, and I realised if anyone could understand Asha, it was Hyacinth, who had suffered a similarly cruel fate, trapped in the box all those long years, to cap off a bitter age of cruel treatment and denial of her very self.

Hoisting up Asha into my arms in a princess-carry, ignoring the burning of the adherence that was not for people to wield, I nodded, turning to Shaeula and Eleanor.

“I shall remain here, have no-no fear.” Shaeula offered tenderly. “Take Asha and go. Soothe away her pain, as the male I have-have chosen should surely be able to do. I will bring-bring the others back safety when they have chosen their treasures.”

“Eleanor, when everyone is done here, feel free to come visit my Territory. I’d like you to see what it should look like. We’ll work on fixing yours then.” I spoke hurriedly, making ready to go, Hyacinth and Shiro behind me.

“So arrogant.” Eleanor chuckled, before her expression softened, seeming almost fond. “But I admit to being curious to see if your arrogance is well founded. So far it has been, as frustrated as that makes me sometimes.” She looked at the suffering Asha then, the stone goblet in her hand blazing with vivid verdant energies. “…and if you use that piece of Britain’s legacy wisely. Is it…” She paused, before saying what was on her mind. “…always so intense for you? They seem like heavy women. Maybe I should have some sympathy for you after all.” Her smile was gently mocking.

“No, Asha is as light as a feather to me. As is what she carries.” I insisted, hefting her up. “I couldn’t do it alone. I’m only one man, but together… we can find the shape of our own happiness. Now… I’m off!” Asha was trembling more intensely in my grasp, so I decided to hurry, sprinting out of the distorted chapel and up the winding stairs, Asha’s breath coming fast, spraying hot brown mist. Behind me came Hyacinth and Shiro, though they quickly fell behind. Emerging into the Tower's treasury, where Eri was swinging a large axe in satisfaction, I glanced at David and Raidre, who were supervising them.

“I’m off. David, keep an eye on the girls, all right?” I shouted as I raced past. He goggled at me in surprise, seeing Asha in my arms, before giving me a sneering smile.

“Fine, I’ll do that. But you owe me a rematch, punk!”

“Any time…” I laughed, flying up the next set of stairs. Raidre was looking on, open-mouthed, at the sheer energy radiating from Asha, while I heard cries of encouragement from the other girls, even a quiet one from Eri. Yeah, Eri is kindest to the girls who are hurting the most…

Once outside the Tower, I picked up the pace, making sure not to jostle Asha, who was curled up in my arms. “Are you all right?”

She shuddered but managed a weak nod. “I feel so… scorching and… freezing. But… I will endure.”

“Yes, just hold on. We knew this would be tough, but together we can do it.”

“Together. Such… a wonderful… sentiment.” She squeezed shut her yellow eyes, but I could still see glowing light through her eyelids, the intensity increasing. We reached the bank of the Thames by Bermondsey Isle, and I didn’t even stop to use their makeshift pontoon bridge that linked the two, but leapt, Body Enhancement empowering my muscles to ludicrous heights, a little wind energy keeping me airborne. I landed, cushioning the shock so that Asha wouldn’t feel any impact, and raced towards the Ring Gate, vanishing through it in a spray of violet sparks.

Emerging on the other side, I raced towards Asha’s Rhyming Tree. The café terrace had been dismantled and most of the stairs had been pulled down, but there were a few Fae working on it still. On seeing me hurrying with the brilliantly shining Asha in my arms, they gaped in shock, only to scurry away as I shouted that the area needed to be vacated, and nobody but my fiancées were allowed nearby until further notice. I quickly poured my plentiful earth energy, even stronger since my recent power-ups, into creating a privacy wall around the base of the Rhyming Tree, then laid Asha down on the grass and flowers below, the ruby energies from the hillside bathing her gently.

“We’re here.” I told her, and she smiled weakly, still clutching the glowing goblet.

“Yes, my Tree, my… other self.” she gasped, thin rivulets of smoking energy leaking from her mouth. “Do you find… it… strange?”

“Not really. It’s no stranger than Shaeula being a weaselkin, or a Kamaitachi, not to me, anyway. Besides, it’s a part of you.” I reached out and touched the healed bark of the Tree, remembering the sorry state it was in when we brought it here, riddled with fungus.

“You saved… her. Me. I do… not even know… the distinction… anymore.” Asha smiled. “Even when you … took me… out of the hell… I thought… we were… too far gone. Which is why…” Even with her eyes shut I could feel the intensity of her gaze. “…I believe… even now… in the future.”

“Good sentiments. We have a long way to go. You, me, Shaeula, the others…” I promised, my Eye glowing to match the radiance she was exuding. Around her, the flowering grasses were growing wildly, and other patches were withering just as swiftly, the energy she contained, the adherence, too strong, too uncontrolled. I extended my aether, trying to use Chirurgery and Ether Healing to aid her, but all I could do was soothe her pain a little, as there was actually nothing wrong with her, just cascading energies that were hard to bear.

It's like the first time with Eri in Las Vegas. I know Shaeula has been joking about the sure-fire method to fix Chakra network issues, but fortunately it’s never been needed. Now…

“Take me… closer.” Asha gasped, and I lifted her up once more, taking her to the base of her Tree. She reached out, placing a trembling hand against the trunk and a faint trickle of the energy started to flow from her to the Tree. “This… is… difficult. The energy, it… wants… to do… as it… pleases. It is not… ours.”

It pained me to see her suffering, but her expression was resolute, and despite the pain she was calm, so I merely reached down and grasped her other hand. “No, it’s a mixture of adherence, a complicated jumble. Even ordinary adherence is hard to use, but…” I bit my lip, thinking. “…Asha, there is a way.”

“I… do not… want pity.” Her smile was slight. “I… made my choice. I chose… you, back … then. Should you… not… choose me, then, it was… not meant… to be.” The energy was slowly seeping into the Tree, but at the rate she was emptying it, her body could suffer significant damage. “I hope… it is… however. But if… you do not… desire me… then…”

I shook my head, angry with myself. I’d been giving her mixed signals, despite my resolution to change. I have been better, more decisive, but… I’m still me at my core. “Look. We’ll set aside my promises. That’s not what you want to hear. I apologise. You and Daiyu, I’ve not been good to you both. One minute I was showing affection, the next minute I was equivocating, hesitating. I have tried to change, and I think I’ve demonstrated I have the resolve…”

“Perhaps. I certainly… like the… fire… in your eyes and heart… now, more than… ever.”

“It’s still impossible not to feel a bit guilty that I get all the benefits, that I have all you wonderful women in my life. But I know doing that is disrespectful and is the thief of joy. Even Eleanor, who hates this sort of unfaithfulness, she understands that. All that matters is our feelings. And Asha… no man could hate you. You’re beautiful, and have that aura of calm that makes you seem like a comforting older sister. To know that you like me, it makes me happy. I’m not going to be my old self, denying the reasons you like me. I’m not such a fool, nor such a coward. I saved your life, I know.”

“So… arrogant.” Her lips twitched into a pained grin. “But… so true. I have cause… as good… as any. Those who are powerful, just… and kind… will attract the love… of many. But I… want you not because… you promised. But because… you want me. I have… my pride… even now.”

I do want Asha. Perhaps I’m an idiot that can’t leave sad girls alone, or perhaps I’m a hopeless lecher. Probably both. But… “You want forever, yes? I’m afraid I can’t promise that.” My tone was soft, rather wistful. “Not to you, or to anyone. After all, even the stars will burn out eventually, and black holes will radiate away, leaving only emptiness behind. But until then… that…” I bent down and kissed her lips, feeling their softness, and the burning heat of her adherence-laced breath. “…I can promise. Asha, these happy days will continue, and that will be in a large part thanks to you and your Tree. And your efforts here. It’s not pity. You’ve proved as capable and important as any.”

Her eyes snapped open, and as her lips loosened, I pushed in my tongue, kissing her deeply. She was scalding hot and shaking, but she seemed to calm as our tongues twisted, my saliva pouring into her mouth. She swallowed, gulping, and I pulled away, leaving her making a little noise of disappointment.

“Don’t worry.” I whispered. “Your Tree will grow proud and strong. The others too. And we will bring more beauty and nature here, and to Japan as well. Yes, we need to rely on technology and the standard of living we had before, no, improve it. But we can do that without raping the planet, despoiling nature. Humanity and nature in balance. A lot of Ixitt’s technology is for that purpose.” I kissed her again, and feeling bolder, I reached out a hand, grabbing her chest, gently but insistently. She gasped as my fingers sunk into her hot flesh, and her legs twitched, snaking around mine, preventing me from pulling away. Not that I want to. Not now.

“And… you’ll be with me. I’m not letting you go.” I grasped her hand with my free one, our fingers entwining, and we kissed again, my other hand gently pulling down the green gown she wore, her nipple standing hard and proud, my thumb kneading it gently, wringing a wet gasp from her.

“No man has… ever touched… my flesh. As is… our way. Only those we Kiss… as we… live with… one Tree, we only offer… our fruit and seeds… to one… man.” Her words were whispered, but I had heard her say similar before.

“I accept them. I’ll cause you to sprout.” I promised, before wondering what nonsense I was speaking in the heat of the moment, only to hear laughter and clapping behind me. I turned my head, to see a grinning Hyacinth and an amused Shiro watching me, their expressions sardonic.

“You’ll make her sprout, huh, Aki? Shit, I wish I had my phone here to record this, I’d be able to play it over and over to Hayato and the gang, to Eri, everyone.” she snickered nastily. “You’re going to germinate her, huh? Bold move, Aki. Bold indeed. But your proposal lines suck as much as ever. Definitely a running joke with you…”

Hyacinth shook her head, but it was Asha who answered. “No, to… a Dryad… to me… they were words I longed… to hear. Now… I must… endure… until that joyous day… comes.” The flow of adherence into the Tree picked up a little, and the bark seemed a somewhat shinier, the leaves on the lowest branches slightly glossier. But it’s still too slow. I’m not sure how long Asha can hold on. I’m confident we can purge the adherence if we need to, so she’ll live, but if we waste it, Eleanor won’t give us any more. It’s not entirely hers to give, she feels bad enough about this already.

“Why wait? Toooday is your day, nooo?” Hyacinth asked, shaking her head, coming over. “Hyacinth did nooot wait, and I am happy. Let us help you, mistress Asha. My new sister.”

“She’s right.” Shiro stopped her teasing, her expression set. “Eri, Kana, they told me to tell you to do your best. And if the normal, ordinary girls can accept it, everyone else can. Nobody wants Asha to suffer. What’s the difference between nine, ten, eleven or twelve? Not much, not much at all.”

“Hey, there’s no twelve!” I protested, but Asha’s hand touching the Tree darted out, pulling me against her. This time her tongue sought mine greedily.

“Give me strength…” she gasped, her hot, damp lips forming the words. “…and I can… do… anything. I am… as strong… and as constant… as the great Tree I am. Give me… love… and… I will make it… bear fruit!” Her voice strengthened, and her yellow eyes were determined, even as her chest was heaving, her bare breast drawing my eyes.

“Go for it, Aki. Don’t worry, I promise not to watch.” Shiro teased, grinning. “Damn, never thought this beautiful Shirohime, the pure, undyed white princess, would end up encouraging her fiancé to bang another woman. I’m not Shaeula, I don’t have an NTR fetish…”

“Yooou will watch, Hyacinth knows.” she giggled loudly. “I will watch too. It is ooour right. And mistress Shaeula doooes not have a fetish….”

“I know. Can’t blame a girl for trying to lighten the mood, can you?” Shiro sighed. “I’ll keep the buffs flowing. You tell me what you need. What will you do, Hyacinth?”

“Help.” She answered succinctly. Her own nature energy was channelled into the ground, and a number of small mushrooms sprouted, gathering up the energy exuding from Asha as her body struggled to contain such a power. “Waste not, want nooot, no?”

“All right then. What do you want buffed?” Shiro asked.

“Asha’s Chakra Network Skill for now. It should lesson her discomfort.” I suggested, and as energy flowed from her into Asha, whose expression relaxed a little, I asked the Dryad below me the important question.

“Asha. Do you want to… become one?”

She nodded slightly, her sweat-soaked auburn hair glowing with rivulets of light. “It is all I have wanted. Perhaps this is not… the most romantic of places… but…” Her words were less strained, the buffs already having an effect. “…for me, the first time should be… with my Tree, with all… of me.”

“What the hell is it called when one nails a tree?” Shiro asked Hyacinth, making sure I could hear. “Aki’s got fetishes for days, never mind Shaeula.”

“I see. Then… Asha.” I kissed her again, and slowly started caressing her, starting from her hair, softly stroking it, then tenderly touching her cheeks, her lips, her shoulders, her throat. As my fingers traced down her neck, slowly stroking her soft cleavage, she shivered, and I could feel her trying to push her own mixture of elements and aether through into my lunar Chakra. With a smile, I started reciprocating with my own cascade of mixed energies, and she gasped, not from the adherence she was containing, but from me, as our senses jumbled, lunar Chakras pulsing. There’s something different though…

It wasn’t just the raging torrent of adherence, which even now was passing into me, circulating via my lunar Chakra. Fortunately, I had some skill at manipulating it, so I was able to circulate it through me harmlessly, and relieve more of the pressure on Asha. No, it was the feeling of connection, which was somehow spilt. As her green gown was pulled down, her second breast springing free, I started fondling them, my mouth greedily latching onto her nipple, biting playfully and licking it. It is as if I can feel the Tree as well. It is slow, ponderous, yet alive, and also a part of Asha. It’s a bit like my Split Thoughts, maybe?

“Focus… on me.” Asha gasped happily, flushed from shame and arousal. “I am… yours and you… are mine!”

“Sorry, you’re right. Whatever is happening, right now, you’re in my arms, and I should only be looking at you, feeling you.”

Happy at my words, she stroked my hair, her movements slow and weak. “A happy… day indeed.”

More and more mushrooms were sprouting up around us, a thicket of them, all glittering with brilliant brown sparks. I slid my hand down, even as the connection we shared through our lunar Chakras deepened, under her dress, over her soft belly, and into a thicket of hair. I guess she’s all natural. Makes sense. Within that lay her most sensitive area, and gently I exposed it, and as my finger touched her clit, the first time anything had toyed with it, her breathing turned ragged, a sour scent, a mixture of citrus and grass, leaking from her.

“So this… is the pleasure… of love? Oh, my sisters, I must live… for your share too.” she cried. “But I… want to give, not merely receive. I have more pride than… you think, Akio.”

“In that case…” Shiro spoke, her voice hoarse. I felt her hands tug at my Brigandine, and soon she was pulling out my dick, her hands giving it a cheeky squeeze. “Why not give this a try?” She released me, taking Asha’s hand and wrapping it around my shaft, gently sliding it up and down. I held in a groan, and Asha brightened, her skin now entirely red with arousal, tinting her light green skin a seductive shade.

“Like this?” Asha asked, stroking me, and Shiro nodded, puffing out her chest in pride.

“Yes, but work the head as well.” She reached down and started rubbing my engorged glans with her smooth fingers, teasing me. “This princess is quite the experienced woman, now.” She giggled, and I had to tease her back.

“Really? We’ve only done it a handful of times. I’d hardly say you’re an expert.”

“You think? I’m an expert in Aki. Always have been.” She grinned, pinching me, and then Asha’s fingers were there, becoming wet with my precum. I sped up my own hand, now sliding to her pussy, stroking the wet lips, obscene noises sounding, mixed with our gasps.

“Shit, this is kind of hot, isn’t it Hyacinth? You know, I think Aki’s turned us all into perverts. Or maybe we were already?”

“I love Akio, I looove the mistresses. I can finally love myself. If that makes Hyacinth a pervert, I dooo not care. Now…” She grinned, the mushroom forest now slowly starting to sprout on the lower part of the Rhyming Tree. “…mistress Asha, the fun is yet tooo come.”

“Could it be… better than this?” she gasped, the fight against the tide of adherence pushed to the back of her mind. “I feel so close with you… closer than ever before. The Kiss, I feel it resonating. And I feel your… care for me. I am delighted.” Tears, this time genuine liquid rather than the Grail's tangible adherence, soaked her face, dripping to her chest, where I licked them up. “I feel… the dark times washing away…”

“But you need to feel me deeper.” I insisted, my Eye blazing. No Rank up in Lovers’ Link yet. I think that the adherence is blocking it. It’s not just our own spirits mixing… I split my thoughts as much as I could, trying to feel the nature of Asha’s Tree, as well as her spirit, her body, her mind. The rest, I allowed to guide the adherence, using Hyacinth’s mushrooms as temporary holding tanks for it. The mushrooms quickly burned out, but she was always creating more, and even her own body was covered in them, giving her a comical appearance.

“Look at me… please?” Asha pleaded, her grip on my shaft tightening, and I nodded.

“Sorry.” I stopped toying with her nipples and kissed her, before shifting position, so that I was facing her pussy. I started lapping at it, not forgetting to polish her clit with my saliva, and she groaned, her own hand moving fast. On seeing what I was doing, she stuffed my cock into her mouth, and her tongue clumsily licked and sucked at it. It wasn’t skilful, but it was certainly arousing, having the refined, gentle older sister-type that was Asha clumsily trying to please me, while she twitched in her own pleasure, juices flowing from her depths like a broken tap.

I sped up my tongue, her taste exciting me, and her legs twitched and writhed. I pulled off her dress, leaving her naked, exposed, and moments later she convulsed, chest heaving, her first taste of the pleasures of the body shocking her.

“What… this feeling…” she breathed erratically, and it wasn’t just her who reacted. The branches of her Tree waved too, as if they were in a strong breeze, and many of the mushrooms that were sprouting around us collapsed, the brown energies within pulled into the towering trunk. There were a number of groaning snaps from around us, and then I found myself in similar pleasure, Asha sucking and pawing at my dick desperately.

“I’m going to cum…” I cried, and moments later her eyes went wide, my cock discharging. Her throat worked, despite her surprise, and she swallowed, but my volume was too intense, so pearly liquid squirted between her lips, running down her chin and soaking her beautiful hair. It seemed like my flow would go on for ever, but eventually it subsided, and Asha coughed, spitting out white liquid.

“Don’t. You should show it off. Aki likes it.” Shiro advised, and she opened her mouth, sticking out her tongue. Exhausted from her climax, Asha followed her advice, and poked out her own tongue, which still contained a puddle of my semen.

“Are… these are… seeds?” Asha asked, realising. “I will germinate?”

“Not exactly.” Shiro pointed out. “But close enough. Actually…” She pointed to Asha’s dripping crotch, which was now twitching, as if ready to welcome in my dick, which had already regained its vigour. Say what you like about Shiro, she does know what turns a guy on. Probably because she spent too long talking about doujins and porn with the gang in Akihabara, back in the day. Thinking about it, we were quite the bunch of idiots.

“The seed has to be poured in there.” Shiro told her. “But don’t worry. I’m not sure how it is for Fae, but for humans, it only hurts at first. It soon gets rather fun. But only with the one you love, you understand?”

“You insult me, Shiro. Though I know… you are only speaking out of… compassion. I am a Dryad. I will have no… other. My fruit shall only be born for one man.”

“She’s definitely the boldest. None of the other girls are so keen on having kids…” Shiro snorted, rolling her eyes.

“Not true.” I managed. I was letting Asha calm down after her orgasm, gently playing with her pussy and breasts, showering her with deep kisses, licking at her tears, keeping the fire in her body burning, while our spirits struggled to merge amidst the tides of adherence. “Eri was determined to get pregnant on our first time. Though she knows she was doing it for the wrong reasons. For Asha… well, it’s different, isn’t it?” I suggested, and Asha nodded as my Eye examined her. There we go. Lovers’ Link from a proper connection, rather than one I’ve just shared. It feels deeper, purer.

“For Asha, it’s part of her nature. And also… atonement. But more than that…”

“Yes.” Asha admitted. “I feel, if it is with you… the new daughters, they will be beautiful, strong and kind. Do you not wish for… children?”

“I don’t hate the idea, but I admit, up until now I’ve never really considered it. And now we are doing dangerous things all the time.”

“I will make sure nooobody harms the children! A maid must protect all the family.” Hyacinth tittered, her mind drifting. “Oh, how I wooould long to care for the children as a nanny, as a wet nurse, as mooore…”

“I think we should leave her to it, she’s broken. At least she’s still pumping out those mushrooms…” Shiro sighed, shaking her head wryly.

“Even in safer times, doom can come.., unbidden.” Asha remarked sadly. “Yes, the world is dangerous, which is why… we do this, no?” She smiled then, and I saw no hesitation in her eyes. “I will do as you wish, and become the founding pillar of our new ascension. Along with dear Shiro, of course.”

“Dear Shiro?” Shiro tilted her head, puzzled.

“Why yes.” Asha murmured. “You are integral to this plan of our Akio’s. And you are here… treating me kindly, teaching me. I feel close to you…”

“I see. It’s not like I feel bad about that…” Shiro blushed, feeling shy, and I was again reminded it wasn’t just me who struggled to change. Shiro wasn’t good with people she didn’t know well either. But like us all, she’s growing. And speaking of…

“Asha, before we have sex, I’d like to fully merge our lunar Chakras, the Fae way. We can then do both together.”

“I am trying. It is still… rather blissful, but the… choking energy, it blocks me… though it is diminishing a little.” Asha admitted, eyeing the mushroom field.

“Yes, so let me help. I think we’re close enough.” I promised, and now I was able to use Chirurgery to redirect more of the flow. As it flooded me, some of it was breaking down to pure nature element, the essence of wood, of fertility and growth. Guiding that to my root and sacral Chakras, as well as my lunar one, I tried to understand its essence, and I found that through feeling Asha, her changes, and her Tree…

Your Skill, Kin Bonding And Restoration, has advanced from Rank 5 to Rank 6, breaching the first bottleneck. Your Bonds are deeper than ever, and you can share further of your Elemental essences and Aether with those you are Bonded with. Your understanding of the emotions and knowledge of those Bonded to you increases, and you can absorb a portion of any curse, misfortune or negative influence afflicting them, making it your own. [Class: Legendary] [Type: Principle]


That’s… incredible… Not the Skill Ranking up itself, though that was undoubtedly a great boon. Nor even the fact that I could feel Shaeula, who possessed the paired half of the Skill, also benefit. No, it was… I can feel it. Roots deep into the soil, branches stretching out into the skies, a slow, ponderous beating. Not of a heart, no, the whole Tree itself is the heart. And it doesn’t just draw on the elemental energy of earth, it takes it within and intensifies it, as well as the surrounding aether. Just as an Earthly tree takes in carbon dioxide and gives out oxygen, this Tree also gives out beneficial effects…

“Wait… what is this? I never heard from my older sisters…” Asha was stunned. “You… and my Tree?”

I silenced her with a kiss, my ability to perceive her body and spirit and the strains on it magnified. “Your Tree is you, and you your Tree. Of course I’d want to understand it.” I replied jovially, as I sucked on her tongue, licked her lips and stroked her hair some more. “But for now…” I grabbed her hands. “…let us truly become one, in every way that matters.”

With the adherence now no longer blocking our merging lunar Chakras, we blended together, sharing our hopes, fears, passions and dreams. As we did so, Asha started directing what remained of the adherence within her into her Tree. Now I could feel the changes, slight, but building. The snapping, rumbling noises were the roots, the first place that would absorb it. They were growing thicker and longer, like massive snakes, digging into the hillside, piercing the elemental vents, drinking deeply.

I see it. Wood. I don’t know why it was so hard to grasp. It was a more abstract energy, such as darkness, definitely, but it was as Eleanor said. A cycle, life and death, but death leading to new life, like dead animals and plants becoming mulch for the next generation. No wonder Hyacinth has an aptitude… It was flavoured towards the growth of plants, hence being called wood, but such energies could be made to work on anything alive, anything from nature.

Your Skill, Root And Sacral Chakras Of Wood has advanced from Rank 2 to Rank 3…
Your Skill, Wood Manipulation has advanced from Rank 2 to Rank 4…
Your Skill, Lunar Chakra Of Seven Primal Elements Rank 4 has become Lunar Chakra Of Seven Primal Elements And Wood Rank 4. It now generates Wood Elemental energy, in addition to the previous Elements it contained.
Your Class, True Faeduine, has increased from…


Finally. Now that all of my elements were circulating within the lunar Chakra, I was able to generate a lot of energy for each one, but that wasn’t what mattered right now. Asha groaned, my wood element suddenly pouring into her, and she understood, her handling of the chalice filled with brilliant light becoming defter, the seemingly endless light beginning to flood down, soaking into the roots of the Rhyming Tree as though it was water, or fertiliser. The ground started to rumble, shaking like a small earthquake.

“What’s going on?” Shiro asked, while Hyacinth merely continued to guide her mushrooms to prevent wasted energy.

“We’re getting to the crux of it…” I managed to gasp out, an effort even with my Split Thoughts, separating myself from Asha and her Tree proving challenging, so sublime and seductive our lovemaking of the Fae way was. But I need… to counterbalance it, I think. “Asha…” She smiled at me, waiting, as my hot glans pushed against her pussy. “Are you ready?”

“To be loved, and to love? I can think of nothing… I am more… ready for. Let our love bear fruit!” she cried, and at the look in her eyes, any small doubts I had remaining about my feelings died away. My warm smile beamed at her, as thoughts of the sorry state she had been in when we found her replayed in my mind. She deserves to be happy. I… no, we can make her happy. All of us together. And she can make us happy too. I’m ecstatic right now… that such a beautiful woman wishes to be mine.

She groaned as my dick slid inside. The feeling was a little different to Hyacinth or Shaeula, and there was no hymen obstructing me, as there would have been with a human girl. Her breath came in hot gasps, and I could feel her pleasure, as she could feel mine.

“There is no… pain?” Asha seemed confused, and Shiro shrugged.

“Lucky. It seems you Fae are built differently. So enjoy, I guess?” She had sat down on the trembling ground. “Is it me, or is the Tree… growing?” she asked, but we were paying no attention.

“Asha, I like you, I do. I…” It was hard to say love, considering how freely I gave mine, but… “No, I love you. Your kindness, your willingness to …” She cut me off with a kiss, her expression melting, as my dick finally pushed all the way inside her. Her body felt ticklish, as though thin threads of silk were wrapping my dick, gently sliding along it, and I shivered. She bit down on my lip hard, and then licked at it, satisfied.

“Do not love me for what I do for you. Love me… because I am yours, and I love you.” she insisted, chastising me for my thoughts. “Love can grow from small acorns, to mighty oaks. As long as your heart… holds the acorn, I will nurture it, until our love… towers as tall as any.”

“Shit, I think I‘d fall for her if she said that to me…” Shiro choked, and my answer was another kiss, and I began moving, my body slapping against Asha’s, naked flesh on flesh. Each impact scattered burning adherence, but the flow from the stone grail was pouring into her Tree now, and her pain was fading.

“Asha, this is how… humans do it.” I gasped, as I rubbed on her silky insides. “Do you feel it?”

She nodded. “It is as if a hot shaft is burning me, but it is… a warm, gentle flame… that makes me shiver. Oh there, just there…” Saliva ran from her slack mouth down her chin. “The more you… ahh... rub me, the more I…” Her back arched, and I took the chance to grab her breasts, toying with their meaty weight. I slid one hand down to her bottom, groping it, enjoying the soft firmness, like a ripe peach. She smells like fruit…

“Your touch… it thrills me. My sisters said… that the one they Kissed, could never be… replaced… ahn, ugh… now I know why.” Her arms were around me, her nails digging into my skin, though they did no injury. I continued to drive into her body, sliding my dick around, finding new places to rub, but as I did so, I realised that I was about to burst, the soft brushing of many strands and her sucking walls wrapping me.

“Here it comes, again…” I choked out, and my face must have been amusing, as she laughed, free of the pain she was feeling.

“Give me... ahn... your white seeds. I wish to germinate… mmhn... a treasure… for us to love!” At her arousing words, I burst, and she reached down with one arm, touching her belly. “So… warm. Like a gentle… flame.”

I continued to push, emptying myself out, and I could feel the strands within soaking up my semen, her body shuddering, gulping greedily. As I pulled out, a puddle of her sour nectars and my own liquid trickling free, I stared at her sweaty face affectionately, touching her cheek gently, running a hand over her lips. “Sorry, you didn’t cum.”

“You mean what happened before?” she asked, and I nodded. She tutted, shaking her head weakly.

“That does not… matter to me. It was enjoyable, but… you are my chosen one. And we became one. That is more than… enough.”

“No, I think…” I stroked my dick, relying on my stats to get it hard again. “I want to cum together. If you don’t mind?”

“Do we… have time? The Tree…” The chalice beside us was blazing, and the Tree was starting to show changes, the leaves glittering gold and brown, the old bark splitting to reveal fresh, unmarred bark within, gleaming and shiny.

“If I’m going to love you like the others, as you deserve… then yes, we’ll make time.” I insisted, stopping her words with a kiss. I lifted her up, so she was sitting, and sank my dick into her pussy once again, spreading her open. She groaned in surprise, and more cloudy liquid scattered.

“So deep, as if a thick branch is piercing me…” she cried, squirming.

“Yes, this is the cowgirl position.” I chuckled damply. “You can move yourself, to find where pleases you. I’ll thrust too, of course.” As if to prove my words, I moved my hips, and she squealed, her mouth going slack. “Do you like it there?”

“I do, my body quakes!” she cried, and as she shifted, my cock scraped along her insides, and she moaned. “There. Ahn... There.” She shifted her body, moving despite herself, and I couldn’t hide my smile. Yes, seeing such a comforting sort of girl acting lewd is hot.

I helped her out, moving my hips, jabbing at the spots she found she liked, and as she started wriggling her hips more and more, her soaked hair whipping my body, I made a game of it, bringing her peak closer, before forcing her to continue seeking the pleasure. My own dick was pulsing, eager to blow again, her insides tickling me, as if to wring every last drop of my seeds from me, and I groped her all over, her breasts, ass, legs, arms, face, hair… all the while, our spirits were as one, our aether and elements swirling in each other’s lunar Chakras.

“I… ahn... this… uh!” Words failed her, but she started moving faster than ever, driving my dick into her deepest parts. Each time my cock made contact with the back of her pussy, I trembled, and I clenched my ass, trying to hold in my next eruption.

“Please, become one… ahn... ah... with me!” She managed to assemble a sentence, and as she slid up and down my dick, her ass slapping against my thighs, she let out a piercing squeal, her body convulsing. Now’s the moment! I began to piston, prolonging her orgasm, scraping at her tender insides, and moments later I gushed out, filling her up, as she continued to sway up and down.

“We… I… oh, ah... uh... such happiness!” she giggled, half-conscious, before collapsing on top of me, my spent dick popping out, followed by a flow of cum. She nuzzled into me, panting and drooling, curling up like a small animal, her ample breasts pushing against me, our bare legs tangled together.

“Yes, I’m happy now.” I stroked her head, before kissing her forehead softly. “Sorry for making it difficult for you. I’m insensitive. But now… you never have to worry again.”

“You certainly are.” Shiro spoke then. “But enough about that. Uh, don’t you have something more important to do, Aki, Asha?” she asked.

“Of course.” I glanced at the glowing goblet and field of mushrooms, before kissing Asha once more. “Sorry to interrupt your post-lovemaking bliss…” My apologetic words got a chuckle from Shiro. “…but we have a Tree to grow.”

Asha let out a long sigh, her eyes coming back into focus. With an earnest gaze, she nodded. “Yes. I was so elated I … forgot, for a moment.” She looked a touch ashamed, which was cute, so I stroked her body, and she gasped at my touch, before slapping my hands away. “Enough. Later. I would… again… later.”

Her face was boiling, her upper body flushed red. “For now… together. All of us.” She bowed to Shiro, before gathering up her dropped dress and pulling it on, covering her body. It was stained by grass, sweat and other fluids, but it made her look even more alluring, with her damp hair sticking to her face and neck, and her cheeks and forehead flushed with post-coital bliss. “I thank you for your aid and advice.” Her tone was even, and the shimmering energies leaking from her body had dimmed dramatically, as I was shouldering a good portion, cycling it through us both as we bonded.

“And of course you, Hyacinth.” she continued, thanking her. “Because of your mushrooms, I have had time to grow accustomed to it, and we have wasted little power.” As Hyacinth murmured her thanks, giggling, Asha looked back at me, her yellow eyes warm and fond. “And of course you. My destined one. Now I feel I can do… anything!”

Turning away, she picked up the wooden grail. She flinched as the burning adherence renewed the assault on her, but after a moment she grimaced, tossing her head arrogantly. “Power of life, of growth. You are angry, impure. But… I know what life is now, what growth is.” She touched her belly with her free hand reverently. “The seeds have kindled and fruit will be borne, I know it. I am Asha, and… I command you, serve your purpose. Grow!”

The energy surged, fighting her, but Asha held her ground. Our eyes met again, and I pulled more of the overspill into me, holding it within. At my aid, she nodded happily, before once more turning her attention to the grail she had made. Brilliant light poured from it, and the hillside shuddered, rock shattering as her Tree began to expand. A few wooden steps that hadn’t been removed yet came tumbling down, which I hastily deflected with some wind.

Isn’t this quite the sight? Energy surged, the mushrooms Hyacinth were cultivating hastily turning to glowing ash and being absorbed. We heard cries and shouts from outside, so Shiro shrugged and said she’d keep everyone away. My Eye flared, and as I peered at Asha and her Tree, I had several surprises. Firstly, I can see the status of the Rhyming Tree now? It’s just like the others, Bonded Kin. And Asha… She was growing stronger at an appreciable pace, some of the remnant energy being absorbed into her. But there was something missing. That’s it… water.

I called upon what water element I had accumulated, before emptying out what the Elemental Silos contained. Allowing it to break from the merging of our lunar Chakras and instead head to her sacral one, Asha’s smile was warm, sure, certain.

“I thank you. Seeds need both worthy soil and satiating water to sprout healthily. And blessed energy, would they wish to grow strong and nobly.” Her words were now confident, the rampaging, dangerous energy no longer harming her, as her body shimmered with red, orange and brown light, as did her Tree. The whole hillside was rocking, and while I had been through a few earthquakes in Japan, they had never been this intense.

“Grow. Do what you were meant for. Bring fertility and glorious nature to this land…” Around us, the orchard and even the Ring Gate mushrooms were growing at a speed visible to the naked eye, as was the second Earth Rhyming Tree, but compared to the changes in Asha’s Tree, that was nothing. It grew like the beanstalk in the old British fairy tale my mom told Aiko, Eri and me as children, widening out to twice the already impressive width, and the height soared past a hundred and fifty metres, then two hundred, then two hundred and fifty, as we hopped backwards, away from the expanding trunk, mud and rocks deflected by my wind barriers.

“Hyacinth has never seen such a thing…” she muttered, looking up dumbly as a glittering rain of fragmented bark fell down all around us, the Tree shedding, the remaining scars and lingering pockets of damage left over from the Myconids and their spores finally purged. “…there is nooot ever a dull day here with you, Akio. I am sooo very glad it was you who found me when I was freed from the booox.”

“I am glad too.” Asha agreed, looking at Hyacinth warmly, even as the Tree topped out at a little over three hundred metres, the branches spreading out far and wide, their leaves shimmering with not just red energies, but orange and brown ones too. “Perhaps it is his fate, to save those of us who suffer? If so, it is a worthy one. And one you share, for you helped me too, Hyacinth.”

Asha suddenly released the wooden cup, which shattered, as she stumbled, exhausted, and I caught her, the last dregs of the energy I had held for her breaking apart. At least I got some adherence out of it. It’ll keep me topped up to manage Laverna’s Divine Favour for a while longer…

“Did I do well?” Asha asked, despite her sweaty face and soiled dress, looking truly beautiful. “Did I meet your expectations?”

My only answer was a kiss, and we entangled each other happily. When we parted, she wiped away the remains of my spit, before she glanced at the watching Hyacinth and opened her arms. Needing no further invitation she rushed at us, and I kissed Hyacinth passionately too, only to be interrupted by a cough.

“Just poor Shirohime who gets left out, is it? A sad, pathetic white princess?” She put on a look of mock-sadness, and Asha shook her head.

“Of course not. Dear Shiro, you too have aided me. So receive your share.”

“This girl needs no further invitation. I’m not too proud!” she laughed heartily, and soon I was kissing her as well. When we were done, I looked up at the towering Tree. My Eye flashed, and I nodded, well satisfied.

“Rank six. We did it.”

“Really? That’s only Rank six? But it’s more than three times bigger. It’s as tall as the damn Tokyo Tower!” Shiro paused, having a sudden thought. “Shit, there’s no wind here, so the view from up there… it’ll be amazing!”

“I am sorry I could not go further. Such accelerated growth could be harmful if taken to excess. But…” Asha stroked the trunk tenderly, the smooth, gleaming bark rather pretty. “…I do not think we shall have to spend too many years waiting before my Tree grows anew.”

I nodded. Yeah, it may be a Rank six, but it’s most of the way to Rank seven, I’d guess. That means… All eyes fell on Shiro, who groaned. “All right, I get it, I do.” She looked around at the shattered hillside. “While I’m psyching myself up, you might want to get some landscapers in here…”

“That’s right. Asha, do you want to go change and freshen up?” I pulled on my own clothes after cleaning myself with the tiny amount of water element I had managed to regenerate after gifting Asha with my last drops. I still feel grotty, but it’s fine, I’m a guy…

Asha surprised me by shaking her head. “No, I am perfectly content for now. I wish to savour the closeness, the feeling of your sweat, tears, saliva and… other things, upon me. I am as a flower, pollinated. I find the sensation pleasing. After all, I am a Dryad, and I and my Tree must grow.” She echoed her earlier words.

“I get it, but you look a bit… stimulating. And you reek of sex, girl.” Shiro advised.

“I am not shamed by that. I am proud, content.” Asha grabbed my arm, and I realised that I had perhaps created a monster. Now she was finally mine in truth, and I hers, she was very clingy and ecstatic. What happened to only needing a little of my attention now and again? Not that I wanted to go that route anyway…

“I guess every girl who falls for you is a bit of a wild one, Aki.” Shiro conceded, defeated. “Whatever, it doesn’t matter to me. Now…” She grinned a touch sourly. “Time for poor me to be worked to the bone by brutal slavedriver Aki. Can I put myself down for tomorrow’s pampering?”

“Sure.” I laughed. “Hyacinth too, since she helped out. It’s only fair.”

“I can live with that. Though I think Motoko and Natsumi are eager, since they haven’t seen you much in several weeks, and Shaeula’s always ready to jump you, the little pervert.”

“I guess I have it tough then. Or so I’d like to say, but…”

“Yeah, the Yasu’s of the world would hunt you down and kill you, no matter the cost.” Shiro sniggered. Aether was flowing from her in a great tide, and after a while she mopped her brow. “All right, that’s the general blessing. Now for the big one…” she groaned. The light of aether blazed brilliantly, and Shiro trembled, the Tree engulfed in light, Asha also groaning, though seductively.

“You cut that out…” the sweaty, shaking Shiro grumbled, a little annoyed. “Damn, this is hard. Even your Eye didn’t take so much out of me, Aki. But I won’t be beaten, not me!” With one final surge, she slumped to the ground, spent, and the Tree was now giving off a thick fog of multi-coloured energy. I helped Shiro up, letting her lean her tired head on me, and she yawned.

“I can do it, but I’ll be bottomed out on aether most of the time. You want this done, and I won’t be showering blessings on you or anyone else at the same time.” she warned, snuggling into my embrace. As my Eye took in the blessed Tree, I drew in a hasty breath.

It worked. Better than I thought… “It’s actually working at Rank eight!” I cried, shocked. “I had only hoped for Rank seven and a third, like before, but…”

“Indeed.” Asha’s smile was radiant. “My beautiful Tree, my other me… it is magnificent. When it shines like this, there are few Rhyming Trees in the Seelie Court that can match it, and perhaps only two that exceed it. It gives me hope that one day my Tree will eclipse all others.”

“One day.” I promised. “But it’s not a competition, all Trees should be healthy and grow, don't you think?”

She nodded happily. “Yes, all must bear fruit.” She rubbed at her belly gently, with a soft expression on her face. I turned towards Shiro, who peered at me from my shoulder, dark eyes solemn. I patted her head, and she grinned as I told her she had done a good job.

“Of course I have. I’m me, do you expect anything less?” Shiro declared proudly, and I kissed her forehead softly, mirroring what I had done for Asha earlier.

“No, of course not, my beautiful white princess.” I teased her. “But you did get one thing wrong.” I suggested, and she looked at me, puzzled.

“What’s that, Aki?”

“If you can’t manage to keep giving out buffs, then the solution is simple. Grinding. More Levels, more Skill Ranks, more Aether.” As she howled in mock-outrage I laughed, and my gaze once more went to the colossal Tree, almost impossible to comprehend as it soared into the heavens. It went even better than planned. With this… next time that golden-eyed bastard or any foreign enemies try and invade, they’ll find Japan a very different proposition…


Three Hundred And Eighty-Nine – Contains Status, Asha 1, Rhyming Tree 1


After calming down Shiro’s mock-outrage, I turned my attention to the hillside. It was a bit of a wreck, with the Rhyming Tree having expanded and grown massively. Fortunately, the hillside itself had also spread somewhat, a feat that would surely be impossible in the Material, so the Ring Gate that was close to the Tree, while now right next to the Tree, had largely escaped damage. It was a similar story for the various Spires and the White Snake Earth Altar. I never thought the growth would be so… destructive. Even so, losing the Ether Spires and Altar temporarily while we rebuilt them would still be totally worth it.

I joined Hyacinth and Asha, whose dress was rumpled and stained, her body still smelling faintly of our passion. They were looking up at the towering Tree, Asha softly running her hands over the now smooth and lustrous bark. “It’s certainly impressive.” I mused, an understatement. “Even the tallest ever Material tree was a little under half this height, and was never so massive.” Some tree in Australia, I think? I remember seeing a documentary on it when I was a kid. Of course, that’s not the most important point…

“I can hardly believe it.” Hyacinth giggled happily. “Such a huge Tree. Hyacinth thinks it is magnificent. Are yooou happy, Asha?”

Asha nodded, her face flushed, her yellow eyes tender. All around the Tree, ether was shimmering into existence, being drawn from the Boundary around us, and likely even from the lower Astral that was congruent with it, both above us and not, beautiful rainbow sparks like multicoloured fireflies forming a great aurora, many times more intense than anything we had managed before. Just watching it accumulate ether at a visible rate, I held my breath.

“Are you happy?” Asha asked me, seeing my expression. “Have I done well?”

I pulled her into a hug once more, no hesitation in our closeness. Just… Daiyu and Hinata to worry about now. As for Kana, we can take that at our own pace, just like she and I want. But… “It’s not about doing well or not, is it? I don’t like you because you can do things for me. However… yes, you have done well. Look around us.” I glanced at Shiro then, as the face she was making was just begging for more praise. “Shiro too. Together you’ve created this miracle.” Even just looking at the Silos, more than a thousand ether a minute was accumulating. With this, we can advance our plans significantly, and even get some luxuries in without slowing our pace…

My Eye glowed amber, and I inspected the Rhyming Tree, feeling a deep connection to it and Asha, a rather unique feeling. The Tree has Lovers’ Link… how does that even make sense? And there are a lot of gaps and nonsense information my Eye presents. Oh well…

Asha's Great Rhyming Tree Of Wood, Water And Earth [Noble Fae Plant] [Earth, Water And Wood Aspect]
[Material Statistics] 
Might 
Fortitude             2308
Intellect 
Resilience 
Alacrity 
Precision 
Aether                11087
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune
Majesty
Charm
League              18 
Determination  28
Foresight
Fate                   10
[Skills] Rank Class Type
[Aetheric Skills] 
Drawing Wood Chakra Network Rank 6 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Roots Drinking Earth, Water and Wood, Branches Drinking and Growing The Moon Rank 6 Imperious (6) Artifice (6)
[Elemental Skills] 
Trunk And Roots Chakra Of Wood Rank 6 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Trunk Chakra Of Water Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Roots Chakra Of Earth Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Wood, Water And Earth Rank 4 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Unique Skills] 
Lovers' Link Rank 4 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Branches That Spread Nature Under The Moon Rank 1 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Dryad Bound Rank 6 Noble (5) Principle (7)
[Level] 0/56
[Classes]
Great Rhyming Tree Of Wood, Water And Earth 14/20
[Mastered Classes] 
Rhyming Tree Of Earth 10/10


“I see. I can’t determine the Might, Intellect or much else of the Tree, if it even has them.” I remarked, and the girls looked at me curiously, especially Asha, who was hearing about her other half. “The Tree is massively durable though, and has a huge amount of Aether circulating within, even without Shiro’s buffs. It’s got a powerful League too.” I wonder if the high Determination comes from Asha’s will to survive at any cost, it’s clearly abnormally high…

“My Tree… it no longer merely radiates and thrives on the rich element of earth.” Asha whispered tenderly. “Much as I have, it has changed. Such should be impossible, but…”

“Nooot impossible.” Hyacinth disagreed, before her expression turned to one of pain. I pulled her into the hug too, and her contorted expression relaxed, and she continued. “Sooo much is not as it was. Hyacinth remembers before. Not well, it all seems like a bad dream nooowdays.” She sniffed, her eyes damp. “Besides, I dooo not care to remember. The past is dead, Hyacinth is here nooow. Not who I used to be. But before… before the foolish, sad little daughter of the King and Queen threw her tantrum and broooke the Seelie, all had the potential to grooow. Many more transcended their elements, even such as yooou, Asha, thooough it was rare. The Great Dryads. Though nooow…”

Asha blinked, shocked to hear Hyacinth speak that way about the Dark Queen of the Unseelie, and so familiarly about the oldest of days. “Just… Hyacinth, who are you?” she managed, almost afraid of the answer.

“Me?” Hyacinth cocked her head. “I am Hyacinth. That is all I knooow. Before… I dooo not remember, nor do I wish too, nooot anymore. Is this not a happier place to dwell, a life tooo live? Are you nooot happy here, Asha?”

“I am.” Asha agreed. “How could I not be. So, a Great Dryad. Yes… our essences are not merely our own, but shared with our Tree, so the change is many times more difficult. But…”

“But the proof is in the pudding, as they say. I don’t know who says it, it’s a stupid saying I picked up from you, Aki. But from where Tan and I stand, you’ve definitely changed.” Shiro interjected. “Hyacinth, I agree. If the past is worthless, toss it in the trash. You’re here with us now.”

She nodded vigorously. “Yes. Thooough one day… the Dark Maidens… Akio prooomised Hyacinth I will have my justice. Until then… I made a box in my head, I think, and I dooo not have the key. All Hyacinth knows is… I must try harder. I dooo not want to be left behind!”

“Little chance of that.” I shook my head. “You helped too, Hyacinth. This was our great work. Even those that aren’t here did their part. We all pulled together, and now it’s time to truly stake our claim as a prospective Astral Emperor.” I smiled at Shiro ruefully. “Sorry Tan, looks like I have a head start. But I’m not heartless. Your Territory, I’ll obviously protect it.”

Shiro’s eyes flashed red, her hair bursting into flame, her beautiful face twisting into a slightly bitter frown. “Do not grow arrogant. I would hate you to drag the princess into your troubles. And troubles will come. The Tree alone is powerful and belongs in a Territory of the lower Astral. When stoked to heights like this it will shine like a beacon. It might draw trouble you are not prepared for, so do not grow careless and neglect your defences.”

“I won’t. We’ve already made that mistake once.” I promised.

“Good.” Tan nodded, her ruby flames fading. “As for my assistance, I will expect payment. In due course…”

“She’s such a tsundere.” Shiro sniggered. “You know, she can feel everything I do and hear my thoughts. I can’t do the same to her, she’s far stronger than I am, but I do understand more of how she feels each day. Maybe things here on Earth didn’t go the way she thought, but she’s still opti…”

Her words were cut off by Tan. “Silence. Do not speak of matters they have no need to know.”

There was laughter, and I shook my head. “All right. The warning was received. But before that…” My gaze returned to Asha. “I might as well fill you in on your changes, your rewards.”

Asha [Noble Fae] [Great Dryad] [Earth, Water And Wood Aspect]
[Material Statistics] 
Might                  106
Fortitude            145
Intellect              103
Resilience          299
Alacrity              101
Precision           103
Aether               3032
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune              2
Majesty             14
Charm               10
League              18
Determination  28
Foresight          2
Fate                  10
[Skills] Rank Class Type
[Aetheric Skills] 
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 6 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Adherence Manipulation Rank 3 Noble (5) Law (8)
[Elemental Skills] 
Wood Manipulation Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root And Sacral Chakras Of Wood Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Water Manipulation Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Sacral Chakra Of Water Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Earth Manipulation Rank 6 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 6 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Wood, Water And Earth Rank 4 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Unique Skills] 
Lovers' Link Rank 4 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Inspire Growth Rank 6 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Mistress Of Fertility Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
The Given Kiss Of A Dryad Rank 4 Powerful (4) Rule (5)
Tree Bound Rank 6 Noble (5) Principle (7)
[Level] 0/56
[Classes] 
True Earth, Water And Wood Fae 2/30
Nature’s Chosen 3/20 
Maiden Of Prayer 1/10
[Mastered Classes]
Earth Fae 10/10
Great Earth Fae 20/20 
Purified One 10/10


“I see. Yes, you’re unquestionably a Great Dryad.” I approved, and Asha shed more tears.

“So many Dryads have died. We cannot leave our Trees, so when lands fall, or wars occur…” her voice was soft, mournful. “…we are often the first to perish. There is no other way.”

“That’s then. It’s sad, certainly, and I grieve for your losses, your fallen older sisters. But that won’t happen again. Tan was right. While it’s likely impossible to not be attacked again, we still have to deal with that toad bastard at the least, we’ll make it so that our Territory is able to stand tall and proud, just like your Tree, which is sheltering us all with its mighty branches. You and your Tree won’t be left alone to suffer again.”

“He’s right. If this is an RTS, then we’ve just hacked in a resource cheat. Time to spend it all!” Shiro enthused, excited despite the exhausting efforts she’d be having to perform in the future.

“Arr Tee Ess?” Asha asked, and Hyacinth answered proudly.

“I knooow this one! Mistress Shaeula sometimes plays those games on her toooy. It is where you make armies fight.” She nodded sagely, not quite understanding, but getting the gist of it.

“Yeah, though the general idea is… gather resources, convert resources to buildings and troops, then fight and win. And your Tree is gathering vast quantities of ether for us. Elemental energy too.” The Elemental Silos were also filling up rapidly with earth element, some extra water element, and wood element, which opened new possibilities. With a bit of expansion of those Silos, which I had considered too expensive, the White Snake Earth Altar to Rank three, or even Rank four seems possible… which will only further increase the elemental density here, and really improve the strength of the trainees who mastered earth element…

“Look, there’s a man thinking of spending his sudden windfall.” Shiro said theatrically. “Aki can be such a boy sometimes. It’s kind of endearing though.” Her lips quirked into a smile. “So, might as well fill us in on all the relevant descriptions, Aki. I’m curious.”

“You’re a gamer too, after all.” I laughed. “But yeah, we need to know what we’re working with, and if there’s any other combinations we can put together.” I started going through them. “Firstly, Tree Bound and Dryad Bound are similar, opposite sides of the same coin, I’d say.”

Tree Bound Rank 6 – The Dryad and her Tree are both one and the same, their other halves. Damage dealt to one afflicts the other, and if one dies, so shall the other, with only rare exceptions. Their Chakras and Elements will be synchronised, and growth of one is growth of the other.


“I see. No wonder you have a stupidly high Aether stat then, Asha.” Shiro pointed out. “Your Tree is massive and constantly pulling it in, so…” she shrugged. “…seems to me a blind spot there. All that power, and it’s going to waste, without a high Rank Skill to use it effectively.”

“Hardly a waste.” I disagreed. “But Fae don’t generally manipulate aether, as it’s a part of their very being. But they can learn to improve their control, just like Shaeula did. So yes, Shiro’s right. You could be a powerful combatant if you could harness that potential, Asha. Oh, and gain a pile of Levels too. Your basic physical stats are nothing special, I’d feel worried about you being involved until we push them up.”

“She’s got no Silver Cord, either.” Shiro continued. “I guess it makes sense, unlike Shaeula and Hyacinth, she doesn’t have a Material body. For now, isn't that right, Aki?”

“Yes, the Throne upgrade is within easy reach now. Damn, thinking something with a total cost of ten million ether is easy… I feel so rich.” After more laughter and joking, I continued. “Kiss Of A Dryad I’ve had the description of before. I feel a bit embarrassed that the Skill’s changed to Given Kiss, but then…”

“There is no need to be shy, as we have exchanged far more than a Kiss.” Asha murmured affectionately, stroking her stomach tenderly, the gesture strangely erotic, and also a little worrisome. I’m almost scared to check Mistress Of Fertility, but…

Mistress Of Fertility Rank 4 – Dryads are intimately connected with nature and the growing land. Trees, grasses, fruits and other plants around a Dryad and their Tree will grow healthy and strong, resistant to disease and pests, and will have their attributes enhanced. Earth, Water and Wood Elemental energies further increase the effect of this. Dryads born of a Dryad and saplings born from her Tree will rarely suffer from illness or misfortune, and the chance of such a germination of life significantly increases, should the Dryad wish it.


Shiro and I exchanged a look, before glancing at Asha, and back at each other again. Shiro was grinning, but it was a complicated expression, with amusement, envy and happiness all mixed up. Yeah, I called it. “Asha… do you want children?” I asked, and she raised an eyebrow.

“Why, do you not? I know you worry, but…”

“It’s not that.” I denied it. Wow, my parents and my sis are going to be shocked. Mom always wanted grandkids, but… no, that’s not the issue. “I’m concerned about how being incarnated by a Throne might affect you. I don’t know a lot about Fae pregnancy. Damn, am I really talking about this?”

She shrugged. “I am not sure myself. Perhaps in the olden days, where Fae still walked the mortal world on occasion, there might be precedent.”

“I see. Yeah, that makes sense. I suppose asking the Elves might work. Not that I want to have that conversation. I’ll definitely not be asking Moira.” Prince Aethelathrion was said to be ancient, Primal Forest and Princess Estalian too. One of them might know. But which to ask?

“So, just to be clear… Asha, are you pregnant?” Shiro pressed. “For us humans, it takes a while to be sure…”

Asha shrugged. “I too cannot be certain. Though I feel this was all meant to be, so I would not be surprised if I kindle, germinate.” She stroked her Tree once more. “I would not wish our daughters to be afflicted though. Please do research whether it is safe for me to use your Throne. For if not now, it will be a concern one day, surely?” Her smile was pure and bright, and stopped my breath for a moment. Shaking my head to clear the daze, I nodded.

“All right. Let’s move on. Inspire Growth is similar to Mistress Of Fertility, but it seems a more targeted Skill, which actually accelerates growth.”

Inspire Growth Rank 6 – This Skill allows a Dryad to enhance the potential and growth of a plant, hastening maturity and ripening. Fae plants such as Rhyming Trees, including their own, are significantly harder to Inspire, but with practise and a great amount of Aether and Elemental energies of the appropriate nature, it is possible.


“I suspect that’s the Skill you used with the adherence we took from the Tower.” I mused. “And it’s also been used on your orchards, hasn't it?”

Asha agreed, and I continued. “Right, then next is…”

Roots Drinking Earth, Water And Wood, Branches Drinking And Growing The Moon Rank 6 - This Skill is the innate ability of a Rhyming Tree that has transformed, along with its paired Dryad, to a more perfect form, to pull Ether from the surrounding world, strengthening the Ether density around it, and also absorbing and fortifying the Earth Element it requires to survive and grow. It also uses mighty deep roots and high branches to draw up Water Element and spread Wood Element.
Branches That Spread Nature Under The Moon Rank 1 – This Great Rhyming Tree is able to spread natural energies such as Wood Element widely around it, creating an area of fertility, good harvests and gentle healing. Those who spend time around the Rhyming Tree will be resistant to disease, poisons, curses and misfortune, and minor injuries will recover.


“Yeah, Rhyming Trees are powerful. No wonder the Seelie Court is strong, if they have many of them. The only downside, if you can even call it that, is that unlike Ether Spires, it doesn’t pull in adherence, or any of whatever the mystery third thing I can’t identify yet is. But that’s what the Spires are for, we shouldn’t put them out of a job.” I laughed, pleased at yet another benefit of the Tree.

“So, I’m guessing that the Tree has a different Chakra network?” Shiro asked, and I agreed.

“Yes, it’s not entirely dissimilar, but as you can see, they have different names, and obviously, Trees don’t have the same structure as us, or even Fae who have a humanoid appearance. No heart, solar plexus, crown or the like. But it’s functionally similar. Except that other than the roots Chakra…” I chuckled at the pun my Eye gave. “…which literally is distributed over the roots of the Tree, the other Chakras seem to circulate through the trunk of the Tree. It’s pretty.”

“Of course. It is my Tree.” Asha insisted happily. “I am too, no?”

“It’s true, women who are experienced get more confident.” Shiro remarked to Hyacinth, who grinned.

“Yooou were the same, were you not?”

“I knew I was gorgeous beforehand.” Shiro disagreed, before sighing. “But yeah, I’ve changed. It’s not a bad thing though. So, all that’s left are the Classes, right?”

“Yeah, the Fae Classes and the Tree Classes are nothing new. Hyacinth and Shaeula have the same Classes, just with different Elements. They offer nice boosts to Aether and elemental generation, League and so on. But the other couple…

Purified One – This Class is given to a being corrupted by curse, plague or other outside influence, and forced to perform acts both degrading to the spirit and against the will of the being so corrupted. Such a being only faces doom, devoured by the corruption, ending their life in an attempt to atone or a tide of guilt, or becoming a monster that revels in evil. Few ever return from such a state, but those that do are often blessed with a Resilience few others possess, and great Determination. This Class increases those Statistics, and also increases resistance against further corrupting influences.
Nature’s Chosen – This Class is gained by those who are involved in great feats of growth and restoration, returning life to dead areas, and cultivating the natural environment, as well as possessing Earth, Water and Nature Elements. This Class strengthens those Elemental energies, increasing generation and boosting the effect of these Elements when used to protect and enhance nature and life. Plants, animals and spiritual beings with an aspect of Nature will respect, and if hostile, fear the possessor of this Class.
Maiden Of Prayer – After wielding a jumbled Adherence made of conflicting yet complimentary powers and achieving a great feat, the flavour of that Adherence has been poured into her very spirit. The maiden of the Grail, the mourning women at the foot of the Cross, the Fae who dance around the Cauldron, the Blood within, all of these threads of Adherence will be tangled, granting her a tiny fragment of power. The ability to utilise Adherence increases, and League also increases.


“That Class… Maiden of Prayer, it’s dangerous.” I frowned, concerned. Shiro just shrugged.

“It’s also misleading, she’s no maiden, not anymore. We were there, right Hyacinth?”

As Asha blushed and Hyacinth chuckled, I sighed. “Yeah, very funny. Seriously though, Mary Stuart was angry that Britain was keeping their false Grail, as she called it, and the adherence she felt belonged to them. If her Church ever finds out that Asha is taking some of it now, even if only a tiny fragment… it’ll be trouble.”

“I am not afraid. I am grateful to have any chance at further power. Being weak only led me to suffering and despair. Being strong allows me to walk beside you all.” Asha insisted stoutly.

“We’ll have to face them anyway. I doubt you can reason with fanatics.” Shiro protested. “Besides, it’s not like they’ll find out any time soon, is it? Won’t they assume it’s just all going to the false Grail?”

“I don’t know. But you’re right, I guess.” I admitted. “I just worry. Well, we’ll take precautions.” Putting that aside, I considered the implications. I doubt she’ll accumulate as much as she took before any time soon, but even a little might be helpful.

“You should be able to pick up Nature’s Chosen if you get earth and water element, Hyacinth.” Shiro pointed out while I was thinking, and I agreed, setting aside my doubts for now.

“Yes, you’ve done a lot of good work bringing nature to my Territory.” I agreed. “The Class is a bit plain, but anything that boosts elemental abilities is high priority, especially if it boosts your nature element, which is your best weapon.”

“I will try.” she promised, nodding. “I was goooing to, I wanted to learn to be more helpful. But nooow Hyacinth is more motivated!” Her laugh was happy.

“I’m sure you are.” someone agreed, and we turned, to see Eri, an ornate axe leaning over one shoulder, looking at us, her tail lashing and her cat-ears twitching. She gazed at the surrounding hillside and up at the massive Tree. “That sure is something. It’s like looking up at a skyscraper.”

“That’s what I said.” I smiled, observing Eri, and the axe. On seeing that, she looked down, flushing adorably, a touch of shame in her face.

“I haven’t given up your axe.” she insisted earnestly. “It was a present from you, so I’ll always cherish it. But this one… it called to me, I wanted it. No, needed it.” She paused. “That doesn’t matter now. I came to see if it was safe to let outsiders in. Princess Eleanor and the others are here, but the weaselkin have been keeping them away from the Tree.” She looked at Asha, still in my arms, and her expression changed. “I see. So, how was it?”

“All that I dreamed of. I am now complete.” Asha crowed.

“Lucky you. But I get it. Akio doesn’t have an exhibitionist streak, so no way he’d want an audience for that. But… you might want to clean up.” Eri wrinkled her nose.

“There is no need. I am not ashamed.” Asha shook her head. “It is the fruit of our love.”

“Fine. I’m not going to argue.” Eri reddened, perhaps remembering some of the embarrassing times we had endured, like when her darkness element drove her wild. “But… no. It’s fine.” She turned, and as I looked at her axe, the amber letters lighting up my vision, she called out. “It’s all right. It’s safe to come in, Akio’s given permission.”

The Beheading Axe Of Trials [Item Class: Imperious] [Item Type: Artifice]
This crescent moon axe, the blade enamelled in emerald, the shaft carved with elegant holly engravings, was once wielded by the Green Knight, and the edge is brutally keen, and can cut through armour and bone with equal ease. The bearer of this axe will be strengthened, their blows mighty, but any challenge or wager offered by the wielder must be honoured, lest the axe turn on the faithless bearer.


So it’s much better than the axe I made her, no question, but it has a downside. She’ll have to be careful. Like most people, I knew some of the stories of Arthurian myth, but other than the little I’d heard about the Green Knight from Eleanor, I didn’t know the details. Something else I need to research. It seems that no matter how much I gain, I always end up having less time to spare…

“So, you were here.” Eleanor muttered, coming in, followed by David and Raidre. Raidre had shrunk in on himself, casting sideways glances at Ulfuric, who was also accompanying them.

“I have to admit, even from the brief look around, your Territory is very impressive.” Eleanor looked up at the colossal Tree, before glancing over at Asha. “You’re fine, I hope? I had worried that the force of what lies beneath the Tower would harm you. It is very potent and unruly.”

“Fine?” David snorted. “She’s better than fine. Take a good look at her. She’s been having a whale of a time while you worried, Princess.”

Eleanor paused, inspecting Asha, whose dress was stained with grass and other fluids, her dishevelled hair and changed attitude, and she blushed, going red even to the tips of her ears. “How rude.” she exclaimed, shocked. “And to think we were worried. I’m almost offended!”

As Eleanor writhed in embarrassment, while David egged her on mockingly, I scratched at my head, confused. I suppose this is better than worrying about potential trouble I can do nothing about. As the rest of the girls returned, all carrying new treasures happily, I glanced up at the massive Tree. Oh well, we’ll clear this mess up. And I suppose I do owe Eleanor. I can spare her a downpayment on getting her Territory back on track, delaying my plans half a day or so won’t be a big deal…
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“Ihave to say, that’s one massive tree.” David looked up, whistling. “So, is this what you wanted? Judging by Raidre, it’s a big deal.” The building glow of prismatic ether shimmering around the Tree and the surrounding area was drawing their attention.

“This… do the Treekin know about this?” Raidre asked, frowning. “This Tree… the strength of it matches the great Trees that Primal Forest has in his diminished groves.”

“Not in truth.” Asha admitted wryly, addressing the Selkie. “Though my precious Tree has grown indeed. It will one day soon match them, I believe it.” She smiled at me now, the faith in her yellow eyes unshakeable. “Instead…” she continued. “…this is the act of working together, of combining strengths, under Akio’s leadership. As for your question…”

“Yes, Primal Forest is quite-quite aware.” Shaeula answered for her, arriving with the other girls, their treasures selected. “Perhaps he does not-not care for such Trees being under the dominion of others, but he respects that Asha, the Dryad of this-this Tree, has chosen so…”

“Great Dryad, I wooould say.” Hyacinth giggled, interrupting, and Shaeula’s eyes glowed amber as she peered at Asha, before nodding, a pleased smile on her face.

“I see-see. Yes, congratulations Asha. You now have the power to stand beside us. And more-more. Are you content?”

“Of course. My decision was made when you saved me, all of you. I am merely living such a choice I made already.”

David looked at Eleanor and Raidre, Eleanor looking a bit puzzled by the conversation. “I can’t say I get all this shit, but when it comes down to it, they’re making us look like losers, right? Raidre, explain it better, you’re like them, yeah?”

Raidre pulled a sour face, but did so. “The Rhyming Trees are precious Fae plants, not merely simple trees. They bring prosperity to the Seelie Court, strengthening the elements and filling the twilight with light. Over the long years, their numbers have declined, lost to war, mischance and other sorrows. Those that remain, the Treekin and Plantkin led by Primal Forest, one of the lords of the Seelie, they see as theirs, their nature making them perfectly suited to be their custodians. Though against the word of a Dryad…” He trailed off, rather shocked at the great number of powerful Fae here.

“He would have little recourse.” Ulfuric rumbled. “Besides, Primal Forest is a slow, but a deep thinker. He is no fool. None of the Princes or Princesses are. To contest the liberators of the Spring of Clear Reflections is foolish, especially when our princess here…” He nodded at Shaeula, as she was continuing to congratulate Asha. “…has made it her dream to restore nature around the Spring, and not just there, but in the mortal world as well.”

Raidre nodded, unwilling to argue with Ulfuric, and that irritated David. “You’re a big bastard. I can tell you’re skilled too. Your movements, the way you’re constantly alert… you’re a fighter.”

“Show some respect.” Raidre hissed, surprising him, as he seldom spoke well of other Fae. “He is Ulfuric, one of the last badgerkin of Salamandrastrae, and a mighty warrior, leader of Prince Shaetanao’s armies. To see him here, working for a mortal…”

“I work for the princess and her consort.” Ulfuric corrected. “The Prince wishes his precious daughter to be able to spread her wings and continue her journey. You merely know the rumours, not the truth of things.”

“So it seems.” Raidre admitted. “Nothing surprises me now. Ring Gates, Rhyming Trees, famous Fae…”

“So I was right. We do look like losers.” David snorted.

“David. Be polite!” Eleanor chided, embarrassed, but he merely shrugged, chuckling nastily.

“Why? I know you’re annoyed as well. Our guy here, he and his girls are plundering you dry. Sure, it was a deal, but you can’t tell me you’re not unhappy.”

“I don’t see why you should be.” Eri countered, her dark eyes hard, ears twitching. “Aren’t your lives more important? Akio, Shaeula, Shiro, Hyacinth… Grulgor too…” She didn’t mention Chen Na, not knowing or caring about her. “…they put their own on the line. Good deeds should be rewarded. Besides, I know Akio plans to defend you in the future and help you become less vulnerable.”

“That’d be more convincing not coming from a catgirl.” David snorted, and as Eri’s dark eyes glimmered, Eleanor stepped in.

“Don’t mind David. Despite his rough speech, he’s not a bad guy.”

“I know that.” Eri agreed, glancing at Motoko and Natsumi. “They’ve mentioned him. He’s not too smart though, if he thinks he can fight Akio and win.”

“'Not too smart' does describe him.” Eleanor agreed. “When he sees a strong opponent he gets excited. Men can be little boys. My brother Henry is the same…”

“Hey now.” David protested, but Eleanor ignored him.

“Your axe… I was surprised I had no affinity for it, considering I wear the armour of the Green Knight, but the treasures of the Tower choose who they will. Perhaps we are similar then?” she said. “And you still haven't told me the tale of your catlike appearance, and the curiosity is killing me. You’re human.”

“Like i said back at the Tower, it’s a long story. And not one for now. We can tell it on another day, when things are more settled.” Eri shook her head. “What matters is what we were talking about, isn't that right, Akio?”

I agreed. “Yeah. I think give-and-take is a solid basis for a relationship, an alliance. We’ve fought together against a dangerous opponent and came through it, so that makes us friends, I'd say. And now we can work together, making us all stronger. You’ve seen the Ring Gate, we can now come and go between our Territories easily enough…”

“So long as they aren’t sabotaged.” David pointed out, looking around. “Your big tree too. I don’t want to put a dampener on your enthusiasm, but nice as your set-up is, there’s a ton of security flaws anyone can see after just a quick look. And we know the dangers of that.” His expression clouded over for a moment, perhaps thinking of someone.

“Yes, you’re not wrong. Obviously, some things are fixed, like we have to have the Ring Gates where the earth element is. But we’re definitely intending to rework what we can. On your end you need to fortify the Ring Gate too. Fortunately Raidre and his Selkie live there, which is one line of defence, but it’s not enough. With the Gates, we can dispatch forces to aid each other within minutes. I can also pull from Kyoto as well, if necessary.”

“That would be reassuring.” Eleanor agreed. “Your Territory is bustling with citizens and very active. Not like ours.”

“It’s busier during the day. It’s late night here in Japan right now.” Hinata boasted. In her arms she was carrying a rather ornate pot, crafted from a reddish clay, and inlaid with what looked like emeralds around the rim. “We have all sorts of people here during the day, other trainees, soldiers, Akio’s private mercenary company… it gets quite busy.” Her face was clearly expressing her wish for me to tell her the details of what she was carrying, so I let my Eye shine.

Pot Of Faerie Gold [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Rule]
This pot contains the treasures lost by slain Fae, killed by mortals in a dispute long forgotten. Golden and silver coins can be retrieved from the pot, as well as bright gemstones and Etherites, plus on incredibly rare occasions, a long lost treasure may resurface. Faerie treasures are fickle and illusory though, and if the bearer allows their greed to overcome them or is lacking willpower, all that will be produced is fool’s gold, worthless pyrite, cheap glass baubles, and valueless junk that will fade away with the light of dawn.


“That’s so very you.” I laughed. “But… it doesn’t strike me as much use. I mean, the Etherites it contains are always in demand, but we have gold and other metals from our mines…”

“Maybe so.” Hinata agreed. “But it called to me, so I took it. Besides…” She winked at me, her smile her usual impish, sly one. “…who is to say I can’t make it work in the Material world? It isn’t like we need money, my family is rich enough, but doesn’t it thrill you, a pot of mysterious treasures? And who knows… maybe it even contains some that should be given back. That’d win Shaeula some more respect, don't you think?”

Seeing her thinking of others, I stroked her hair gently, before whispering something in her ears, so softly only she could hear. Her eyes widened, and she flushed, her face flaming, before nodding. “It’s fine. I’m not one to shy away from what I want. But for now… let me talk to our guests, there’s someone else who is desperate to seek your approval.” She inclined her head, and I could see Daiyu waiting patiently, also carrying an ornate jar, although…

Sacred Water Blessed By The Lady Of The Lake [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Law]
Sacred Water blessed by ?????, the Lady of the Lake, one of the most powerful of all the Fae, she who holds court over her sacred lake. This Water is a blend of ancient water from the Spring Of Clear Reflections, long before its loss, and the lake which she still guards and dwells in. Consuming the Water of this vessel will increase the affinity and understanding of the Element of Water, and will allow a state of enlightenment to be achieved for a short time, allowing rapid strengthening of Water Element and related abilities.


That… it’s a single use item. And it doesn’t say who the Lady of the Lake is, huh? As I thought that, Daiyu nodded, seemingly guessing my thoughts.

“Yes, while Cultivators often use Talismans, weapons and treasures to fight with and protect ourselves, we would cast aside even the most powerful to find something that can increase our Cultivation, for in the end, one’s own power and Dao is all we can truly rely on. A Dragon’s scales, a Phoenix’s flames, a tiger’s claws… all are worthwhile, but compared to solidifying my Foundation, all are simply distractions.”

David cocked his head, not understanding her Mandarin, but Shiro translated, and David nodded, smiling. “Your girls, they have good heads on their shoulders. Another fighter, huh? Tell her this.” he insisted, serious. “You’re right. Honing your body and your skills will never betray you. Keep that attitude, and you’ll grow up to be a great warrior. Queen of the Octagon.” He laughed happily.

As Daiyu nodded, not knowing what an octagon had to do with anything, I snorted, amused. “Daiyu is already a warrior. She’s been training longer than any of us, living a life of aesthetic rigour and occult practises we can only imagine. Now then…”

I turned to the patiently waiting Motoko and Natsumi. Both were wearing their new treasures, since they had selected pieces of armour. “I’ll let you go first, Motoko.” Natsumi offered, but she shook her head.

“No, you should not always defer to me, Natsumi. We are equals here. Besides, I am curious about your treasure as well.”

“I won’t stand on ceremony then.” Natsumi bounced over, nodding at David. “Here.” She stuck her arm out, a leather bracer covering the wrist, a stylised eagle stitched on it in golden and red thread, some faint stains that might have been ancient, dried up blood remaining on the leather.

Bedwyr’s Protective Bracer [Item Class: Powerful] [Item Type: Artifice]
This Bracer was used to protect the spear arm of a great one-handed warrior. Those wielding the spear will inherit a portion of his knowledge of the weapon, a residue of his thoughts and will during battles. While wielding a spear, the wearer will find their Fortitude and Alacrity increased. However, if the spear is used for evil, this Bracer will offer no protection, and will tighten, constricting blood flow to the arm, leaving the bearer weakened and eventually the arm will atrophy.


Ouch, that’s a nasty penalty. Not that I ever expect Natsumi to be doing evil, but still… I explained, a little worried about the residual knowledge, but she surprised me. “I understand your concerns, and I’m happy you worry about me, but Motoko and I are resolved. When we were helping you train, we too were determined to change and improve the Tsumura Arts, right Motoko?”

She nodded gracefully. “As long as we incorporate the best of them, they remain Tsumura Arts. But to reject other techniques and opportunities which could strengthen them is folly.” She glanced at Ulfuric, who was discussing something with Raidre. “No, rejecting the advice of a great master of the spear, even one long dead, is not a mistake we will commit.”

She then revealed her own treasure, a glove crafted of a series of interlocking bronze and copper rings and plates, protecting her hand and wrist, similar in function to what Natsumi had chosen. “We do think alike.” Motoko smiled fondly, looking at her friend.

Pelleas’ Glove Of Lovelorn Folly [Item Class: Powerful] [Item Type: Artifice]
This Glove was worn by a consummate but foolish knight, who was equally skilled with sword, spear and bow. Never will blade, shaft or string slip from the wielder’s grasp so long as their love is pure, and when fighting in challenges to defend their honour or the honour of one they love, the faint traces of his determination and folly will raise the Alacrity and Might of the bearer. However, should love ever turn to hate, this Glove will bring great ill-fortune, and attract the attention of Fae of a darker persuasion.


“Those names…” Eleanor mused. “They were supposedly knights under King Arthur, not that he existed in the form we now know of.” She scratched her head, trying to remember more details. “If Henry was here, I could ask him. Men like those stories much more than us women.”

“The Lady of the Lake is real.” I commented, remembering I had heard Shaeula mention her once or twice, and it was on the description of the water Daiyu had taken. “And there’s too much other evidence that they were real. Sure, the stories are probably greatly changed, but then, the Fae aren’t quite what the books say either, are they?” I looked at Raidre and Ulfuric, then at Asha, Shaeula and Hyacinth. “I think it’s an area ripe for study.”

As I talked, I realised there was one person who was standing a bit away, red-faced and embarrassed. On seeing her, I gestured for her to come over, and she did, a bit shy, casting glances at Eleanor. On seeing that, the Princess was amused, not used to any deference from my party.

“Kana, why are you hiding over there?” I asked, and she gave me an uncomfortable look, stroking a golden knotted torc which was around her throat. It was slender and elegant, appearing quite fitting on her slender neck, with snake-like scales and a serpentine head carved into the gleaming metal.

“I just… I’m not sure I deserve this.” Kana sighed. “Compared to the others, I feel a bit of a fraud.”

“At last, one of you with some sense of shame.” David chortled, only for Eleanor to shush him as Kana blushed and tears formed in the corner of her eyes. I put an arm around her shoulder, pulling her against me, and stroked her hair reassuringly.

“Kana, you’ve done a lot, and you deserve it just as much as anyone. You don’t see Daiyu looking worried, do you?” She was still hugging the jar of water, casting me inviting glances, and I knew I would have to aid her with using it shortly. “Besides, you’re my girlfriend, aren’t you?” At that David grimaced, muttering about the tenth round I owed him. “What kind of guy would I be not to get you a present?”

“But…” She glanced at Eleanor, troubled. “They came from her, didn't they?“

“They did indeed. But as Akio here says, a deal is a deal. At least we are done now, the plundering completed.” Eleanor remarked wryly, only for me to disagree.

“Not quite. There’s still Asha, she hasn’t had her treasure yet. My sister and the Vassals too.”

“But Asha, she took the power that sleeps beneath the Tower…” Eleanor protested, only for me to deny her again.

“No, that wasn’t for her, that was a different arrangement. Besides, strengthening us is strengthening you.” I looked up at the colossal Tree. “In fact, since the Tree and Shiro’s buffs have exceeded what I planned, I’m thinking of a downpayment above what we agreed on. Since I’m very grateful for your support.” I smiled brightly, and Eleanor looked away, cheeks faintly red, clearly embarrassed.

Yes, we’re not too far from getting all of Haru-san’s Spires to Rank three. The rest of the day’s ether we can send through to London. There’s a lot they need to do… “You can spend the windfall on protecting the Ring Gate, and also relocating all your Ether Spires and similar structures. The Tower sure is something special but it does have one hell of a downside. You’ll need to move as much of your key facilities away from it as possible.”

“We should defend the borders where we overlap with that redheaded traitor and the nugget bastard.” David cursed the two who had betrayed them, though again his expression betrayed his melancholy. “It would be easier just to just do what she did, and damn the consequences. If they die… so be it.”

“No, I’ve told you David, we have to be cautious.” She looked at me then. “Do you think that you can provide us enough to make things secure?” She observed the shimmering energy around the Tree, which was being sucked into my Silos.

“I think I can provide you with more than you think is possible.” My smile was reassuring. “So I hardly think a few extra treasures from the Tower are going to be a problem in exchange.”

“So, just how many Vassals do you have?” David asked “And how many of them are women?”

“Good question. I have five. Three are women, but there’s nothing going on with Haru-san, Miyu and Suzu-san.” Technically, I had six, but when Kana became my girlfriend, I released her from that, as it didn't seem right otherwise. In the end, it never mattered, as she never deployed her Territory.

“That’s right.” Shiro confirmed. “Suzu is a total airhead, she only cares about her performances, being an idol. She’s quite ruthless when it comes to battle though. Miyu's more interested in girls, I think. And Haru… yeah, David, you should be more careful about what you say. Her life has been tragic. Fortunately, her afterlife…” She made the same sort of joke Haru-san would, and after Shiro explained, Eleanor was sympathetic, her face solemn, while David clenched his fists, then clapped me on the back.

“Good fucking job. Too clean an end for the piece of shit. Just like Donovan, the little armless prick.” he sighed bitterly. “Yeah, I may like to mock, but I’d rather my ally look after those he cares for, even if he’s greedy and loose with women. Less likely to stab us in the back, Princess.”

“Aki? Backstab you? There’s no way. Shit, if anything, we should be watching you.” Shiro shot back. Before it could break out in an argument, I held up a hand.

“That’s enough of that. We’ve all fought together, and this has sealed our alliance. Now, to finish, we might as well get the details on the last treasure.” I stared at the quiet Kana, who took a deep breath, before smiling at me happily.

“I guess you win, Akio. Sorry. I just…compared to those who fight, I feel a bit pathetic sometimes. I guess my old inferiority complex over my abilities is harder to overcome than I’d like. But…” she shook her head. “No more. I’m your girlfriend. I’ll be as good as any of the others!”

“Well said, Kana.” Eri praised her, and Kana smiled back at her.

“I learned from you, Eri-chan. You never back down, not even in the face of opponents like Shaeula, Shiro, Motoko-chan or Hinata-chan. Whether they are beautiful, strong, rich or noble, you think you are their match, don't you?”

“Their match? No, I know I’m the best for Akio. You’re welcome to think the same, Kana, even if you'd be wrong.” Eri shot back, though not unkindly, and David groaned.

“We’re not here for your damn soap opera romance. Just tell us the details. I’m bored…”

“Yes, I should.” I agreed, my Eye shining.

Earth Serpent’s Torc [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Rule]
This Torc was once worn by the leaders of a clan of men who had traffic with the Fae, before war and strife led to the sundering of relations, and the fall of this clan, their people scattered, the survivors abandoning all their treasures. This Torc contains the blessing of an Earth Serpent, wound into the gold and silver threads that make up the Torc, and it significantly strengthens Earth-aspected Skills and abilities, as well as increases the beauty and fertility of the wearer. However, the wearer must never kill a snake without good cause, lest they be cursed with infertility.


“That’s troubling. I wouldn’t want you to suffer that…” I frowned, finding the downside unpleasant. “But it is perfect for you. You are the shrine maiden of Shirohebizumi, after all. Looks like you and earth-aspected snakes have a destiny.”

“I don’t kill anything without good cause.” Kana insisted. “Uh, I don’t mind having greater beauty, but fertility…”

“Just use birth control. We do.” Shiro chimed in, and Eri nodded.

“Enough with this crap again.” David protested. “Looks like the girl over there is fit to burst, do something!” He pointed at Daiyu, whose usually expressionless face was nowhere to be seen, the naked hope in her eyes painful to behold.

“Fine, while I’m doing that, Ixitt and some of the others can give you the grand tour. No café terrace at the moment I’m afraid, due to sudden renovations…” I looked up at the towering Tree, chuckling. “…but there’s a lot to see and do, and he can organise the first Mobile Ether Silo caravans so you can make a start on your own refit. I’m confident the tour should blow away any remaining doubts you have about our alliance…”

[image: ]

After David, Eleanor and Raidre left to check out the rest of my Territory, Raidre shrinking in on himself even more when Anna turned up, I turned my attention to Daiyu. We had moved to an area with more privacy, creating a dome of earth and vines to hide us from view, and the girls had gathered around us, curious, and Shiro was translating for me, though Daiyu was saying more and more of her thoughts in Japanese nowadays. Though she still needs more study, but in a few weeks she should be fluent, maybe less…

“I am ready.” Daiyu declared, and between Shaeula and me, we managed to squeeze out a few more tiny drops of High Spirit Water. Ordinarily such would merely have been a little help to Daiyu, but she was hoping the treasure she had gathered would aid her in breaking through to understanding the Spiritually Pure Physique and making it her own. “This treasure would be priceless, even in Kunlun. I feel I did not earn it, but I am not too proud to accept treasure gained by you, my Dao Companion. One day I shall repay you in kind, and if not…” she blushed slightly. “…with my companionship and care.”

At that, Kana glanced at me wryly, recognising her own worries, but a different viewpoint.

“I’d rather have it strengthening you, than sitting in that Tower until someone else claims it, if they ever do. Or it could be destroyed. Apparently a number of relics were ruined by that bastard Max Power. So go ahead. I’ll be watching.” My Eye glowed, illuminating the inside of our makeshift hut.

“Then, I shall begin.” Daiyu agreed, licking the drops of precious Spirit Water from her palm. She shuddered, feeling the energy surge within her, before quickly breaking open the jar and gulping down the contents, her throat working. Once she emptied the jar, I could see a surging tide of water energy inside her, and it was very compatible with the Spirit Water, perhaps as some water from the Spring was mixed in. Daiyu’s sacral Chakra surged wildly, a maelstrom of brilliant orange energy forming. Sweat was leaking from her, silver and black, and I recognised them as impurities. Her body was being purged, and I realised that she would wake up back in the Material covered in filth.

“I am… pure, I am… resolute. My Foundation is unshakeable.” Daiyu was chanting to herself as she concentrated. Her focus was incredible, enviable, and I once more realised the difference between someone with talent and those without. Though it’s not just talent. She works hard and has done all her life. The path of Cultivation requires such rigour.

As the girls stood around her, either in silence, or offering quiet support, I watched, holding my breath, my Eye able to see into her, where her subtle body was changing. Hers was arranged differently to our Eight Moons Chakra Network, certainly, and thus I wasn’t able to fully guide her, but I had explained what had happened when I gained the ability many times. As the energy formed a secondary pool, a brilliant orange star behind and between her root and sacral Chakras, she suddenly groaned, a wave of brilliant energy passing through her body. She coughed, throwing up a vile, disgusting bile, and her pores were leaking a virulent mist.

I didn’t ooze anywhere near as much impurity here in the Boundary… is it something to be worried about? I reached out to offer Ether Healing, but her onyx eyes snapped open, and she shook her head slightly, mouthing that she was fine and could bear it.

“I believe she shall-shall be fine.” Shaeula reassured me, also watching, and having had the same experience. “The water she drank was powerful indeed. This is a trial she must-must overcome. If she can not-not break through, even with such aid…”

“She’ll do it.” I insisted, no trace of doubt left within me. At my words a smile crossed Daiyu’s face, and she focussed her will, drawing on the ether around us and aether within her. Is that Qi? It’s definitely mostly aether… I had noticed there was a significant portion of wastage before when I observed her, her body not converting all the aether into the alternate form, but as I watched that percentage was dropping significantly, her body, now awash with brilliant orange elemental power, rapidly adapting as it repelled impurities. Soon her effective rate of conversion was around ninety-nine percent, only a small amount still circulating as aether.

“I… my Foundation…” The earth energies she had gathered had condensed to a hard ruby ball around her root Chakra, it no longer circulating, and likewise, the faint wisps of light element, which she called Yang energy, had also solidified, looking almost crystalline. With those obstructions gone, the power of the water energy increased, now fully pure, and soon her Astral body settled down, and Daiyu shuddered, tears at the corners of her eyes.

“It is stable.” she said at last, her expression radiant, before she wrinkled her nose, realising her body and clothes, as well as the ground around her, were soaked with foul impurities, and that she was splattered with dark vomit. Flushing a little, she looked as us all watching on with warm expressions on our faces.

“Congratulations, Daiyu.” I gave her my heartfelt praise, and the others echoed me.

She managed a nod, before drawing on her Qi, which was then dyed with the shimmering orange elemental energies of the High Spirit Water. Yeah, there’s no Moonlight in it. But it’s still powerful… I was curious at the very different way she was manipulating the water element, but as a tide of water poured down over her, she rubbed the filth from her body and hair, her clothes sticking to her body. Seeing me inspecting her closely, Shiro elbowed me.

“I’m just checking out her techniques.” I protested, and Shiro rolled her eyes.

“Sure you are, Aki, her techniques, not her assets.” Shaeula, Hyacinth and Eri all laughed at that. Realising she was in an embarrassing state again, Daiyu frowned, but I took pity on her, drying her off with a little flame and wind energy, creating a warming breeze.

“You have my thanks. Even with the sacred treasure which would have cost more than my own self in Kunlun, or indeed back in my own Sect, it was a great trial. But the path to the Heavens is seldom smooth. I had to make a sacrifice…”

“You mean locking your earth and light energies?” I asked, puzzled. “How did you do that? It’s like they have halted. Also, your way of using the water element is strange.”

Daiyu tried to explain. “I create the water Qi and manipulate it. Speaking of Qi…” She was excited now. “...I feel my Qi Refining has improved dramatically. The Qi I command is now nearly pure Earthly Qi.”

“That I do understand. Before, you were converting aether, but not all of it. Now it’s nearly a hundred percent efficient. In fact…” My Eye could see flavours of aether, at least the lowest classes, and the previously red Qi, with occasional orange flickers, was now almost entirely orange, with only faint hints of red, and some I couldn’t determine, which I guessed might be yellow, possibly? “…the shade of it has changed too.”

“Fascinating. Your Eye truly is a great tool. And now…” Daiyu let out a long sigh, relief writ large on her features. “…with my Qi Refining and Foundation improved beyond my wildest dreams, even if I had to largely seal my work on my previous Foundation, I can finally progress to the Accumulation Realm. Though I still wonder if that might not be premature... it is a hard decision, as Accumulation has not been reached by anyone in many decades.”

“What about your frozen Chakras and their elements, the leftovers from your discarded Technique?” I asked. “Wont it cause problems later?”

She nodded. “Shortcuts to power often have great consequences. But… I do not intend to abandon them forever. After all, the Invincible Jade Yang Technique is treasured knowledge of my Sect. I will see the heights of Kunlun and beyond.” she assured me, confidently. “However, the Accumulation Techniques… finding one suitable for me is not something I would do recklessly. Accumulating water Qi would now be trivial, but… I am greedy. I wish to reclaim earth and Yang Qi, as well as perhaps…” She smiled at us then, a faint twitching of her lips, yet enough to show she was pleased. “I am jealous, you find it so easy to obtain further elemental Qi…”

“Easy, she says?” Kana snorted sourly. “I don’t think so. We have to struggle for every single success.”

“You say that, but mastering the elemental Qi required for Foundation Techniques is a harrowing trial. Whereas many of you know multiple elements.” Daiyu demurred, Shiro and I translating the more difficult words. “And I can no longer settle for merely what my Sect considered a success. Not now. Now when my Foundation and Qi Refining are as solid as any from ancient, departed Kunlun. My Accumulation must be greater than any I had dreamed of. To that end…” She bowed to me. “...I will be in your care. One way to Accumulate is certainly through Dual Cultivation, especially for the Yang Qi I so desperately need to make a breakthrough to a potential double Foundation.”

“This again?” Eri rolled her eyes, tail lashing, but Hinata took her hand, blushing at the implications.

“It’s all right, Eri. It’s time for this. After all, Asha has joined you all, and I…” she stared at me, pink-cheeked, remembering my earlier words. “… soon.” Her face darkened to scarlet, which was so cute Eri sighed, shook her head and squeezed her hand.

“I’m not mad, not really.” Eri insisted. “Everyone here is fine. Even you, Kana. I’ve accepted it.”

“Well thanks, Eri-chan. That’s big of you…” Kana laughed.

“I still have strong feelings about profiting from sex, but I accept that Daiyu would be doing it anyway, so… I suppose it doesn’t make a difference. But Akio wanted to be sure it didn’t cause problems with your Cultivation, which is important, isn't it?” Eri pointed out.

Daiyu agreed. “Yes, he is kind like that. But…” She stared at me, her dark eyes intense. “…you are my goal. I want strength like yours. And your mastery of the elements… I would feel shamed unless I could be comparable to you all. Merely water, I cannot accept it, no matter how potent a water it is. So, Akio, enlighten me. How high is Mount Tai I see before me? I would know before I start climbing it. Though the height will only thrill me.” She flushed, and Shiro laughed uproariously.

“Shit, she can’t wait to start climbing you, Aki. And that was totally a reference to your…” at Eri’s stern look she chuckled, whistling innocently.

“Indeed, can you blame-blame her for looking at Akio with yearning?” Shaeula agreed. “I do not-not. But I too am curious. It has been a while since you shared your full-full strength with us. And you have made many-many gains.”

“Fine then.” I agreed. Yes, it’ll be good to take stock, as while I will be continuing my training, especially with trying for a combat Style, the next step is to build my Territory…

[Material Statistics] 
Might                1580 1762
Fortitude          1571 1752
Intellect            1640 1820
Resilience         1831 2051
Alacrity             1660 1839
Precision           1651 1833
Aether               5857 6463
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune             33 38
Majesty             25 29
Charm               39 44 
League              22 26
Determination  22 25
Foresight          30 32
Fate                   19 21
[Skills] Rank Class Type
[Aetheric Skills] 
Silver Cord Silver Connection Rank 5 Powerful (4) Imperious (6) Foundation (4) Rule (5)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 5 Rank 6 Noble (5) Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 7 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Aether Combat Technique Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Body Enhancement Rank 4 Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 9 Imperious (6) Artifice (6)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 9 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
Spiritually Pure Physique Rank 1 Rank 2 Noble (5) Principle (7)
Adherence Manipulation Rank 3 Noble (5) Law (8)
Split Thoughts Rank 4 Rank 5 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
[Elemental Skills] 
Crown Chakra Of Space Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Space Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Full Moon Light – Mangetsu Rank 4 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Light Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Throat Chakra Of New Moon Darkness - ShingetsuRank 3Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Darkness Manipulation Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 6 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Wind Manipulation Rank 6 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 6 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 6 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Root And Sacral Chakra Of Wood Rank 2 Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Wood Manipulation Rank 2 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Sacral Chakra Of High Moonlight Spirit Water Rank 4 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Water Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Earth Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Four Elements, Light And Darkness Lunar Chakra Of Seven Primal Elements And Wood Rank 3 Rank 4 Imperious (6) Rule (5) Artifice (6)
[Physical Combat Skills] 
Spatial Perception Rank 2 Powerful (4) Rule (5)
Spear Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Sword Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Combat Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Elemental Weapon Technique Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
False Void Motion Void Motion Rank 1 Rank 2 Noble (5) Principle (7)
Tsumura Arts Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Practical Skills] 
Ether Crafting Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Dvergr Techniques Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Unique Skills] 
Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge Rank 3 Rank 4 Legendary (7) Law (8)
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 5 Rank 6 Imperious (6) Legendary (7) Principle (7)
Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze Rank 6 Rank 7 Imperious (6) Rule (5) Principle (7)
Might Of The Furious Earth Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
The Future Reflected By The Moon Rank 3 Legendary (7) Fate (9)
Prominence Twilight Rank 1 Rank 2 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
[Level] 127 134
[Class]
Kami-Blessed 10/20 
Conqueror 17/50
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 6/10 7/10
Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western 6/10 
Wielder Of Elements, Primal Seven 2/20
True Faeduine 3/30
[Mastered Classes]
Fae-Souled 30/30
Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western 10/10
[Territory Rank] 3



Three Hundred And Ninety-One


“Isay this every time, but whoa, way to make us all look bad, Aki!” Shiro exclaimed, though there was touch of pride on her face, as if my achievements were hers. Which I can allow. I’ve only come so far thanks to everyone working together, and the next stage of our increasing strength relies heavily on her efforts…

“I don’t really get it, I find it hard to visualise.” Kana frowned, idly stroking the torc around her neck, thinking. “I know I feel a lot stronger, faster and smarter with just my own gains from the Divine Favour, but I don’t know my numbers to compare.”

“It’s like this, Kana…” Eri explained her own Statistics, from the last time I told her, before the disaster in Kyoto, and Shaeula then jumped in, grinning.

“It seems I am the closest to Akio in terms-terms of strength. Though…” She glanced at Hyacinth, who was constantly improving. “...I should not-not rest on my laurels.”

“Strength is important.” Daiyu added, understanding most of our conversation, and having the rest translated. It makes sense, but she has been focusing her learning on concepts related to the Boundary, Cultivation and more, though that has apparently confused her language teacher a lot. Oh well, the pay is good, a little difficulty at work should be well worth it… “But without talent, these Skills as you call them, you are but a paper tiger, all sound and fury, no true power. It is these which I am interested in. Especially this Silver Connection.”

“Yes, that one seems exceptionally valuable.” Motoko agreed. Observing the Ring Gates, she realised the most important fact. “It means that you can effectively move between Tokyo, Kyoto and even London at will, and if Hyacinth can create more…”

“I can dooo it. I have understood just what to do. If Akiooo needs mooore, I will make it so!” Hyacinth insisted, her silver-violet eyes now shining with a vivid purple sheen, sparks of the same colour dancing in her hair.

“…think of it. A hub, connecting every important country in the world. You would be able to respond to any incident within mere minutes.” Motoko finished, awed by the prospect.

“Poor Akio, he’ll be stretched thin, won’t he?” Natsumi laughed. “It’s amazing though. I think… if Fujiwara-sama hadn’t acted, then the nobility would be left behind, and would find their glory fading.”

“Thank me for that!” Hinata boasted happily, before glancing at me. “Though I suppose I should thank the fact that Akio, Shaeula and Eri aren’t good at keeping secrets. But you’re right. We’ll be working with more and more Chosen, won't we? Those from the JSDF aren’t bad, and from what I know, Saionji-san from the faith is powerful. But compared to Akio…”

“Yes, I doubt any could have saved me and my Tree, much less achieved this. But no other will enter my eyes now.” Asha vowed, her skin tinged a faint red.

“Of course, it’s not simply a matter of strength. It’s utility that counts.” Hinata continued. “Imagine if that could be combined with the Divine Favour of Laverna? Moving items the same way would have endless possibilities.” I could almost see her eyes lighting up as she thought about it.

“There’s something else.” Natsumi pointed out. “What does it mean that you can create a body?”

“I wondered that too.” Kana admitted.

“I love you, but I don’t want copies of you running around.” Eri warned, shaking her head. “I never did like the idea of shadow clones.”

I was a little surprised at Eri remembering that ninjutsu from the old anime with the highly visible ninjas, Naruto, but she had watched it together with Aiko when we were younger. I found I agreed though. Before I could say so, Daiyu spoke up, intrigued.

“Such cloning Techniques are written of in the scrolls and tags my Sect held.” She seemed momentarily downcast, before her dark eyes firmed with resolve, her damp hair and clothes perhaps reminding her she had achieved a Foundation beyond her wildest expectations. “There are those said to be independent beings, while others are merely split bodies, which are controlled by the Cultivator. As Techniques go, they are said to be amongst the most esoteric and arduous to master safely. I wonder if even any from Kunlun, the Saints of old, were able to create them?”

“I have similar concerns.” Motoko agreed with Eri. “How would I know which is my true husband?” She also showed a troubled expression, and the other girls agreed.

Yeah, it does sound like some ero doujin scenario. But it’s too potentially advantageous an ability not to at least try out. From the way it sounds, we’re connected, so I think it’s like Split Thoughts… “While Eleanor, David and Raidre are getting the tour and it’s just us, I might as well test it out. I need a volunteer to go back to the Material.”

“I’ll go.” Kana raised her hand.

“Are you sure?” Eri asked her, and Kana nodded.

“I am. Even if it’s a copy of Akio, he’ll still be Akio, so he won’t suddenly attack me, since we have an easy-going, slow relationship. It’ll be fine, Eri-chan.”

“I’m confident it’s not an issue.” I reassured her. With that, everyone watched curiously as Kana disappeared, and I concentrated, and a shining Silver Cord rippled into existence, connecting me with the Material. This is a strange feeling. It is like Split Thoughts, just so much more… My eyes shot open, and a wave of brutal vertigo assaulted me, my mind trembling. As I paled, I heard the girls asking if I was all right, some of them taking my arms to steady me. Simultaneously, I also could see the Material, a newly formed body appearing. Oh damn, what about my old one? I’ve not left a corpse, have I?

“Akio, are you all right?” Eri was asking me, the words running at a faster speed than the movement in the Material. Separating the two was proving difficult, so I allocated more and more of my Split Thoughts to processing the faster flow of time, and the pain and dizziness diminished, even as sweat was dripping from me. Both of me. It’s not a clone, I’m actively in both places. The doubled vision, hearing, smells… that’s not something easy to manage…

Your Resilience has increased by Two.
Your Resilience has increased by One.
Your Resilience…


A slow, steady drip of messages was burning in my Eye, each point gained minor, compared to my overall Resilience, but every gain was welcome. Yeah, even looking at the damn Klein Bottle wasn’t this harrowing. But…

“I’m fine.” I declared, at the same time I entered my bedroom in the Material. Fortunately there was the empty body of Shaeula, but mine had vanished, gone as if it never existed. Matter can’t be created or destroyed, huh? Not true it seems. Although… Mortal Engineering did largely follow scientific laws, but mixed with spiritual ones, so perhaps taking into account the Astral as well, the missing mass or energy still existed, merely transformed. “This is a strange feeling. Definitely.” I muttered, as the door to my room opened again, and Kana stepped in. She stared at my Material form warily for a brief moment, before asking the important question.

“Akio? Is it you? No, I’m so stupid. I mean… are you a separate you?”

I shook my head in denial, while answering questions from the girls around me in the Boundary too. “No, I’m in both places at once. It’s disconcerting. Worse, time flows at a different rate, so it’s giving me a headache like you wouldn’t believe.”

“I see. I’m relieved.” She leant in and kissed me on the cheek, smiling. “The only you we care about is you. Even someone identical wouldn’t do.”

Hearing the same said by some of the other girls, I smiled back. “They are saying the same thing. Damn, this will take some getting used to. It’s way more intense than Split Thoughts.”

“I’m going back then. They'll want to know this is safe and not creepy. Can I use one of the other rooms?” At my nod, Kana turned to leave, before turning back, her smile wicked. “Oh, and no peeking on me when I’m sleeping, all right?”

I let out a chuckle as she left, opening up my laptop and switching it on, all the while having a conversation in the Boundary.

“Motoko, Natsumi, can we spar?” I asked them, and they readily agreed. Soon I was clashing practise spears with them both, but my movements were slower and less coordinated, the simultaneous overlay of both realms throwing me off. Motoko even landed a hit on me, which just inspired Natsumi to try harder. Meanwhile I was scrolling through some Wikipedia articles I had been meaning to look at for a while, memorising the knowledge. Yes, in theory I can double my productivity, but…

“You’re definitely slower.” Natsumi observed, taking a hit from my practise weapon, even as she landed her own blow. “Not so much in how fast you move, but your reactions are dull.”

“It’s no wonder.” I agreed, feeling like I was making an excuse. “I’m having to use all my Split Thoughts just to cope with the variation in time-flow, which means I’m having to tough it through the jumbled, overlapping sensations with pure Intellect. I can do it, but I’m bound to be less effective.”

“That’s a concern.” Natsumi frowned, and moments later Kana reappeared, giving everyone a pair of victory signs. She winked at me, and I knew she realised she was teasing me with her gestures.

“It’s all good. It’s not a clone.” Kana advised them.

“Yeah, and the Aki here hasn’t changed either. Though he’s flailing about like an idiot. I guess being some sort of hivemind isn’t easy if you aren’t used to it.” Shiro smirked, enjoying my discomfort.

“I believe you have to overcome this, and train until you are as effective with both selves at once as you are just as one.” Daiyu suggested. “A Technique is to be mastered, it must not master you. Besides, the benefits…”

Agreeing, I opened my mouth to speak, only for Shaeula to beat me to it. “Indeed, the best-best benefit.” Her smile was teasing. “Now Akio can easily accommodate another dozen-dozen females of worth!”

“Are you stupid?” Eri shot back, shaking her head in denial. “That doesn’t make sense! Though…” She looked at me then, her smile suddenly bot teasing and warm. “If you can be in two places at once, that does mean we can expect twice the time with you, surely?”

“It’s strange that Eri-chan and Shaeula think in almost the same way.” Kana declared theatrically, and Hinata giggled, before responding.

“No, it’s perfectly normal. After all, weren’t they the first two, and the reason we have our chance?”

“Look, I’ve not gained this ability just to spend more time with you all…” I began, and at the looks on some of their faces, I hastily amended my words. “…of course I’m delighted it will probably work out that way, you know my biggest fear is I won’t be able to give you all the love and attention you deserve. But…”

“But it’s more about making it useful, right Aki?” Shiro finished for me. “You’ve always been an industrious guy, even helping me out with my game. Although any man worthy of the title would give their right arm to aid a beauty like me.” She couldn’t resist her usual jokes. “But with this, you can still train even while doing other things, or even practise two things at once. It’s a growth cheat to the max!”

“Assuming I can master it.” I agreed, blinking away another couple of notifications about increased Resilience. “Yeah, even now I’m scrolling through some articles and sources I wanted to read up on but never had time for.”

“Awesome, I want to test that.” Shiro grinned. “Anyone got an obscure question Aki won’t know the answer to, and can look it up?”

I spent the next few minutes doing various online searches, greatly amusing the girls. Shiro asked obscure questions about anime, manga and games, while Hinata asked for stock prices and data on the commodity market. Even the others got in on the act. When that was done, I was slowly starting to adapt to the storm of information I was pulling in from two separate places.

“There’s so many illegal and unethical things you could do with that, Aki.” Shiro grinned. “Sitting an exam and being able to just google all the answers for one. Or perving on our sleeping bodies while we’re here…”

“I said that.” Kana laughed. “Akio wouldn’t though. Why would he need to? Everybody here…” She blushed, too embarrassed to finish that thought.

“Exactly. Good girl.” I praised Kana, rubbing her head affectionately. “It’s not that easy anyway. The other body is linked by the Silver Connection, so at least for now it has to be in the Material while I’m here in the Astral, and the opposite is also true. So we need to get the Treetop café back up.” I winked at Asha. “How else can I take you all on Boundary dates while I’m doing boring busywork on the Material?”

“I will welcome you any time, my husband.” Asha smiled soothingly, and after some more humour regarding that, I dismissed the Material body, the relief of not having to use all my Split Thoughts on it palpable. The keen-eyed Motoko noticed my stance was different, and after I explained I now wanted to test travelling to the Material in London in person, she understood why. Though honestly, while I do need to test that, it just feels so horrible using both bodies. I know I have to train it, but… not tonight. Too much has already happened and I’m mentally exhausted, despite my stats.

Relaxing with some of Asha's and Hyacinth’s drinks, the honey and fruit meads and wines pleasant, we waited for the return of David and the others. It didn’t take too long, and judging by the expressions on their faces, our tour had the desired effect.

“Nice place you have here.” David sighed. “My confidence has definitely taken a damn hit.”

Raidre beside him was glancing at Anna and Shaeraggo warily. On seeing that, Anna scowled, and he flinched. “You had best protect, must guard your Isle and the Gate my precious little Ula wishes secured. Understand?”

“By the salt and smoke, what a pain.” Raidre griped. “Of course I will guard it. Bermondsey Isle is our home. And the Princess needs this alliance. I see that now.”

“Yeah, how come your place is full of all these powerful royals, and we get lumbered with Raidre here?” David slapped the Selkie on the back to take the sting from his words. “If we’d have had this level of defender, then the mad nun bitch, stupid redhead and nugget-boy wouldn’t have stood a chance, they’d be floating dead in the Thames about now.”

“Language, David!” Eleanor chided, scandalised. “I apologise for him, he’s a rough speaker, but he means no offense.”

“We get it.” I waved away her apology. “It wasn’t easy to build up to this. I was fortunate, but I also worked hard.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula agreed and told the tale of how I bested her and forced her to yield, which was one of her favourite stories. She then went on to the Trial of Three, which left Shaeraggo looking chagrined at his attitude, and worse, Anna grabbed him by the ear and twisted it painfully, before giving him a beating, for letting her 'darling Ula suffer such indignities, grave injuries'.

“You have lived an interesting life since July.” Eleanor remarked, amused, even if her pleasant expression was cracking a little at the one-sided brawl between Shaeula’s two siblings. “I can hardly imagine how you must have suffered, without access to such boons as the Armour of the Green Knight. I feel rather shamed at my own worries and incompetence.” She frowned, remembering. “I think it is no coincidence you succeeded to this extent. It takes a certain willingness to risk oneself, and unshakeable resolve.”

“That’s right. Akio has always been like that!” Eri nodded, ears flickering. “Ever since he was a young boy.”

“From where I’m standing, you’ve done all right.” I consoled Eleanor, who was still feeling down and rife with melancholy about the betrayals and her own killings, even two weeks later. “You made the hard choices you had to. And it doesn’t matter how you start, it’s how you finish that decides whether or not you did a good job.”

“It’s how we finish. Yes, that’s true.” Her expression changed, to a genuine smile now. “And we have a long way to go until the finish, don’t we?”

“No kidding.” David complained, pointing at the Tree and the White Snake Earth Altar, surrounded by Silos and the glittering silver needles of Ether Spires. “We have a lot of catching up to do. But I’ve never been a quitter. Old man Arthur isn’t either. Nor the schoolteacher or our little Princess-lover. And you aren’t either, Princess.”

“I can’t afford to be. Not now. For the dead, and for those who suffered thanks to my naivety.” Eleanor also gazed up at the towering Tree. “And also, I have made the choice to give away some of what my ancestors have guarded. Until I see that was the right decision, there’s no quitting.”

“Excuse me.” Hinata interrupted. “Can I ask a question?”

“Of course you can.” Eleanor looked at me, pursing her lips. “She’s young, isn’t she?”

“Yes. I feel bad about that myself. But she’s of an age where she can make her own relationship decisions. I don’t feel she needs to justify her choices. Nor do I, except to my own conscience.”

“I know. I can’t say I approve of it, as a woman, but I am not a fool. I was just surprised. Perhaps I shouldn’t be, though.”

“No kidding. Girls like strong men, men with power. I could tell you a few stories about my own conquests…” David began, but Hinata raised a hand.

“I’m sure they are utterly fascinating, but I’d rather talk business.” Hinata grinned. “Besides, when it comes to conquering, look around. There’s a Faerie princess, a legendary Dryad, a powerful maid, then there’s a woman possessed by a Goddess, girls from the nobility, another Chosen, a mysterious foreign Cultivator… and a catgirl.” She smiled slyly at Eri, who made an indelicate noise but didn’t say anything. “And that’s just his fiancées. There are famous crafters, other Fae royalty and heroes, we have a trade agreement with the famous Night Parade of a Hundred Demons… our foundation is rock solid, so long as Akio holds firm.”

“I know this. I find it hard to forget when you all came to my aid.” Eleanor conceded. “At the moment of despair, hope blossomed. But what is your point?”

I know that smile. Hinata’s about to try and gouge Eleanor for everything she can.

“My point is, what’s your overall goal, Eleanor? I can call you that, can't I?” Hinata asked, and under her cute smile, Eleanor agreed.

“I suppose so. Here I’m not so much the Princess as just another Gods’ Chosen.”

“That’s right. So, a question. Just what are you trying to achieve? Is it just protecting Britain, keeping it safe from danger? Or do you have ambitions to rule?”

“Rule?” Eleanor shook her head. “I may be a royal, but I was never comfortable in the limelight like Richard and Henry. I attended a few social events, it was unavoidable, but I mostly kept to myself. No, I have no aspirations to rule. Even in leading, I’ve been rather a failure, haven’t I?” Her expression was rueful.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Princess.” David sighed. “I didn’t see the betrayal coming. I did have my eye on that bitch Mary Stuart, and I never trusted that fucker Max, but to think the ungrateful…” He ground his teeth, eyes flashing with deep anger and regret.

“Yes, but I was warned.” She peered at me, shaking her head. “I did take some precautions, but it wasn’t enough. I’m not cut out to be a leader.”

“We all fail. I did the same. I lost people too.” I told her about not taking my Foresight seriously, and how the yakuza attack could have ended tragically for Kana and her family.

“Yeah, that was seriously scary.” Kana shuddered at the memory. “But it was when I realised I wasn’t a coward, I wasn’t as selfish as I thought. It was when I made my resolve that you owed me, and you’d be mine.” She met my gaze resolutely, and I shrugged.

“Sorry it took so long for me to stop being unfair.” I then continued, explaining about Yamato, and also the death of Tsukiko-san during the second Kyoto incident. Eleanor, Raidre and David listened in silence, before Eleanor apologised to me.

“I’m sorry. I should have expected you would have had your own suffering as well. Once more I was being naïve, lost in self-pity.”

“That Yamato prick, what an idiot. Though compared to our womanising little traitor, he was just a greedy fool, not a scumbag. You know…” He met my gaze head-on, his face set firmly. “…everyone makes mistakes. As long as you own them, I think that’s fine. Shit, not even I win every fight.”

“That’s right.” Natsumi laughed. “Akio beat you eight to one, if I recall?”

“Yeah.” he admitted. “But he still owes me one, no, two more rounds.”

“Such a power. Kin Restoration…” Raidre muttered, shocked. “I had heard rumours that you were born with a great power, princess, but that you were spoilt, arrogant and too weak to use it properly.”

“All true.” Shaeula admitted, despite Anna and the battered and subdued Shaeraggo denying it. “But now-now I can use it flawlessly, as can Akio. Tsukiko will return. There is no-no doubt of that.”

“So, we got a little off track.” Hinata chimed in, her sly smile charming. “What I can see is, you care for your home country, as you should. Akio, he was born there, and his mother is British. I think you can count him as one of your own.”

“I do see him as British. I am not so foolish as to discount your love for Japan, your homeland for many years, but I hope you have a fond place for Britain in your heart.” Eleanor said to me.

“Of course. My mom, my grandparents Jack and Evelyn… they wouldn’t want Britain to be destroyed. Nor would I.” I confirmed, and Hinata continued triumphantly.

“You see? If all you want is to protect Britain and have it prosper, then look around.” She spread her arms happily. “Akio has built this all from nothing. He’s going to help you rebuild too, and form a mutual defence agreement. But is that actually enough?”

“What do you mean?” Eleanor asked, and Hinata waved her hands, illustrating her point.

“Why not go further? Instead of mutual defence, why not have a full alliance? If you want to rule, to be the Astral Empress, you’re going to have to beat Akio and those like him. Do you think you can? But if all you want is to safeguard your country, why not get in early and become an important ally to someone who can rule? Do you want to be under the control of those like this Mary Stuart, or benefit from someone fair like Akio?”

She paused to let that sink in, before pressing on. “He even offered to give you extra ether, completely unasked, just because thanks to his, Hyacinth's and Asha’s efforts, things went better than he hoped. I think that says more than my words can. He’d never mistreat those who depend on him. And you can depend on him. Let Akio take the lead, and take some of the burden off your shoulders. He can handle it.”

Anna was watching silently, her green eyes shimmering with emotion. Shaeula laughed, joining Hinata in her praise. “Indeed. Eleanor, you know-know what it is to be one of our friends. Akio now is even-even stronger. In fact…” her grin was teasing. “…he can now-now move freely between the Material and the Boundary. So should danger befall you even in the mortal world, he could-could be at your side through the Ring Gate in but-but a mere moment. He can also be in two places at once-once.”

“Seriously? That’s bullshit. How do you get such a broken ability? I thought my Battle Hymn was good, but you have something just like it…” David was jealous, though looking at the giggling Natsumi, who he’d taken a liking to, he shrugged. “Laugh all you want, but I’ll hone my skills until I’m the King again.” He sighed, before his grin turned wicked. “I wouldn’t trust any sort of clone. Coming home to find him in bed with my girlfriend would be my worst nightmare. He might even try to replace me.”

“David!” Eleanor was scandalised again, but I shook my head.

“David’s right. I’d hate that too. But it’s not a clone, just…” I explained, and they nodded in understanding.

“Truly incredible. You have reached heights I never dreamed of. No longer human, but a spiritual being like Raidre, who can freely move between the worlds. I can’t compete, that’s true.” Eleanor surrendered.

“And you don’t need to.” Hinata continued, honeyed words dripping from her lips. “Wouldn’t it be reassuring to entrust all the hard work, the hard decisions, to someone who won’t betray you like the others did. You know he’s not that sort of person. His actions prove it. Deeds, not words.”

“I still don’t think I can. I have responsibilities…” Eleanor spoke softly, hesitantly, and Hinata laughed.

“Yes, and you can fulfil them by supporting Akio. You don’t want to take over the world, but others will. So pick a side. Just think about it. For now…” She yawned theatrically. “Motoko, Natsumi, we should be getting back, it’s really late. As for you…” she addressed me. “…you did want to test your new ability to see if you can manifest in London. Why not show it to the Princess? You can make a start on your generous, unasked for gift as well.”

“I’m off too.” Kana agreed. “Eri-chan, you should come too. I know Akio has improved your condition, but we don’t know how much it’s changed back in the Material.”

“I’ll stay here with the Tree.” Shiro offered, smiling at Asha. “I want to get a feel for buffing it, since I get that I’m going to be doing it a lot from now on…”

As we organised who was coming, I looked at Eleanor, who let out a small sigh. “I need to speak to my grandmother. I… I certainly will not turn down your assistance. Our Avalon, our Territories, they are certainly a mess. Your advice would be welcome, and appreciated. And we can talk more about your ambitions…”

Hinata gave me a stealthy thumbs-up, and I shook my head, smiling. More than an alliance, huh? She’s not wrong, despite having the Tower, I’m not confident that Eleanor and her group has the strength to dominate, nor the inclination. She strikes me as a woman doing her duty despite hating it. Being under someone else’s direction could relieve a lot of her burden, and I certainly wouldn’t hate having more Chosen on my side, as well as an allied country, especially when we still have to face the Red Dragon Of The East, that which lurks within China, and the potentially massive host of their own Chosen and Cultivators…

With those thoughts in mind, I passed through the Ring Gate, accompanied by Shaeula and Hyacinth, back to London…


Side One Hundred And Forty-Two - Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“I’m home.” I called, as I walked through the door after another day at school. I had spent an hour practising Kyūdō with the few members of our school club, but it was frustrating in a lot of ways. Firstly, the focus of it had changed. I still loved archery, perhaps more than ever, but it was no longer in terms of competition. At least not against other athletes. I’d like to challenge Shaeula’s brother again. I don’t think I’d win, but I wouldn’t get so badly beaten, no way!

No, now my focus was on honing both my combat Skills with the bow, as well as the spiritual side to Kyūdō, which would hopefully improve my strength in terms of spiritual aspects. Remembering seeing my bro, Shaeula and the others on TV, being praised as the saviours of Britain, I clenched my fist, vowing to myself I’d get strong enough to help my bro, help them all too.

Taking off my outdoor shoes and pulling on a pair of slippers, I noticed a lot of unfamiliar shoes in the rack by the door. Guests, huh? Putting that aside, the other reason it was so irritating was the fact that now the school’s small Kyūdō dojo was thronged with gawkers and curious students from all grades, and I was starting to feel a bit like a spectacle. I can’t say it’s not nice to get attention, and wow, Rika-chan and Yae-chan are loving their popularity, though Yae-chan… wow, no point worrying over it, I don’t think much of her chances, but… compared to the sort of people my bro is meeting, Princesses, Queens, politicians, rich businessmen… getting popular with the juniors at school seems kind of lame…

As I was thinking about my Territory, or lack of one, and how I wished I could do more to help my bro, Eri, Shaeula and the others, I opened the door to the living room, and I was greeted cheerfully by my mom. “Welcome back, Ai dear.”

She wasn’t the only one though. I was greeted in English by two people I didn't think I had ever seen in person before, but I had seen pictures and talked a little using the phone. I can’t believe we were so poor that we didn’t even really make many foreign calls due to the cost. How things have changed. Way to go bro… My thoughts were scattered as I met my grandparents in person for the first time.

“Good evening, Aiko. You’re an awfully pretty girl. Just like your mother.” Grandfather greeted me, and Grandmother giggled, despite her age, reminding me of mom a bit.

“Oh, you can’t say something like that, Jack, even if it’s true. Look, you’ve embarrassed her. Aiko dear, it’s wonderful to finally meet you, our granddaughter.” Grandmother was smiling fondly, and I felt faint tears stirring in my eyes.

“Hi. It’s good to meet you at last. Big bro told me all about you.” I managed, before Grandmother Evelyn enfolded me in a warm hug.

“You’re a big girl.” she observed warmly.

“Not as big as mom.” I protested, before my face reddened, embarrassed. I shouldn’t be making jokes about my boobs, not during such a happy occasion. Wow, I’m all over the place… As we hugged, I heard a loud, fake cough, and turned to see auntie Hana and uncle Junpei were here too, rather amused, and beside them were two people I didn’t see that often, auntie’s parents.

“Welcome back, little Ai. You remember my parents, don't you?” auntie Hana said in Japanese.

“Of course. Eri and I, we’re like sisters, no, we are sisters. So you’re my grandparents too, Haruyo-san, Wataru-san.” I greeted them. “You’re… looking well?” I wasn’t sure why I phrased it as a question, but Haruyo-san shook her head, a touch unhappily, I thought.

“We are getting by, Aiko-chan. Though Wataru and I are feeling rather left out. To think, we had to find out about our grandson-in-law and all of this through the television, rather than from our family.” The frail-looking woman in her mid-sixties was still rather good-looking, but I knew she and Wataru-san both weren’t well at all. Though it’s nothing terminal. Now that they know…

“That’s right.” Wataru-san agreed. He was a few years older than Haruyo-san and had a nasty cough that was always worse in the winter, and usually left him bedridden and feverish for most of the season. “When we heard our granddaughter was finally engaged, we wanted to celebrate, but then Akio-kun was gone, then our Eri-chan moved to Tokyo after getting injured…”

“Sorry.” auntie apologised. “I did want to tell you. I don’t like keeping secrets from you all, but…”

As they spoke in rapid Japanese, my British grandparents were looking confused, trying to parse it with their limited language abilities, so I decided to do them a favour and translate. As Grandmother Evelyn released me, I shook hands with Grandfather Jack, which I found a little funny, his solemnity out of place in this reunion.

“That’s the grandfather of Eri, my big bro’s first fiancée. Wow, first. Even after several months, saying it like that makes me feel guilty.” It is all for the best though. There are so many happy girls around my bro now, all pulling together. But it needs Eri to recover to be perfect. And also… can’t bro find her a Divine Favour? It would really boost her confidence… “He’s complaining that we never told them about my bro and everything that’s been going on. I get it. I hated being left out myself.”

Remembering it just made me mad, though I also remembered pulling a ton of pranks on my bro, pointing out all the inconsistencies and obvious failures to hide what was going on, getting him worked up, and then pretending it didn’t matter, leaving him flummoxed. I was a bit of a bitch, really. But my bro… he left us. I should be allowed that much payback! At least things are different now, and Eri and me, we can stand at his side, not behind him!

“I’m sorry, mother, father.” auntie was saying, flustered. “But it was a closely guarded secret. And you know how you both like to gossip!”

“That’s true.” uncle agreed. “Besides, we only found out ourselves around Eri’s birthday. So it’s only been a short time…”

“Akio didn’t tell us on his first visit either.” Grandfather Jack said to me, after I explained what everyone was arguing about. “I understand why. Knowing can be dangerous. He just wanted to keep us safe.”

“Everything’s all out in the open now. My Aki, he’s a worldwide phenomenon, a hero! And didn’t the girls look so gorgeous in their dresses? It’s just a shame Eri wasn’t able to be on TV!” Mom piped up, trying to distract them from their argument, which judging by the frustrated expression on dad and uncle’s faces, was one they’d had already.

“Yes, that would be wonderful. My shy little Eri, out in front of the world…” auntie Hana enthused, shaking her head.

“It’ll definitely happen.” I grinned, picturing it. “Eri’s not nearly as shy as she was. It’s done her good, mixing with other girls. Besides, don’t you want to see me out there too, mom?” I asked, and she looked at me in surprise.

“No, Ai! You’re a hundred percent blood related to Aki, you can’t be his bride!” she protested, and I wasn’t entirely sure she was joking. The comment had put a stop to the argument, at least. Mission accomplished, I guess? Just a shame I had to be embarrassed to stop it.

“You know I don’t mean that, mom. So embarrassing!” I pouted. “If you start teasing me over that as well, I’ll get mad. I get enough of it at school. Being serious now, after all, I’m…” The room was small and cramped, our house rather tiny, though being out in the boonies it was still larger than you’d find in the city. But there was enough room for what I wanted. With a wicked smile, I raised one arm, and suddenly a golden version of Eri appeared in the vacant space. My parents had seen the Golden Sister Army before, of course, uncle and auntie too, but the others froze, open-mouthed, the argument driven from their minds by the sudden shock. I struck a pose, hands on my hips in a way I had practised in front of the mirror until I had it looking cool enough, and grinned.

“See, mom? I’m just like big bro now, and you know it. I’m part of his alliance, just like Haru-chan, Miyu-chan and the others.” If it wasn’t for the fact he told me that he had a couple of men as his Vassals too, I’d start thinking bro was using that as an excuse to start grooming some more fiancée candidates. He’s not that sly though, and Eri would take an axe to him…

“That’s… I’ve seen some things, but it still amazes me.” Grandfather Jack marvelled, reaching out gingerly, before touching the golden statue, seeming almost surprised it was real. “You too, Aiko? From what I understand, those Chosen by the Gods are very rare indeed. Looks like our blood is strong.” He crossed himself. “Forgive me God for the blasphemy.”

I guess it’s hard for the devout to acknowledge other Gods exist. The proof’s right here, though. Kannon exists, or I couldn’t call on the Sister Army… “Good, now we’ve all quietened down, mom, I’m hungry. What’s for dinner?”

Mom burst out laughing at that. “Oh Ai, you are a cheeky girl. I don’t know where you get that attitude from. Aki is such a good boy…”

I snorted at that. “Yeah, right. A good boy has a soccer team of women… uh, sorry auntie…” I muttered apologetically, but she shook her head, dismissing my words.

“It’s fine. No, not fine, but I have to accept what I can’t change. I’m talking to little Eri most days, and her rehabilitation is going well, and she’s getting on with the others. Like you said, little Ai, being out in the wider world, having to deal with others she can’t ignore, it’s been good for her. So...” She looked at her parents, giving them a meaningful scowl. “…you pair of gossips can just quiet down for now. We’ll talk it out over dinner. Do you need a hand, Emi?” she asked, and my mom shook her head.

“No, we’re nearly done. Since this is a special occasion though, dear, break out the good whiskey and sake our son gave us. This is a celebration! Our whole family is together for the first time! Apart from Aki, but… he’s here in spirit!”

“Not the whole family.” I snickered, amused. “Eri’s missing too. And not just her. If you bring all the other girls and their families too… we’d need to hire the town hall. And find a way into the Boundary…” Even without Eri and my bro, I’m feeling emotional. It’s the little things like this that make it real, the ways our lives have all changed for the better because of big bro…
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“I still can’t believe both our grandchildren are special.” Grandfather Jack was saying. “This is excellent, Emily, you’ve got better at cooking over the years.”

“Is it to your taste? I tried making it a bit more Westernised, as Aki told us you’d be here today.” mom asked, fretting a little. Dad had opened several bottles of booze and was sipping on the golden contents of one glass happily. Meanwhile, auntie was still telling off her own parents.

“I remember that time I told you in confidence about that matter, and before I knew it, everyone in your village knew. And it wasn’t the only time…” she was saying, and Eri’s grandparents seemed a bit ashamed, eyes downcast. “…I simply couldn’t risk little Aki’s secrets. You’ve seen it, haven't you? There is security on twenty-four hour shifts in Nishimorioka, always keeping an eye out for trouble.”

“Yes, but do you think we’d have talked about this?” Haruyo-san grumbled, a little affronted. “This isn’t gossip, it’s a miracle…”

“Little Aki was simply keeping things close to his chest. He was going to tell you in time. He just wanted to get things stable first, right little Ai?” auntie Hana asked me, just as I was explaining to my grandparents that no, I wasn’t Chosen like my bro.

“So yeah, my bro, he actually gave me this power. It came from someone else. But that’s a big secret only known to the higher-ups of the country, so nobody knows that, all right? Oh, yeah… my bro actually was super relaxed and useless at keeping things secret, and Shaeula, she’s the cute little orange-haired girl everyone’s memeing over…” my grandparents and Eri’s all looked confused as mom translated. “…uh, never mind. What matters is they were careless, and I’m told it got really bad, and Kana-chan and her family could have been killed over it. Ah, Kana-chan is the shrine maiden of the shrine bro has set up his base at. She’s a funny girl. Cute too.”

I’m actually really happy for her that my bro finally acknowledged her feelings. Bro was stringing her along something fierce just to make himself feel better. I know why he did it, he’s under a lot of pressure, but that’s his own fault. I may have suggested he accept Shaeula, but he did it, and gathered all the others too. Using Kana-chan as a sacrifice to relax himself was just a dick move.

“I see. We should visit her again, right dear?” mom asked dad, and he nodded, glass still in hand.

“I believe so. We had the pleasure of meeting her parents in Kyoto, they seemed good, honest people.”

“I think Kana-chan’s mom might share some of the same worries as you, auntie.” I giggled, before my expression turned grave, continuing. “That’s all very well, but what matters is that wasn’t the only problem. The US tried to abduct my bro and Shaeula, even using special forces and mercenaries. Again, people nearly died. And it’s due to us all being stupid. We were careless in Las Vegas, indiscreet. So don’t blame my bro for wanting to keep secrets, even from family. When it’s time to say, he does. Like with you, grandpa, grandma.” I was less formal now I’d got used to them over the last hour or so.

“Yes, so quit your complaining. You’re embarrassing me.” auntie scolded her parents once more, shaking her head. “Now that you know, there’s no more reason to gripe. When we next see little Aki, he’ll give you the Chirurgery, and your health will improve.”

“What happens if we had died before then? You know how sickly we get in the winter.” Wataru-san moaned sourly. “Would you have been fine with that, Hana?”

Wow, that’s so selfish and annoying. It’s lucky Eri isn’t here, I’d hate for her to lose respect for her own grandparents. My face must have been showing my annoyance, as mom squeezed my leg under the table. I glanced over, only to see her telling me to keep silent. Fine. But I don’t like their attitude.

“You’ve managed all these years just fine.” auntie insisted, sighing. “Mother, father, you didn’t need to worry. We have money now. We can afford the best healthcare, your house won’t be draughty and damp… in fact…” auntie Hana glanced at my dad, who spoke, his voice calm and collected.

“There is no use dwelling on the past. My son is a man now. He makes his own decisions and has to live with them. For what it is worth, I do agree he needs to be more cautious. Even now.” He nodded at me. “The world knows his name, his face, but not much else. Secrets such as how Aiko gained her powers must be kept. And more importantly… we must not become a drag on him, a weakness to be exploited.”

“That’s why we are here.” grandpa agreed, after he understood dad’s words. “It’s not just to visit our family and see our granddaughter. Though that is a long overdue treat.” He smiled warmly at me, and I nodded, touched. “It’s to make sure we can’t be used against him. The same goes for you, I’m sure.” he suggested to Haruyo-san and Wataru-san, and after it was translated, they had no choice but to agree.

“That’s right. Little Eri might not be publicly known like the others, but little Aki has done nothing to hide their relationship, not that he should have done. They are childhood friends in love, there’s nothing to hide!” auntie repeated vehemently. “But that means our family, they could be targets. I’m not so worried about you, little Ai…”

“I’m not overconfident.” I sighed, surprising them. The golden Eri had long since vanished, as I didn’t like to waste aether unnecessarily, preferring to save it for the Boundary, “Sure, I’m not easy to take down. Your average gang of thugs or kidnappers, I’d beat to a pulp.” I flexed my arms, grinning. “But against trained professionals like my bro took on? Or worse, another Chosen? I don’t like to take chances. It’d be a tragedy if something happened to cute little me, right?” I laughed, making a joke, before shaking my head, suddenly serious. This is something I thought about, when I accepted this Favour. It’s still a risk I wanted to take. I don’t regret it. How could I?

Before anyone could protest, I continued. “Obviously, I have no wish to end up getting kidnapped, tortured or worse. That’d suck, wouldn't it?” My tone was dry and self-deprecating. “But we all know it’d kill my bro. He’s already still feeling guilt over Kyoto, and then Tsukiko-chan. If it was me…” I clenched my fists, resolute. “It’s why I’m training hard every night, and even helping Rika-chan and Yae-chan as best as I can. I don’t want to be the thing that breaks my bro. And maybe dooms Japan.”

“Well said, daughter.” dad praised me when I was done. “Though I could do without you bringing up such tragic outcomes. To think of you being captured, tortured…” His hand was white around the glass. “…but we have to be realistic. That is why we have security. In fact, I have seen a new group around the village.”

“Yeah, they are trained mercenaries, apparently. Trained in both senses.” I explained. “They rotate in with groups of twenty, and bro is putting his all into whipping them into shape. Each rotation, they should be a little more useful. But against someone like my bro, they’ll be about as much use as a butter knife against a lion.”

“That’s why we have to make a decision.” dad agreed, staring at everyone sternly. “We can put it off no longer. Now that father-in-law and mother-in-law are here, it is the perfect time. Our son has been profligate with his wealth.” Even praising my bro, dad came across as stern and disappointed, and mom giggled, looking far younger than her age.

“Let our boy spend, dear. He hates that we scrimped and saved for him and Ai all these years and he wants to give back. I think it’s sweet.”

“Yes, though it does rather hurt my pride as his father. But I accept it. No, the decision we have to make is… should we all move to Tokyo, where we can be properly protected? Now, I know it is a big decision. We grew up here, Junpei, Hana. Our memories, our friends, they are all here. But…”

“…Aki and Eri are in Tokyo.” mom finished. “Besides, it’s not like we’ll be leaving forever, is it? Perhaps when Ai gets as strong as Aki, we won’t need to worry?” She winked at me, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Sure, I was the sporty one in the family, but keeping up with bro? Dream on. He’s the Hero of Britain. Shaeula messaged me to say he’s likely going to be knighted! Can you believe it? She also said we’d be invited to the ceremony, so we had to visit Tokyo to go shopping for dresses and accessories anyway, mom…” I wasn’t even sure of what I was saying, but the thought of being in Buckingham Palace, watching my bro, Shaeula and the others being rewarded in front of the world, was enough to give me goosebumps. “…no, that’s not important now. Seriously, my bro, he’s on another level. But… if I was in Tokyo, I could train with him, help him… uh, wait, what about school? And my exams?”

“Studying is important.” dad admitted. “Your teachers tell me you have knuckled down and your grades have shot up. I am confident you can pass the exam for any university of your choice now.”

Wow, praise from dad. I know how bro feels now. Dad’s soft on me, sure, but he still doesn’t praise me often. “Yeah, though it’s not like it’s all my own efforts, dad. Skills and Classes are great, they aren’t just for battle. But… I’ll be honest. I miss Eri a lot. Rika-chan and Yae-chan, the girls on the volleyball team, my juniors in Kyūdō, they’re all great and my friends, but they don’t replace Eri. We’re sisters, even before she went and won over my bro. As for my bro… yeah, I miss him too, all right? I’ve become greedy, ever since he came back to Nishimorioka. Our relationship is even better than before. We’re finally honest. I miss Shaeula too, and I’ll be surrounded by my bro’s girls, so… I don’t know what I’m trying to say…” I finished lamely, flushing.

“I do.” Mom said fondly. “You want to move, right? The school will allow remote learning, just like for Eri. And you can always commute any days you feel like going in. Fukumoto-san can arrange a helicopter to take you there and back. How decadent.” Mom giggled again, flushed, and I realised she’d sneaked a few swigs of the whiskey. Wow, a shame bro and Shaeula aren’t here. My Ether Healing isn’t anywhere near good enough to work on others yet…

“Fukumoto-san?” grandpa asked.

“He’s Fukumoto Kenji-san, the owner of Nichibotsu Technology, and also grandfather of Hinata-san, who is one of my son’s many fiancées.” dad explained, a touch exasperated. “He has also proposed this as our new home…” He brought out his phone and opened an email. I caught a glimpse of it, and my eyes went wide.

Wow, really? My own phone out, I quickly ran my own searches, jaw dropping. “We can afford that?”

“Not us, even with the money my son has given us. We would not even be close.” Dad exchanged a guilty glance with uncle, but I was too excited to care. “Our son can, it seems, and apparently the rich and powerful are falling over themselves to invest in him now he is famous, not even asking for anything in return, although if my son is enough of an idiot to believe that, then I will have to smack some sense into him.”

“You’ll break your hand, Taichi.” uncle snorted. “Don’t we already know that? Even if he was such a fool, with shrewd, successful businessmen as his allies, no, his family… ugh, I can’t believe how I’ve accepted that too… all his bases will be covered.”

“It’s not just that house, or should we call it a mansion?” mom giggled. “There’s another, larger mansion across the hillside, as well as several smaller houses. The plan is to buy them all up and convert it into a massive, fortified estate in central Tokyo, only a few kilometres from Shibuya and the heart of Tokyo. There’ll be room for a helipad, garages…” Mom was staring dreamily at the picture. “…it’s not too far to the shrine as well, so Aki can do his work. Apparently nobody has broached it with him, but do you think he won’t want to move to be with his family? His mansion will be big enough for all his fiancées as well.”

“It would be a safe, secure place to live. As for the shame of living off our children’s efforts, perhaps we can work for him? Who better to trust than family.” dad suggested, but I was barely listening, marvelling over the pictures. The surrounding area is beautiful and full of homes for the wealthy… wait, we have views out over Tokyo Bay? I couldn’t help but be excited.

“I think we’ve lost Ai.” Mom giggled, as I scrolled through more images of the proposed house, with a basement swimming pool, a gaming room, balconies and more.

“I understand that you might not wish to live in Japan forever, father-in-law, mother-in-law.” dad was saying. “But for now, it has been too long, catch up with your daughter and your grandchildren. Take some weight off my son’s mind.”

“You too, mother, father.” auntie supported my dad. “Move to Tokyo with us, little Aki will work his magic on your health, and you can enjoy your twilight years in comfort, watching your great-grandchildren grow up.”

“I’m hardly so old, Hana.” her father grumbled, sniffing. “If you are moving away, we would surely have to go too. Haruyo would never manage on her own.”

“All that remains is persuading our son.” dad warned, and that snapped me out of my gleeful thoughts.

“Yeah, he’s invested a lot into Shirohebizumi shrine. His place there is quite nice, honestly, and the training school is plush. Even living there would be fine for us, you know?” I pointed out.

“Apparently it is a poor position to defend if the worst should happen. While extensive work could make it secure, apparently it is far better, and far more becoming for someone of Akio’s status…” No wonder dad said that with such a tone, it was still hard to believe my otaku, hopeless bro was a man the world was watching, talking to and bossing around important people as though they were nothing special. “…to live where the rich and powerful do.”

“So, sold, Ai dear?” mom asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah, like I said, I miss Eri, bro and the others. But it’ll be sad to leave, even if it’s only a few months earlier than I planned.” I’ll have to do something about Yae-chan and Rika-chan. If they try and train alone, they’ll get greedy and screw up. If they get hurt, bro wouldn’t like it… “…and more importantly, it means I can actually help him out! I’ll persuade him, don’t worry. You think he can say no to me?”

“No, you’ve got him under the thumb as always, Ai.” Mom agreed drunkenly, before hiccupping. Dad glanced at her, exasperated, before shaking his head.

“I suppose this does call for a celebration. So, is everyone in agreement?”

As everyone nodded, I caught a glimpse of more details on my dad’s phone, about extensive building work digging out most of the hill under the houses. Wow, looks difficult and expensive. I wonder what it’s for. Well, who cares? Now, how will I convince my bro?

“Hello, Fukumoto-san? Yes, sorry to bother you, but we have reached our decision. We would like you to proceed. I see. Yes. That is no problem. Pass on my thanks to your granddaughter as well, for looking after my unworthy son. Yes. I see…”

While dad wasn’t looking, I poured myself a glass of booze, taking a swig. Yeah, that hits the spot. Goodbye Nishimorioka, hello Tokyo! I’m going to be a city girl, just like everyone here dreams of. They’ll all be so jealous, especially Yae-chan… sadly, against her opponents, she comes up rather lacking… though, never say never, right?

I laughed and took another swig. In that case, I might as well think about what I need to sort out before leaving, and how to break the news to my friends here… poor Nishimorioka, losing Eri first, then me, the average quality of the girls in town has taken a nosedive…


Side One Hundred And Forty-Three – Revelation-Cardinal Lorenzo Giudice


Lorenzo held in a bitter sigh as he glanced around the room. Numerous faithful followers of the Church of True Revelation were moving about, carrying heavy boxes, machinery and other items. A number of cables were trailing over the polished stone floor of the catacombs, and computers and other devices were set up in one corner, being monitored by a group of the younger faithful, barely children to his old eyes.

I am too old for these new ways. Most of us are, alas. But il volere de Dio, the time has come now, and those of us who are here must be the ones to face it, for the glory of the Ninth Heaven. Beside him, someone coughed, and he turned, to see the reassuring white-haired and bearded figure of Maximillian Meyer, the Inquisition-Cardinal.

“There’s no point dwelling on regrets.” he spoke brusquely, yet with kindness, his voice harbouring a touch of melancholy. “With age comes wisdom, and we need that more than ever. As well as strength.” His hand curled on the grip of the Crucis Purgationis, as if he wished to draw it. “Our enemies are legion, and our allies sadly few. And the young… they are often reckless.”

“Mary Stuart.” Lorenzo let out another sigh. He remembered his mother, many long years ago, saying that sighing was happiness escaping from the body, and it was true. There is little happiness to be found right now. But duty comes before joy. No, the joy is in the duty. “She was too arrogant, too confident, too young, and she allowed herself to be defeated. Worse, the False Grail remains in the hands of the Royal Family of Britain, rather than allowing the faith which rightly belongs to us to return.”

“The woman is a failure. I knew she did not have true faith, like her departed grandmother. Magdalena Stuart would never have known defeat this way, allowing precious members of the Choir and Judges to die on foreign soil, and worse… allowing the Anulus Fortunae to be lost!” The harsh words from Luca Aloisio, the Judgement-Cardinal, boomed as large as his impressive size. “Such reckless stupidity, the Earth is not strong enough to support calling on the higher Angels, and her body is far too frail to sustain such things. Foolishness.” He spat.

“She yet lives, our faithful say.” Maximillian pointed out mildly. “And she failed, but she journeyed in faith, no? The Lord will welcome her to the Ninth Heaven in time, I am sure.”

“Faith must be matched by results.” Luca scoffed, leaning on his great breaking wheel, the working faithful making sure to give him a wide berth as they set up equipment. “And her results speak for themselves. She still lives, yes, though broken and useless. Her Hallowed Ground remains, those of her allies too. Should we use them as a stage to launch another assault? I hear that Avignon has been secured, the Palais des Papes and the faith it holds in our hands. Ortiz and that ancient hag Konstantina would never fail, not until their old bones turn to dust.”

“Yes, the recapture of the false Papal seat and the faith it hoards is all according to plan. But we must be prudente, cautious. I suspect the Hallowed Ground remaining is a trap to see if we will be foolish enough to take the bait. I fear the chalice will be avvelenato, a poisoned one. His Holiness, God protect his gentle, faithful soul, has spoken, and his words of conciliation have spread, making matters… difficult. We cannot afford more discord with Britain yet, not until we have dealt with other matters.”

At that Maximillian was embarrassed, stroking his beard ruefully. “I have no defence. Reclaiming Golgotha, Bethlehem, the other sites… it will likely prove difficult. I was unwilling to spend more Judges, what with the losses we are taking in Central and Eastern Europe. Do we have any more insight on that?”

“None.” Lorenzo sighed. “Speculation, nothing more. Perhaps some of the sleeping darkness has awoken due to our efforts, or other threats we are unaware of lurk in those lands. Il Armageddo, the End Times, they are stirring, and if we do not gather the faithful, the Ninth Heaven will recede from us.” They all crossed themselves at that, resolute and grim expressions on their faces. “Like the Inquisition of old, we must not eschew any methods, even burning our souls, plunging them into hellfire, if it gets us what we need. One of our most promising Judges, Sir Ardelean, is investigating, and if it is a creature of darkness, or even those who hold grudges against us, or others blessed by false, impious beings that dare to call themselves a God in mockery of the Throne, then he will deal with them.”

“Well said.” Maximillian approved. “I remember Alexandru Ardelean. A good, loyal man, and strong. Perhaps he can succeed me, when my time, my end comes.” He laughed boldly at such a thought.

“We cannot lose you yet, Maximillian. Not after Mary has fallen.” Lorenzo sighed. “So, what is the situation in the Holy Land?”

“The true practitioners of the Kabbalah have crawled out of their hiding holes.” Maximillian admitted, and Luca scowled, angered by those words.

“Those golem-creating sinners. I had thought the true Kabbalah was long destroyed, all that was left a mere hollow shell to ensnare the gullible.” He ground his teeth, and the breaking wheel creaked, long wooden stakes growing from the material threateningly.

“Peace, my old friend.” Maximillian held up a hand. “It seems our ancestors were not as thorough as they could have been. No, Kabbalists are cunning indeed, it is likely they simply went underground. Now, with their false chosen too, we simply do not have the forces to take action yet. With Avignon under our control though…” He pondered the situation, gathering his thoughts. “The influence of our faith in the East was never enough, so the roots of Cultivation and worship of these heathen Kami still endure, but here in the West, most troubles have been stamped out, barring a few hidden cults such as the Faerie-worshipping Merched y Llyn, Dames du Lac, and others.”

“At least that fool Mary was ruthless in purging those.” Luca snorted darkly. “But da Dio, did you see that press conference?” he spat, staining the polished floor, and Lorenzo frowned himself, displeased at the impropriety. Though expecting politeness from our fiery Judgement-Cardinal is expecting the sun to rise in the West…

“I saw it, the same as you did. That Faerie, walking and speaking in front of the world, and the Queen and Princess of Britain accusing us. I have great sorrow that it played out this way, but to reach the Ninth Heaven, il Diavolo will throw many trials in our paths. Yet…”

“It should not be so soon. We have few eyes in the East, but China and their blasphemous Cultivators, who would usurp even God’s power to fuel their crusade for strength and eternity, they are being moved by something darker, so our analysts say. Japan is already starting to unify, and India, Indonesia, other countries with large populations and entrenched faiths, false though they are, are starting to tremble, like a pot left on the stove too long to bubble and overspill chaotically. There is a great deal of infighting, but they have the numbers and the potential…” Maximillian declared. “Of those, I hate the so-called Cultivators more than anything. But they are not the greatest threat.”

“It is time for all to come together, all those of faith in the only true God, the Throne at the heart of the sole Ninth Heaven.” Lorenzo declared, and they clasped hands piously, those scurrying around them also praying. One person came forward though, a diffident young man in a white robe. He was hesitant, but swallowing nervously, he steeled himself to speak.

“Peace. What is it, my child?” Lorenzo asked.

“I’m… from the investigation department.” The man managed. Ah, one of the Commandment-Cardinal’s men then. “Is now a good time?”

“For what?” Luca snapped, and the man paled, before he forced out his words.

“We’ve analysed the images from the press conference you were talking about, and… we have enough to be certain.”

“Oh?” Lorenzo raised an eyebrow. “Do go on.” To think that technology and time has marched on so quickly. Nothing is simple anymore, the battlefields of faith are not just in the realm closer to Heaven, in Hallowed Ground and on Earth’s faithless soil. No, it is on television and the internet, a battle of ideas and opinions, beliefs and sins.

“If you would?” He pushed a few buttons, and one of the screens set up on the walls, surrounded by cameras, sprung to life. It was the British press conference that had forced their plans off-track for some time, trying to reason with the Pontiff and other Cardinals. “See here? Before, the angle wasn’t good, her hands weren’t in view.”

“The Faerie creature.” Luca spat again. “Godless being. There is no place for such as her in the Ninth Heaven.”

“Not true.” Maximillian disagreed mildly. “If she has faith in the Lord, she can still be saved. We owe it to any intelligent being capable of reason to try and save their immortal soul from Hell. However… this one was part of the group that broke Mary Stuart. My Crucis Purgationis cries out for vengeance.”

“All that strengthens the Ninth Heaven should be considered, though the barrier to such salvation is high. Those not human, created in the Lord’s image, will often fall short.” Lorenzo agreed mildly. “So, what did you want to show us?” he asked the man.

“This.” he murmured softly, manipulating the images, bringing up the girl’s hand. There was a glitter of gold, but the picture was fleeting, the resolution bad. “We isolated it and ran it through fuzzy-logic AI filters, and post-processed it. Here it is, zoomed in.”

The image brought up her delicate hand, and on it gleamed a ring of gold. Then the image changed, the fuzz clearing, and they all gasped.

“That bitch, that abomination. That spirito maligno!” Luca was enraged, and this time Lorenzo and Maximillian shared his fury.

“The Anulus Fortunae! Stolen from Mary and worn so brazenly!” Maximillian grated.

“This will not stand!” Luca shouted, scattering the faithful with his booming roar. “I should gather the Judges, the Choir, and the Martyrs. I will have her head on a platter just like John the Baptist, and then preserve it with honey as a relic of a great sinner!”

“Peace.” Lorenzo managed after a moment, forcing himself to calm down. “I too share your deep ira, your rage. But it is hardly so simple. Even now the siblings are tied down trying to deal with the Sons and Daughters of Iblis, those impious fools who believe themselves Devils. And those who can defeat Mary Stuart are not simple. We felt the Angels fall through our Linked Seraphim, no? They were but shadows of the true power, but managing more now would rapidly break what little protects us from Hell!”

“That is so.” Maximillian allowed, taking a deep breath, relaxing his white-knuckled grip on the hilt of his relic sword. “Japan is proclaiming unity too. Getting forces there to strike would be challenging, and the risk of a total loss is far too great. They are not trivial foes. No, we have reclaimed Avignon. We must consolidate, finish the battles on many fronts and amalgamate our advantages. The False Grail might be beyond our reach for now, and the Holy Land is fiercely guarded, but…”

“You have done well.” Lorenzo dismissed the shaking acolyte, who bowed and hurried off. Even now the catacomb was filled with spotlights and the blinking red of power lights. People were assuming positions, and Lorenzo knew the time was soon. Addressing his colleagues, those who shared the faith of the True Revelation, those unafraid to burn their souls and those of others to save humanity and take Earth to the Ninth Heaven, rather than let it fall into Hell, he grimaced, his expression wry. “There are two and a half billion Christians worldwide, of various denominations…”

“Only one is true. The rest are misguided fools.” Luca snorted.

“Yes, of course. Now hear me out.” Lorenzo chided gently. “Nearly two billion Muslims. Yes, there are the Children of Iblis, the many other radical groups and sects that will need to be brought to heel or dealt with, but even so… they do not know it, but they worship the Ninth Heaven. Then there are the Jews. So few, merely fifteen or so million. But again, they are under the purview of the Ninth Heaven and should be saved. Half the world. Half the world!” he continued fervently. “Four and a half billion souls who should be guided to salvation. Yes, erroneous beliefs must be corrected, and sometimes the sword must be wielded. The Kabbalists cannot be suffered to live, nor those who have thrown their lot in with false deities. Though even the walking dead can be saved, should they repent before it is too late. Many others will require the whip, and even those without faith, pagane, can contribute. It is never too late to realise that the Ninth Heaven, the Throne, is the only true way to salvation.”

“The sword, the whip and the honey.” Maximillian agreed, and Lorenzo chuckled.

“Yes, those who follow the True Revelation will be rewarded. After all, God is benevolo as well as stern. The faith, adherence to the Ninth Heaven, of four and a half billion souls, is a power no others, be they Cultivators, Devils or false deities, can hope to withstand. And such adherence, the grace of prayer, can create miracles. The crippled can cast away their sticks and walk, the lepers shall have unblemished skin, the poor shall see succour, and those of strong faith shall live eternally under the light of the Throne.”

“To think we should be forced to offer the hand to those who have perverted the true faith.” Luca spat yet again, but his face was set in an expression of acceptance. “But yes, it seems matters have advanced faster than we anticipated, or the Book of Revelation prophesied. God tasked us this, and we will not fail, even if some of our tools are weak…” His gaze went to the frozen image of the ring on the hand of that Fae creature. “…we work with what we must and faith.”

“Exactly. And not everything is a failure. We have achieved many successes. Most matters are still going according to the Book.” Maximillian insisted, thinking. “But there is the matter of the words of his Holiness. He is calling for reconciliation. We are being watched by the elites of the Swiss Guard, the so-called Grigori… such a blasphemous name. Not that we would ever raise our hands to the Pope, such is unthinkable. But… we cannot allow his kindness, his compassion, to lead us to ruin. In other times, he would be the finest of Pontiffs, but now, in a time of desperate war and chaos, with Hell just waiting to spill over to Earth… now other leadership is called for.”

“You speak what we are all thinking.” Luca approved. “We cannot fail, not with the weight of four and half billion on our shoulders.”

“If only we were not so old and weary.” Maximillian laughed, the conversation coming full circle. “I hate those foreign Cultivators, but I certainly see the appeal of a longer, healthy life. Fortunately the power of the Ninth Heaven courses through us, and will sustain us as long as we need endure. Why, I feel twenty, no, forty years younger.”

“That will still leave you too old for battle.” Luca shrugged, though his bleak, angry mood had improved. Glancing at the array of equipment around the room, he sighed. “One thing that useless granddaughter of Magdalena would have been good for is this. We are too old, too gruff.”

Surprised, Lorenzo raised an eyebrow. “Was that a joke, Luca, my friend? You are young enough compared to Maximillian here.”

“Perhaps.” he conceded. “Though the situation is without humour. I am much more suited to the battlefield. Soon I will head out and help the twins with their problems. Or reinforce young Alexandru. This task is not for me.” He gestured at the array of cameras.

“No, as Revelation-Cardinal, the task is mine. The cup has come to my lips, and now I must drink from it.” Lorenzo observed the waiting members of the True Revelation, several young girls who were carrying small cases, filled with cosmetics and other items. “It seems even as old as I am, there are still new trials to overcome…”
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“How does it feel?” Maximillian laughed from behind the bank of cameras. At his amusement, Lorenzo merely shook his head, careful to avoid ruining the makeup that had been so carefully applied to his ageing face, making him presentable for the cameras.

“Rather strange and a little unpleasant. I am no woman, to require such vanity. But the eyes of the world, the faithful will be watching, so we must all do our part.” No matter the indignity.

“Indeed we must. And now the True Revelation must spread white wings and soar, holy like the Angels, bringing salvation to those who believe, and furious like the dragon, whose breath brings ruin to the unworthy, the unbelievers.” Maximillian agreed.

“Yes. His Holiness may preach acceptance and peace, but the world is not so kind. If he saves sinners that way, it is to his great credit, and I love the man, for his pure, devout heart. But he is not the man for now. We are.” Yes, I feel guilt, openly contradicting the words of the Pontiff, but I hardly do it lightly. In nome de Dio, I will speak the words that must be spoken. I will not deny the Lord God, the Ninth Heaven, no matter how many times the cockerel may crow.

“Revelation-Cardinal, are you ready?” one man asked, while others adjusted the cameras, the blinking of their red lights annoying. “We have received word that the broadcast will be shown across all of Europe. We had to call in some favours, and some might even lose their employment over it, but…”

“We all must sacrifice for the truth.” Lorenzo intoned piously. “Those who suffer will be rewarded. What of America, the East, elsewhere?”

“American coverage should be decent.” the man suggested, scanning his notes on a clipboard. “China is a no-go. We’ve lost people, they’ve vanished without a trace.” He paused mournfully, before continuing. “South America is largely covered, as are a few countries in the African subcontinent. We will not reach everyone, but enough. Word will spread.”

“Indeed.” Lorenzo crossed himself. “Word of the Lord always spreads. Very well. How long?”

“Two minutes.”

The answer came back, and he squeezed shut his eyes, gathering his thoughts, feeling the weight of pressure. The setbacks we have suffered, while painful and tragic, are but the slings and arrows of fate. The losses cannot stop us, and we will triumph in the end. Yet every soul saved now, is another who can see the Ninth Heaven, and contribute to la gloria di Dio, the Lord’s glory. Those who follow the false path, I pray you forgive them, for they know not what they do, nor what their folly will cost us all. Though those who struck down Mary Stuart, and stole what belongs to the Lord… Lorenzo realised he was frowning, before smoothing out his angry expression. No, it would not do to look furious now. But as for those who raised their hands to the Revelation, the Princess of Britain, the Fae creature, that Japanese man… they will not be forgiven. After all, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and a life for a life.

“Live in ten. Nine. Eight…” As the countdown sounded, Lorenzo opened his eyes, his gaze powerful and steely. As the count reached zero, he addressed the faithful, no, the very world with all the conviction he possessed.

“Good evening to all who believe in the Lord, and those who do not, but are good people awaiting salvation. I am Lorenzo Giudice, the Revelation-Cardinal of the Church. I speak to you now of the changing world, the threat of the Apocalypse, worse than anything you have read in your Bibles. For this is true Revelation. But first, I must apologise to you, your Holiness. Your kind words, your hope for reconciliation, they touched my heart, as I am sure they touched the heart of all God-fearing men and women. But the world is not kind. Only God and the Ninth Heaven is kind.” He paused for breath, allowing that to sink in.

“Love thy neighbour. Good words to live by, as said by the Christ himself. And just as his Holiness does, I love the devout, the pure of heart, the faithful. But for those who would accept these false powers, serve demons and false idols who disguise themselves as the Divine, who would hasten the ruin of the world and plunge us all into damnation, I say no, I shall not turn the other cheek!” he roared suddenly, voice full of fervour and conviction, drawing all eyes to him, Maximillian and Luca nodding reverently.

I see. This is why it must be me. I am the one who caries Revelation in me, with me… His hand touched his own sacred relic, the book at his side. As words continued to spill from him, calling on all of Christianity, and the other branches of Abrahamic faith to unite and throw off their dependence on evil, he smiled angelically, seeming to glow as the energy of faith shone around him. There will be losses and sacrifices to come, but we have not prepared painstakingly for so long, suffered so much, kept the faith alive through war, famine, plague, schisms and even the advent of science and the diminishment of mystery, only for us to fail now and let the world taste Hell. All will be as our ancestors, our predecessors, God and his Angels themselves, have planned it…

“So, stand firm, gather together, keep your family, your friends, your co-workers, your neighbours, on the right path. Root out those who follow impiety, and those who would refuse the Divine Revelation…”


Three Hundred And Ninety-Two


Happy with how things were going, I tested out my ability to move between the Boundary and the Material, and it worked as I expected. I quickly found myself in a dark alleyway in south London. Moments later I was gone again, leaving behind only a spray of prismatic energy which rapidly faded away. I did learn it was costly in terms of aether, so wasn’t something I could do trivially over and over again, but as my generation had increased significantly recently, a few times wasn’t too much of a burden.

After that I spent some time helping Eleanor, David and Raidre push out further into London, expanding the Territory away from the Tower and its constant absorption of ether and adherence. We were joined by Sir Arthur, and Aditi and Mary-Jane. The pair were still hesitant, worried at their lack of strength after their Favours were torn from them, but I spent a little time coaching them, further explaining what training was on offer in my Territory.

“You should take him up on his offer.” Eleanor had said to them, surprising me a little.

“I would feel better if they retired, since they fought honourably…” she confided in me, and I realised that despite our differences, our shared battles against Mary Stuart had bridged the gap between us, and we were certainly close enough to be comrades now. “…but since they seem to be determined, please look after them, and at least give them the strength to defend themselves. That, coupled with their treasures from the Tower, should be enough. I hope so anyway.”

She had been troubled, so I resolved to do my best, and since the training school was easily reached through the Ring Gate on Bermondsey Isle, taking them under my wing would be simple enough. As we continued to push outwards, expanding the Territory, the first mobile Silos began to arrive, dumping ether into Eleanor’s Territory, surprising her. I chuckled, remembering the way her eyes had gone wide, shocked at the bounty she was receiving.

I did think Eleanor’s Territory, and by extension, David’s and the others, were all awful. It seems a combination of unlucky factors was holding them back, but now… there’s nothing to stop them flourishing. Apart from… I had glanced in the direction of the Territories still owned by the two traitors, nestled too close to the heart of Eleanor’s. That’s something they’ll have to deal with sooner or later. Before it causes another problem…

New Barracks and Spawning Spires, as well as Defensive Emplacements, had popped up all over Eleanor’s lands. Just Rank 2 for now, but later she would improve them. The wasteful spending of rush-building had left her pale, it was something they had never really considered or understood before, nor been able to afford it even if they had, but I had merely laughed, telling a humorous tale of my own early struggles, Sir Arthur congratulating me for my drive to push past it, and David sarcastically cursing me out for the unfairness of Asha’s Tree.

Of course it’s unfair, but it’s also a series of coincidences, such as Asha managing to survive despite her suffering, us saving her, Shiro managing to gain a Favour from a Chinese invader with the help of Tan, for the buffs which did indeed work, and lastly, saving Eleanor and gaining access to the adherence of the Tower. If it wasn’t overpowered after all that, life just isn’t fair!

With my experiments done, I had returned to the Material, and now I was running an Astral body in the Boundary as well, which was causing me a lot of discomfort, but by using all my Split Thoughts, I could hedge it. I’m still not at the level of using it for anything more than gentle training or information gathering yet, but it’s certainly good practise for Split Thoughts, and the sooner I get used to this and the differing time flows, the better. I never know when I’ll really need it…

Shaeula had decided to sleep for a few hours, so in the autumnal dawn of the morning I got up, the confusion of hopping between time-zones a little disorientating. It’s another thing I’ll have to get used to. I do wonder about breaking the laws of physics, travelling faster than light between locations, but there’s a definite moment of dislocation, journeying through the Ring Gates, so I don’t think it applies, at least over these distances of merely a few thousand miles…

“Right. So today I want to start formulating the updated Pilgrimage route. I’ll need to swing by the Ministry and consult with Saionji-san.” I said quietly to myself as I quickly washed up and changed. “After that, it’s time to start the next stage of the Territory build.” The Tree had been accumulating great tides of ether, and Haru-san’s Ether Spires would all be Rank 3 shortly. The next stage was to get all of mine to Rank 4, as well as Haru-san’s, since the Spires would pay for themselves and their ludicrous rush-build costs over time, so the quicker they were in, the quicker we’d be in profit.

Haru-san’s also been saving up for that second Throne. She wants to get it quickly to Rank two so she can accommodate all three of the surviving ghost victims of Kiku and Kondou Kazuo. I feel bad I’m taking eighty percent of her wealth, but then, I’m paying for everything, and she doesn’t mind. But for my conscience, I’ll not say anything about her using a Throne on them. Hopefully it’ll help ease some more of her lingering traumas.

Fourteen Ether Spires each was twenty-eight, though one of mine was already partially completed. Half the cost of it is already consumed, give or take, so call it twenty-seven and a half. The rush-build total for the whole lot was a touch over fifty-one and a half million ether. At that point though, the additional ether, while not an exact science, was likely to be around one hundred thousand extra ether per Astral day, closer to a one hundred and twenty thousand, perhaps more, when the Ether Spire-enhancing Anchor Spire was taken into account. So five hundred and ten Astral days, it seems a lot, but it’s only a bit longer than I’ve been fighting for so far, and then we’re in pure profit. Plus there’s the opportunity cost we save not tying up queues, and the extra stockpiling of elemental energies and adherence…

Some rough calculations based on a Rank 8 Tree showed that assuming we were in reasonably average depths of the etheric tide, averaging two and a half Astral days passing per day here on the Material, then we were pulling in somewhat in the region of four million ether in total. It’s embarrassing just how little all our other Spires and Trees pull in compared to Asha’s, though considering such a Tree would be the peak of a Rank Four Territory in its buffed state, that makes sense. I should feel proud that even without it, I doubt Haru-san’s and my Territory are inferior to many, if any here on Earth right now. One thing I’m confident of is my Ether generation!

“So, around thirteen days to upgrade all the Spires, if nothing goes wrong.” I mused, pleased. We should have some spare change too, and even giving another pile to Eleanor, we’d be fine. Next I had planned to expand the Silos to start storing ether for the push to Territory Rank 4, but that was with an expected Tree at Rank 7 and a buff, rather than functioning as a full Rank 8. I now had twice as much ether to play with as planned, so even keeping to the same schedule, which was already ludicrously aggressive with the scale of the ether involved, I had leeway to spend on other things.

“I’ve a pressing need for a Throne at Rank three.” I muttered, as I started cooking breakfast, knowing that the early risers of the house would be up soon. It was a mixture of classic Japanese dishes, such as miso soup, rice balls and tofu, as well as a more Western style, fried bacon and bread. I’m actually getting quite good now. Me, a househusband. I smiled, amused. I pictured Asha, here as well, and the ten million for a Throne rush-build seemed money well spent. In just over a fortnight, she’ll be able to take her first steps into the Material world. I wonder what she’ll think…

I also wanted some luxuries, such as the Armoury to Rank 4, and at least one Barracks likewise, to see if we could get leader-class troops generated such as Kamaitachi. More importantly though, I needed to buff the Elemental Silos, and then when we had enough earth element, push the White Snake Earth Altar to Rank 3. It’s too useful not to. We have to leverage what unique benefits we can.

After that, upgrading the Silos and gathering ether ready to keep the period of dormancy for the Territory as short as possible would proceed. It might also be worth pushing the three Anchor Spires to Rank three as well beforehand, as I’m not sure whether the cost of doing it would go up when the Anchor itself reaches Rank Four. It isn’t clear from the description, and I’d hate to waste an extra twenty-one million ether for the three of them…

As I pondered that, the delicious smell of the food wafting through the house, my phone rang. I picked it up, surprised to see it was my father calling. He doesn’t usually call, it’s mostly my sis. “Hello, good morning.” I greeted him cheerfully. “It’s rare to get a call from you.”

There was a momentary pause, before he chuckled dryly, surprising me. “Yes, it is. You and Aiko take after your mother, both being a pair who talk incessantly. Perhaps that is for the best. It seems you have a great deal of talking to do nowadays.”

“Yes, endlessly. Even later today I have meetings about a Pilgrimage route. See, I was legitimately doing business with the shrines and temples, I wasn’t lying to you.” I joked, remembering our earlier clashes, before I told my parents and uncle and auntie Mori everything.

“It seems so.” Father agreed, still jovial. “But can a father not call his son who lives away from home? I hardly only speak to you when I want something.”

“I see. Sorry.” I apologised, and my father actually laughed, not a mere snort or chuckle, but genuine mirth.

“As it happens, Akio, I did have something to talk about. But soon it might not be such an effort to speak to you.”

I cocked my head while listening, waiting, and he continued. “Son, the family will be moving to Tokyo. Junpei, Hana and her parents too. Please look after us.”

So that’s it. That makes sense, I did worry, which is why I brought Jack and Evelyn back for now. But father didn’t want to move before… “I see. What about Aiko and her schooling? And her friends back in Nishimorioka?”

“Aiko is a little sad to leave, but excited to see you, Eri-san and her other friends she has made again. As for school, she can do remote learning just like Eri-san has been doing. And if she wants to return, Fukumoto-san has promised to make arrangements.” He paused, before saying meaningfully that I was quite the influential, rich man nowadays.

“I see. So where will you be living?” I asked. “There’s still a little room at the shrine here to put something together, and the training school has rooms in the meantime, but…”

“We have a place in mind already. As do you.” Father answered, surprising me. “Are you unaware?”

“Yes, it’s the first I’ve heard of it. Wait, you said Fukumoto-san, you mean Hinata’s grandfather?”

“That is correct. Here.” A moment later my phone beeped, and I had mail. It was a series of documents on a substantial estate, made up of one huge mansion, a smaller one and several other homes, in central Tokyo. Sure, they look magnificent, but…

“I can’t say I haven’t considered moving at some point, but…” I began, only for father to interrupt me.

“If you are concerned about leaving the shrine and what you have built, I do not believe you have to worry. Us old men are hardly fools, Fukumoto-san has considered it. You can be there rapidly. After all, the site comes with a helipad, and you have a number of capable pilots, do you not? There are also… other measures.”

I quickly read through the plans. They were insanely ambitious, on the level of what Ixitt was attempting with our factory, but on a Tokyo-wide scale. It would take a whole army of earth elemental users to create. But if just some of it was focussed on, it might be possible to prioritise a few features…

Hearing my silence, father spoke again. “Such a decision is not one to take lightly. I know. I have always advised you to act prudently, to make no rash decisions. You must not forget, you are not a secret anymore. Trouble will follow you everywhere, and your family too. I hardly have the understanding of the other world, unlike Aiko, but I gather that you have to hold certain areas. Yet you have allies for that, no? Use them properly, and make sure you and those you care about are safe. Fukumoto-san cares deeply for his granddaughter as well. I believe she has expressed a desire to live together with you all.”

That surprised me, though perhaps it shouldn’t have, she was a very proactive girl. Father’s right. I do like to be close to my Anchor. But I was planning to move it once we Ranked up. Having it next to the Ring Gate Hub and Asha’s Tree is too risky, all our eggs in one basket… So it’s quite possible. I do worry about Nishimorioka though. I owe the Brown Dog Kami, and I don’t want to disappoint Marika-chan after she’s been through so much. Hmm, what to do?

Plating up the first of the breakfasts while I talked to my father, the door opened, and my eyes went wide as Eri came in. Seeing my gaze, she smiled at me triumphantly, dark eyes flashing. She’s walking! Not well, but…

“Oh sorry, you’re on a call.” Eri apologised, walking on a pair of crutches. Her legs still moved slowly and clumsily, and it was a bit painful to watch, but she reached a chair beside me and sat down, moving her previously paralysed arm clumsily to grasp a bottle of tea. Her hand shook and it was difficult for her to uncap it, but she did it, her face flushed with pleasure.

“Father, get Aiko. Mom, auntie and uncle too. I’ve got big news!” I cried, excited, and my father made seemingly another joke.

“I warned you about pregnancy, son. Now is hardly the time!”

Eri must have heard because she nearly spat out her tea, flushing. I smiled, my eyes damp, before retorting jovially. “Not that, father! Now hurry!”

As he called out for my mom, I turned back to Eri, reaching out and grasping her hand. It was still painful to see the tremors in her body, and the terrible stiffness of her limbs, but being able to use both arms, no matter how clumsily, and walk unaided, even if it required crutches, was such a huge improvement and it gave me hope that Eri’s recovery had turned a corner. “I see it worked.” I remarked on last night’s efforts, and she smiled.

“It seems so. I feel great. It’s strange to say that when I’m still shambling about like an idiot.” She giggled. “But being able to do things for myself again, it’s like I’m reborn.”

“Hey, bro, what’s up?” Aiko called over the phone, and I nodded to Eri. She grabbed her crutches, and I turned the call to a video one. “Morning Eri, you’re with my bro, uh… wait, you’re walking?” She saw Eri shuffle around slowly, and her voice choked up. “Quick, auntie, uncle! Eri’s on her feet!”

“Little Eri, you can move!” auntie Hana gasped, her voice trembling. “I know little Aki said you would recover, and I believed him, but… oh, you still look so frail, it breaks my heart…”

“Mother, I’m fine.” Eri insisted. “We promised you I would get better. I’m not there yet, I know. But you can see me improving before your eyes.”

“I always believed in you Eri, bro!” Aiko insisted stoutly. “By the way, Eri, you could be seeing me sooner than you think…”

As our family celebrated over Eri’s slow recovery, I watched them talk, making sure that breakfast was on the table, a smile on my face. While nobody could see me, I wiped my eyes, just as happy as anyone that Eri seemed to be recovering…

[image: ]

“So I see-see.” Shaeula observed, grinning. She had joined us at the table after getting up, as had Hyacinth. Shiro was still in bed, but the scene was still lively. We had routed the call through one of our laptops, so we could clearly see the whole family as they talked to us. “A move? I can see your concerns. We came too-too close to losing our Territory when we left to go to Las Vegas. But that-that was then. This is now. The situation is quite-quite different.”

“I want Aiko to live with us too. Just like the old days.” Eri offered, and before her parents could complain, she smiled wryly, arching one eyebrow. “You too, mother, father. But a childhood friend is precious. Especially one who has been through so much with us.”

“Besides, it wouldn’t be living with us.” I explained, and my father shook his head.

“Technically you are correct, son. It would be a house on the same fortified estate, only a few hundred metres away. Yet such is the same as merely popping next door. As for how we will spend our time… Akio, you run a significant enterprise now, as far as I am aware?”

“That’s right.” Even setting aside my job as the special advisor to the Ministry, I have a hotel chain, Healing business, industrial partnerships with Ichijou house, a project to build a computerised Fortune-exploiting machine and more.

“In that case, why not let me work for you? Junpei here as well. It will do him some good to be productive for a change.” Father insisted, and as Junpei protested, pretending to be offended, Shaeula, Hyacinth, Eri and I all looked at each other, pleased that Eri’s recovery was lightening the mood.

“All right. I’ll have a talk with Fukumoto-san and decide. I admit, the site does look beautiful. That view over the bay and central Tokyo… and it’s a short hop to the fun parts of the city…” I conceded, and as I was going to say more, Hyacinth’s phone rang. Again? That’s twice now… but why Hyacinth? Obviously Hyacinth had a phone too, she wasn’t just a mere servant, but I wasn’t sure when she had learned to use it. I guess with her stats it’s not hard…

“Hellooo? Oh, mistress Daiyu. Yes.” She nodded, listening. “Oooh I see. Yes.” She brightened up. “Hyacinth will cooome straight away. I shall heat up the bath, have nooo fear!”

As she hung up, my sis asked what was up, and I suddenly understood. “That’s kind of cute, the fact that she didn’t call for me.” I chuckled, and Shaeula snickered nastily.

“No-no female would ever wish the male she likes to see her in such-such a state. I remember my own mess, and it was not-not as severe as yours, no?”

“Is there a problem?” father asked, and I denied it.

“No, it’s just Daiyu was undergoing some rigorous training, which was finally successful. The side effect is… well, to put it bluntly, it purifies the body and spirit, like cleaning off dirt, but the scale is… disgusting. She’ll need a good scrub, there’s no question.”

“I shall accompany her.” Shaeula stood, washing down the last of her breakfast with some juice. “I dare-dare say this will take some time, so we shall see-see you later.” As Hyacinth and Shaeula trooped out, Eri and I exchanged glances before bursting into laughter.

“I’m glad you are both in such high spirits, Eri, Aki.” Mom called, smiling fondly. “So, things are going well?”

“I’d tell you if there were problems. Speaking of… sis, what are we going to do about Chairoakitara shrine? Yae and Rika-san too.” It’s not like they can venture into the Boundary safely alone, or benefit much if they could…

“That’s a good question. I’ve been thinking about that.” my sis admitted, stumped. “I’ll certainly take any ideas. But it was going to happen sooner or later. I can’t stay tied down in Nishimorioka forever. Unless you’re trying to keep me out of your way so you can enjoy your lovey-dovey harem life in peace?” she remarked snidely, though I knew she was joking.

“You know we want you here.” I insisted, and Eri nodded. “But … hmm, I can’t really justify setting up a Ring Gate there, but… huh.” Arisu-san might be the answer. I have a meeting with her about the fundraising concert coming up soon. So damn busy. My thoughts turned to my other half, currently practising the Tsumura Arts moves in the Boundary, working out which elements synergised with which forms, and adding in my own flavour. Damn, I need like six more of me, but one is bad enough for my brain…

“I might have some ideas. I guess we can discuss it. Perhaps in person.” I suggested, and my sis bounced up and down on the screen.

“Oh come on bro, don’t crush your adorable, cute little sister’s dreams of living like royalty in Tokyo! I thought you’d moved past your big bro moonstone phase!”

With that quip I hadn’t heard for a while, we all laughed, and after a little more discussion, it was time for me to leave. As I stood up to go, Eri waved at me. “I want to keep talking to Aiko and my parents some more. Father-in-law and mother-in-law too.” she said before my mom could joke she wasn’t wanted. “So I hope everything goes well, and when you come back, I hope you have good news.”

At the weight of their expectant gazes, all I could do was nod. If I look at it as a small series of issues, they can probably all be resolved…
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“So what brings you here, Kudou-san?” I asked the old man, who was perched on a chair, sipping tea cheerfully.

“Oh, do call me Yasuhide, Akio-kun. I’m no longer the head of Tsukuyomi faction, but merely an old man of faith who wishes to see how everything plays out.” He paused for a moment, his eyes searching the space above me. “How is Tsukiko-chan? Does she rest well?”

I hope so. She deserves a break from her labours, before she can choose her own life. “I think she does. One day soon you’ll see her again.”

“And so will you.” He grinned at me, before turning to the other old man in the room. “Oh, my pardons, Fukumoto-san. I am merely here waiting for Gin-kun…” the way he had addressed his old rival of faith had changed. “…to get here. A Pilgrimage route. A fascinating idea. I’d like to add my old wisdom to it. It will be just like ancient days gone by.”

“There’s no problem.” Fukumoto Kenji-san shrugged, also enjoying the rather nice tea served at the temporary Ministry building. “After all, I have other business here as well.”

“You’re referring to the ladies and gentlemen in the other room?” Yasuhide-san asked, and he nodded affirmation.

“That’s right. It’s a mixture of wealthy, influential businessmen and lesser nobility amongst the Three-Hundred. Some have illnesses they would like you to heal. Nothing as serious as the others.” he reassured me, before continuing. “Even so, there are a lot of people who would like your healing. Why suffer bad hips, old niggling injuries or weak internal organs when mere money can fix them? As for the others… now, there’s the rub. A lot of them want to donate to curry favour. Free money is always welcome, but the strings attached can be ties that bind, or worse, strangle.” He chuckled sourly. “I have faith that any attempt would be futile, but even so, I don’t like borrowing trouble. So… consider it an insurance payment, promising future healing, at a suitable price of course, should they have the need. That way, they make a tie, but can’t demand.”

I see where Hinata gets her business sense from. She sure takes after her grandfather. “Fine. I have enough aether, I’d say.” Even with half of it being used up in the Boundary right now… “So, about the new mansion…”

“That, huh? I expected you to call me, since I spoke to your family. I don’t see the problem. Shirohebizumi shrine is decent, you’ve done good work, and from what Hinata tells me, it can’t be relinquished, but you need to constantly push onwards. Consider this both a prototype of what we can do to prepare for the dangers you and the other Chosen say is coming, and a reward for your actions so far. Someone as famous and powerful as you has to be seen to show it. Modesty is praised here in Japan, but the people still expect the powerful to look and act like they are. And the Hero of Britain is someone the people are proud of. Even more so, now talk of your actions at Kyoto are being carefully edited and disseminated.”

“It’s not that I don’t get that.” I conceded. “Although some of the plans are rather… ambitious. Underground bunkers and supply caches, deep tunnels for transport, including access to Tokyo Bay and an underwater dock for hidden warships. The same with helicopters. The cost of that, Japan’s budget couldn’t even begin to cover it without the population voting out the current government in anger…”

“True, but can we afford to do nothing?” Fukumoto-san asked, smiling triumphantly. “And Hinata had some interesting ideas. Yes, it’s not viable for the scale of the building works we need, but your Troll…” He pulled a face, perhaps amused, a serious businessman having to discuss mythical creatures. “…Hinata says he has a wondrous ability. He can assimilate and shape stone and earth, no? Coupled with your already admirable plans for your factory project with Ichijou Mayumi-san, and… well, certainly the hill under your estate, and the estate of many other important people, could be modified into such facilities with less effort and cost than one would expect. But even so… yes, it isn’t cheap. The mansions and land alone will run you several billion yen. But then… why else do we have the wealthy here? I know you can pay for it, as could I, but our assets should be better used elsewhere. No point turning down free money.” His grin was now wicked.

“I quite agree.” Yasuhide-san agreed happily, enjoying the show, kicking his legs, relaxed and entertained. “That’s politics, get others to foot the bill. Besides, a shrine Pilgrimage route is hardly going to be cheap. A lot of older shrines have fallen into disrepair or could use substantial offerings…”

“To quote my good grandfather-in-law here…” Fukumoto-san looked pleased my manner of address. “…why suffer from lack of power when money can fix it? Spending to get the favour of the Kami and their adherents, as well as improving and gaining Classes for those who need them is no problem to me.”

“Well said. So, I trust I have your consent? After all, my Hinata, she dearly wishes she could live with you too.” Fukumoto-san sprung that on me, surprising me again. “Oh, she came back scandalously late last night. Fortunately you are her fiancé, and also only a few know about it. And from what she told me… you’re ready to take your relationship to the natural conclusion, yes? Like with the Tsumura and Hori girls?”

I did say that, yes. What with Daiyu pressing for Dual Cultivation, I feel that Hinata being the only one left out is cruel, so long as she’s ready. It makes me feel somewhat guilty, but such is the price I pay. “Yes, but isn’t she splitting her time between your home and the Takatsukasa house?”

“And she still will. Hinata’s yet young. She needs her family, and we would miss her. But half the time she would spend in your home. I dare say the others too. The mansion is very nice.” Fukumoto-san insisted dryly, and Yasuhide-san snorted, enjoying my discomfort.

“Fine, you win.” I conceded. “Though I have a number of issues to work out first.”

“Excellent. I do so adore winning. And Hinata will be overjoyed. She is also very precious of your public opinion. I’ll go ahead and finalise the purchases.”

As we continued to hash out the details, the door burst open with a crash, hitting the wall. A third interruption in one day? It was a harried-looking Saionji-san, followed by Akai. On seeing us, he spoke hurriedly. “Akio-san, have you seen the news? There’s been a worldwide broadcast, and…”

Suddenly Akai, who was peering at me nervously, cocked her head in confusion. “Wait, who are you? You look like him, the scary one, but you smell different. But you have so many elements, Deep space too, like a dark hole…”

“I’m still me. I’m just closer to what you are now, Akai.” I answered, trying to soothe her. Before anyone else could speak, she looked me up and down again, face going pale.

“No, don’t eat me, Akai doesn’t taste good!” With that said, she promptly fainted, hitting the floor, while we all looked on in stunned silence.

Oh great, so what now? There was something about a broadcast? I guess Saionji-san can tell me about it while I wake the little Phoenix up…
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As Akai collapsed, I could feel a sense of amusement from one of the spirit-lights floating around me. When I concentrated on it, I could pick up some of Ginneka’s feelings, that of a cat stalking her prey. I guess Yōkai cats and Yōkai birds are still animals at heart, maybe? Expressing my disapproval that she’d bully an idiot like Akai, I left the cat to her amusement.

She must be getting close to gathering enough aether to be reborn. I’ve been pumping it in, and Shaeula’s been contributing too. Yes, the flow has slowed now I’ve started separating my body and half of my supply is going to that, but… even as I thought that, Ginneka’s amusement deepened, and I got the feeling she was trying to convey to me that a lot of it was my fault too.

As Saionji-san was trying to wake Akai up, her body limp and unresponsive, just like Shaeula’s would be when she wasn’t occupying it, Yasuhide-san was chuckling to himself, as though none of this had anything to do with him, and Fukumoto-san asked me if I had to deal with things like this all the time.

“I do. There’s never a dull moment.” I agreed. “This is just some harmless entertainment. But more importantly…” My phone was pinging messages non-stop. “…what was that about a press conference?” I asked, and Saionji-san gave up trying to wake Akai, his expression grave. Turning to one corner of the meeting room, where there was a TV on the wall, he quickly found the remote.

“It’s quicker if you can see for yourself, Akio-san. It’s trouble, that’s for certain.”

As the screen opened to a news report from NHK, I could see a man, old but still regal, dressed in the same sort of white robes as Mary Stuart wore, though instead of pretty tinkling bells of crystal, these robes were austere, almost militant, like something a warrior-monk might wear. At his side was belted a great book, and even without my Eye, I could tell it was something special.

“It seems like attempts were made to upload the footage to broadcast stations worldwide.” the news anchor was saying. “Here in Japan, only FBS in Fukuoka broadcasted the event. The executive who illegally uploaded the stream, disrupting scheduled programming and costing advertisers millions of yen in lost revenue, as well as spreading panic, with the events of Kyoto and London fresh in everyone’s minds, was quickly apprehended, where he confessed to tampering with the broadcasts. The executive has been arrested, and…”

“I see. What about the internet?” I asked and pulled out my phone. There were messages to call the Prime Minister, Fujiwara-san and Ichijou-san, and even Eleanor. Shouldn’t she be in bed? It must be getting on for midnight over there…

“It’s all over the web, of course.” Saionji-san explained. “It was streamed extensively, and now the video is being uploaded and disseminated, translated into a multitude of languages. This has been prepared in advance.”

Looking at my phone, I saw a message from Tsumura-san too. The military had pinpointed the source of the signal to Italy, rather, somewhere around the Vatican, and the original broadcast went out around two in the morning local time. That’s a bit under an hour ago, right?

“It seems a strange time to broadcast, won’t most people be asleep?” I mused. “Hardly an effective use of their efforts.”

“Maybe so, but this was a worldwide broadcast. South America, the United States… numerous stations all across the Americas were delivering this message during peak hours.” Fukumoto-san realised. “I was never a particularly gifted student, but isn’t the majority of both North and South America of the Christian persuasion? And they have a large population…”

“Africa too. The majority are of the faiths he spoke of.” Saionji-san confirmed. “Timewise, their efforts don’t match the European time zones, but then that’s where their reach is greatest, isn’t it? Besides, it doesn’t matter when the initial message was delivered, it’s out there, and there’s no taking it back.”

Yasuhide-san was watching the subtitles on another rerun of the speech, nodding to himself and grinning while drinking his tea. When I asked him what was so amusing, he stroked his long white beard happily. “I was just thinking I’m so very glad you are in charge now, Akio-kun, and I no longer have to deal with this. No, this old man is happy to sit on the sidelines and cheer for you!”

Saionji-san growled at that, clenching his fists. “No way, old man! You don’t get to sit this one out! Make yourself useful and do something.” Annoyed, he turned to me, before I could speak. “I know what you’re going to say. Yasaka-san will be ready. Poor bastard, he was enjoying getting some rest while you were tied up sorting out that mess in London.”

“…root out impropriety?” the news anchors were discussing the inflammatory speech given by the colleague of Mary Stuart. “That sounds rather like a call for violence, doesn’t it?”

“It’s hard to say. Here in Japan, we have held a long tradition of religious tolerance…” the other reporter responded.

“Not so.” Yasuhide-san disagreed mildly, amused. “You should remember from your history lessons at school the banning of Christianity in sixteen-fourteen, and the execution of missionaries and priests. Of course, modern Japan is a society that is largely secular. We have more shrines and temples than many other countries, and religious ceremonies and festivals are still important, but if you ask whether many actually believe… well, there’s the question. We celebrate Christmas, don't we?”

“The past doesn’t matter, old man.” Saionji-san complained. “As one of the pivotal figures of the faith, you should be taking this seriously!”

“Oh I am.” he assured us. “But again, I am merely here to advise. I’ll leave the hard decisions to you youngsters. Akio-kun…” he turned to me, as I was listening to further discussion on the television of the calls to unite and also to turn away from the Divine Favours offered, to cling to their faith and their God. “…our whole purpose, be it me, Bankei, Gin-kun or even poor foolish Uchida Ren-kun, was to make sure that the faith endured and prospered. We may have differed in what we considered prospering…” Saionji-san snorted at that bitterly. “…but we all want the legacy to continue. And now we have even more reason to wish for that.”

“Yes, the Kami, the Gods are real. Not just ours, but many, it seems.” Saionji-san agreed. “It seems that our Japanese Kami alone cannot be raised above the others, but to allow them to be cast down… that we can’t abide!”

“Yes. I owe a debt of gratitude to Tyr, I admit.” I chose my words carefully. “I’m not saying that’ll get me to join his camp, but I will repay the favour. Likewise, those who have other Divine Favours, we’ll need to make sure their patrons aren’t forgotten. But we can’t allow those who believe their way is the only way to triumph.” I remembered Mary Stuart. She had such power, yet she wasted it trying to bully and control Eleanor and Britain, and in doing so lost everything, and other Chosen were drawn in and wasted, their potential and lives squandered foolishly.

“The situation here is not as grave. It’s slow, but just like after Kyoto, worldwide, mobs are starting to form.” Yasuhide-san pointed to the TV again, which was showing pictures in Brazil, Chile, the USA, and more. Crowds were gathering, and in some countries, it had already turned violent, with looting and skirmishes with the police and military. “We’ve already had our inciting incident, Kyoto, and while it might stir the protesters to mobilise again, I doubt we’ll see any full-scale religious infighting…”

Fukumoto-san, who had been silent during the religious discussion, spoke up. “I think the important issue is to not mistake our goals. What is it that we need?” As he spoke, my phone started to ring, and it was the Prime Minister again. I can hardly believe that when a crisis happens the Prime Minister is dialling me. Perhaps that’s the most shocking thing of all…

“I guess I should take this. Don’t worry, I can listen as well. Good morning, Prime Minister. I can guess why you’ve called.”

“Of course you can.” Abe-san sighed, exasperated, and I could hear the weariness in his voice. “What a thing to face first thing in the morning! This cult, or religious order, or whatever it is, it’s the same ones that you and Princess Eleanor of Britain fought against, isn't it?”

“The goal here is to keep Japan in a state of calm, protect the religious figures and sites of Japan from persecution, and prepare Japan for what is coming, while keeping control of the other Chosen who might have other, conflicting goals, yes?” Fukumoto-san was saying. On hearing voices, Abe-san asked me if there were others there. When I explained who, he asked to switch it to a conference call, and after a bit of fiddling with a laptop we were online.

“Fukumoto-san, your presence is a surprise.” the Prime Minister began. “It might be useful to have a perspective from an international businessman though. Do you see this affecting international trade and relations?” He got straight to the point.

“Any unrest can. We’ve already noticed a drop in rare earth metal imports and a spike in prices. China especially has been throttling us. Not that such is unusual.” He laughed sourly. “Supplies of oil might be an issue if there are religious schisms in the OPEC countries. And I am hardly a religious scholar, but the majority, if not all OPEC nations are of the Abrahamic persuasion.”

“Not that such is the only problem.” The Prime Minister sighed, his expression gloomy. “Japan has been used to a peace-time economy for a long time. With the situation in China and now this… Japan is dependant on imports for too many key sectors, as you no doubt lament, Fukumoto-san.”

“Of course. As an island nation, our natural resources are rather limited. Perhaps there’s mineral wealth in the mountains and hills, but to extract them…”

“That’s not the future anyone wishes to see.” Saionji-san shook his head, looking down at the still unconscious Akai. “Many mountains are home to small shrines, or are said to be the abode of Yōkai. To plunder them for resources would destroy much of what we wish to protect.”

“It’s selfish, but we have to look out for ourselves. And our allies, of course.” The Prime Minister regarded me. “Our ties with Britain are only likely to grow stronger, but they have a remarkably similar position to us, being an island nation reliant on imports. We can help each other a little, but if the world switches to a war-time economy, or unrest hits exporting nations, reducing supplies, we will both be in the same boat. And sinking. The population is already on edge due to Kyoto and the shocking news of you Chosen, a drop in living standards would only stoke the flames higher.”

Japan imports almost all its oil and gas, as well as coal and other petroleum products. We do have some manufacturing of computer chips, such as with our very own Nichibotsu, but a majority is also imported, along with metals. Food-wise, at least we can manage…

“It’s not all doom and gloom.” Fukumoto-san spoke, looking at me. “Hinata has been telling me about your plans, both with the Ichijou girl, and also your own factories. I don’t claim to understand, perhaps because Hinata doesn’t herself, but isn’t it to do with high-capacity batteries, power generation and efficient recycling?”

“That’s right.” I agreed. “The prototypes work, so Ixitt says, but manufacturing them here on the Material is a challenge, as we simply don’t have access to Etherites and some of the materials. Of course, that’s not to say we can’t find substitutes. Or find another way to resolve the issue.”

“Can the government invest in this?” Prime Minister Abe-san asked suddenly. “Energy and resource security is vital. I have a bad feeling that we’ve seen the sparks falling, and the world is a powder keg waiting to explode. As long as we have food, energy and basic resources, we can weather the storm.”

“I don’t know about that.” Fukumoto-san’s gaze sharpened. “This is a business completely bankrolled and supported by my grandson-in-law and his allies. Grabbing a piece of the pie at this stage seems a little greedy.”

“I’m hardly looking to boost public finances to ensure my re-election.” he grumbled, frowning. “Though I admit, it would be nice to lower taxes. Anything to placate and distract the populace right now. This will reignite the voices calling for proactive action, even war. We are being threatened, we should act first, they’ll say. No, it’s my responsibility to make sure the country thrives, especially in troubling times. I’m not asking to take control.” He looked at me earnestly. “I couldn’t, even if I wanted to. You think I’m stupid enough to try and force your hand? Even if leading lights such as Fukumoto-san, Fujiwara-san and Ichijou-san weren’t in your corner, your popularity with the public is spiking.”

“Though not with everyone.” Yasuhide retorted, amused. “There are those who call you a monster, or a warmonger, or a devil.” He snorted, drinking his tea. “I suspect that when they see someone like you truly abusing their power, they’ll see what a devil really is.”

“We’re trying to prevent that. That’s what the Ministry is for, at least in part. Though you’re right, we almost certainly won’t be able to prevent every incident, and definitely not worldwide.” I agreed, before addressing the Prime Minister. “I think we could accept some investment, but I don’t really want to give out shares in the business.”

Fukumoto-san nodded approvingly at that statement. “How about this? Government enterprise grants can be given for specific key industries. Now, giving money isn’t what you wanted, but if it helps kickstart his ambitions, the rewards are great. How about a contract? I’m confident if these work out even half as well as Hinata suggested they would, then the entirety of Japan will have to convert to be competitive. Power grids, generation, even batteries for devices such as electric vehicles, laptops, mobile phones… the demand will be endless. Now what will that bring to Japan? Taxes.”

He grinned in triumph. “And unlike paying for imports of petrochemicals and lithium, the taxes will flow to our coffers, rather than abroad. With the balance of trade improved, and energy security met, we’ll be well placed to endure whatever chaos comes. Of course, there’s a demand for military equipment too, but isn’t that part of the deal with Ichijou house?”

“It’s too much for one group to handle. Even with your and Ichijou-san’s great wealth and reach.” the Prime Minister muttered. “Besides, what would you do with all that money?”

“Simple. Prepare.” I promised. “I’m not planning on sitting on a huge hoard of treasure like some Dragon. Don’t get me wrong, my family, Hinata and the girls, all have to live a good life, as free of wants as I can manage…” At that Fukumoto-san smiled and nodded, his gaze knowing, and I realised there was no going back on our new living arrangements. It did look nice… “…but I’m mainly focussed on securing my Territory, both in the Boundary and here in the Material. The nominal agreements the Ministry have passed helps a lot, but… I need money, oceans of it, to secure as much as I can.”

“Make the grants repayable after certain conditions are met, with a hefty premium.” Fukumoto-san pressed Abe-san, his experience in business showing. “Call them a start-up investment or something similar. Akio-kun should be fine paying the country back more than he received, in addition to the taxes. But he and his family should retain full ownership.” He looked at me then, steepling his fingers under his chin as he considered our options. “Making a public company would be one way to secure funds, but… I think with this technology, you should hold it all. Internationally, it should be sought after too.”

“Can I put you in charge of that then, Fukumoto-san?” I asked. “I’m not well-versed in business.”

“I told you, call me Kenji, grandson-in-law.” he replied cheerfully. “Especially after… well, soon. You do keep me busy, but my son does need to handle more of Nichibotsu’s work, so it leaves me a little free time.” He nodded at Abe-san. “We can hash out the details. I want production to be scalable rapidly as soon as the final flaws are solved. Time isn’t on our side, is it?”

“I could use some good news. Don’t be too cruel to me. Suzuki-san will have to be in on this as well. He is Minister of Finance.” the Prime Minister conceded. “But we are getting off the topic a little. The situation…”

“Actually, I think we are on topic. We’re insulated from their declaration here in Japan to an extent. Britain might have troubles, but I’m taking steps to secure Eleanor’s position and her Territory, and I can respond rapidly if she’s threatened.” I explained. “We can work with our allies and those who owe us favours to try and calm things down, but… what we need are more distractions.” I grinned wolfishly. “I think it’s time to release the information we hold…” As I explained, Yasuhide-san looked amused. The Prime Minister sighed when I finished.

“Such a small thing, but you’re right. It could have an impact far surpassing the size of the event. We’re already using your achievements to draw attention, so… fine. It’ll be done.”

We talked a little more about a few problems, and then the call concluded. I answered a few messages from other acquaintances, before looking down at the slumbering Akai. “You really need to wake her up. People will think we’ve killed a little girl here…”

“It’s fine. I’ll do it. So…our consensus is, cautious but not overly fearful?” Saionji-san nodded at the news, which now had a panel of guests discussing the announcement by Mary Stuart’s Church.

“That’s right. I don’t know how many powerful Chosen they have, Mary Stuart was a real threat, but I doubt they can act against us easily over the shorter term. And hopefully by the time they do, my Territory and maybe Haru-san’s too, will be Rank Four.” Once I’ve done all the setup and pushed my Territory to Rank Four, it’ll be significantly quicker for Haru-san’s, as I won’t need to worry about Silos or preparing the Ether Spires, though I probably want to build the extra ones I’ll be allowed as well…

“Propaganda is the key.” Yasuhide-san suggested. “Strange how this all worked out.” He smiled mockingly at Saionji-san. “Gin-kun, you have your work cut out for you. If our opponents call our Kami, our Gods, false, we simply have to show them their true glory, and tie that into our heritage, our culture. You’d better get cracking on that Pilgrimage route.” He snorted happily again, clearly finding some enjoyment in the chaos. “I think now it might not just be a matter of what you need, Akio-kun. But something to reassure and inspire the people too.”

“You needn’t think you’re dumping all this on me, you old fart!” Saionji-san growled, but Yasuhide-san merely teased him.

“You wanted to be the head of the faith in this new Ministry. I graciously stepped aside, you should be thanking me…”

As they bickered, Fukumoto-san, no, Kenji-san pulled at my arm. “Now might be a good time to greet our other guests.” he suggested, and with one glance at the fallen Akai and the two arguing priests, I nodded. Yeah, let’s get this over with…
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I spent several hours mingling with the large group of influential figures Kenji-san had gathered. It was rather tedious, though I did do some Ether Healing to break up the monotony, but while doing it I discovered the first benefit of being able to be in two places at once. Shiro had woken up and was back in the Boundary to refresh her buffs on the Tree, so I took a break from my practising (it was proving annoyingly taxing doing Ether Healing and combat training together, with the differing flows of time) to chat with her and Asha.

When I was done, we saw off the guests, some of whom were visibly grateful for my Healing, despite their conditions only being cosmetic or inconvenient, rather than life threatening. As they departed, Kenji-san grinned at me, looking a lot like Hinata at that moment.

“Wasn’t that enjoyable? Looks like you’ve already earned a decent chunk of the money needed to afford that estate. And you’ve made connections. A lot of them are tiresome old bores, but they’ll be people you’ll need to work with since you are entering the world of business.”

“That’s true.” I agreed. “Some of them were even in related industries to Ixitt’s ideas, such as car manufacturing. But for now I have other priorities.” I had to make a phone call, to get the final go-ahead to set a plan in motion, and I wasn’t exactly looking forward to it. As we opened the door to the other room, I was relieved to see Akai up, but as she saw me she squawked in fright and darted behind the table, hissing loudly.

You can stop feeling so amused. I shot a thought at Ginneka, who I could feel sniggering nastily. “Calm down, I’m not going to eat you. I’m nice, I promise.” I spoke slowly, soothingly. As Akai blinked at me, wary, I smiled at Saionji-san sympathetically. “Looks like you have it hard.” Shaeula and Hyacinth weren’t without their problems, Ixitt too, but… nothing so annoying.

“Akai is quite useful when it counts.” he disagreed, reminiscing. “During the battle at Kinkaku-ji, before you arrived, she was one of the reasons we were able to hold. Come now Akai, you know him. He’s not one for harming others.”

“He’s not the same. Not like you anymore!” she insisted. “And there’s a hungry voice, I can hear it! She likes tormenting others!”

“She?” Yasuhide-san asked, confused, and I explained about Ginneka hurriedly.

“To think your power is so strange.” Yasuhide-san chuckled, understanding. “But I should be grateful. Tsukiko-chan has a chance, thanks to you.”

“She only needs it because I wasn’t good enough. This time. Next time I won’t need to rely on such Skills.” I promised.

“You shouldn’t put such a burden on your shoulders, with such bold declarations.” Yasuhide-san advised. “Trust the wisdom of the old. Do your best. That’s what counts. Nobody, not even yourself, can ask for more than that.”

“He’s right.” Kenji-san agreed. “You can plan and prepare all you like, but who can ever truly see the future?”

“Not even Tsukiko-chan could tell with certainty.” Yasuhide-san finished. “But one more thing, she said you aren’t the same, Akio-kun. What does she mean?” The others were looking at me expectantly, except for the nervous Akai, of course.

I’ve not really talked about it outside my circle. But there’s no real need to keep it secret, other than the details of how it works. “Yasuhide-san, Kenji-san, this might be a little uncomfortable, but I’ll try and keep it to a reasonable level…” As they appeared puzzled, I loosened the restrictions on my Charm, Majesty and League. It was clearly impossible to suppress them entirely, though I instinctively did reduce it, to prevent problems in my day-to-day life. And doing so is good for the Resilience. I occasionally get a point here and there…

Saionji-san grimaced, and Akai paled, hiding behind him, though she was fine, her League easily able to tolerate mine. Phoenixes are supposed to be legendary… Even though I was making sure to try and direct it properly, it was still an impressive effect.

“It looks like you are shining, Akio-kun.” Yasuhide-san grimaced, “I think that if I was a woman, I’d be rather charmed now.” He managed a chuckle. “I can see why you don’t seem like that ordinarily, you have quite enough woman troubles already.”

Kenji-san sat down, his face pale. “Yes, you almost seem to be glowing. You feel so… solid? Is that the word? As if the world around you is fake, and you are the only real thing.”

“It’s the calibre of his existence. League, Yasaka-san calls it.” Saionji-san had of course benefited from our shared knowledge. “It’s already in excess of some minor Kami. But the feeling has changed, from Kyoto.”

“it’s grown.” I admitted. “But more importantly…” I nodded at the petrified Akai. “She knows. I’ve shed my mortality. I’m a mix of human and spiritual being now.”

“Shed your mortality?” Kenji-san asked, stunned. “Does that mean… what, it can’t mean what I think it does, can it?”

“He’s dangerous, much more than before.” Akai insisted. “So many elements, all of the seven! His wood element is stronger too, smells of Divinity!”

“Being dangerous is good. Our enemies should fear him.” Saionji-san spoke with a trace of the ruthlessness that had carried Amaterasu to the strongest faction of faith. “But I am curious as well. And unlike Fukumoto-san here, I understand what may be possible…”

“There’s no such thing as immortality, at least not that we know of.” I reassured them. “Even the spirits of the Fae wear down with the endless march of time. But they do live unbounded by the concept of ageing. No, I guess that’s not true. They do mature and grow, but it’s more a mental thing. But we’re not here to talk about the Fae. We’re talking about me.” They were hanging on my words, my Majesty holding their rapt attention. I remember Ortlinde saying intangible stats were rare. And from what I’ve seen, they are. It’s just we’ve been doing things that have strengthened ours a great deal…

“I’m now unbounded by either the physical or spiritual realms, I can exist in either.” There was no need to tell them about the Silver Connection and those implications. “I think that’s what is unnerving Akai.”

“I see. So… Hinata?” Kenji-san mopped at his sweaty brow. He blinked, as if staring into the sun, before continuing. “What about children? How does it work? And can… will she be able to do the same? She would be devastated to grow old while you… endure.” He shook his head, awed. “If you could bottle and sell that, you’d be able to rule the world.”

“I think it’d cause more problems than it solved.” I disagreed. “But… children should be fine. Shaeula says spiritual beings can breed just fine, and I still have a physical form too. As for whether Hinata will be left behind... I have no intentions of that. It might be a hard path for her, finding a way to break her limits, but we’ll be there to help her along it. Anyone I’ve accepted… I’ll never forsake.” I promised.

“It does an old man good to hear that.” he answered, relaxing. My point made, I restricted my aura once more, and everyone sighed in relief. “This last few months have been one shock after another, each bigger than the last. To think I’m speaking to somebody more than human.”

“You already have. Even Akai here is. Though I wouldn’t say more than, just different.” I amended. “So, the Pilgrimage…”

“Yes, we should get back on track.” Saionji-san turned off the television, the last thing I saw, the face of a man with absolute conviction, zeal shining in his eyes, looking out at me…

[image: ]

Once we had established the preliminary plan for the Pilgrimage, which had now turned into a grand, nationwide event, at least here on the Material, to raise morale and instil trust in our native Gods and Kami, I left Saionji-san and Yasuhide-san to plan a route and the offerings, procession and other pageantry. The public participating, even if only observing from the outside, is a must, apparently.

Kenji-san had invited me to lunch, to talk about business and also Hinata, I suspected, but I declined, as I needed to speak to Arisu-san. However, when I called her, there was no answer, so I left her a message and spent a pleasant couple of hours with my grandfather-in-law. He was a shrewd mind when it came to manufacturing, and some of his ideas were worth implementing. I did feel a little reluctant to use up so much time when I was so busy, but with my Astral body working away again, it didn’t seem too bad. All-in-all, it was a good time to unwind. Except for the talk of Hinata moving in with me. I understand enough about noble customs to know that isn't the done thing, but that everyone in the nobility will view it as we are having a proper, full relationship, even if it’s only for half the week…

That done, I returned to Shirohebizumi shrine. I was browsing my phone, seeing the reaction to the declaration of intent from Mary Stuart’s Church online. Most people in Japan considered it someone else’s problem, but abroad, the gatherings had quickly become protests, marches and in some cases, rioting. There had apparently even been deaths in Argentina when a riot turned bloody. Rumours were that a Chosen was involved, egging them on, but that wasn’t verified. It’s been less than a day, and some countries like Britain are only just waking up to the news…

I had briefly spoken with Eleanor and agreed to talk further in person later. It’s convenient we can use the Ring Gates so easily… Back at the shrine, I entered my office. Karen-chan was at her desk, so I went over and greeted her. In addition, I could see Hayato-san and some of the rest of the gang in one corner, sitting at a desk discussing something.

On seeing me, Karen-chan smiled in greeting. “Akio-kun, you’re back. About the news…” Her expression turned troubled, but I shrugged.

“Don’t worry about that. That’s for the Prime Minister, the nobility and the Ministry to do something about. It doesn’t change anything. We were already enemies ever since London. Though I hope we can reach an accord. Wasting our resources and lives fighting each other is futile.” I looked at her for a moment, before grinning. Seeing that, Karen-chan asked me what I wanted.

“I have a job for you.” On hearing that she tensed, but I shook my head, smiling warmly. “Don’t panic. This should be a nice easy job. Turns out I’m moving home soon.” I emailed her the information, and she checked her laptop, face pale.

“This… that must cost… no, I shouldn’t be surprised.” Taking a deep breath, she asked me what she needed to do.

“It’s simple. The rooms will need redecorating and furnishing. I need you to check with the girls what they would like, and order any necessary furniture, electronics, anything they need.”

“That should be easy enough.” As she spoke I could see Hayato-san had stopped his conversation, and Hina-chan, Aimi-chan and Shugo-san were also watching. No Yasu-san today, I see. He might be in the clean room, maybe? “I will get right on that. Uh, which girls?” Karn-chan asked.

“All of them. Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi as well. Make a room for Kana too, even if we’re just at the dating stage.”

“All right. Anything else?” She took notes, and I nodded.

“Yes, there’s a second house there. My family and Eri’s too will be coming to live with us there. Do the same, make sure they have everything they need. I want their move to be as pain-free as possible.”

“I see. I suppose you would want to make your sister as comfortable as you can, Akio-kun.” she agreed slyly, and Aimi-chan burst out laughing at that. Holding the shreds of my dignity, I nodded.

“Of course. But not just her. Now hop to it, all right?”

“Yes boss!” She saluted me sarcastically, before heading off to the main house, where Eri and the others likely were. Since I know they aren’t in the Boundary right now…

With that done, I went to see my friends. “What’s up? Having a planning session?” I asked, and Aimi-chan spoke for the group.

“That’s right, Akio-kun. Just trying to earn an honest wage.” She pointed to the small prototype device on the table. “Oh, and Yasu-kun isn’t skiving, though I can imagine why you would think so, it being Yasu-kun.” She dissed him casually, which made us all grin, it was just like old times. Shiro may be missing, but she’s not far away, not any longer.

“He’s out scouring the back-alleys of Akihabara for some useful parts. We’re shipping in what we can get, and Hinata-chan has promised to get her grandfather’s company to manufacture anything we need and can’t do ourselves…” Aimi-chan continued, having taken a liking to the younger girl during my absence while I was in London. “…but it’s still hard going.”

“That’s right.” Shugo-san agreed, tapping the cube-shaped device. “It’s apparent we need to use true randomness, so we have to rely on external factors. The decay of a relatively harmless radioactive element can account for part of it, but then you need to make that into a number. Worse, we don’t want just the number, but some method of mapping the numbers to answer a series of complicated questions that can’t easily be expressed in mathematical, numeric terms.” He scratched his head, frustrated. “This one’s a real conundrum.”

“Yes, you set us quite the hard task.” Hina-chan complained with a shy smile, pushing her glasses up her nose, like she sometimes did when concentrating hard on a problem. “Fortunately we’ve been talking to someone who has a very fresh take on the subject.”

“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow, interested.

“Yes.” Hayato-san explained. “That colleague of yours, Ixitt, he gave us a contact who is very knowledgeable. I don’t know who they are, but some of their answers are inspiring. Running a smoothing algorithm makes the output more random, rather than a bell curve over time, but that’s not what we want. No, instead she suggested…”

I spent several hours having a fascinating talk with them. Yasu-san came back, with a bag full of miscellaneous parts, and I helped them put a few together. The most curious thing they had learned was a system for turning something such as a map into a set of numeric datapoints that could be selected at random. In addition to the software solution and coding, if it was paired with a reprogrammable hardware device, similar to old-style punch carding in a way, but significantly more high-tech, taking advantage of modern technology down to the nanometre scale, then data could be manipulated and changed, and further, additional layers of randomness could be applied, hopefully sifting out any biases. I can’t believe I actually miss this line of work. At the time it just paid the bills, but now… I spent a while longer talking and working, all the time wondering just who it was Ixitt had found that knew such a great deal about so many odd subjects…
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Entering my home, appreciating the short commute from the office, only a few dozen metres, I grinned ruefully. The commute will be longer from our new mansion, but it’s still nothing too onerous. If I complained, Karen-chan and the others would be angry…

Searching around, I couldn’t see anyone, which was a bit odd, since I was still also in the Boundary, training with some of the mercenaries including Aliyah and Trey, fighting a series of mock-battles with them while training their Skills with earth element and aether. If they aren’t there, did they go out? It’s not like them not to text me though. As I entered the living room, the door to my bedroom opened, and out came Eri, still on her crutches. She was followed by a grinning Shaeula, which was giving me a bad feeling.

“Oh, you’re back, you took a while!” Eri complained. “To think you kept her waiting. Oh well… now’s a good time. Hyacinth…”

With that, the door opened again, and Hyacinth came out, chortling happily, followed by… is that Daiyu? She was dressed in white silk, which set off her black eyes and hair beautifully. Speaking of her hair, it was bound up into a bundle, pinned by jade and glass pins, leaving her neck and shoulders bare. Her robe looked a bit like a traditional qipao, a Chinese, tight-fitting dress, only it had sleeves, long, diaphanous and largely see-through. Likewise, the skirt part was also separated into these transparent strips, the lines of her legs clearly visible. The white dress clung to her, and as I watched her skin reddened under my gaze, but she didn't falter.

“Gooo on. Now is the time. You said yourself you are now clean and pure, did yooou not?” Hyacinth urged her.

“That’s right.” Eri agreed. “You’ve been waiting here in agony all day for Akio to return.”

Shaeula merely observed our reactions silently, that grin on her face reminiscent of when she played pranks on people.

As I watched on, knowing where this was going, Daiyu took a deep breath, before bowing, Cultivator fashion. “Akio, my Dao Companion, the one who is for me, and I for you… together, I would twist and knot our fates, our Dao, so that we may never be separated, not even in death. I…” Her smile was shy yet beautiful, her grace and elegance radiating from her every move and gesture. “…I have lost so much, yet the Heavens are fair. To lose is to gain, and I have gained a second chance, and you.” She swallowed, her pink throat working, and I could tell she was nervous, yet she pushed ahead, regardless.

“I washed. I washed and scrubbed and purged.” Her usually taciturn face twitched into an embarrassed smile. “I had thought myself rather free of impurities, being the Ever-Beautiful Black Jade, but it seems I was wrong. I thought the filth would never come off.” She switched to Japanese then and thanked Hyacinth and Shaeula, who waved it off. “But now I am pure, spiritually and physically. And… as a woman I always have been.” Her blush deepened. “So now…” She came to me, taking my hand. “I ask you… join with me. As two fates in one, forever entangled.”

As I felt the warmth of her hand, I could see Eri’s gaze urging me onwards. Not that I need such. I had decided, and despite my wobbles, my decision hasn’t changed. But it is nice to get her support, even if I feel the sting in my heart. No, no time to dwell on that, now… in this moment, all that mattered was the girl in front of me, the brave Cultivator who had lost everything, her Sect, her family, even her country, yet still continued to seek out her own destiny. But I have to make one thing clear, before anything else…
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“Daiyu…” I breathed softly, and she looked at me, still clutching my hand. “I know how much Cultivation means to you. But the first time… that shouldn’t be for it. Our relationship isn’t going to be one of profit and loss, is it? After all, I don’t really understand the Dao like you do, but that’s not the sort of companionship I want. Or want for you.” I winked at Eri, who nodded.

“That’s right, Daiyu. If it’s not founded on affection, I’ll chase you out. I’m not letting our relationships be transactional. I may…” she nodded to Shaeula, who was still grinning happily. “…have mellowed a little, or become more accepting, but I’ll not budge on that. About some things, I know I’m right!”

Her skin flushed, Daiyu nodded once the difficult parts were translated. “I understand. I… perhaps I see matters too in terms of black and white. But… you know that is not all I want. I truly believe this was meant to be. No, that makes it sound like I am merely being washed by the tide. No, I truly believe I am happy this choice was presented to me. But I still chose. That was meant to be. I am delighted I have a chance to feel this way again. That I am not alone, that I have purpose.” Her smile was heartbreakingly pure, her onyx eyes glittering. “More… I feel my chest throb, and not in the way that I feel when I am Cultivating.”

“I believe you are a female before you are-are a Cultivator.” Shaeula nodded firmly. “It is only natural for such-such feelings.”

“Yes, I see this now.” Daiyu agreed. “But that hardly matters. I have arrived at this place, washed on the tides under the moon, and now this is my place.”

“Under the moon-moon. I do like that. It does make me wonder, does it not-not you, Akio? Tsukuyomi. The Fae. Then this Chang’e of yours.” She smiled warmly at Daiyu, before turning back to me. “Even your name can mean bright hero of the moon, no? I am not-not Tsukiko, but I find it hard not-not to believe this was all fated.”

“I think it doesn’t matter.” Eri disagreed. “Perhaps we are just looking for meaning in what has already happened. It is strange though. But just like Akio, I don’t believe in destiny or fate. If we don’t like the way things are, we’ll change them.”

“Well said, Eri. But this… there is no-no need to change it, is there?” Shaeula chuckled, and Daiyu nodded.

“No. There is no need at all. So… I am prepared.” she insisted, her flushed face and fast breathing rather erotic, in contrast to her usual stoic demeanour.

“Relax.” Eri patted her shoulder. “It’s not something you need to be prepared for. Just… have fun?” she smiled a touch ruefully.

“Yes, you must-must enjoy yourself.” Shaeula agreed. “So for now… we shall leave you to it. Come, Eri, Hyacinth. There will be time-time for us later.” She pushed my back, and I led Daiyu towards the bedroom. Once inside I closed the door. She glanced at me, a little tense, but I merely smiled reassuringly and patted the bed, and we sat down together.

“I’m not forcing this, you know. It’s not as though you need to commit, to be with me. Just like Kana wants to take it slow…” As I said that, her expression changed slightly, and I tilted my head, puzzled.

“I believe that Kana is having fun, yes. But mostly… I believe she is a shrewd girl, who well understands the male mind. Unlike me.” Daiyu admitted. “It is you who needs to take matters slowly with someone, have fun and relax. You are under great stress, having to carry all our fates. We are, as Eri would say, heavy women, no?” she giggled a little.

I see. She’s right. Not that I mind. I’d be a fool to complain when you look at them all. Carrying a bit of weight isn’t a burden, it’s a privilege. But then, that doesn’t change it can sometimes be stressful…

“Remind me to be nicer to Kana.” I remarked, and Daiyu nodded firmly.

“Now you are being nice enough to her. I believe she is finally well satisfied.”

At her words, I peered closely at Daiyu, trying to understand what about her piqued my curiosity. That’s it. I get it. “You know, you seem very mature, Daiyu. Sometimes you seem a lot older than you are. You’re easy to talk to.”

“I believe it is rude to call a girl old.” she sniffed, though I could tell she wasn’t angry. Seeing her in her silky, diaphanous Chinese-style robe, sitting beside me, the subtle smell of her perspiration and some fragrant perfume in my nostrils, I found her very desirable, her looks similar to a Japanese person, yet with a slightly exotic cast. “But I confess, I was never much of a child. Not as the heir to the Incorruptible Jade.” She leaned her head on my shoulder, her bound-up hair tickling my cheek. “From a young age, when it was seen I had talent… I never had time nor the inclination for play, or making friends. The strong are often the lonely.”

“I disagree.” I shook my head. “I’m strong, aren't I? And I’m less lonely than ever!”

“That is true.” Daiyu agreed, a slight smile curving her lips. “But you are deeply unusual. Were you a Cultivator, you would be jealously hoarding power, not sharing it with me, like you have the Spirit Water.” She paused, her dark eyes dreamy. “I still can hardly believe it. A Foundation that only the greatest Sects in Kunlun could dream of, it has come to me.” She then softly kissed my cheek, a merest brush of her lips. “Though it was quite frightful. The mess was disgusting. I think… your true greatness is you do not fear to share. It is not praiseworthy, from a Cultivation perspective. But as your Dao Companion, I will toughen you up… and let you soften me. I think the middle ground shall suit us just fine.”

“Yes, Hinata says I need to be firmer. I am trying. But I don’t want to lose kindness. After all, If I’m going to rule a vast Territory, stand beside Shaeula in the Seelie Court, enter into politics… I don’t want to be a dictator, someone who only considers his own needs.”

“I understand. And I will aid you.” she promised. “For you have helped reignite my pride in my Cultivation, which nearly died with my Sect, my family. No, you shall be my Sect and my family now. All of you. I find it… reassuring, not to be alone in the world. Were it just this lonely me, I would spend my life attempting to slay the traitors who betrayed us. Instead… I will allow my vengeance to simmer. In time I will strike, but my Dao… I do not know it yet, but it will not be as an avenger. The price is too high.”

“I think that’s wise.” I squeezed her hand, and touched her bare shoulder. Her skin shivered at my gentle caress, but her eyes were calm and composed. “I’d hate to see you throw away your life, Daiyu. And I wouldn’t be the only one.”

“I know. I shall instead triumph over my enemies by reaching my most perfect self, and look down on them from on high. Perhaps then I shall stomp them like bugs…” Her faint smile was wicked. “…but for now… I rejoice in my rekindled love of my past. I believe Kana is the same.”

“Kana? She never really cared for her powers or the shrine.” I disagreed, and Daiyu shook her head.

“Yes, I gather that. But now she is finally able to take pride in what she has that others do not, to respect herself. In that way, we are similar. Both inheritors of a storied legacy.”

“That reminds me. Just what is Cultivation? Qi… it’s basically created from aether, and it functions largely the same. I don’t entirely get the purpose?”

For a moment, Daiyu froze, before she smiled ruefully. “We are talking about this now? I understand you wish me to be calm, yet…” She shifted, and her chest was pressing against my arm, the thin cloth doing little to hide her softness. “…I could be rather hurt, that you are not eager.”

“Hardly that. Trust me, i'm trying to be a gentleman. But I am curious. I suppose…”

“…there is time for you to learn, when we entertain each other with Dual Cultivation. You will need a grounding then.” she explained, nodding. “...but before that… you wanted us to join our bodies simply because we wished to, no? My hand… it has stopped shaking, has it not? I am calm and ready.”

Yes, she was clearly a bit nervous. Not that I blame her. “I’m nervous too.” At my words, she looked at me in surprise, eyes going wide, though with Daiyu's often restrained expressions, even her surprise seemed a little muted.

“Why? You are a man of some experience, are you not?” she inquired, which was a difficult question to answer.

“Maybe so, but it has all come recently. Besides, that was with others. Not with you.” I told her, bringing another smile and faint blush to her face. “The first time is always special. And I want it to be good for you.”

“I am not a fool. I am no sheltered orchid, unaware of how a man and a woman interact. I have read the Dual Cultivation Techniques, and other scriptures.” She seemed a little offended, so I stroked her head until she calmed down. “I am aware the first time can be painful, but I am a Cultivator, I fear no pain, and the Elixir of Chang’e will heal any injuries I suffer. You may indulge with me as you please… uh?” She was surprised as I pushed my lips against hers. For a moment she didn’t know what to do before responding, her tongue twisting with mine wetly, as I tasted her lips, her saliva. When we separated, she touched her damp lips, a little stunned, and I kissed her forehead.

“I don’t have a fetish for hurting women. And yeah, it stings a little, but it soon becomes pleasure. If you aren’t enjoying it, I won’t. To be honest, I’m a little troubled. You and Hinata… you are both right on the border of what’s acceptable, you know! I’m practically a lolicon here. Though…with you your maturity shines through. I guess you’ve lived a disciplined life.”

“I have. Which is why a little pleasure will not ruin my resolve.” She sighed loudly. “As for Hinata, she knows her own mind, you have the approval of her parents… enough with your delaying. But…” She kissed me this time, angry and passionate, and as we separated, a thin bridge of saliva between us, she growled. “…enough of other girls. I am here now, and you are supposed to be showing me the pleasures of being a woman. Besides..."

Her dark eyes suddenly showed a trace of humour. "You labour under a misapprehension. I am in fact surely Hinata's senior, as you Japanese put it. I am older than I appear. A slight slowing of one's physical ageing is only to be expected once one begins a Foundation. It is minor, subtle, but for those who succeed young, it has a slightly greater impact." She kissed me again, tongue probing, until she sighed with satisfaction as she pulled away. "I do not merely seem mature. I am. Though again, no woman hates being thought of as young."

So fierce. She’s certainly unique. With a fond expression on my face, I nodded. “You’re right. Sorry. I’m still me, I get overwhelmed in the moment. But… I’m also the me that has made my resolve. So… Daiyu. I like you. I want to marry you. Your bravery, resolve, dedication… it’s all so very blinding. To that end… I want to make love to you.”

“I see. I wish to marry you too, as my Dao Companion, through storm and calm, through fire and frost, against the tiger and the Dragon, together we shall wrest all the power and secrets from the Heavens and the Earth themselves. But first… show me what love is.”

I gently laid her down, and for a minute we just stared at each other, our breaths hot on each other’s skin. Daiyu was first to speak. “Do I not need to touch and suck your manhood?”

“Maybe later.” I shook my head. “That’s a more advanced technique.”

She giggled then, surprising me with her girlish charm. “You make it sound like Cultivation. So if that would be Foundation, what would the Qi Refining of sex be?”

“That’s simple.” I reached out, caressing her bare cheeks, neck, shoulders and arms, before one hand settled on her still-clothed breasts, and the other stroked her back through the thin cloth. “We have to get used to the touch of our skin, used to being naked, as we were born. Then…”

“I know what comes after.” She reply was soft, a barest whisper of her voice. She reached out and touched me, slipping her hand inside my shirt. “Your skin is like velvet, and your muscles are steel. No, harder, stronger.” She gazed at me then, eyes bright. “I am pleased. I would hate my Dao Companion, my man… to be a weakling. It helps you are to my taste, too... uh, your hands…” She shivered as my own hand was inside her dress now, touching bare, hot flesh, the hard nub of her nipple being massaged by my palm. I slid my other hand up under her flowing skirt, and I realised she was bare underneath as my hand glided over her bare thighs and felt a brush of hair.

“Don’t mind me. I won’t do anything you don’t like.” I promised. “I’m just…”

“Touching my skin, yes.” Daiyu panted, flushed and embarrassed, an unusual look for her. “I shall not lose!” she promised, and her hands too slid downwards. She flinched a little as her hands circled my manhood, seeming fascinated as it grew in her grip.

“Gently…” I advised, and her touch changed. I pulled her dress down, exposing her chest, and buried my face in it, licking away, my tongue rasping on her bare flesh. She gasped, her hands speeding up, and then she moaned, her usual well-spoken, clipped tone turning seductive and breathy.

“I want to kiss again. It feels more… intimate.” she begged, and I licked all the way up her body, around her neck and we finally tangled tongues again. My cock had popped free, hard and slightly damp, and I tugged, her white dress around her thighs, the knife-like slit of her pussy hidden under a small thicket of dark hair. As she moaned, my hands stroked and groped her skin everywhere, and she was now exuding a sticky, sweet scent, her sweat fragrant.

“That… I think I like this.” Daiyu gasped. “My mind goes blank, and there is no worry, stress, fear…”

I see. Despite the fact she’s strong, I can’t forget that she’s still lost everything she’s ever known. I need… no, I can’t do it alone. Shaeula, Eri, Shiro… everyone’s helping her settle in, find her place. I kissed her again, and whispered into her ear.

“Don’t worry. We’ll never leave you behind. I promise.”

She blinked, before giving me a warm smile. “I know. I can feel your intentions. I am not a child to be easily tricked. You are all earnest, and have always treated me well. Ahn… what are... uh... you doing?” she muttered, shuddering, and I kissed her again, my tongue sending saliva into her mouth, while her throat gulped.

“Just loosening you up a bit. I want your first time to be something worth remembering. Our first time.” I had exposed her clit, and was rubbing it tenderly and expertly, my experience with the other girls making me deft. My other fingers were stroking her pussy, and warm, sour liquid was starting to spill out from her, her body twitching.

“I see. It feels… strange. Not unpleasant, but… no, I will not.. be… ahn, uh… distracted. Should I touch you?” Her hand snaked around my dick, tugging at it oddly and clumsily. “I know your feelings are true. I… uh, ahh… can sense it with my Qi. It is sensitive to malice, deceit…. oh, by the Heavens, I feel strange…”

Her panting moans were becoming more frequent, and my fingers were sinking into her pussy a little, soaked with her fluids. Though I’m careful not to go deep… “I feel it… with my skin… as well. Your touch is kind… but lewd. So very lewd. This is, ugh… no, ahn, ahn… more embarrassing… than I imagined!”

Seeing a stoic beauty melting under my ministrations excited me. I filed away the note about Qi being able to sense emotions for later, and licked her breasts, her belly, her thighs, enjoying the taste of her sweat and nectar as it dribbled down the inside of her legs. She’s easy to get wet. That’s good… “Yes, it’s supposed to be embarrassing.” I whispered to her, as she tightened around my gently probing fingers. “Because it’s sharing something of yourself few others ever get to see…”

“Surely… just you?” she gasped, and I didn’t elaborate. I know they are outside, watching and listening. I don’t need my keen senses for that. Oh well, Daiyu will get used to it soon enough. Her hand was speeding up on my dick, and she marvelled at the warm, pulsing sensation and damp stickiness on her fingers. Curious, even as her body shivered from my touch, she further sped up her fingers, whether it was natural talent, or her Qi sensing, rapidly adjusting and perfecting her stroking, her delicate fingers rubbing at my glans as she stroked and squeezed.

“Damn, you’re a natural…” I gasped, as I felt a hot weight rising up inside me. My own fingers sped up too, and as the damp squelching noises intensified, Daiyu stared into my eyes coquettishly, further stoking my lust.

“I am… ahn… a prodigy. I can of course… ugh… master this. Besides… it feels… like a game. My Qi feels your pleasure, and then I... ahn... see how… ugh, ahn… can I increase… it?”

“But you should take it… easy or…” I began, but it was too late. Her hands sped up further, her rubbing fingers finding all my pleasure points, and I cried out in happiness as I ejaculated. My fingers squeezed, and the ruby bead of Daiyu’s trembled, before her own back arched, love nectar drenching her thighs and the dress around her legs. As she looked up, eyes wide, my semen splattered her breasts first, then her neck, before it showered down on her flushed face, staining cheeks, nose and lips.

“Is this…?” She lapped out with her tongue like a cat, making a face at the strong flavour. “It is bitter.”

I scooped out her own juices, licking my fingers. “And yours is sour. But it’s your taste, so I’ll like it.” I promised. Lying down beside her, my dick brushing against her leg, leaving a slimy trail on her pale skin, I bent in for a kiss.

“I am dirty…” she muttered, embarrassed, but I wanted her tongue, and she stuck it out, and our tastes mingled. When I pulled away, merely stroking her hair and back, my hand cheekily kneading her ass a little, keeping her fire of arousal lit, I shook my head.

“There’s nothing dirty about you. So… how was it? Your first orgasm?”

“It was… intense.” Daiyu admitted. “Like a white wave surging through me. But you seemed to be deep in pleasure as well, Akio. Your face. I could not help but find it cute. Though I was surprised to be so showered…” She wiped some of my cum off her cheeks, inspecting it, before gently sucking it off her fingers. “I see. Yes, your taste. I understand. When I think like that, it no longer seems so bitter.”

“That’s just the beginning. Next…”

“Yes.” She interrupted me, my still-hard dick now in her hands. She raised one eyebrow, before bending down, her warm mouth suddenly enveloping the head. I felt her tongue, and she slurped, before withdrawing, a thin line of cum on her lips. “All clean. Now next… you will enter me, yes? Make me a woman? Your woman.”

“That’s right.” I promised. Her clean-up was clumsy but earnest, and so cute… “Are you afraid?”

“I am Black Jade the Ever Beautiful.” she spoke her hated nickname proudly. “Of course I am not scared. I will not be Ever Pure soon though. No, my purity is gone. You have toyed with me, and I have tasted your seed. I am only sorry my father and mother did not live long enough to see their daughter become an adult, and master Foundation Realm. But no matter…” she snuggled against me. “…if the Heavens are kind, perhaps they still know, if the spirit lives on after death.”

“It does.” I promised, remembering Tsukiko-san.

“In that case…” Her breathing had calmed down and her flushed skin was now pale again. “…I would dedicate my purity to you. No, from what I have heard, it is my heart you crave. Perhaps you were afraid of loss as a child? I must speak to Eri and your sister regarding this. Your sister… I hope she will accept me.”

“She will.” I promised. “Aiko loves cute girls, and she sympathises with those who have it hard. But for now, that doesn’t matter. Think of just us.”

“I will.” She licked at more of the cum on her face. “So, this will pour inside me. We will make a child…”

“No.” I shook my head. “Not yet. The timing isn’t good for you, is it? There’s medication…”

“Even we Cultivators have that.” Daiyu agreed. “I merely wished to say it. I do wish a child. To pass on my name to the future. But… not now. Yes. So…” She spread her legs, arms outstretched too, inviting me, and she looked very lewd, lying on the bed, wet and still spotted with my sperm, her soiled dress around her legs. “Show me it is worth the wait.”

With one last kiss I opened up her pussy, the insides a beautiful salmon pink and twitching, drooling fluid. Her hymen was there, and it looked like a pearly white film. “It’s a little thick. There might be some pain in the breaking of it…” I warned, working out the best angle. I’ve done this a few times now. I want her to suffer as little as possible.

“I am jade, such will not be cracked by a little pain.” she boasted, her deep, onyx eyes on my dick as I pushed it towards her entrance. She took a deep breath, and held out a hand. I took it, entwining our fingers, while my other hand guided my dick in. As it slowly slid inside her, pushing her wide, I reached the obstruction of her hymen.

“Become as one with me. Our Dao will entwine, as will our bodies and our spirits. Our fates and destines as well!” Daiyu cried out passionately, and I needed no further invitation.

“Daiyu… I…” As I tore through her maidenhead, her face twisted in a momentary expression of pain. A faint trickle of red ran down her legs, staining the dress, but I felt her body heal. The obstruction remained gone, but her tender flesh was restored near-instantly.

“Chang’e is a Goddess. She would not wish me to suffer.” Daiyu declared proudly, winking at me, her expression awed as she touched her belly. “I feel you, inside me. I am a girl no longer. I have shed my fear, my naivety and also my chastity. In exchange I have gained the will to continue, hope for the future… and love, yes?”

“Yes.” I agreed, kissing her. “Since you are free of pain, can I?” Her body is trained and tight, I can feel her walls sucking on me with every beat of her heart, as though she’s trying to wring me dry…

“Feel free. I too would wish to feel it. If it was as pleasurable as before…” she flushed, grinning, and I noticed her expressions changing more and more, growing easier to read, as we grew closer.

“In that case…” Our hands still entwined, I used my free hand to stroke her while we kissed, my cock sliding in and out of her pussy as I moved my body. Each thrust wrung a gasp from us both, and as wet slaps sounded as our bodies pounded together, her moans were discharged into my mouth, as our tongues tangled fiercely, as though seeking to devour each other.

“I feet it, like the flame inside!” Daiyu managed to cry. “When you strike there, I shiver, like my being burns!”

“How about here?” I switched the angle of thrusts. The first couple elicited little response, but then she arched her back, nearly biting me in shock. Yes, you feel it there…

“I am rising… again!” Daiyu was overflowing with nectar, and as I drank her saliva, licked at her salty tears and even the sweat of her neck, I felt my own rising sensation. Her free hand was scratching my back, though her nails could leave no impression on my skin, but it felt sensual, and her body wriggled against mine, her pussy almost trying to devour me. Once more I shifted angle, and as Daiyu drooled, her first experience without the pain that marked the usual defloration, I clung to her, body and spirit. She’s sensitive here too. If I…

Pulling her up so I could reach deep inside her, she squealed with pleasure, and as I thrust again and again, more juice scattered. “Here it comes… the white…” she cried, and as her whole body trembled, her pussy convulsing, dragging me further in, I came too, my warm sperm gushing inside her, joining the mess on her thighs and dress. It was such a lovely dress too…

“I am being filled. I am a woman, before I am a Cultivator.” She gasped, the renewed realisation both shocking and delighting her. I continued to thrust, and since she was exceptionally sensitive, her orgasm continued, a second burst of pleasure shuddering through her, greater than the first, as I poured out every drop, my own cock trembling.

“I…” she sought my tongue, and as we collapsed to the bed, her head on my arm, her hair having come loose from her pins, hanging around us like the night sky, she looked at me, a touch vacant. I took that opportunity to kiss her while she gathered her thoughts.

“I see.” she spoke at last. “Were this a battle, you have won. I lose to the pleasure of your power.”

“There’s no winning and losing. We both gave and we both received. Besides, I think I had the better deal.” I stroked her loose hair, once more amazed at how my life had changed over these last months.

“Maybe.” Daiyu conceded proudly, before laughing, a rich one filled with relief. “No more reason, nor need to hesitate. I am a woman now, who knows the feeling of a man.”

“True.” The door burst open, and Shaeula was there, followed by… Everyone but Hinata, Kana and Asha, it seems. Well, Asha can’t get here anyway. Not yet… “Yet do not-not be mistaken. It is not male but Akio which is why-why you feel joy. Never forget that, and make no-no errors.” Shaeula warned, though her tone was light.

“I know.” Daiyu replied archly. “I thank you for your caution, but…” She hugged me, uncaring about her nakedness and dishevelled state. I guess it is all girls here apart from me… “I know. I am not a fool. Even if I was… Qi does not lie.”

That again, huh? “I have to say, it was a nice touch, you licking him clean after the handjob…” Shiro rattled off such crude words with a straight face, gorgeous even while being lewd. Seeing me looking, she flushed. “What? It was. The sort of thing that happens in the dirty doujins you boys read. Oh, Asha is sorry she can’t be here for you, Daiyu. But… well, there’s always next time, right?” She winked cheekily.

“So why are you here?” I asked, and Eri, as first wife, answered for everyone.

“To grow closer. If we’re going to all be your wives, Akio, we have to bond. And…” Eri glanced at Shaeula and Hyacinth. "...when I shared experiences with them, I found myself liking them more. I want to like you too, Daiyu.” She spoke earnestly, from the heart, and Daiyu replied in her improving Japanese.

“Thank you Eri. I do… appreciate… yes, appreciate your kindness, when you have little cause. I would eagerly learn from you… your… experience? But before that…”

“I have it here.” Motoko raised a hand, eyeing us curiously. She then handed Daiyu a small book, in which she had been recording her Sect’s knowledge, as well as knowledge gained from our captured Cultivators. She then paused, and I could hear Natsumi giggling behind her, before Motoko offered some kind words. “Natsumi and I are beginners too, but if you wish the benefit our of meagre experiences, we are happy to share.”

Daiyu was caught off guard by that offer, before bursting out in laughter. She squeezed Motoko’s hand as she took the book, before flipping it open. “I see. Yes, I get it. Such a strange feeling. I should be jealous, see you as a rival.” She shrugged, her bare skin touching mine. “Concubines are not unusual, strong Cultivator bloodlines need many children, to secure talented offspring. But they seldom live in harmony. Too much incentive to struggle for the position of legal wife. Yet… for now, I only feel happy you are here with me.”

“That’s because it’s a family we are building, Built on bonds of care. And I’ll never let any of you go.” I hugged Daiyu and pulled in Motoko with my other arm, and after she returned the hug, everyone else demanded one too…
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I let out a groan, gushing sperm into Shaeula’s small mouth. She grinned, lips still clamping my dick, and her tongue rolled around, licking me. When I finished, she pulled free, opening her mouth to show the sticky white liquid on her tongue to Daiyu, before closing her mouth and swallowing, small throat working, Smacking her lips, she grinned. “That is how-how you perform the oral sex. A blowjob, Shiro does-does call it.”

“I see. That is educational.” Daiyu nodded, her fingers tracing the writing and diagrams in her book as she watched.

“You don’t need to slavishly copy our little pervert here.” Shiro advised. “I do it a bit differently. You do too, right Eri?”

Eri nodded, embarrassed. “I do what Akio seems to like. He does the same.”

“Oh yeah, he’s great at eating us out. Aki’s a major playboy now. In fact, we’re all standing around after he’s defiled another pure cutie. Such a sinful riajuu. You’d have called for your own death a few months ago.” Shiro snickered at me, amused.

“I shall experiment.” Daiyu promised, looking at me fondly. “I am not satisfied, unless I am the best.”

As Shaeula laughed at that declaration of war, as she called it, we spent a little longer talking about sex and our relationships, before Shaeula asked the question on everyone’s minds. “So, Daiyu. This Dual-Dual Cultivation, how does it work? If it can make you stronger, then we would be most-most interested as well.”

“Before that…” I could see Daiyu’s Statistics and Skills now, as we were bonded kin. Lovers’ Link alone wasn’t enough yet, it seemed, except for actual family, like Aiko. But having sex, the connection of our bodies and hearts, that was definitely enough. “…I want to go over Qi and get an understanding of it. I believe that Qi Refining is converting aether into Qi, which is both more refined, and somehow less flexible. But I’d like to hear in your own words just what it is. You mentioned being able to feel emotions with it too?”

“I see. This is all basic knowledge.” Daiyu paused, and seeing her lying naked next to me, dripping with the aftermath of our sex, while explaining these concepts, brought a smile to my face. “Qi is the energy of Heaven and Earth. Though the energy of Heaven is fleeting, and finding such since the days of long-vanished Kunlun is but a mere wish. So the energy of the Earth, we have to work with. But it is hardly pure.”

“I see. Ether and aether, then Qi… Earthly energies… I always thought they came from the Astral, but then…” I mulled over what I'd been told, trying to connect it all together.

Tan peeked out through Shiro’s eyes, a brief gleam of red, but she didn’t say anything. Her silence made me think I was on the right track with my speculations though. When I was doing my research right at the start, on Astral projection, Chakras and more, there were some other ideas that were a part of the whole spectrum which don’t seem to fit in. Or do they…

“Qi is this energy purified. It has two sides, as do all things. Yin and Yang, mind and body, emotion and reason. Earthly Qi is created to perfectly match the Techniques of Cultivation. The jumble of energies you call ether and aether might perhaps be capable of greater feats, but… Qi nourishes the body and strengthens the spirit. It works best internally and affecting the mind and spirit of others. Until recently, all we Cultivators could use it for was to expand our perception, the Qi sense…” Daiyu demonstrated, and my Eye shone. I see. That’s rather fascinating. “…as well as cause internal damage to another person, via injecting Qi within them, or confusing and fogging minds and spirits. Of course, in the past, so much more was possible, but… that is not done with unaspected Qi alone. Qi is simply the key, the foundation.”

“Qi is like a universal fuel then? If ether is oil from a well, and aether is the refined petroleum products distilled from it, which can provide a huge amount of energy, then Qi is further refined and distilled, some sort of specialist fuel. So it contains less power, but can run your Techniques, which are optimised for Qi?”

“Yes. Cultivation is a history of perfecting and refining Techniques to use Qi to achieve great feats. And changing ourselves to better utilise it. In doing so, our bodies and spirits can be strengthened, our minds growing sharper. Eventually, the goal is Sainthood, which I believe is a state similar to you now, Akio. And above that, a true Immortal. Though I know not if a Saint from Kunlun ever reached such. If they did… well, they no longer remain on this Earth, it seems.”

“A question, if I may?” Motoko asked politely, and Daiyu signalled her to speak.

“If that is the case, what about your Foundation Techniques?” As Natsumi and even Shiro nodded beside her, I thought I already knew the answer, from my examination of her Skill.

Spiritually Pure Qi Refining – This advanced Qi Refining Technique can convert Aether into pure Earthly Qi, and will raise the quality of such Qi by one rank. Qi interacting with and accumulating Water Elemental energies will be further increased in rank, empowering Water Element Techniques. Heavenly Qi is not inhibited due to the high purity of the Technique. The Refining rate for Ether into Earthly Qi is roughly ninety-nine parts in a hundred, there is little waste. [Class: Noble] [Type: Principle]
Earthly Qi – A systematic refining and imprinting of one of the building blocks of the multiverse. Qi is a specialised form of energy, which shares the majority of the properties of Aether, but cannot be freely manipulated by imagination, with the exception of some certain states. In exchange it has high affinity for some uses, and can achieve a greater efficiency and power when utilised in these rigid Techniques than the original Aether. It can also be combined with other refined energies in a similar way, converting them to Elemental Qi, ????? Qi and ???????.


Already a Principle, I see…a shame that Heavenly Qi is almost entirely question marks when I look, but I don’t believe it comes from ether. Adherence maybe? No, that doesn’t seem quite right… But the answer to Foundation is simple…

Daiyu’s answer was what I expected. “Qi is the energy of the body and the spirit, but it can be many other energies. Elemental Qi are the most common, and by blending these energies in our Dantian…” she touched her lower body. “…we create new, stronger, aspected Qi, usable in greater Techniques. Though until recently, there were few who were able to cross the peak of Qi Refining and begin their Foundation.” She smiled, proud of herself, and I kissed her cheek. She flushed, before continuing. “Even then, I was barely able to manage a little Earth Qi.”

She snorted, giddy from the situation she found herself in, our continued intimate closeness. “Not to be confused with Earthly Qi, do not make that mistake. Now though…” Daiyu flipped through her book. “…one of the simplest Water Qi Arts… Water Darts…” She closed her eyes, fanned out her fingers, and moments later a volley of water bullets flew out. I channelled wind to stop them damaging the room, and Daiyu made a rather adorable face, her expression contrite.

“Be more careful.” I laughed, and she nodded.

“I shall. I truly am a prodigy. To master a new Art, even one so simple, on my first try… no, hubris is poison. I am skilled yes, but the Spirit Water is a level of Water Qi far in excess of what I could have ever expected. It knows what it must do to serve me.”

“You make it sound alive.” Eri mused, and Daiyu shrugged.

“I do not think it is alive, it is merely energy. But… it should be handled with care, guided, not forced.”

“I think I’ve got it. And Tan didn’t even give me a hint.” Shiro complained. “Using aether is more flexible, but more wasteful, while Qi is limited but more efficient, and potentially stronger in certain specific ways?”

“That sounds about right. My mom had some old roleplaying books from Britain. Quite a famous one… Dungeons and Dragons. So, it’s a bit like the difference between a Wizard and a Sorcerer? Wizards can use any spell they’ve learned, given notice, while Sorcerers only know a few, but can use them a lot more?”

“I don’t think that’s exactly right, nerd.” Shiro teased me. “But I think we’re close.”

“So how does Dual Cultivation fit in?” Eri asked. “Akio doesn’t have Qi, he uses aether.”

“I do worry about that. But…” Daiyu shrugged, her modest yet satisfying chest distracting my eyes for a moment. “…I saw the paintings, of your bodies, and mine.” She touched her lower body again. “There are actually three Dantians… I have discussed this before. We only rely on the lower one, the Golden Stove…” she smiled wryly. “...which some say generates elixir, which strengthens the body. You can see why I find such ironic. Though it is not elixir, but the strengthening effects of Qi, which make the body strong, and have indeed given me my more youthful charms.”

Only I nodded, everyone else rather confused. Chang’e’s Divine Favour is called Chang’e’s Moon Elixir Of Immortality. “We’ve all experienced the strengthening of the body from having our networks perfected, and accumulating aether via Levelling up.” I agreed. “I wonder…”

“You wonder correctly.” Daiyu declared proudly. “Our Foundation Technique should strengthen us more than your haphazard accumulation. Discard the dross, extract perfection. That is the way of Cultivation.” Daiyu nodded regally. “But for that to work…”

“Elemental Qi. And also…?”

“Yes. Yin and Yang. Darkness and Light. Female and male. Without those, the effects are reduced. And as a woman, gathering Yang, the male element, it is difficult. Now however…”

“The Spirit Water.” Shiro suggested triumphantly. “Spiritually Pure Physique.”

“For Daiyu, it’s Spiritually Pure Foundation Technique. The description is much the same, but it also talks about strengthening the Dantians and Qi Refining.” I explained. “So…”

“Yes, next is to Accumulate, where one saturates their bodies and spirit with as dense and pure a Qi as they can. I have a great advantage now, since you say my Refining is so effective, and I possesses a potent Spirit Water Qi. But I am not satisfied. To go higher, further, the old scrolls and tags say I must also master one of either Yin or Yang, else I will struggle to form my Golden Core.” She shook her head, her slight expression one of self-deprecation. “To think I am seriously worried about what should be an unreachable dream. I am very prideful. Yet…”

“It does not-not seem so unreachable now?” Shaeula smiled gently, and Daiyu nodded, her damp hair tickling my bare skin.

“Dual Cultivation is extracting the Qi within all beings… I see…” Daiyu’s onyx eyes suddenly opened wide, realising something. “I did wonder why the perception of my Qi could detect all living beings, despite only Cultivators actively Refining Qi. And why it seemed so muddy. Qi sense is detecting the aether present in all living beings!”

“But does that mean that Akio’s Yang Qi won’t be pure enough for you?” Natsumi asked.

“I.. do not know.” Daiyu managed, before shaking her head slowly, as if to clear her thoughts. “No, I believe it will be fine. Because…” She tapped my back. “This… lunar Chakra. It strikes me as very similar to the middle Dantian, the Crimson Palace. I can only go by the old writings, but it is there that Qi is Refined further, and creates shen, or spiritual energy.”

“I get it.” I understood her meaning. “The lunar Chakra gathers and strengthens all the elements one possesses, at least when understanding and strength grow enough. It took a while for me to manifest wood element there.” I grinned a touch shamefacedly.

“Yes. I suspect that the Dantian serves as a way to become a being that is both spirit and mortal. Like you.” Daiyu agreed. “Perhaps we copied it from spiritual beings, or some wise scholar came across it by chance.”

“In that case, even though I don’t have a Dantian, the lunar Chakra can likely serve as a substitute. But Qi and Cultivation are very regimented, orderly. Can we make it work?”

“You misunderstand.” Daiyu laughed. “Yes, Cultivation uses Qi and Techniques rigorously. But that is because they are proven to work. Power and efficiency are what Cultivators strive for, but any means that provides further power, without choking off future growth, is what we will seize. Be it Earth, Heaven, the Gods themselves… we will take it. But…” Her slight expression was suddenly rueful. “...we hate power we do not control. I did not wish to use Chang’e’s power, since I did not understand it, could not truly tame it. The one thing we demand is control over ourselves and our destinies. That is another reason Dao Companions are so cherished and precious. As they are the only ones we allow to share control over our future.”

I’m feeling flattered now she says that. I hope I’m worth it. No, I’ll make sure I am and she doesn’t regret it.

“Tan.” I spoke, and Shiro’s eyes flickered red.

“What is it? I will not spill secrets…” she replied lazily.

“I know. All I’m asking is… we’re right, aren’t we? The lunar Chakra can serve as a Dantian in this. It’s close enough, isn't it? I don’t want to put Daiyu at risk.”

Tan let out a long sigh. “I am not here to answer all your questions. I demand compensation. A feast, with much alcohol. I thirst…”

“Sure, whatever!” Actually, Shiro still eats and drinks enough for three people. Three greedy people. But it’s not like I can’t afford it. I didn’t hesitate. “A compassionate and good giver of advice like yourself deserves a treat now and again.”

“Your speculation is somewhat off, but in the main accurate. There might be some difficulties, but with Chirurgery, I dare say you can avoid a disastrous outcome.” She turned to Daiyu then, crimson eyes full of heat. “Girl, be greedy. That is the way of Cultivation, of those who follow the Six Paths. Drain him dry…” She licked Shiro’s lips in a manner more reflexive than seductive, before closing her eyes, and Shiro was back in control again.

“She’s gone for now. And I got another flash from her, whether she meant to, or… no, she probably did mean me to know.” Shiro shook her head. “Daiyu, your lower Dantian isn’t proper. She suspects that the original Techniques you learned for Qi Refining and Foundation are flawed.”

“Surely not. Such would not…” She froze, horrified. “Are you saying that Kunlun deliberately allowed inferior ….” She gnashed her teeth, dark eyes boiling with rage, so I pulled her into a hug, sharing the warmth of our touching skins.

“It’ll be fine.” I soothed her, but she shook her head, tears gleaming in her dark eyes.

“It will not! If the Foundation is wrong, then… I will never achieve anything!”

“Wrong. Tan has already given us all the hints we need. Now… we have to prepare.” Thanks Tan. I still have some grudges against how you’ve used Shiro, but since then you’ve helped us a lot. If your Six Paths ever needs repayment, I’ll give it…
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“It’s a shame that most of them don’t have images.” Natsumi muttered. She and Motoko were probably the most excited of us, not including Daiyu, of course, as while Cultivation wasn’t entirely a martial field, anything that was disciplined and involved strengthening the body piqued their interest. “But this one does…” She observed Daiyu’s book of notes.

“The point of the Qi Refining and Foundation Techniques is that the image should not be needed. The Technique should be repeatable and naturally mould the body correctly.” Daiyu pouted, still naked. As I ran my Split Thoughts (I had temporarily withdrawn my other body) to simulate the outcomes of following the listed Techniques, I shivered as Shiro touched my body in various places, her long fingers ticklish.

“Stop that.” Eri chided her, but Shiro merely shrugged, laughing.

“No way. I’ve already been helpful. I get to have some fun teasing Aki in exchange.”

“You’ve been helpful?” Eri grumbled sourly, taking a drink from Hyacinth, who had whipped up supplies for us, since this had dragged on longer than anticipated. Kana and Hinata were managing the training school and Territory, while we worked. “I think Tan was the one who helped.”

“Rude. Tan’s help is my help. I think you’ve got cheeky since you started being able to walk again.” Shiro rejoindered, her smile showing she was joking.

“I just want Daiyu fixed.” Eri insisted, and Daiyu nodded.

“I appreciate your kind support.” she replied politely, and Eri raised an eyebrow.

“You can appreciate it by teaching me! You want disciples, don't you? And anyone can Cultivate to be strong? You don’t need a Divine Favour?”

“There is the issue of talent, but…” Daiyu began doubtfully, before nodding again, more firmly this time. “I will do my best!”

“So lukewarm!” Shiro sniggered, earning another glare from Eri. Meanwhile, I had finished my sketches, and was comparing them with Shaeula, Daiyu leaning over eagerly, her bare shoulder brushing against mine. I then groaned as Shiro’s hands started getting very playful. I’m trying to concentrate here! No, compared to running two bodies, I can ignore this. I am tranquil and at peace. I’m totally not being stroked off by Shiro while I’m sitting here…

“I believe that it should not-not be affecting your root Chakra. That-that is a problem.” Shaeula rubbed at her chin, eyes gleaming amber while she thought. “The sacral Chakra too… see here? The lunar Chakra does not-not affect the heart or the others around it. I did-did wonder why some of your Chakra network seems disconnected… but what-what would these fools from Kunlun gain?”

“I know what they would gain. The powerful Five Great Sects of Kunlun, they were used to being at the top, unquestioned. Even now it is… was… the same. Our new Five Great Sects hoard our knowledge. The path of Cultivation is also a greedy one. Power for ourselves and those we trust is good, power for others… that is a disappointment. No doubt the Techniques they allowed to spread were flawed deliberately, to prevent others from challenging their authority.” Daiyu's tone was sombre, yet also quietly furious.

“How petty.” Shaeula sniffed. “But did you not-not secure some knowledge they did not-not wish to share?”

Batting away Shiro’s hands, I suddenly began to sketch some more. We had theorised some examples, and added to Daiyu’s, what Tan had shared in a brief flash with Shiro, and the drawings we did have, plus a comparison to my network, and also the way that Daiyu’s Dantian had changed significantly after gaining the Spiritually Pure Techniques, coupled with our insights into Chirurgery, and we had a solid idea of what it should be like.

Daiyu peered at my sketches, and I met her gaze. “Daiyu, are you sure about this? I’m confident, but… this is Cultivation. I’m not dealing with something I understand.”

“What does it matter?” Daiyu shook her head. Her hand grabbed my dick, taking over from Shiro, and replicated her technique, her face flushed. “If I cannot reach the peak this way, because my path has been cut off before I started, what does it matter if I fall to ruin now?” She bent down, and her tongue licked at my glans, using what she was shown earlier. Motoko and Natsumi were looking on shyly, perhaps remembering their own times. In-between her sucking, she continued. “I would rather take a chance. And if I should fail, you will not cast me aside, will you?”

“Of course not.” I stroked her head, and that encouraged her to go further, her face twitching as she swallowed my cock, gagging as it hit the back of her throat, but she continued to lick and suck at it, her eyes showing her trust. Right, we have to make this work… But even if we make a screw-up, we can maybe fix it later… no, no mistakes. This is a bit like programming. I’ve never wrote this particular code before, but we have some examples, and I know the language, the compiler and the hardware… it might not be the way the designer envisaged, but if the outcome is the same…

“Here we go… uh, no, actually I’d better… oh, uh, sorry, I’m about to…”

“Let it out…” Daiyu muttered around my shaft, and I didn’t have much choice, as her lewd tongue, her desperation, was transmitted to me. I spurted, and she widened her eyes in surprise as my sticky cum sprayed into her mouth and down her throat. Gagging, she desperately swallowed, and when my dick was pulled out, she coughed white fluid into her hands.

“Still bitter…” she managed, and I ruffled her hair gently.

“Don’t push yourself. I get that you’re uneasy… but I’ve got this.” I promised.

“You just did not-not want Daiyu to bite in surprise.” Shaeula teased, lightening the mood, before taking Daiyu’s hand and wiping her lips. “But yes, Akio is quite-quite correct. There is no-no need for concern. Besides, you have the blessing of Chang’e, no? With that, you will never-never be weak. Now, are you ready?”

Daiyu nodded, her eyes shining with resolution. “I am Zhao Daiyu. I survived treachery and the deep ocean, I let the tide wash me hither and yon, but I decide to swim. Do it. Should I break, I was simply not Incorruptible Jade, merely a shiny black pebble. But I do not think that is my fate…”

“All right then. This… is likely going to hurt…”

She smiled knowingly. “You said that before….” She touched her still-damp crotch. “…but I barely felt a twinge. Of pain.” And with that endearing set of words, I began to carve into her lower body with blades of aether…
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“Tan isn’t saying anything, but I’m getting satisfaction, and I doubt it’s because she’s enjoying the food. Nice though it is, of course, Hyacinth.” Shiro praised, and Hyacinth giggled, curtsying. Daiyu was lying beside me, still naked, and I was stroking her bare back as she buried her face in the pillow, her ears and neck red.

“There’s no need to be embarrassed.” Eri soothed her. “I made a spectacle of myself the first time.”

“I am Zhao Daiyu! I do not cry out!” she insisted, her pout hidden. “Nor do I wish to be seen shedding such vile muck! But…”

“Yeah, sorry. But honestly, I’m confident! It really wasn’t as bad as I imagined. Thankfully.” The Chirurgery was surprisingly easy, as ironically the Spiritually Pure Techniques she had inherited seemed to know how her Chakras should have been, so it was more a case of me supplying the blades, and them guiding the cutting. Is it because of the affinity for Qi? It’s hard to say…

The downside of that was that it was incredibly painful, as the Spirit Water didn’t care for subtlety or kindness, only ejecting impurities and fixing damage. There was more hidden inside the Chakras. Cutting that out was harrowing. Fortunately…

“It looks like your root and sacral Chakras are functioning better than ever. Normally in fact.” I observed. “And your Dantian is unharmed. It’s shifted a bit, and there’s a few more roots and branches going to and from it, but… I think we’re good?”

At my words, Daiyu finally sat up. She called upon the Water Darts again, as well as using Qi Perception, and a few other Qi Techniques. When she was done, she nodded. “Yes, I feel… it seems easier, certainly. The Qi is more responsive, and I feel… rejuvenated.” She flexed her limbs. “I… I thank you.” She bowed to Shiro. “If I had not known, I could have found out too late…”

“No way. Just helping a fellow babe of Aki’s out. Us haremettes have to stick together.” Shiro was embarrassed by the thanks. “Besides, by the time you discovered you were screwed, Aki’s Skills would be better anyway. He’d still come through. Speaking of coming through…” she smiled a cheeky, lewd grin. “…are you going to take a break tonight, or…?”

Daiyu and I exchanged glances. “I don’t mind.” I allowed. “I’ve had fun.”

“I bet you have…” Eri snorted. Daiyu thought for a moment, before shaking her head.

“No, I am a little concerned. My Dual Cultivation Technique could be flawed so…” she looked at Shiro, eyes damp. “Can you observe? I would appreciate guidance.”

“Well shit.” Shiro giggled after a moment. “That really threw Tan for a loop. She so does not want to watch you two going at it. But…” she winked cheerily. “…keep it quick and clean. Just to check it’s legit. She says you can go at it like animals when she’s gone.”

“Fine. The rest of you…?” I asked, suspecting the answer.

“Staying, of course.” Eri insisted. “This might be something we learn to do. So…”

“I do not mind. They have all supported me. Now…” Daiyu got on her back, opening her legs, and I was embarrassed as some of my semen spilled out of her pussy. “We shall join, my Yin to your Yang. But it is not merely that simple…” She grabbed my hands, and I could feel her Qi entering me. “…left hand to my heart.” She placed my hand on her modest, yet perfectly proportioned breast, which was still sticky. “Forehead to forehead.” She pressed her head against mine. The position was good, so we kissed. Her hand was on my heart too, and with every beat, I could feel her Qi.

“You know…” I began, but Shaeula beat me to it.

“Yes, it is not-not dissimilar to sharing our lunar Chakra, it seems. I do-do wonder more strongly if Cultivation was created in jealousy at spiritual beings? You mortals are quite-quite clever at adaptation and taking ideas from others.”

“In the end, we would even take from the Heavens.” Daiyu agreed, and I began to return aether to her, rich with elemental essence. She shuddered, feeling it surge through her, and she used her free hand to grab my traitorous dick, which was hard again. Damn, how many times have I cum now? If I didn’t have my stats, this harem would kill me. I guess I’d die happy though…

“…and root to root.” Daiyu declared, as my dick buried itself in her pussy until our hips made contact. I could feel her heart beating, her walls twitching.

“Isn’t this just sex?” Eri asked, and Daiyu nodded.

“To an extent, yes. But…”

“Aren’t we connecting all three points where one of the Dantians should be? A coincidence?” I asked, though I had a feeling it wasn’t.

“You know the answer to that. Now… we must focus. Ordinarily, you would be calling on your Qi, and using it to filter out your essence, what makes you male. Your Yang Qi. The jumble you are giving me now, it is rather off-putting…”

“I see. Yeah, like how you froze your light and earth elements so you could… let me try it…” I had a lot of light element, a mutated one, but that wasn’t Yang, was it? But conversely… It’s still a variation on light. So… also… I know Daiyu needed earth element, so I made sure to filter out everything but earth and light, circulating them. Meanwhile, Daiyu was gathering her own darkness, her Qi changing. As she gathered it, her eyes deepened their obsidian shade, and a faint blue mist was rising, and her look was lustful.

“I am feeling rather sad right now.” Eri muttered, remembering. “Akio, I think…”

I couldn’t answer as Daiyu was kissing me deeply and frantically, her body starting to slide, my cock pushing in and out of her. No, I’m not ready yet. I held firm, and she looked at me, eyes watering, before clearing her head with great effort.

“I apologise.” she gasped. “My Yin is hard to control. Yet control it I must, merely giving in to base urges achieves nothing.” She paused, focussing. “The mess has ceased. Now it is… wait, earth as well?”

“You did want to raise the Invincible Jade Yang Technique, didn’t you? It may be flawed, but we can correct it. Maybe it’ll even be correct, now that your Chakras aren’t malformed anymore. And if not… your Chakra network should be able to hold earth element at your root.”

“So, do you get it?” Shiro asked, and everyone shook their heads, except for Hyacinth.

“Yes, I dooo.” She nodded. “Darkness and Light. Elements ooof emotion, of being. When are twooo hearts most closely as ooone? During sex, making looove. Lovers’ Link could be considered this tooo, I believe. But mistress Daiyu knooows a lot.” She giggled cheerfully. “Merely fucking…” Hyacinth looked wicked at that moment, licking her lips. “…I looove it. To warm Akio’s bed… but the power, it is nooot used properly. Merely a bright flame and whoooooosh, all gone, heating the air around. But Hyacinth thinks, if the fire is cooontained, the warmth is useful, can dooo work.”

“A good metaphor. All things contain Qi, but Qi is only pure when first created. It is then coloured by the body. Mine. Female. Yours. Male.” Daiyu gasped.

“I see. I’ve considered this before. How aether can become elemental energy, and the opposite is true, even if there are losses both ways. So…” My Eye glowed, and I began to match Daiyu’s flow. Doing so, I managed to start changing the earth and light elements, making them more suitable for Daiyu’s body.

You have gained a Skill, Moonlight Jade Qi Refining Rank 1.
Your Skill, Light Manipulation has increased from Rank 5 to Rank 6 and broken the first bottleneck. You can…


I see it. Yes, Qi. The elements I had refined into Qi were harder to control, resisting me, but they wanted to be used, in specific ways at least. Daiyu felt the overspill resonate with her, before her eyes opened wide. “Yes. That is it! You have copied me, yet reversed it. Yang to my Yin! How talented you are. Perhaps I am not the prodigy here…”

“No. You guided me. I merely watched and listened. Hyacinth gave me a hint too. Now… how to make it flow to you? It won’t obey me…”

“Easy. Dual Cultivation is so-called, as two must join. But also… the joining of body and heart. So… sex.” Daiyu began to move, and every time our bodies connected, I could feel what was male, the light, filled with brilliant earth energy, flood into Daiyu, while I received darkness, the female. Doing so heightened my emotions, and my lust rose. I could barely hear the voices of everyone else around us, as I was engrossed in Daiyu. No, I was one with Daiyu. I could feel Lovers’ Link, too, pulsing as well, and Daiyu giggled, even as she gasped in erotic delight, her body slapping against mine, cum, a little blood and her juices foaming at the join between my dick and her slit.

“You were meant for this…” Daiyu giggled breathily, her quiet voice erotic. “Eri was complaining all your gains in strength come from being lewd. I did not believe it, but…” Her eyes were moist and she kissed me, her hand tight on my chest, even as mine was kneading her breast, energy flowing between our hearts and our foreheads. My Eye could see a branching of shining energies from these points.

“…your Skill, it is... uh... improving the connection. Dual Cultivation is... ahn... ah... ah... notoriously inefficient. In Kunlun, practitioners were seen, oh, uh... as weak, unsuited to true Techniques. Though feeling how... ahn... oh... I do…” her whole body was flushed and trembling, and she was orgasming lightly with every thrust. My dick was on fire, precum shooting out as well, the sensation strange. “… I suspect that many... yes... ahn... uh... many practised it as, ahn, well as their ordinary Techniques. And that... uh, oh... it was made to be, ah, inefficient, so that there is ahn excuse…” Her look was so cute as she fumbled her word into a sexy moan that I sucked on her tongue fiercely, speeding up. “…to do it... ah. oh... more!”

“I… could get… ahn, uh… addicted to this.” Daiyu whispered, a barest breath so the others wouldn’t hear, and I replied in kind, even as our bodies circulated the energy. Feeling deep emotion, yearning, wishing for security, desire for hope, I gave her what she needed to hear.

“That’s not a problem. I’ll accompany you as often as you wish me to…” Hearing those words, she couldn’t help herself, and her movements sped up still further, her hips gyrating. Unable to resist, I began to match her enthusiasm, varying between deep and shallow thrusts, her body gushing love juices enough to soak the bed, all the while, we were careful to keep our points of connection. This does rather limit the sex we can have doing this. But… what if we have other ways to connect? Like… with a grin, I imagined what would happen if Daiyu had a lunar Chakra and we linked those during Dual Cultivation.

“Look at me!” she declared, her free hand pulling down my face. Her tongue met mine, and she cried out. “Look at me as... ahn... oh... ah... I become one with you!”

“Fine then. I’ll match your rhythm.” I could feel her body as if it was my own, and she mine, and therefore I knew her pleasure, that a great tidal wave of joy was coming to wash her away, and as she writhed, her lustful expression and heady emotions quite unlike her usual self, I thrust one final time, knocking on the entrance to her womb. The sudden compression sent her overheated body into ecstasy, and she clamped down on me as if crushing me in a vice, her walls sucking, screaming in loud abandon, and as she did so I exploded, my orgasm coming, the flow seeming to never end, and as it did so, out gushed light too, brilliant azure and gold and red and green and black… wait, why so many colours...

That was my last coherent thought, before I fell down on top of the gasping and drooling Daiyu, my heart racing as if the old, unfit me had run a marathon, my Chakra network burning…

[image: ]

“Better?” Hyacinth asked kindly, as I gulped at the glass of water. Beside me, Daiyu, her face red, wrapped in a sheet now, was likewise taking little sips, looking like a timid squirrel.

“Don’t be shy, little Daiyu. I was veeeeeeeeery impressed when you screamed like that.” Shiro teased her. “Tan was amazed too. She says, and I quote 'You have quite the aptitude for perverted arts, woman.' So keep it up!” Giving her a thumbs up finished off Daiyu, who hid under the blankets. Unfortunately, that put her head near my lower body, and she quickly darted out, red as a lobster. She was so cute I pulled her close, and held her until she calmed down.

“More to the point… your body. It has changed a little-little.” Shaeula observed, her eyes glowing. “You have kindled earth element.” At her words Daiyu expressed her shock.

“So soon? I did not feel I absorbed enough for that…”

“Yes. You did not-not. But something else has happened. Your earth element… I believe it is mutated. In fact-fact… is it even earth at all? Perhaps Mangetsu…” Shaeula grinned. “Most-most fascinating, and it surely requires further study. Akio, Daiyu, we need further data. Time to go-go again!”

I remember this from Lovers’ Link. Shaeula tried to get Eri and I to keep having sex… As I turned my gaze on the flustered, mortified yet not refusing Daiyu, who was trembling, but staring at me resolutely, my Eye flared. Shaeula’s right. It’s around her third eye Chakra too. Could it be… wait, I have an idea. Maybe Prominence Dawn…


Three Hundred And Ninety-Five – Contains Status – Daiyu 1


Looking at Daiyu lying exhausted on the bed beside me, a slight smile on her weary face, I realised this was what it was like to be a lab rat. Though I doubt lab rats get such a pleasurable experiment… Hours had passed, and we had achieved levels of lovemaking which would clearly have been impossible without superhuman Statistics. Chang’e’s blessing also helps Daiyu recover quickly, sure enough…

“You know…” Shiro was saying to Eri, a wry expression on her beautiful face. “…I know it’s not a competition, but as a woman, it feels quite complicated knowing that the girl that’s had the most sex with Aki here has got to be Daiyu… I feel like I’ve lost, you know?”

Eri rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t be so sure. I know Shaeula is always jumping Akio whenever she gets the chance. She might still be number one. But it’s not all about quantity. It’s about the feelings involved.”

“I don’t know about that. Daiyu sure looked to me like she was getting into it at the end there.” Shiro's dark eyes watched Daiyu beside me, who glanced down, shy. Shiro isn’t wrong though. Daiyu’s a quick study, and surprisingly passionate, though whether that’s down to the effects of Dual Cultivation as well…

“That is not-not what matters now.” Shaeula tried to change the subject, feeling a little guilty. “Are you ready to…”

“No, I think that’s enough. I know Daiyu can recover rapidly, but that’s from the physical exhaustion. The Qi deprivation can’t easily be dealt with.” I was able to pour aether into her, which she then Refined, but that didn’t seem to affect her Yin Qi, which was coming from some other source. “Besides, we’re not making love for gain, I don’t want this to be work…”

At my words, Daiyu rolled over, leaning on my bare, sweaty chest again. As the long night progressed, Daiyu had become more and more enthusiastic, and now she could satisfy me with her hands, mouth and more expertly. “I did not mind. If this is work, then it is a work I eagerly anticipate…”

“Mistress Daiyu is right. Warming the bed is nooot merely work, it is a privilege.” Hyacinth brought over a bowl of water and a clean towel, not for the first time, and stated wiping down Daiyu’s sticky body. “Hyacinth is jealous, but knooows her time will come again soon.”

“You are still my senior disciple in this.” Daiyu promised. “Next time, you can show me your skills.”

As Hyacinth chuckled at Daiyu’s polite words and invitation, I nodded. “Actually, I do recommend it. And no, not because I’m a pervert, Shiro, so don’t even say it.” She shut her mouth, grinning. “No, it’s… well, it deepens the relationships between you all, doesn't it? I think we all need to get along as best we can. I’m not naïve enough to think that you girls don’t get jealous or have problems with each other, but…”

“But we have a long-long time to spend with each other.” Shaeula finished. “Just as you consider yourself selfish, gathering us all, we are most-most selfish as well. Else it would just-just be Eri here with you.”

“It’s my job to manage our relationships.” Eri insisted. “Shaeula may have been joking, but I take the role as first wife seriously!” Now that she could move, albeit with difficultly, she stomped over to the bed, leaning on her crutches, staring at me earnestly. “Just… do your part, and we’ll do ours. If you treat us all fairly… we won’t cause you problems. Anyone that does…”

“We get it, Eri! So fierce!” Shiro laughed. “What she means is, don’t play favourites. Although, like us all, she would think it’s fine if you play favourites with her!” She stuck out her tongue, amused by Eri’s annoyed growl.

“This is all fascinating, but I am more-more curious about the results of our studies here.” Shaeula interjected, and Daiyu nodded.

“Yes, I feel the energies within me. It should most definitely not be so rapid, nor so profound.” Daiyu insisted, though her expression was pleased. She snuggled closer, dark eyes glimmering with soft emotions. “I can hardly complain at this, can I?”

“No.” I laughed, feeling warm inside. As usual, any lingering doubts I had about Daiyu’s situation had melted away as we became intimate, proving that my core as a pushover hadn’t changed entirely. “But we have learned a lot. We’ll have to fill the others in tomorrow. No, I guess it’s tonight now.” The hour was late, so the noble girls had gone home, and Kana had managed the training school, as well as a visit from Eleanor and her defeated teammates. We’ve also upgraded two Ether Spires to Rank four… it seemed so easy, but the sums involved were crazy. Speaking of, it’ll soon be time for Shiro to go back and buff the Tree again…

“To delve into the mysteries of Dual Cultivation, the Dantians and more… I am shocked. Were you born in Kunlun, you would be a mighty figure in one of the Great Sects. Should they not have crushed you first as a danger to their monopoly on profound knowledge.” Daiyu remarked sourly, still not having forgiven those ancient Sects for the flawed knowledge they passed down deliberately, if Tan was to be believed.

“You can’t take Aki’s Skills as normal.” Shiro reiterated. “Tan thinks that Eye of his is a miracle. Even someone such as her would be delighted to have such a rare Skill.”

“Yes, I get that.” I agreed. “Anyway, Daiyu, I think we need to go over our findings. Firstly… Dual Cultivation. The purpose of it seems multi-layered.”

“Yes.” Daiyu agreed. “The scrolls and tags that contained our knowledge merely stated how it worked, and that it would enable easy acquisition and transfer of Yin and Yang Qi, as well as slowly strengthening the Cultivation of the participants. I know that to be true, yet…”

“I think the easiest way is to go over your status.” I suggested, before my Eye flared amber. “I’ve already learned a lot, and more from watching your changes as we made love…” Of course, my own changes shed some light on this too, although there’s at least one thing that I can’t work out how the hell it happened…

Zhao Daiyu [Bonded Kin] [Chosen Of Chang'e, Immortal Goddess Of The Moon]
[Material Statistics] 
Might                244
Fortitude           256
Intellect             305
Resilience         499
Alacrity             303
Precision           267
Aether               1570
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune              9
Majesty              3
Charm                5
League               6
Determination   9
Foresight           3
Fate                    3
[Skills] Rank Class Type
[Qi Skills] 
Silver Cord Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Cultivator Chakra Network Rank 3 Powerful (4) Rule (5)
Lower Dantian Of High Spirit Water, Yang Moonlight And Jade Rank 2 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Qi Manipulation Of Water, Yin, Yang, Earth And Jade Rank 6 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Qi Perception Rank 5 Powerful (4) Artifice (6)
Qi Combat Technique Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye And Root Chakra Of Jade Rank 1 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Yang Moonlight Rank 1 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Sacral Chakra Of High Spirit Water Rank 3 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Cultivation Skills] 
Spiritually Pure Qi Refining Rank 9 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Spiritually Pure Foundation Technique Rank 7 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Spiritually Pure Dual Cultivation Rank 2 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Spiritually Pure Physique Rank 2 Noble (5) Principle (7)
[Physical Combat Skills] 
Combat Technique Rank 4 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
[Unique Skills] 
Lovers' Link Rank 5 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Chang'e's Moon Elixir Of Immortality Rank 3 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
[Level] 37
[Classes]
Dual Cultivator 2/10
Accumulator 0/10 
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 5/10
Karmically Pure 1/20 
Fae-Bonded 6/20
[Mastered Class]
Qi Refiner 10/10
Foundationist 10/10
Territory Rank: 0


There were so many differences between Daiyu’s Status and everyone else’s, although there were some points of similarity, such as her Silver Cord. The big shock was the large number of Classes she had.

Qi Refiner, Foundationist and Accumulator were all Classes awarded to someone training in that Realm. Daiyu was surprised she had reached Accumulation, despite not having started the process, but perhaps that’s why the Class is still at Level zero? The Classes themselves give benefits geared to what you’d expect. Qi Refiner boosts Aether, I’m a little surprised my Eye still sees her stat as Aether not Qi, but then, Qi is refined from Aether, so it does make some sense. And Foundationist also increases Aether, as well as Might, Fortitude and Precision….

“Your strength is good. How were you even beaten by your enemies?” Eri asked, a touch jealous. “Your stats are all better than mine, despite me being higher Level!”

“I was not so strong then.” Daiyu admitted. “I am not able to discern raw numbers as Akio does, but with my Qi I can sense my own and others’ strengths to a degree. Even then, that treacherous bitch Sun Lisha…” As she spoke the name, her usual stoic expression returned, dark eyes gleaming with malice, quite unlike the more animated, charming face she had been wearing a moment before. “…made sure that her troops were armed with powerful weapons. I am no expert in guns, such tools are a crutch, but I suspect the bullets were special, heavier, stronger. She wished us all to die. And would have succeeded…”

“…but she didn’t, and you’re here now.” I hugged her until she calmed down. “Speaking of…”

Qi Perception – This Skill allows one to spread their Qi internally and externally, detecting that which others might not. All living beings contain Aether and minute traces of Qi, so they can easily be found unless they mask themselves. By further refining Qi Perception, even the relative strengths and positions of Qi, as well as Elemental flavours, can be detected, and judgements made on the strength and ability of such Qi. With greater skill, even ??????? can be identified and located, and ?????? can be found.


After I explained that, Shiro nodded. “It’s basically a bargain basement appraisal. No outside assists like yours, Aki, but with her experience and talent she can make educated guesses.”

Ignoring the rather insulting way she phrased that, I nodded. “So, you weren’t as strong?” I asked Daiyu, snapping her out of her reverie.

“Indeed. I was more focussed on increasing my Cultivation, rather than fighting and defeating the creatures that roam the Heavenly Realm, no, the Boundary. There is nothing Heavenly about it.” she complained. “Therefore my Level was lacking, compared to those of you who fought constantly. It increased some when I joined your camp, and further in Kyoto… but I shall not underestimate the improvement that it brings. I can feel a rise in my Qi with each Level, I am sensitive enough for that now. That being said…”

“Yeah, that’s the strangest thing of all. When we started Dual Cultivation, you were only Level thirty-six!” I pointed out the most shocking matter.

“Aki’s done it now.” Shiro whispered theatrically to Eri. “Now Aki’s gone beyond Lovers’ Link, and fucking him gives Levels! We’re in trouble, Eri, Shaeula! Now not only will every girl in the world want to jump his bones, but even desperate guys might be presenting their assholes, begging him to ram them!”

Shaeula merely laughed nastily at that, while Eri shook her head. “No way, I’ll never let Akio go down that dark path! No more rivals!”

“That’s your concern?” Shiro raised an eyebrow, amused. As I translated for Daiyu, she burst out laughing, surprising us. When she finished, wiping tears from her eyes, she sighed.

“I like this. The camaraderie, the closeness. I need it, I think. Even isolated as I was, as the prodigy, the genius Black Jade, daughter of the Sect Patriarch, I still felt part of the Incorruptible Jade, and that gave me comfort. The loss… I have been feeling it keenly. But… my heart is now at peace.” She looked at Eri and Shiro, before speaking surprising words. “I agree. I have no wish to see our husband indulging recklessly. Cultivators are often lusty, and homosexuality is far from unknown, or even a concern, but… he has no need of such things. We will satisfy him. And not merely for Dual Cultivation.” She turned her gaze back to me then, her expression surprisingly alluring, a mix of shyness, shame and lust, her features dyed pink. “…no, it was like water on my parched heart, filling me up. I still feel full.” She touched her belly, and looked down between her legs, her blush intensifying.

“Mistress Daiyu is lewd, but Hyacinth doooes not hate that.” she giggled. “But if we can get strooonger by warming the bed, that is a good thing, nooo?”

“Trust Hyacinth to be keen.” I laughed too, rather exasperated, yet still delighted by events. “No, there’s more to it. I think it’s actually part of the Dual Cultivation. One aspect, anyway. You were watching, weren't you Shaeula?”

“My Mystic Eyes are not-not as potent as yours, Akio.” Shaeula admitted, a touch envious. “Despite coming partly from me. How-how unfair. But I suppose my husband-to-be should be mighty, I accept no-no less. I did indeed intuit some matters, as-as you imagine. But first, a question, one that has-has been bothering me for some time.”

“I think I get it.” Eri interrupted. “Just what is Levelling up, and why?”

All eyes went to Shiro, and she snorted. “Tan isn’t dropping any hints, although… I think she feels she doesn’t need to, that we can figure it out. I think the why is probably most of the answer. What do you think, Aki?”

“It’s something I’ve been pondering. No, there’s a huge amount I’ve been thinking about. Skills, Classes… it’s not like there’s some mysterious system out there, handing them out like a game. Most people don’t even really know about them. It’s like what Miyu said, when I explained it to her. Isn’t it foolish to think of Piano Playing Rank two as something that exists?”

“But they clearly do exist.” Eri insisted. “You just read out the benefits of some of Daiyu’s Skills and Classes and I know I have them too!”

“Yes, your Eye, it merely uses existing knowledge to make a comparison, does it not-not?” Shaeula agreed. “I do not-not understand how it works, but…”

“Tan does. And that, she doesn’t mind sharing.” Shiro smirked. “Though every time she talks about it, I get a bit worried. She really wants that Skill, Aki. But don’t worry!” She puffed out her large chest, striking it with a fist. “I’ll not let her eat you. Or drink you, I guess I should say. Damn, that sounds lewd. I bet she would, for that Skill, but it’d just be my body anyway, so… not worth it, I do that anyway!” She winked teasingly.

“Enough.” Eri complained, exasperated. “This is a serious topic!”

“I know, calm down Eri, your yandere is showing.” Shiro rolled her eyes. “But considering Aki and Daiyu are lying there naked and covered in… look, I’m just lightening the mood. Aki…” Her tone shifted, now serious. “The Eye merely compares what it sees against a store of knowledge. There are many systems of knowledge that Tan knows. Trees of Knowledge are one of the most common. So you could have a Piano Playing Skill, it’s not hard. If someone who can’t play at all is Rank zero, a beginner Rank one, all the way up to a genius like Mozart at Rank whatever the hell it wants to be… then it can be classified. It’s not hard to think that swordsmanship, or even fancy Skills like Ether Healing are the same, is it? It’s just scoring a test against the correct answers, that’s all there is to it.”

“That’s how I understand it, and Ortlinde explained it to me, back at the beginning.” I agreed. “And it makes sense. But for one small detail…”

“The measurement itself confers benefits.” Daiyu pointed out what we were all thinking. “Therefore it is no mere simple measurement. Being called a Cultivator should not make you stronger as a Cultivator, no more than being Ranked as a pianist should make your talents with the instrument improve.”

“I think the answers are all tied together. There are definitely underlying principles, and if we can grasp them, we can use them to predict the best ways to make acquisitions of Skills and Classes and grow stronger. Back to Levels… first, I want to look at one of your Skills, Daiyu. As it’s tied in.” As she nodded, I read out what my Eye could see, spelled out in fiery amber letters.

Qi Manipulation Of Water, Yin, Yang, Earth And Jade – Qi Manipulation is the art of controlling Qi and using it to perform Techniques and Arts, activate Formations and more. Qi is refined from Aether, Elemental energies, Adherence and ????????, and higher ability with Qi Refining, as well as higher Qi Manipulation, greatly increases the efficiency and strength of Techniques one can use. Qi also strengthens the body to a greater extent than raw Aether, and also ??????????? ?????????? ??????????.
Current Learned Techniques: Jade Yang Stance: Crushing Palms. Jade Yang Stance: Gem Wall. Jade Yang Stance…


“There are a lot of differences, but…” Shiro mused, catching on. “…at its heart, it’s the same. I see your point. You get it too, yeah?” she asked Eri, who was frowning, her expression one of deep concentration.

“I do, I think.” Eri muttered at last. “What Akio is trying to say is that ether, aether, adherence… all these are connected. Qi is just a way of utilising them, but because it’s a well-prepared, well-used way…” she struggled to articulate her point. “… f we assume that these foundational building blocks give rise to everything…”

“Then the reason for Levelling up, Skills and their Ranks, Classes, Cultivation… everything makes sense.” I declared triumphantly. “My stat gains on each Level up have largely been dependant on how well my body could utilise aether. I think that just as aether comes from ether and Qi from aether and so on, aether is just a form of ether that is easy for the body to use. Each refinement makes things more specialised and powerful, but less flexible. After all, we can’t use aether to develop our Territory, can we?”

“If Arisu was here, she’d probably love this conversation.” Shiro grinned. “For a cold beauty and an actress, she’s smart and inquisitive, and has some erudite hobbies, such as reading science books and magazines. From a programming standpoint, though…”

“Yes, it’s like going from binary to machine language to scripted languages to wysiwyg text-based editors… less foundational, but easier to use for certain purposes.” I tried to keep the metaphor simple, but other than Shiro, the others had glazed eyes. No, Eri might not be a programmer, but she knows enough about computers to get it…

“I do not-not quite get what you mean, but… if I do look at it like one-one of those RPG’s I enjoy…” Shaeula grasped at the idea. “You need-need to qualify for the Skill…”

“Yes, you have to have mastered the Skill enough, and when you do…” I agreed, leading her towards the answer I'd thought of.

“You gain benefits from having the Skill, just-just like a game. But then who-who and how…” Shaeula's eyes went wide. “Ether. Aether. Adherence.”

“Exactly. Multiversal standards. Look, ether, aether and Qi are all means of manipulating the energy of the world around us, no, more to the point, the Astral. And they function on thought, right? I can will a sword into existence, and it’ll last while I concentrate and have the aether to maintain it. The more complicated the sword, the more aether… but what if the Astral itself imagined the sword? Don’t you think it would stay real forever?”

“Are you saying that the Astral is sapient, or even sentient? That’s a stretch, Aki.” Shiro remarked doubtfully.

“No. But the Astral is full of sapient beings. Many trillions, perhaps numbers that can’t even be counted, right Tan?” I declared, and she blinked Shiro’s eyes lazily, a gleam of red all the confirmation I needed.

“I always thought it odd. The Orcs Kondou Kazuo commanded. They were Japanese-style Orcs. Western Orcs are nothing like the pig-men we see in anime and manga. Kobolds too. I think they are supposed to be sprites. German or something like that? Dog-like and Dragon-like Kobolds are a relatively new invention, aren’t they?”

“Some of the Classes don’t make sense either, unless you think of it that way. Elements too…” Shiro pointed out. “Earth, air, fire, water. None of them are an actual element. Light, darkness, space… not them either. And what of the combinations? Lightning, wood, ice, metal. Shouldn’t elements be things like hydrogen, iron, uranium? No, maybe light would qualify. Electrons, photons, quarks, maybe? Yeah, Arisu would have a field day with this…”

“But the four elements of earth, wind, flame and water… they are ingrained in popular culture, ever since the days of the Greeks.” I pointed out. “If it was Chinese, it’d be…” We were taking it in turns to translate for Daiyu, as this discussion was out of reach of her Japanese.

“Earth, water, wood, metal, fire.” Daiyu agreed. “The elements of Cultivation. There is no wind.”

“That leaves out lightning and ice. Then there’s dust, radiance…” I added, reinforcing the point.

“You’re trying to say that the thoughts and beliefs of everyone living on Earth, no, not just Earth, the lower Astral, the higher Astral, and countless other worlds, moulds and shapes the Astral, and thus the abilities of living beings exposed to the power within it?” Eri was incredulous, finding it hard to wrap her head around it.

“It’s not so strange, Eri.” Shiro shook her head. “There’s the placebo effect, right? That’s been rigorously tested. Trust me, I’m no Arisu, but I know a lot about medicines…” Seeing her looking downcast, I reached up, and cheekily used a little aether to pull her down into my arms, where she fell on my other side. As I hugged her with my free arm, she flushed, before punching me, embarrassed.

“Look, Aki, let go! This is a serious talk! I’m all fine now, I know! But you can’t blame a princess for regretting her past!”

“Mind over matter. But if ether and all its derivatives are matter of the mind…” Eri accepted it after thinking about it.

“Spiritual beings are indeed far-far more mutable than those of you who dwell here on the Material. The Material is a place of laws of matter, while the Astral is a place-place where the laws of the mind hold sway. With enough strength, one can be imposed on the other, but…”

“This is all hurting Hyacinth’s head…” she whined. “But I dooo think I get it. Hyacinth was a Brownie, but when I grew cooold-hearted and vengeful, I became a Boggart. Now… Hyacinth in neither. Boooth?” She tilted her head, confused. “Because I am what I and yooou all believe me to be.”

“There are only so many tales in the world.” Daiyu spoke up suddenly. “That is an old Cultivator saying. Its meaning was lost on me, but I believed it to mean there were only set routes to power. Now I think I grasp the intent. The Dao is following one path that is forged by many before us. A Dao of Fire exists because fire exists and always has, yet… a Dao of Swords? Swords are but an invention, yet many weapons coalesce into the shape of swords, across many cultures. And many worlds too, I imagine.”

“Of course. A sword is an efficient killing tool. There are many varieties, many shapes and sizes, many materials. But all are swords.” Tan snorted. “This one…” She pointed at Shaeula. “She has a replica of a powerful sword from the Endless Knot. Fragarach. Do you think that is mere coincidence? Or that I, Taṇhā, the Thirst, am here, yet also in your mythologies?”

“I think that answers us. Thanks Tan.” I laughed, and as she muttered a grumbled denial of her intent to help before retreating again, I came back full circle to the start of the discussion. “So, what are Levels and why? Simply, it’s integrating aether, and perhaps more than aether, the strength of mind and will that comes with it, into the body. We Level when we defeat powerful enemies, or grow Territories, times when great aether is scattered, and also great feats where we think it’s likely to Level.”

“If it’s that simple, why can’t we Level without help from Lovers’ Link or a Throne?” Eri pressed.

“I think it’s the same reason that Territories don’t seem to start having an Anchor, at least until higher Ranks, yet Chosen such as me and Shiro start with one. It’s the Favours.” I tapped my right wrist. “I think it’s probably hard permanently making changes with aether. Ether seems to be less mutable, and is able to construct permanent Buildings, you see? But aether is transient, yet far more flexible. But Chakra networks don’t seem to use ether. Not mine, not yours, Shaeula’s, Hyacinth’s, not even Tan’s, I’d wager. It’s like food. We have to break it down before the body can use it properly.”

“So you’re saying that the Divine Favours are a package, designed not only to give a useful, powerful ability, but to provide both an Anchor and the ability to absorb and make aether our own strength?” Shiro exclaimed, and I nodded.

“Shaeula, Fae grow stronger as they age in general, right?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Yes, by age, or by absorbing elemental energies, though that-that is seldom done nowadays, at least it was not-not. Or sometimes by defeating great foes and surviving a terrible-terrible ordeal, one can break through…”

“I think that is in a way Levelling up, just somewhat different… it goes back to what we were talking about before. They might be called something else. We might see them as Levels, as it’s ingrained in the consciousness of us humans. Get experience, Level up. But just as a sword might have many different forms but be a sword, Levels should be the same too.”

“Multiversal standards.” Shiro thumped a fist into her palm for emphasis. “I get it. So the Throne, it functions as a minor catalyst for Levelling. Lovers’ Link… I think I see. You become connected, sharing your strength, and that allows a little of your ability to process and absorb aether to flow to those you love. Thus they can Level up, at least a bit…”

“And Skills work the same way. Their benefits are surely not because we know how to do something. Being able to play piano doesn’t give faster thought speeds and resistance to finger injuries, for example…”

“But if enough of the thoughts in the vast universe thought playing the piano allowed you to resist blunt-force trauma then…” Shiro smirked, and Eri let out a surprising giggle, making a joke.

“…then playing Piano would be compulsory for police officers and the army!”

“So, Dual Cultivation… I gained a Level, because Dual Cultivation makes one stronger, increases their Qi!” Daiyu finished. “Because it is known, and designed that way, if performed properly, it will work!”

Spiritually Pure Dual Cultivation – This Technique is based on the Yin/Yang Duality between a man and a woman, harvesting the natural Yin and Yang Qi all Cultivators possess, and by connecting the Dantians, strengthen each other’s bodies and spirits. The original Technique has been enhanced by the addition of powerful Spiritual Qi derived from the pure Spirit Water that bubbles at the heart of the Cultivator, and the effect will be magnified if both parties have spiritual purity. Yin and Yang Qi will be drawn in, and it is one of the best ways to gain access to Yang Qi as a female, and Yin Qi as a male, and the purity of such Qi will be deepened by the feelings shared during Dual Cultivation.
Dual Cultivator – This Class is gained by a practitioner of Dual Cultivation and will increase affinity and ability to control Yin and Yang Qi, as well as increasing Aether and Charm. Skills and Classes that involve emotional bonds are strengthened, and pleasure during the act of lovemaking with your Cultivation companion will increase.


I read out the details, and Daiyu nodded, understanding, as did Shaeula. “I see-see. I did wonder why I noticed aether being drawn from you both into each other, which then-then seemed to vanish. I had-had thought it was being changed into light and darkness element, this Yang and Yin, as you so-so call them, Daiyu…” she continued. “…but perhaps that is not-not simply the case. You each produce aether, or Qi. It seems you can-can turn it into experience points, no?” Her expression was bright, and she was licking her lips lustily. “Daiyu, I must-must insist you teach me this. There will be less-less excuse to hold back when making love is a way to strengthen ourselves!”

“This is bad though, isn't it?” Shiro pointed out. “I joked about it earlier, but it seems that Aki … and Daiyu I guess… can actually screw people to Level up!”

“Yooou worry too much.” Hyacinth shook her head. “I dooo not get it all, but you said that ooordinary people cannot Level, no? Those that can, would it nooot be easier to simply do what they have been doing until nooow? Besides…” She peered at Daiyu, her violet eyes gleaming. “...yooou will not sleep with another, will you, mistress?”

“No, most certainly not. I am Zhao Daiyu! I am too proud to offer myself to just anyone. I have already chosen, and this bed…” She smiled shyly, flushing again, as she saw the terrible state of it, covered in sweat and secretions, despite the ministrations of Hyacinth. “…is proof of my loyalty to my Dao Companion, to you.” She stared deep into my eyes, and I knew she was serious, so I kissed her. Now there was no hesitation in us, and we tangled tongues, going deep, until we parted, and she sighed lustily.

“I know that look.” Eri sighed, and as I looked at her, she shrugged, her movements still awkward, but I felt warmth within, knowing her recovery was going well. I can feel your amusement too, Ginneka. But… I’m grateful.

“What look?” I asked, and she sighed again, louder, as if to prove a point.

“The look that you are thinking over a difficult problem, but know there is a solution. I’ve known you forever, Akio. Aiko gets the same look too. Though usually with more confusion. So, you’re thinking that if you can Level, and Lovers’ Link, your Throne, the White Snake Earth Altar and more can all add the ability to gain Levels to others, there has to be some other method that will unlock it for everyone, right? Just like you did with Chakra networks and elements?”

“Obviously.” I agreed. “I doubt very much that the higher Astral is full of weak, ordinary people. Besides, if spiritual beings like Fae can grow… perhaps humans simply lost the ability to integrate aether properly here on earth over the last fifteen hundred years and we’ll get it back as the ether density increases…” The reason Shaeula, Hyacinth and the others didn’t have Levels is probably because their growth mechanisms are different, and I’ve forcibly altered them… just like they didn’t have Silver Cords, because they didn’t have Material bodies…

“So, that’s the mystery solved.” Shiro remarked, still lying next to me. I looked down and immediately felt bad, as her clothes were rather dirty now, and she grinned. “I agree with Shaeula, Daiyu, you have to teach us! You owe me a favour for this. Besides, with Tan, I think I’d be a natural for Cultivation. I’ve got the peerless jade beauty and the princess bit down! I’d fit right in a Chinese novel! You can slap the faces of anyone who covets me too, Aki!” She let out a little chuckle, amused at her own jokes.

“I do not mind, but…” Daiyu looked at me questioningly, and I nodded.

“Yeah, Dual Cultivation certainly worked, but I’m still not sure how safe mixing Cultivation with our original methods are. So we shouldn’t be hasty.”

“Yeah, I guess I still have questions.” Shiro changed the subject. “Just what is Yin and Yang energy? And also… why the hell jade?”

“That one stumped me too. But I worked out some of it.” I explained, and though it was still difficult to use such a powerful ability as Prominence Dawn here in the Material, the ring of light and darkness flared into existence, into which I fed my Mangetsu and earth element, which created a beautiful shining crystal projectile, shaped like a flint dagger. Moments later I allowed them to fade away, and Hyacinth let out a soft sigh, disappointed that the pretty item was gone.

“Looks like light element and earth combine to form crystal element. It’s another strange combination that makes no sense.” I grumbled, a little perplexed. “And Daiyu’s jade is a mutated crystal element. As for how she got it… that I can’t exactly answer.” I thought back to what had happened. I was feeding her Mangetsu and earth element, since she wanted to master her original Foundation as well, and my water element was resonating with hers, giving moonlight to her too. There were hints of spatial and other elements mixed in as well, despite me doing my best to keep the Dual Cultivation pure, even as I felt some of my aether converted to light element, no, Yang as well.

Third Eye And Root Chakra Of Jade – The Third Eye and Root Chakras generate this potent Mutated Elemental energy of Crystal nature. Jade is an Element of Emotion, Healing and Strength, and is extremely durable, while having many forms and colours. It shares the base properties of Crystal, in that the effects of Light Elemental energies can be solidified, and it is an excellent Element for both offence and defence.
Yin Element – This Mutated Darkness Element is a type of Darkness Qi which can be used in Cultivation and similar Arts to strengthen aspects relating to femininity, emotion and negative forces. However, without a balancing Yang, the power of Yin is imbalanced and imperfect, unable to show its true power.
Yang element – This Mutated Light Element is a type of Light Qi which can be used in Cultivation and similar Arts to strengthen aspects relating to masculinity, physicality and positive forces. However, without a balancing Yin, the power of Yang is imbalanced and imperfect, unable to show its true power.


With those described, I offered my own suspicions. “I think that Mangetsu, being as it focuses on blessings and buffs, got mixed in, and it seems rather similar to Yang in a way. Coupled with the earth element, and finally…”

Chang’e’s Moon Elixir Of Immortality [Class: Imperious] [Type: Principle]
This Divine Favour is made of concentrated Adherence, refined Ether and ??????????. The bearer can regenerate from severe injuries, recover stamina quickly and shrug off most diseases and other negative influences, though the more damage accumulates, the slower the recovery will be, and death can come if the Elixir is overwhelmed. Just as Chang’e stole the Elixir of Immortality from her husband Hou Yi, and carried it to the moon to live eternally, so too will the wielder endure, death struggling to claim them.


“Looks like we have to step up our game, Eri.” Shiro joked. “Shaeula, Hyacinth and Asha already have their long lives booked with Aki, and now it seems like Daiyu isn’t going to age much either.” She glanced at Daiyu’s chest and grinned. “Bit of a shame though.”

Daiyu didn’t rise to her provocations, but Eri exclaimed tiredly “You have Tan inside you, remember? Wasn’t the plan for her to help you live for centuries? You’re not on my side!”

As the two argued, though I thought it was a sign of their closeness, as Eri tended to think little of and ignore those she didn’t care about, Shaeula was starting to put together what I meant about Daiyu’s mutated element. “So, you believe that-that a combination of the Divine Favour, which focuses on durability and-and permanence, combined with your potent light element, which shares many-many properties with the Yang Daiyu was seeking, perhaps with the Yang-Yang itself, from this Dual-Dual Cultivation, has somehow crystalised, perhaps with the moonlight resonance too-too?”

I nodded, and Shaeula gnawed on one fingernail irritably, a sour expression on her face.

“What is wrong?” Daiyu asked, puzzled, and Shaeula sighed.

“I am most-most pleased for you, Daiyu. You are my sister now, especially…” She patted the bed, heedless of getting the residue on her hand. “…after this-this. But I can not-not help but have a twinge of envy. Securing our High Moonlight Spirit Water was a great-great challenge, and now you have gained this Jade with such-such a pleasurable effort. You have two.”

“Three, I think.” I clarified apologetically. “Yang Moonlight is a double-mutated element.”

Shaeula barked a laugh. “That does sound like something I should-should be wielding. After all-all, as a princess of the Fae, I am of the Moon. Though… it seems you are too, Daiyu.”

Daiyu nodded. “So Chang’e believes. As for my fortune…” She peered at me then, face slightly red. “…I will not downplay my hard work. No Cultivator worth the title would. But I do thank you. You supported me, did not abandon me when I sought comfort, and have accepted me.” She touched her bare chest, by the heart. “It is comforting, this Lovers’ Link. I can feel your care. For someone lost like me, there is no greater happiness.”

“All right, enough of the emotional crap.” Shiro grumbled. “I get it Shaeula, I do. I’m jealous too. I know Eri is as well. Compared to you though, we’re weak little chicks, so we find it hard to sympathise. Besides… if I know Aki, and I damn well do, better than anyone here except maybe Eri…”

“There’s no maybe. Only Aiko comes close, and she will never know the sides of Akio I do…” Eri muttered, but she was nodding, agreeing.

“…then Aki is definitely thinking up ways to make sure we all get access to as many top-tier elements as we can. Just like with Classes. Speaking of Classes… doesn’t her Fae-Bonded Class seem way too high? Level six?”

“I can’t be certain, but my only guess is maybe the blessed water from that sacred lake she took from the Tower did it?” I shrugged.

“Speaking of water, all your Cultivation Skills are Spiritually Pure now.” Eri observed. “And you have a matching Class, Karmically Pure.”

Karmically Pure – This Class is gained by a Cultivator who has washed away their impurities and is now a blank slate, ready to find their Dao. While the bearer of this Class avoids evil deeds and accumulates the favour of ???????, their Fate and Foresight will increase, and beneficial effects will last longer and be more potent. The handling and affinity for Yang Qi is improved, and Elemental Qi and materials that can raise Cultivation have an increased effect, with less chance of Cultivation Deviation or Backlash, and intuition regarding the path of Cultivation will be greatly heightened.


“Spirit Water is precious. Such is only found in sacred places, small springs that run dry quickly, and have been dead for many centuries, or in the other world, that we call the Astral now.” Daiyu explained. “Most treasures are like that. Sacred Ginseng, Spirit Grasses, rare elemental resources…”

“So, you being able to create it, and not just Spirit Water, but High Spirit Water…” Shiro looked at me, and Daiyu’s gaze followed, her smile bright. Her hand sought mine, and I gave her a reassuring squeeze.

“That is correct, Shiro.” Daiyu agreed with her sentiments. “I owe more than I can ever repay. But to think of repayment… it is wrong. I know this, after Dual Cultivating. We only need to think of each other, of happiness. Our joys shall be our repayments.”

“Don’t forget us now.” Shiro faked a pout, and there was laughter.

“So, we’ve gone over nearly all of Daiyu’s stats in detail. Just the last few bits and pieces…”

Third Eye Chakra Of Yang Moonlight – The Third Eye Chakra generates the Mutated Qi Yang Moonlight, a potent Yang Energy that has also been infused by Moonlight. This is beneficial to both the Yang, as the full moon shines bright in the night sky, and Yin when the energies balance, as the dark of the new moon hides many undercurrents and mysteries.
Lower Dantian Of High Spirit Water, Yang Moonlight And Jade – The Lower Dantian, the Golden Stove, is a furnace that creates great strength for the body, converting Qi into Elixir, gradually fortifying all aspects of the physical form. This Dantian combines multiple Mutated Elemental energies, greatly increasing the effectiveness of this improvement, and the Elixir has been subsumed by the High Spirit Water, greatly rooting out impurities, while Jade will strengthen the physical body further, and the Moonlight will empower the spirit.


“Damn, girl. Sounds like you’re going to be strong as hell if you keep Cultivating. But then, that’s the point, isn’t it?” Shiro scratched her cheek, thinking.

“Yes, my Foundation is solid. Perhaps more solid than any since Kunlun.” Daiyu agreed.

”Speaking of Foundations…” Eri asked. “…didn’t you have another? The Invincible Jade Yang Technique? That’s so… well-named.” Eri could barely hold in her laughter. “Aiko would say that you’re very chunni, Daiyu. But wasn’t that why you wanted light and earth elements? So where’s that in your Skill list?”

Daiyu sighed. “Yes, I believe I could complete the Foundation now, as I wished to before. But… whether it is my heightened intuition whispering to me, I can not help but feel it would be a mistake for now. I believe that the reason Dual Foundations are not attempted is not merely due to the difficulty. Something is still missing.”

“This Dantian…” Shaeula and Hyacinth had talked about it while the rest of us were discussing the Foundation. “It is not-not quite as the lunar Chakra. The lunar-lunar Chakra increases the aether and the elements we possess, but does not-not otherwise strengthen the physical form.”

“Yes, but the middle Dantian refines spirit and Qi, right? So that would be closer…” I suggested.

As we continued to discuss that, Hyacinth spoke up. “So, Akio. Did yooou make any gains from this? I am pleased for mistress Daiyu, but I wooould be sad if you did not grow stronger!”

“He’s strong enough… is what my jealousy says, but yeah, Aki being stronger is a win for all of us. So, confess? Get any sexy Skills and Classes? Rank three super stud. No, it’d be Rank six, right, considering you repeatedly broke Daiyu’s bottleneck.” She snickered nastily, enjoying the dirty joke, and Daiyu’s shy expression.

“Shiro…” Eri warned, but Shiro merely raised a pale eyebrow at her, her grin even wider.

“I’ve heard all about you and your sexy shenanigans. So don’t complain, Eri.” As they began to argue good-naturedly again, I raised a hand, halting all the discussions.

“It’s getting late… or early, I suppose. We might as well wrap this up. So yes, I did make some gains.” In fact, I had obtained several Skills and Classes, some of them rather interesting.

“I got the Dual Cultivator Class and Qi Refiner. Both Level one. That’s interesting but not the most interesting thing.” I had everyone’s attention. “I got a couple of very interesting Skills.”

Moonlight Jade Qi Refining is a Skill that allows one to refine Aether, combined with Light and Earth Elemental energies, into a potent Qi which contains the properties of Jade and Moonlight, balancing both physical and spiritual strength. This is a masculine, Yang-type Qi. At your current Rank, you have an extremely poor efficiency in the conversion. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Artifice]


“Masculine Qi, huh? Makes sense. You’ve got surprisingly manly over these last few weeks.” Shiro teased me. “Daiyu, wasn’t yours a balanced type, leaning masculine too?”

Daiyu nodded. “The Techniques and Arts I have studied since I was a child have all been biased towards male Cultivators. Balance is good, but…” she smiled. “…if I am to master the path of Dual Cultivation, I need more Yin-side Qi. Darkness, Water, Air…”

“I thought Dual Cultivation was looked down on? I bet you did too…” Shiro asked, and Daiyu nodded.

“I did, of course. I only wanted to follow the more traditional paths. But I was eager to learn, so I studied the Techniques, as I studied everything. Now I know I was a fool.” she admitted. “Any path is worth following, in the right company.”

Damn, she’s shockingly cute now. I think it’s the gap between her usual stoicism, and her softer, embarrassed side. “I’m not done.” I insisted, smiling, “There was one more odd Skill. Oh, and Spiritually Pure Dual Cultivation, but that’s just a repeat of Daiyu’s so is boring.” I joked. “No, the Skill I got was … well, saying I got it would be incorrect. One skill evolved.”

Might Of Indestructible Jade is a Skill which allows one to strengthen the physical attributes of a subtle body so long as it contains Crystal Elemental energies. Crystal Qi can be consumed to purify the physical attributes of a subtle body, strengthening bone, muscle, skin and more. [Type: Noble] [Class: Artifice]


“It’s actually made me weaker…” I laughed. “I don’t have crystal element, and my Qi is non-existent, But the potential…”

“It is surely an omen from the heavens.” Daiyu looked supremely happy. “After all, you already possess Black Jade, do you not?”

“She’s getting bolder!” Shiro guffawed happily. “But yeah, it used earth element before, didn't it? Which you have a ton of. So you lose out on some Might and Fortitude. Fortunately you already have crazy-high stats so it shouldn’t be a disaster. Though… you are a Level one Qi Refiner, right?”

“Yeah, as bottom-tier as it gets.” I chuckled, and Shiro looked at Daiyu once more, her expression contemplative.

“I doubt I’m wrong, but that doesn’t strike me as a Qi Refiner-class Technique. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yes, it is an enviable one. I am not sure how a Technique such as this could appear from nowhere. It is similar to Spiritually Pure Physique, but… there are treasures to strengthen the body, of course.” Daiyu admitted. “But since the days of Kunlun they have dwindled, irreplaceable. When I was younger, my father gave me a tincture of some of our last remaining medicinal herbs. Now anything that was left will be destroyed as our Sect burned, or in the hands of our enemies…” She clenched her fists, struggling to remain calm. “…but that does not matter. The Spirit Water I received could buy and sell me, never mind what our Sect had remaining,”

“So, we don’t know?” Shiro asked, and everybody exchanged puzzled looks. “All right then. I guess that’s not a bad thing. It’d be boring if we knew everything. Tan likely knows but isn’t telling. So, how about… a wager?” she grinned knowingly.

“A wager?” Daiyu asked.

“Yeah, we all bet on the reason we think Aki’s Skill changed and now seems to be a hybrid between what we are used to and Cultivation. For the record, my gut tells me it’s got something to do with Lovers’ Link and Dual Cultivation.”

A bet, huh? Normally that’s a bad idea… I eyed the grinning Shaeula. … but even with her Fortune, this isn’t random, so it shouldn’t make it unfair. As for me, what do I think? “All right then, so what does the winner get?”

“A date with Aki, just me!” Shiro cried, and Eri snorted at her pride.

“Who’s to say you’ll win? And what do I get if I’m right? And why would I have to pay the winner anyway?” I interjected.

“Shut it! If you win, you can take any of us losers out on a solo date, and the rest of us won’t complain. Fair?” Shiro countered.

Everyone nodded, agreeing to the terms. I guess it doesn’t matter. It’s all just a bit of fun. And I admit, I’m curious myself…

Once the answers were in, Daiyu’s leaning towards some Cultivation terminology, while Shaeula focused more on possible elemental reasons, I glanced at the clock. Damn we’ve been talking for hours. Not just talking either. It’s time to get ready for a new day… “It sure would be nice to be able to use the Skill properly… permanent buffs are better than temporary power…”


Three Hundred And Ninety-Six


As we finished up, ready for a new (and busy) day, I noticed that Daiyu’s stats were creeping up, slowly but measurably. That seemed to support my hypothesis that the biggest cause of stat gains from integrating aether was when the Silver Cord and Chakra Network Skills improved, as now her malformed root and sacral Chakras were restored, her Chakra network was superior to before, much like the Eight Moons Chakra network. I’ll have to keep an eye on it, but everything checks out.

I took a quick shower, not having time for a bath, and as I stepped out, Shiro said goodbye, as she was heading back to the Boundary to buff the Tree, and then she was going to grab some sleep. Stifling a yawn, she complained that I’d kept her up all night, in her usual teasing manner.

“Sure I did. You didn’t have to stay and watch.” I retorted dryly.

“I did. We all did, Aki.” Shiro disagreed. She turned her attention to Eri. “What are you doing today? More schoolwork?”

“No, I’m up to date on everything. It’s not too long until the winter break, and then all I’ll have to worry about are my final exams. I think I’ll take one for a top university.”

That surprised us. “Are you actually thinking of going to uni then?” Shiro asked. “If you were, I thought you’d go to the same one as Aki’s sister.”

“No, I’m not planning on going. But I do want to challenge myself, and being able to pass a top exam will be useful, if I ever need to market myself. I can’t just stay in Akio’s shadow forever. Otherwise I’ll look pitiful compared to some of his other wives.”

“You know, you can go if you want...” I began, but Eri merely laughed.

“No, I’m happy enough here and now. I’d rather do more hands-on learning, really. I was thinking of asking Haru-san if she could put in a good word so I could do an internship at the Ministry. Sometimes I feel a bit left out when everyone is discussing such important matters.”

I see. It’s good that Eri’s got more goals than just living with me. I think that’s healthier. “I’ll ask her too. So, you never did say what you’re doing today?”

Hyacinth then came bustling over, pushing Eri’s wheelchair. Seeing my puzzled look, Eri sighed. “I don’t want to overstress myself. I wouldn’t want to set back my recovery. Hyacinth has kindly offered to accompany me out.”

“Yes, dooo not worry, I will look after mistress Eri! Anyooone who tries to cause trouble, Hyacinth will reduce tooo dust and rot!” She puffed out her large chest proudly.

“I’d rather you don’t turn Tokyo into a wasteland.” I laughed nervously. “No, I’m sure you know restraint. So, where are the two of you going?”

“I’m actually meeting Hinata’s grandfather.” Eri explained, surprising me. “He’s invited us to look around the new house we’ll be living in. Everyone else is busy though.”

I see. That shouldn’t be dangerous, especially with Hyacinth as a guard. “I’ve already tasked Karen-chan with ordering what we need. Maybe you should take her too?”

As we discussed that, Shiro left for the Boundary. Shaeula was already gone, matters of the Court to deal with, including arranging the long-awaited meeting between me and her father, Prince Shaetanao. That makes me nervous. Daiyu was exploring her new gains and was trying to strengthen her Qi Perception by feeling the differences in her strength as her stats caught up with her new network. And as for Grulgor, Ixitt and the rest, they all have their tasks…

“Me, I’ve got a stressful day. I’m due to meet Motoko’s grandfather to discuss some military matters, and then…” I looked down at my phone. When I checked it, I had a message from Arisu-san, finally returning my call, so I had arranged to meet her at the temporary Ministry building to go over the proposals. I’m not sure which is scarier, talking to Arisu-san about this, or meeting Prince Shaetanao. Sadly, I have to do both anyway…

Putting it off would do no good, so after some final farewells, I was on my way, a driver from Fujiwara Security Services waiting to take me into Tokyo proper…

[image: ]

“So, what brings you here, Suzu-san?” I asked the blonde, foreign girl who was one of my Vassals, as she sipped at the mug of hot tea in front of her. As usual, she’s dressed goth-loli. It does really suit her, but… it's a bit overwhelming.

“Oh, I thought I’d come and give Arisu-chan here my support!” Suzu-san replied, smiling prettily. “It’s a super heart-warming story, a poor woman betrayed, then finally getting to take revenge, crush her enemies and destroy their lives!” She giggled softly. And there’s that but… she’s definitely rather… wild. That theory that all of us Chosen have… eccentric… personalities seems to be gathering evidence too.

“Suzanne-san…” Arisu-san spoke coldly, eyeing her companion. “…enough. I do not find the subject amusing.”

“Sorry!” Suzu-san apologised, though she seemed to be letting Arisu-san’s anger wash over her. “You know I’m on your side, don't you? The boss too. Speaking of, where is she?”

“Busy.” I laughed. “Shiro is Levelling up as much as she can and training her Skills. She’s got new competition too, so she’s putting in the effort. You know, Shiro hates to lose, she can be quite stubborn.” She never would have gone to uni despite her failing health, abandoning her family, otherwise.

“I see.” Arisu-san nodded slowly, even that a regal-seeming gesture, like she was an Empress. Today she was in a white dress, an unusual colour for her, but with her long dark hair, harsh features and black eyes which seemed to suck in the light, she resembled some sort of Fae, or perhaps an enchantress from old myths. “I am still surprised she works so hard for you. That girl is inherently selfish. But fair.” She eyed me over the mug of tea she was elegantly sipping from, her poise what one would expect from a famous actress. “I trust you know that if you betray her expectations, I will not remain silent?”

Beside me, Haru-san shivered a little. She was here with all the relevant documentation and evidence, but was finding Arisu-san’s intensity a bit hard to bear. It’ll be fine when we get going, I'm sure. I gently touched her hand, and she glanced at me in surprise. I gave her a reassuring smile, before turning back to my guest.

“Arisu-san, as a good friend of Shiro’s I’m grateful to you, and if I ever do betray her, then certainly feel free to take retribution, as I’ll deserve it. But I love Shiro, and she loves me. We may not have a conventional love story, but then, we’re not conventional people, are we? Even if we never gained these powers, Shiro wouldn’t have been able to have a normal relationship. To be honest, I think you should understand if anyone could, Arisu-san. Doing what society expects of us, toeing the line… is that happiness? Or is it just a way to let society cheat you, betray you, hurt you? So long as Shiro’s smiling, laughing, having fun… living… then I don’t give a damn whether what we do is the done or accepted thing. Besides, it’s all above-board and legal anyway.”

Haru-san and Suzu-san both were stunned by my strong words, Suzu-san blinking her sapphire-blue eyes at me in surprise. For a moment Arisu-san was silent, before she inclined her own head in acknowledgement, still oppressively regal in her movements.

“Yes, you make a point I have considered before.” she agreed, and Suzu-san chuckled nervously, giving me a thumbs up and a whispered “You’re a brave one, boss man!” while Haru-san drank her own tea as if she wished she was elsewhere.

“I know. But… like I said, I’m really happy you care for Shiro so much. She really looks up to you, you know? If I am going down the wrong path, you’re always free to stop me. But for now, Shiro’s enjoying life, and you are more than welcome to visit any time. We’ll also be doing a lot more joint working, I think.” I scanned the documentation. “So, what are your thoughts?”

“I’ve been waiting for this!” Suzu-san clapped her hands together, smiling at me beautifully, and for a moment I was taken aback by her cuteness, before I shook my head, remembering that this was Suzu-san, and no matter how pretty she was, she was a strange girl. “I’m so happy I’ll finally be making my true debut! Tamami-chan from Red and White will be there too, and there’s the famous Akiba group…” As she waxed lyrical about the idol groups and bands at the event, I looked to Arisu-san, who gave me a slight smile, her elegant hand reaching out and touching the documentation.

“The evidence that your contacts have gathered is irrefutable. How they obtained some of it, I have no idea…”

“I don’t ask. I can’t imagine it was legal though. But Fujiwara and Ichijou houses both have a lot of banks and financial institutions under their umbrellas, and several of Japan’s major accountancy firms are part of the Three-Hundred.” That’s why I’m happy my money is clean and above board. I have to arrange a meeting with my account manager from Midas Gold soon too… damn, I may be running my second body again, but it doesn’t exactly give me more hours in the day. Right now it was simple training to handle the time dilation and difficulty processing two separate sets of sensory inputs.

“It is not just financial data either. Candid shots of my treacherous little kouhai having affairs, my ex-fiancé involved with unscrupulous businessmen… it is all too perfect.”

“I doubt it’s been manufactured, if that’s what you’re implying.” I promised, reassuring her. “I think all it comes down to is, he was a bastard. Otherwise why would he have screwed you over like that? If someone did that to Aiko or any of my friends… I’d want to punish them.”

“Punishment. Justice.” Arisu-san nodded. “I have lived for the day of vindication. Nothing tastes sweeter.” she admitted, and I changed my evaluation of her appearance. Not an enchantress, but a cruel, yet majestic witch. I find it hard to blame her though…

Ignoring Suzu-san, who was still giggling about the booked attendees for the charity concert, Haru-san spoke up, gathering her courage. “Arisugawa-san, this is an opportunity for you. Not just for revenge…” her expression hardened. “…I understand revenge. I’m not sure if my revenge on the man who… who abused and killed me…” she whispered, and Suzu-san twitched, halting her ramblings, before plastering a smile back on her face and continuing, though I did notice a gleam of sympathy in her eyes. “…has truly brought me peace, or closure. But… the nightmares, they aren’t as bad as they were. When I see him in my dreams, I also see his end, and I can turn away.”

“My suffering was not so cruel as yours.” Arisu-san sniffed. “At least my haughty pride prevented me from suffering more losses, though it blinded me to treachery. I considered myself rather clever. I enjoy science, the arts, reading… but instead, I was a fool to trust unwisely. Revenge… is something natural, I believe. But as to the rest…”

“It’s an opportunity.” I clarified. “Your comeback announcement, not only rising again like a Phoenix as your enemies burn around you, but also unveiling yourself as one of the Chosen, to be the face of the Japanese contingent, alongside me. Then everyone who has ever cast doubt on you, mocked you… well, you’ll have the satisfaction of knowing that everything they took from you, you’ve retaken and more, and that they know it too. I think you deserve that, Arisu-san.”

There was a long moment of silence as she stared at me, her expression and obsidian eyes inscrutable. Then she let out a bitter laugh. “Do you believe what you are saying, or are these the sort of honeyed words you used to ensnare White and the others?”

“I mean it.” I insisted, meeting her dark gaze calmly. “Arisu-san, you’ve done a lot for Shiro, for me, for the world. And I hope you’ll do more. But… those who do good should be rewarded. And those who work with me will always have my full support, in every problem they have!”

Suzu-san giggled, Haru-san let out a dry chuckle, and Arisu-san slowly took another sip of her tea, considering. She then put the mug down and steepled her hands in front of her face, regarding me piercingly. Eventually she spoke again. “I think it may be worse that you do mean what you say. You are a dangerous man indeed. I can see I shall need to watch myself.”

I laughed nervously at that. Arisu-san? No way, I’d be too terrified of making her angry to sleep soundly. Not that I have much time for sleep nowadays. Sleep. Damn, I need to test out whether I can sleep with my Material body while being active with the Astral one. If so, I might be able to use The Future Reflected By The Moon…

“As a boss, he’s pretty good. Even Bunta-kun is living his best life, isn't he?” Suzu-san giggled brightly. “And he’s not tried to exploit me, despite being able to order me around. I hate to say it, but I’m exceptionally cute, and I know all Japanese guys dream of having a top idol for their own!” She was indulging in her delusions now. “Sure, ordinarily, since he’s with the boss, I’d say he wouldn’t look at me, but… you’ve got quite the appetite, don’t you?” She winked at me, tilting her head, her hair drills bouncing.

“I’m not going to exploit my Vassals. Sure, I expect you to work with me, Suzu-san, but just like with Haru-san here, I’m going to support your dreams too. I pulled strings for you, didn't I? And Bunta-san has a job with the new branch of the Police under the Ministry.”

“He is quite the coward. So long as he is safe under the wing of someone stronger, he is satisfied.” Arisu-san agreed, before turning her stern gaze on Suzu-san. “Suzanne-san, you should be more careful of what you speak. Some might take that as an invitation, and you can only regret it when it is too late…”

“No way!” I held my hands up. “We’re really getting off-topic now. All I’m asking is… Arisu-san, are you in? It’d be reassuring to have someone used to the media and with a bit of fame with me, as being the face of Japan since the events in London has been nerve-wracking.”

“And in return, I will receive…? As you did all this…” She gestured to the evidence. “…simply for me, did you not?”

She’s sharp. “Obviously the government will put you on the list of Chosen the Ministry will be openly supporting. We do anticipate some complaints about unfairness, but considering we’ll be offering our own aid, it’s only right we get rewarded. As for me… I already intend to start improving your Territories. Obviously mine comes first, Haru-san’s too, but after that…” It depends on how much we help Eleanor too, of course…

“You will swallow ours up, I imagine?” Arisu-san pointed out, correctly. “All the vast Tokyo will be your dominion.”

“True, but I still have limits on what I can do, I’ll be more than happy to shelter you all while you grow your own Territories. Suzu-san, as my Vassal I’ll be prepared to help you, but your current Territory is rather small, isn’t it?”

“I’ve been more focussed on gathering my backup dancers. I don’t care about ruling the world, unless it’s as an idol!” she declared, uninterested.

“I realised, even with my great talents, it would be difficult to rule alone.” Arisu-san frowned. “White… well, Red, I suppose, she convinced me I would be better served as part of a group of mutual interest. Just like White would benefit, I too would have been offered a place at her side, and power, long life… I suppose little has changed.”

“Yes, you’re still at her side. Though I make no promises we’ll end up siding with Tan’s Pantheon. But power and long lives… still possible. I’m living proof of that. So, please continue to take care of me, Arisu-san.” I bowed politely, and a faint smile crossed her face, as she picked up the documents.

“Very well. I see no harm in looking…”
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“Damn, that was hard work.” I leaned back in my chair and let out a relieved sigh. Arisu-san and Suzu-san had just left, leaving us alone in the meeting room. “What do you think, Haru-san?”

“She was very thorough.” she answered tactfully. “Going through everything, making suggestions, declaring that 'this won’t work' and 'that would have more impact with the public'. She’s certainly a natural. But that wasn’t your question, was it? She’ll do it. I could see the interest and passion in her eyes. I think… I think she loved being an actress, playing a role. I think she does it even now. She has a deep well of anger and hurt inside her, and it’s all that has fuelled her until now. Otherwise…” Haru-san’s eyes were distant, sad. “…I think without her pride and her anger, she would have ended it all. I understand.”

“I’m glad she didn’t. I think without a good friend who understood what she was going through, Shiro might have given up everything to Tan.” I was truly grateful. “Besides, she’s scary as hell, but definitely fun to talk to. Her insights on showbusiness, as well as her knowledge of science and other subjects is deep. Though if it was the old me, I’d definitely be too scared to talk to her!” I can’t forget that the guy they called Daizen was effectively killed by her, even if Tan finished him off… she does have a brutal temper… It might be hypocrisy ignoring that, but there was barely a Chosen alive who hadn’t killed, if you included sapient dwellers in the Boundary, and Daizen was supposedly a threat.

“I know, I feel the same way.” When Haru-san said that, I tilted my head, puzzled, and she waved her hands, flustered. “Oh, not about Arisugawa-san, though she is fearsome. I mean… look, your appearance on TV changed everything. I…” She lowered her voice. “...I’ve been in touch with some of my old friends and co-workers.” As I looked at her sympathetically, she continued.

“Just via texts and emails, and a couple of phone calls. They were so nerve-wracking I thought I’d die. That’s not possible anymore though.” Her lips quirked into a bitter smile. “At first they didn’t believe me, and some were quite nasty, saying I was pulling a sick prank on them… but…”

“Go on.” I reassured her. If it was anyone else I’d have probably tried to pat her head, but touching Haru-san in any intimate way was definitely unwise, with her past trauma. My gentle, swift tap on her hand from earlier was all I could do without pressuring her.

“Eventually most of them at least agreed to meet me. That’s thanks to you and Shaeula. Seeing that on the news, and what our government has said… they at least have to entertain the possibility I’m able to come back, or that there was a cover-up and I never even died in the first place.”

“That’s good. It’s happening faster than we thought. You can have your old life back, some of it, anyway.” I consoled her, and she stared at me, her pallor worse than usual, looking sick.

“I do want them back. I’ve made new friends now, mostly your girlfriends and some of the Fae, and I do want to bring back the others like me soon… but I want to be able to laugh and go drinking and talk fashion with my old friends again. But I’m not sure I have the courage. So…” She watched me, expecting rejection. “…will you come with me to meet them?”

“All right.” I agreed, and Haru-san didn’t seem to hear, as she shook her head.

“Of course, I can see why you wouldn’t want to get… huh?” She stopped, her ears catching up with her brain. “You’ll come?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I? You’ve done a lot for me, and still are. The least I can do is repay the favour, just like I said to Arisu-san. Besides, we’re co-workers too here at the Ministry. It shouldn’t be strange you bringing along a new colleague to meet your old workmates.”

“I… thank you.” she whispered, her smile turning genuine. “I thought if I asked you… you’ve been on TV, everyone is talking about you. They won’t be able to dismiss me.”

“I doubt they could when you can pass through solid objects if you want…” I laughed, and now the mood had eased, we chatted away until our next meeting, when Tsumura Katsuro-san arrived, accompanied by Lieutenant Nakano, who greeted us lazily with a waved hand and a “Yo!” As easy-going as ever I see.

“it’s been a while.” Nakano-san continued. “You’ve been busy saving Princesses again, it seems. Maybe I should call you Mario.”

“Please don’t.” I groaned. “So, grandfather-in-law…” I addressed Tsumura-san. “…what’s this meeting about?”

“A number of matters. Now that you are back in Japan after your stay in Britain, we can start progressing things. The next group of soldiers are waiting outside for their Chirurgery, so if you have time we would greatly appreciate it.” He cracked a small smile. “I suspect you could use the payment, modest though it is, considering your new home. Motoko is rather excited about staying there for half the week.”

“Sure, I can do that.” It shouldn’t take long. “So, what else?” Beside me Haru-san was ready to take notes, her professional face back.

“A proposition.” Tsumura-san offered. “The Prime Minister, along with Fujiwara-sama, has been considering your future. It seems that your role as a military leader is only going to increase. A politician as well, but that is not my purview. Now, we are not saying you are suited to be a General, grandson-in-law.” Tsumura-san smiled, but his eyes were solemn. “A General sits back from the battlefield, making decisions, and I suspect that would not suit you. Your power and temperament seem to be attuned for being in the thick of things.”

“Yeah, from what I’ve seen, I doubt you can calmly make decisions that send people off to die without getting stuck in, man.” Nakano-san agreed. “Hey, I respect that, and so will your troops. But yeah, a General can’t afford to fall in battle or not be able to issue orders instantly. Instead, you’re more of a battlefield commander.”

I can’t argue with that. That’s why I have those who can lead, like Ulfuric and the Elves. “Yes, I feel I’m best suited using my strength to win battles.”

“Even in that case, having a thorough understanding of command structures, the flow of battle, and a solid tactical and strategic background will significantly improve your performance.” Grandfather-in-law continued. “To that end…” Lieutenant Nakano was grinning, as if commiserating me.

“…We have decided it would be prudent to offer you a suite of training. Officer training, then Ranger training, and onto SOG.”

“SOG, that’s the Tokushusakusengun, right? Japan’s elite Special Forces. The ones I’ve already done Chirurgery on?” I asked, and they affirmed it. “I… that’s a lot of training, isn't it? I don’t really have the time.” Not even using both bodies.

“Ordinarily, perhaps not. But you hardly need the physical conditioning and training to hone your body, do you? Some training with firearms, martial arts, improvised munitions and more might still be of use, but no, it is to train your mind, your perception and your battlefield instincts.” Tsumura-san insisted. “From what we have been told, you have entered a phase of your progress which will keep you busy for quite some time. Why not utilise this opportunity?”

It's true we are in a Territory build phase which is going to last into early next year at the quickest. But… “I don’t really want to be separated from Motoko and the others.” I complained, and he laughed, this one surprisingly cheerful and loud.

“My Motoko will be delighted to hear it. You misunderstand. These courses will be accelerated, and other than certain training events, where your survival skills and ingenuity will be tested, you can still return home most days. Trust me, this is an opportunity you will not wish to miss.”

“And the old man here…” Nakano-san said irreverently. “…well, he wins too. Trying to come up with a curriculum for the SOG that meshes in their enhanced abilities is proving a problem. If they put you through your paces, then…”

“That will be quite enough, Lieutenant.” Tsumura-san warned mildly, but with a firm undertone, and Nakano-san saluted.

“Sorry sir, my big mouth always gets me into trouble.”

I see. What to do? I definitely feel I’m lacking in managing the bigger picture. In Kyoto, both times, and in London, if I had better understanding of tactical and strategic objectives, I might have done better, suffered fewer setbacks and losses. But… “I’d need to consult with a lot of people. My fiancées, my own army commanders and more…”

“That is fine. While there is a certain urgency, we have leeway still. Though… there was something else.” he continued, his expression turning grave.

As we fell into silence, only the sound of Haru-san’s pen and fingers on her tablet audible, I waited, until Tsumura-san finally let out a bitter sigh. “As you are aware, China continues to act threateningly, restricting exports and moving their military in the disputed areas of the South China Sea. In addition, while we have weathered the storm from London and this group of religious fanatics largely without much incident, due to the nature of our population, and the enmity we already have for the Chinese attack on Kyoto, our relations with our allies in the West, namely the USA, is strained.” He smiled then, nodding at me. “At least thanks to your efforts, our relationship with Britain is firm. But… we need more allies, especially in the region. Talks are progressing well with India, Indonesia, Australia… countries who are concerned with what China could do. However…”

“Not everyone thinks us Japanese are such great people.” the Lieutenant snorted. “I’m a soldier, so it’s not up to me to talk about right and wrong, or what we did in the past, but a lot of countries around here hate us, not just the Chinese. But we need everyone to put together a united front.”

I’m not sure where this is going? “Of course. Even from Tsukiko-san’s prophecies, and my knowledge of the Golden-Eyed Devourer, there’s no way we’ve seen the last of them.” Yukiko-san is destined to face it, I believe. Speaking of her, I really need to arrange a meeting between her and Eleanor. Having the Chosen Princesses of both countries working together will allow us a lot of leeway…

“South Korea.” Tsumura-san announced. “There have been rumours of trouble there, and it is true. Now, our relations with South Korea can hardly be called cordial, but we are not actually enemies. No, we have too much history between us for much warmth. But as a key player in the Pacific region, and an ally of the USA, we need them in our corner.”

“I’m listening.”

“Good. The trouble… it seems minor at first, but then with you Chosen, nothing is. There is a certain Private Boarding School deep in the rural countryside of South Korea. It has quite the reputation for excellence. Now, schooling and scholarly achievements in South Korea are even more fiercely coveted than here in Japan. So many intelligent, and often wealthy children attend the school, including the children of a number of large chaebol.”

“You mean the massive conglomerates run by powerful families?” Haru-san asked, and Tsumura-san agreed.

“I do, yes. Some would consider them the equivalent of the nobility of Japan, yet they do not work together, or have a sense of community as we do. But they still wield huge influence, with their substantial wealth. The largest are not inferior to higher nobility in terms of power and reach, even if they lack international prestige and connections.”

“So, what happened?” I asked, and Tsumura-san continued.

“At first, it was simply considered some sort of small discrepancy. The school is isolated, with few links to the outside, lacking phone coverage and only being supplied by a delivery company, except during the holidays. When there was no contact for a while, it was dismissed. Until the delivery drivers vanished. Police were sent to investigate, and they too disappeared.”

“Chosen are involved, you said?” I asked.

“Yes, and we already know nothing is predictable when that happens. The military dispatched a small force to secure the school. Gently, very gently, as influential people were making a fuss. It was their precious children and grandchildren trapped there, after all. Nobody wants them injured or worse. But…”

“But?” I asked, not expecting to like where this was going.

“The soldiers did not just fail, many of them turned traitor, and others went mad, fighting each other until their bodies broke apart. Quite horrific. Since then, the South Korean government has tried to keep the situation under wraps, but a number of chaebols tried to reclaim their own children by using mercenaries, even other Chosen they found and paid off. To little avail. Even some Chosen supposedly died or are now holed up in the school themselves, resisting.”

“The army went in again several more times. Same result.” the Lieutenant added, shaking his head. “They aren’t fools. They tried gassing the school, not lethal stuff, but tear gas, and then knockout gas, but it didn’t work.”

“I bet a decently strong Chosen has the stats to shrug it off.” I pointed out.

“No kidding. And the soldiers they sent in ended up going mad or turning coat. There’s a veritable little army in there now.” Nakano-san smirked bitterly.

“Hold on a minute.” Haru-san interrupted, before looking down as everyone turned to her. “Uh… I am sorry for speaking out of turn, but this school is isolated, isn't it? Can’t they just cut the power lines, water and food? Starve them out? Even if they don’t, supplies will run out soon enough.”

“True, but apparently there is enough emergency rations stockpiled to last a while, and some of the deserting soldiers sneaked out and hijacked lorries filled with food and other supplies, before the area was properly locked down. It is a siege. And worse, a siege with a great number of children held hostage, many of whom have powerful families.” Tsumura-san warned. “If they die from starvation then the government and the army will face the wrath of those important, powerful and rich families.”

“So, what do you want me to do? Are we to go over and resolve it?” I asked, considering.

“No. If it was to be any attempt, it would just be you. We cannot risk your comrades falling victim to such brainwashing or going berserk. You are all too strong, it would intensify the situation. I have to ask, do you think you would fall under whatever influence these Chosen wield?”

“It’s impossible to say for certain, but I have very strong mental defences.” Spiritually Pure Physique, high Resilience and Determination, and some other ways to resist debuffs and curses. I’d say it would take a very powerful Chosen to do it, but there’s no guarantee that there isn’t one… “I’d imagine I should be good, but there are no certainties.”

“Just as we thought. And to be frank, losing you to secure the safety of foreign citizens is not something I wish for, neither as head of the Armed Forces, nor as a grandfather to Motoko. For now, the South Koreans are not offering enough benefits. But as the situation worsens… already a number of powerful families have approached us, offering huge rewards if we can save their children. Your fame after London is certainly spreading.”

“Are they even still all alive? That seems doubtful.” I wondered, and at the look on their faces, I knew I was right.

“Satellite surveillance has seen a number of graves in the grounds, and spotters have seen some terrible things. It seems there are two camps in opposition holding the school, though neither seem inclined to surrender. It is a bitter mess. And those caught in the middle have suffered. I only hope nothing like that ever happens at Hanafubuki.” My grandfather-in-law shuddered at the thought of it.

“It won’t. Miyu is there, and while she’s not a fighter, she’s had some training. And we’d rush to her aid in a heartbeat.” I promised.

“How reassuring. Anyway, for now, all I ask is you think of how you might resolve this situation. Lieutenant, give him the files.”

Nakano-san handed over a pile of documents. “Sucks to be the hero, man. There’s no rest for them.”

As I flicked through, student rosters, staff lists, details on the possible Chosen and military personnel who have been usurped, site maps and more, Tsumura-san grinned sourly. “If you were SOG trained, you might have an easier time of it, formulating a strategy. We have included their ideas as well.”

“Trying to entice me to agree, I see.” I winced at the footage of the mounds of earth in the school grounds, thinking of the school-age people I knew, like my sister, ending up in such a state. “They think sixty percent have already died? But this school was a boarding school of some size… that’s tragic.”

“It is indeed. But losing you would be an even bigger tragedy. But if the rewards are great enough to justify the risk…”

I nodded. As I continued to scan over the files, which also included offers of reward from the aforementioned chaebols, I grimaced. Shit, this is what happens when Chosen abuse their powers. Seems like even some kids the age of my sis and Eri can hold off a damn army…


Side One Hundred And Forty-Four – Mori Eri


“Are you comfortable enough?” Fukumoto Kenji-san, Hinata’s grandfather, asked me, a look of concern on his face. I’m not an invalid! I suppose it’s unfair to complain about him being kind though.

“I’m fine, thank you.” I replied, still a little stiff with him, as I barely knew him, but he was Hinata’s grandfather, so he was almost a relative to me. And isn’t that a strange thing to think. But what’s stranger is I’m almost used to it by now. I suppose it’s because my days are so full there’s no time to concern myself with such things…

“See? I can walk a bit now, but Hyacinth worries.” I flexed my legs a little. It annoyed me how stiff and unresponsive they still were, but it was a huge improvement, being able to walk with crutches, and my bad arm was able to grip the crutch and move me just fine. I wouldn’t have wanted to do any delicate work with that hand, as it still felt like I had sausage fingers, but just being able to grip and move it was such a huge relief.

“Ooof course I am worried. Akio worries toooooo!” Hyacinth insisted, sitting beside me. “But I knooow you are strong. Every day you get a little better, do you nooot?”

“You two have a good relationship.” Fukumoto-san remarked jovially. “I think that’s a necessity. But… I’m glad you are recovering, Mori-san. By the way, that’s a lovely dress. Designer, isn't it? Louis Vuitton, and not from an ordinary collection.”

At his question, I nodded. “Yes, Hinata gave it to me. She’s been getting a lot of clothes recently.” I don’t normally wear such expensive, fancy dresses, in fact, other than my school uniform, I prefer jeans. I’m not comfortable having people stare at me. Aiko is the same. But then I do want to look pretty for… Shaking my head I changed the subject. “It’s Hyacinth who won’t change out of that maid outfit. I don’t know why. Shaeula loves dressing up. Sure, most of her clothes are fancy yukata or western-style summer dresses, but on occasion she’ll wear other things.”

“This is my proooper dress.” Hyacinth insisted, looking down at her maid outfit, which was rather flashy but I admitted was attractive, if rather eye-catching and sexy, with her exposed legs and cleavage. “Besides, this was what Akio wished fooor.”

“In that case, I should have words with him.” I tossed my head, but I wasn’t really annoyed. As the expensive foreign car was driven out into Tokyo, Fukumoto-san seemed amused by our argument.

“Yes, you definitely get along. As for the dress, enjoy it. After all, Hinata may have made the deal, but it’s Akio-kun who did the healing. A marvellous thing that. I can still hardly believe how healthy and young I feel.” He grinned, and it was a warm, inviting smile that calmed those around him. “It’s not just clothes too. Makeup, perfumes, champagne… LVMH provides everything. Though I suspect they might get more than they bargained for.”

“LVMH?” Hyacinth asked, and Fukumoto-san happily explained, while I only half-listened. Some big French company, that sent the dress I'm wearing. It’s not important. It is a nice dress though. Black and white…

“The makeup isn’t all that necessary. You all have such lovely skin. A perk of Chirurgery, I imagine?” With his explanation done, Hyacinth only grasped that some important people were in debt to Akio, which pleased her. “Though it’s all very expensive stuff. Even with your youthful charms, now and then a bit of makeup can do wonders. I’m sure Akio-kun would be surprised.” he advised us, like a kindly grandfather. I suppose he is a grandfather. My grandparents... i don't dislike them, but due to their poor health, we were never really that close. It always fell to Akio to look after Aiko and I as children...

“Right now there’s no point.” I insisted, and then immediately regretted being so short with him. Mellowing my tone, I managed a nod. “Thank you for the advice though. But until I’m completely better, I’m more concerned with my recovery. I know Akio, that’ll make him happier than anything else.”

“I think you’re right. He’s certainly a man who cherishes those he loves.” he agreed, and as Hyacinth nodded, I cast my gaze out of the window, watching the streets of outer Tokyo passing by. I don’t dislike him, he’s rather like a friendly uncle, but… it’s awkward.

“Can I speak freely?” I asked, and Fukumoto-san chuckled.

“It seems to me you always do, Mori-chan.” His words and tone were rather informal. “But this old man isn’t so thin-skinned as to be offended, so go ahead.”

“I never used to. I always used to hide behind Akio and Aiko. But I can’t anymore.” If I do, then what am I here for? I’m already falling behind, but no more. I made up my mind… “So, don’t you hate us, Fukumoto-san? Your granddaughter, her situation…” I trailed off, unsure of how to explain it, but the sentiments were obvious, so Fukumoto-san merely smiled wryly.

“I can see why you’d think that. But I’m an old man who grew up in a different era. I’m not one of those nobles, who treat their daughters like prized horses, just for breeding and forming connections.” He paused, perhaps remembering that his daughter-in-law was one such. “Now don’t get me wrong, when I was a boy, arranged marriages were commonplace. Even now, it’s around five percent, so most people know someone who had their marriage settled by their parents. But that’s not what you mean, is it?”

“Sooo foolish.” Hyacinth snorted softly. “Mistress Hinata loooves Akio, and she likes all ooof us. Why worry? Compared toooooo our past sorrows, Hyacinth thinks everyone is far happier now. If there are tears ooor sadness, Akio will wipe them away, and if he alooone is not capable, then all ooof us together will work hard. Hyacinth… loves being here. I looove everyone, who smiles at me and what I dooo!”

I found myself with damp eyes, feeling hot. I sympathised with the girls who had suffered, so Shaeula, Hyacinth, Asha and Daiyu, I found it impossible to be too resentful of them. Especially Hyacinth and Asha, who had been hurt in ways I could never comprehend. And I hope I never have to. Hinata and the others were different, but I was getting used to them and our life together. There are hassles, but… Hinata reminds me of Aiko. They are both very forward, energetic and also kind.

“I know, Hyacinth.” I reached out and took her hand. “But from the outside it looks strange.” I turned back to Fukumoto-san, sitting opposite us. “The Fae all think in different ways to us. They don’t care about the things we do.”

“My son married a noble daughter. He hated the way that despite me building up Nichibotsu from nothing, we were treated with such endless disrespect, seen as lesser.” Fukumoto-san said mildly. “As for me… the arrogance of the nobility sure is annoying, but they have a long history and a great deal of financial power. Even so, in terms of technology, Nichibotsu is the equal of any. But my son couldn’t face being looked down on by them. When you’re an old man like me…” he continued, voice low and conspiratorial. “…the words of others doesn’t matter. As long as we were profitable, putting money in our pockets, I could live with the scorn. But my son, well, he was young. I doubt you enjoy being spoken badly of, Mori-chan?”

“I don’t much care. Let people say what they want.” I replied, surprising him.

“I see.” He let out a dry chuckle. “You’re quite unusual for a young girl then, Mori-chan. Hinata is very sensitive to the opinions of others. It’s why she struggles with her place as a half-hearted noble daughter. Or at least she did. Things have certainly changed.”

“All she needs to worry about is what we think of her.” I repeated. “I can’t say I like that Ichijou girl very much. She’s not achieved anything herself, only borrowed her parents authority.”

“I see.” Fukumoto-san slapped his thigh, amused. “That’s exactly the problem with nobility. But there are some who understand. Fujiwara-san does. He knows that merely protecting what they have won’t work in the modern world. Especially now. As for achieving… isn’t that what Akio-kun is doing now, with the help of everyone?”

You mean… “Building from scratch? It’s not exactly the same, after all, he’s got the support of you, and those nobles, and even the government…”

“You think I built Nichibotsu without support? Nothing is ever achieved in a vacuum, Mori-chan. Even I had friends in power, even if they weren’t the nobility, who smoothed my path, and several other businesses aided me. But that doesn’t make the achievement any less impressive.” He lectured me, which I would have ordinarily found annoying, but since he wasn’t looking down on me, but earnestly explaining, I listened. I do want to learn how to be more helpful. I should listen to those who have succeeded in life. Hyacinth was listening too, though I did wonder just how much she was taking in, judging by her slightly vacant smile.

“If you want the purest definition, I’d have had to do everything myself. That’s simply impossible. No. I provided the vision, the know-how, the drive… it’s no different to Akio-kun, wouldn't you say? He’s building a new system that integrates these new powers into Japan, no, not just Japan. The whole world. That Royal Press Conference in London sure was shocking.” He glanced at Hyacinth, who had been there. “I especially enjoyed the way Akio-kun and Shaeula took charge.”

“It’s annoying. Everyone tries to tell us how to live our lives. As long as we’re happy…” I began, irritated, and he smiled triumphantly.

“I quite agree. Change is terrifying, but if we never changed, then girls such as you and Hinata wouldn’t even be able to get an education, Mori-chan. No, you said it yourself. Hinata is happy, and living her dream. How can I resent you all for that? Besides, you’re a friend to her, aren’t you?”

I nodded. “Yes, she’s very pushy, but she’s a good girl.” Conceding that point, I was rewarded with a grin. Yes, Fukumoto-san is extremely cheerful. Hinata must take after him…

“I understand.” Hyacinth spoke suddenly. “It is like hooow mistress Shaeula wishes to rebuild the Spring and reform the Seelie Cooourt. Having it handed tooo her is not what she wishes.”

“Exactly.” Fukumoto-san agreed. Our conversation had continued for a while, so now the car was pulling into central Tokyo, and the bay was visible, shining a brilliant blue in the weak autumn sunlight. “This Boundary is like a blank slate, I hear. If that isn’t building from scratch…”

“Akio is very happy.” Hyacinth giggled. “Mistress Asha’s Tree and mistress Shirooo’s abilities have combined to make him rich.”

“Hyacinth, you shouldn’t be revealing such…” I began, and Fukumoto-san agreed with me.

“Yes, keep your cards close to your chest. My Hinata believes the same. After all, not everyone is going to be friendly or supportive. While the nobility and the political elite currently supports your aims, they don’t realise just what they’ve done. Takatsukasa house is a sacrifice they are prepared to make to placate you, especially since Hinata is descended from Itsuki-san. But with such a foundation Akio-kun will build something that exceeds anything that has come before, and when they realise they are no longer on top, they will only have regrets.”

“You seem certain.” I smiled myself then, satisfied.

“As do you, Mori-chan. And why not? Your husband is going to shape the world, assuming he chooses his allies wisely. And Hinata is part of that. As long as she keeps smiling and realises her dream, why would I complain? Her mother is happy now, but Kokoro-chan wasn’t pleased at first, marrying beneath her, as she saw it. You think that Hinata is just trying to gather Akio-kun money? Well, he needs it…” He fell silent as the car pulled up, and I looked out the window at the large two-story mansion, eyes wide.

It's beautiful. Is that…? “Is that the new house for us?” I asked, hardly able to believe it.

“No, that’s your parents' house.” Fukumoto-san enjoyed my reaction. “Yours is a little further over the hill. It has a view out over the bay too. And it’s bigger. You are a big family, right?”

“Getting bigger tooooo.” Hyacinth giggled. “Soon mistress Asha will be able to join us. She will like it here, I knooow.” The hillside, a rarity in Tokyo, was filled with trees and plants, giving it a soothing, almost rustic appeal, despite the heart of central Tokyo surrounding it.

“The Jonan Hills are certainly a nice area.” Fukumoto-san approved, and as the bodyguard that came with us opened the door, not that we needed one with Hyacinth here, he offered a hand to help me out. I hesitated a second, before deciding it was fine, being as he was Hinata’s grandfather, and rather old. Once I was in my wheelchair, Fukumoto-san finished his talk that our arrival had interrupted. “…the money is necessary. After all, we got these mansions by paying well over the odds. I think if you knew just how much, you’d probably faint, Mori-chan.” He teased me, perhaps understanding my poverty-stricken background.

I probably would. I still have my poverty mindset, as Akio calls it. Even this dress seems wasteful… “I understand the rationale behind the move. But Akio needs money for other things too…”

“Yes. But it’s not just money. It’s a web of favours. Really, it’s enviable.” he suggested, as Hyacinth started wheeling me up the hill. As we crested the summit, an even bigger three-story mansion came into view, as well as Tokyo Bay, which was filled with a number of large yachts. It’s beautiful…

“If only I had such opportunities in my youth… but with political power and connections, including abroad… after all, Britain owes Akio-kun a great deal, and their most famous Chosen, their very own Princess, is in an alliance with him, combined with personal power on a scale that only appears in manga, and financial strength… there’s nothing stopping Akio-kun from building a dynasty that can rule Japan, if he so chooses.”

“I don’t think he has a choice. There are a lot of ambitious girls beside him.” I answered, thinking of Shaeula and Hinata. “But he’ll have to anyway, as he can’t protect us by just keeping quiet. Not anymore.”

“Yes, it’s all very medieval. In a way, everything’s changed back to the time of the Shogun.” Fukumoto-san chuckled as we reached the door to the stunning mansion. “Now a single person can dominate through force of will and power, and just like the past, they can have as many partners as they wish.”

I had to laugh at that. So Akio is like Tokugawa Ieyasu, is he? I hope he doesn’t get to nineteen wives, but… I’m not confident…
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“This is too luxurious.” I gasped, amazed. The balconies that looked out over both central Tokyo and the bay were wonderful, and it even had a basement containing the sort of amenities the training school did. The indoor pool was a bit smaller, but still more than enough for our needs, and the large living areas and kitchen were astonishing. “How did you even convince anyone to sell such a perfect house?”

“Like I said, paying well over the odds.” Fukumoto-san chuckled, amused by my open-mouthed gawking. “And also by offering a favour. If the previous owner or his family are ever in need of healing, Akio-kun is on the hook for it. They can buy an equally nice house elsewhere and still have decent money left over, but money can’t buy health, right? Consider it an insurance policy.”

“This hooouse, may it be blessed with faith and good fortune!” Hyacinth called out, and I felt aether flow from her. Fukumoto-san may have had Chirurgery, but he wasn’t trained, so he stared at her with some confusion.

“She’s a Brownie, or she was.” I explained. “She’s a house spirit. A bit like a Zashiki-Warashi, maybe? So she’s very invested in the home.”

“This hooouse has a good feeling!” Hyacinth was ecstatic, her silver-violet eyes glittering. “I believe we will all be happy here.”

“Hinata too. For some of the week.” Fukumoto-san added. “I still find it hard to believe, that we humans aren’t alone on this Earth. But then, I’ve seen too much to deny it. So, what does this blessing do?”

“Ward ooof sickness, misfortune and sadness. The dwellers will be fecund and fertile, and the garden will bloooooom!”

“And that works? No, forgive me my rudeness.” He apologised to Hyacinth. “I shouldn’t be surprised by anything. Fecund and fertile, hmm?”

“Worried about Hinata?” I asked, unable to hide my grin. “It’s a bit late if you are letting her live here for part of the week.”

“Worried? Not exactly. I’m a good judge of character, that’s one thing I pride myself on, I would never have built Nichibotsu from nothing otherwise, and Akio-kun isn’t the sort to mistreat a woman. Besides, when I was young, girls got married at that age all the time, and babies followed quickly. I’m not nobility, even if I’m definitely nobility adjacent. I’ve never liked the greenhouse-styled way they raise their daughters. But I let my son and his wife decide, it’s their business.”

“So you don’t have concerns then?” Eri pressed, and he laughed.

“Concerns? Of course I do. Hinata’s pushing herself, what with trying to manage her takeover of Takatsukasa house, the business with Mayumi-chan, her training and more. I worry she might have taken on too much… but then, building something worthwhile is hardly easy or free of risks.”

I understand. It’s one reason why I’m going to try and learn lots of things, so I can help Akio and the others. As I nodded my head, I pointed this out. “That’s right. And if your business failed, it wouldn’t be your death, would it? Whereas when Akio fails, he could die. Hyacinth and Shaeula too. Perhaps even Japan might fall.” I can’t see any of the others being able to defeat that terrible slimy toad they’ve talked about…

“That’s where you’re wrong, Mori-chan.” Fukumoto-san disagreed. “A failing business could have meant poverty and death back after the War. It was a grim time. Japan has it better nowadays. But…” his expression was worried, yet kind. “…it seems that war could be coming back to us. In war, nobody is safe. Just look at the bombing of Tokyo, or the devastation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Women, children, elderly, the innocent and the guilty alike, all died just the same.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but Hyacinth beat me to it. Shaking her head as if to clear something unpleasant from her mind, she spoke. “Hyacinth… remembers a little. War is a terrible, terrible thing. Sooo many screams and cries, the hiding, the shaking. Wet face, boooth salt and metal.” As she trembled, I got to my feet. Without my crutches, walking was hard, but Fukumoto-san put a hand on my shoulder to steady me, and I drew on all my stats to keep my balance. Staggering to Hyacinth I put my arms around her.

“It’ll be all right. You don’t have to remember it. It’s over.”

“Yes.” Hyacinth agreed, eyes moist. “The hiding, the tears. All ooover. But war… Hyacinth has been ooon both sides. The prey and the predatooor. I hate it. I like this.” She gestured to the house around us. “Seeing happy smiling faces, Akio and the mistresses living together in joooy.”

“You too.” I told her, and she nodded.

“Ooof course. Hyacinth too. At first it was hard.” she confided in us, her expression wry. “I wanted tooo go back to being a Brownie, to tend hearth and hooome, but… sooo many years of hatred and suffering, sooo much pain. It changes us.”

I had heard Hyacinth say a little about her past, but she always claimed she remembered little, and nobody wanted to push her on it, least of all Akio or me. Even so, it was equal parts fascinating and terrible, hearing her tale, seeing the pain in her eyes. Beside me, Fukumoto-san was also at a loss.

“I gooot so angry, felt so much darkness.” she admitted. “But if ooone is cared for, one can gradually come to looove themselves again. But I can never gooo back to who I was before. Even if I dooo not remember most of the time in the hands of the Dark Maidens or in the booox, I remember too much. Thus I know…” Her expression was serious, intense. “…I will nooot allow those I serve, those I looove, to go down the wrong path again, ooor get hurt and suffer. Never. No.” She clenched her fists until her slightly greyish flesh turned white around her knuckles. “This home and all whooo dwell in it, including you, mistress Eri, mistress Hinata, all the others… your family whooo will live in the other house…”

“Our family.” I said to her, and she nodded happily, before continuing.

“…they shall all be blessed. I will make it sooo. Before I was strong in hatred, but weak in spirit, not nooow… now I am strong in purpose, and strong in belief.”

“It’s rather amazing…” Fukumoto-san remarked. “…to hear stories from someone of so long ago, who lived so long ago. You can feel the weight of years, of history. Of the mistakes made. I guess you aren’t any wiser than us humans, always doomed to repeat the same mistakes.”

“You shouldn’t talk about a woman’s age. Not even a Fae.” I chided him, and he laughed.

“That’s true. My apologies, Hyacinth. And my thanks. I’m glad you are looking after Hinata.”

“Ooof course.” she nodded. She then realised my legs were trembling wildly and scooped me up in her arms, carrying me back to my chair effortlessly, great strength in her slender limbs. As I flushed in embarrassment, I changed the subject.

“Hinata isn’t the only one who wants to build. I do too. I thought about doing some internship or other at the Ministry. I figured I could work under Haru-san. If Akio puts in a good word he could make it happen. I can’t just be a housewife, no matter how sweet that might be. I’d feel ashamed seeing Shaeula, Hinata, Shiro all working hard.” Damn, even Kana has become a different person, putting her all into the training school. I knew I had to be wary of her, but… at least as she is now she’s good enough for Akio… and far less annoying for me. I... can certainly get along with her, I think, even if she's sometimes frustrating.

“That’s a good idea.” Fukumoto-san agreed. “But let me give you another option. Why not spend some time learning business too? I can find you a role at Nichibotsu. Nothing important…” he warned dryly. “…but somewhere you can learn.”

Business, huh? That’s Hinata’s province, but it would be good to know more… “You know, that’s an interesting idea. I’d like to learn a lot of things, to work out what I’d like to do and what I can do…” Shiro and Asha have their roles. Shaeula goes without saying. Hinata and Kana. The others too… but I need to find my reason for being by Akio’s side.

In the past I’d have been arrogant enough to say my reason was because I loved Akio, and was his childhood friend, but having seen Daiyu so happy, and so useful, I wasn’t naïve enough for that now. No, those aren’t reasons, those are just simple facts of life… Glancing at Hyacinth, I decided if I was going to change myself, she was too. “You know, Hyacinth, I want you to do something for me…”

As she agreed instantly, as I knew she would, I smiled. Akio has it hard, he’s got a lot of tiring meetings today, so… at least he should have a nice surprise when he gets home…


Three Hundred And Ninety-Seven


“I’m sorry about my brother.” the man in front of me apologised, his face set in a frown. “I think father will certainly speak to him, so I hope you haven’t taken any unnecessary offense.”

Beside me, Miyu, still in her school uniform, and Michiru-san, also dressed in the elegant Hanafubuki clothing, albeit with a long red scarf covering the lower half of her face, both pulled strange, unpleasant expressions.

Seeing that, the man in front of me, Miyu’s father, Fujiwara Kazuhito, observed his daughter quietly. “Miyu, I understand you don’t care for me, but in front of Oshiro-san…”

Miyu tossed her head, her expression one I hadn’t seen since the first time I had met her, when she was desperate, angry and bitter, wishing that Ame-no-Uzume had passed her by. “My relationship with Akio is between us, and is none of your business, father!” Her tone was cold, and he winced.

“Akio? Relationship?” His gaze flickered to Michiru-san, something none of us missed, and Miyu’s expression somehow became sterner. “You seem very intimate. Considering your tastes…” He trailed off, before continuing on a different topic. “I admit, when father explained that you were one of the Chosen, I could hardly believe it. You’ve changed.”

“Or perhaps you simply never knew me.” Miyu shot back. Michiru-san looked like she wanted to comfort her, but in front of Fujiwara-san, she held back. “This is the longest conversation we have had in years. Of course I would change.”

“You’ve never respected me as a father, have you…?” he began, and she snorted, an inelegant noise quite unlike her.

“I respect grandfather deeply, as head of Fujiwara house. But when it comes to raising sons… I suppose I should be grateful I am not Honoka-san. If she was here she would be mortified…”

I cast my mind back a few minutes, to when I had been performing Chirurgery on a number of high-ranking nobility, as well as the next ten to join the training school. Mostly sons this time. Though there were those two sisters who seemed almost pathetically grateful, the older one shedding tears, and I don’t think they were from the pain of Chirurgery. Admittedly, they were both gorgeous…

That aside, Honoka-san’s father, Fujiwara Hidemasa, a man who gave off a rather oily feeling, with his dyed hair and expensive suit that somehow made him appear older than his mid-fifties age would suggest, had been extremely condescending, and talked down to me as if I was a servant. He hadn’t even noticed Fujiwara Shige-san staring at him coldly. I was tempted to refuse him, I’m done taking disrespect, but…

I also remembered Hinata’s teachings. Always collect what we’re owed… Instead, I would extract some more concessions to cover my magnanimity. And Miyu’s father, he works for…

As I pondered that, I was putting a lot of my attention back on my second self, which was in the Boundary again, training. The Tsumura Arts were deep and complex, even as a martial art without any added powers, and the more I practised them, the more I grew to enjoy it. I can certainly see why Motoko and Natsumi wished to preserve them… Unfortunately, the situation at this meeting was getting rather tense.

“Miyu, I understand. I didn’t want to be tied down by Fujiwara house either, so I blazed my own path…” he began, but Miyu snorted again.

“Blazed your own path? Father, you are an unpleasant man, but I never thought you a fool. You think your position and success in MEXT is down to your talents? How many times have people listened to you, or let your ideas pass, simply because you are grandfather’s son?” Her scorn was withering, and I was surprised. I do remember she told me she hadn’t spoken to her father in years. I never knew it was this bad. I mean, my relationship with my own father was complicated, but I knew he cared, even if he was bad at showing softer emotions…

“Really, grandfather spoiled you both.” Miyu continued. “But even Hidemasa-sama has a better grasp of his position than you!”

Miyu’s father froze, shocked, before his face paled with anger. “Daughter, you go too far! I understand you loathe me, though I have done nothing to earn your ire. You think you are any better? All you have is due to your lineage! Without our wealth and prestige, you would just be an ordinary girl, the sort of mediocre one that can be found anywhere, a commoner.”

I find that a little offensive. There’s nothing wrong with ordinary girls. My sis, Eri… Kana, even other girls like Hisano-san, Yae, Rika-san…

Miyu looked at me then, and her cheeks were slightly flushed, before she confronted her father once more. “You think I am not aware of this? I have had my tantrum, father. Though I have to shoulder a weight that you never had to bear. My life has been hard, but everyone has their hardships, and be it a common girl, a bodyguard like Michiru, or a girl living in both worlds like Hinata, there are always worries, hardships, trials. I had this pointed out to me, and it was a painful lesson. But I feel much happier for it.” She glanced at me again. “But now, I do bear a burden that you cannot understand. Fortunately I was able to say the magic words, so now I do not have to carry it alone.”

“Magic words? What stupidity is this? I understand that you are a Chosen, and it can be frightening, but you…”

“You understand nothing, father. Not your own role, nor mine.” she dismissed his argument witheringly.

“Your role? You would say that to me? You made no effort to do what a noble daughter should. I understand your… proclivities…” He glanced at Michiru-san, shaking his head. “It isn’t uncommon, finding someone to comfort you, someone to cling to… I admit being a noble daughter is hard. But you were supposed to be obedient, marry for the good of Fujiwara house and bear heirs. And now…”

“Noble? You claim you have given up the Fujiwara name, and succeed on your own merits, yet you demand your daughter acts as a noble, and sell her the same way? Pathetic.” Miyu spoke scornfully. As she did so, Michiru-san met my eyes pleadingly, and I nodded.

“All right.” I held up a hand. “Miyu, I get that you have grievances, but… this isn’t helping. As for you, Kazuhito-san… I can call you that, can't I? Since you are the father of my precious Vassal…”

He grunted an affirmative, looking sour at being interrupted by me, and I did understand a little of where Miyu was coming from. For someone that claims he’s free of the nobility, he certainly has the arrogance of someone who expects to be obeyed, which far outweighs his position as a high-level bureaucrat in MEXT.

“Good.” I responded mildly. I see why Fujiwara-san is skipping over his sons and having Honoka-san or her prospective future husband inherit. Though if the Chirurgery he’s now had helps him live longer he might not have to hurry so… “Miyu can’t escape her birth. Nobody can. A child born to a poor family has to struggle against their poverty, while someone born sickly and frail has their options limited. And someone born to wealth and privilege has to play their part. But that’s not to say Miyu hasn’t her own value.”

With my Majesty captivating him, Kazuhito-san was unable to look away, listening to my words. “Miyu’s love of traditional Japanese dance, her piano… her grades at school, the fact that the other girls at Hanafubuki respect her as a good senpai and a polite kouhai. Those are all her own achievements. And more than that… she may have been terrified, may have wished none of this came to her, but she does her duty. She stands in the Boundary and she Dances for the Dawn, giving strength to her allies, and when the time comes…” I smiled at Miyu fondly. “…I know she’ll Dance for the Dusk too, if it’s to protect others, and the promises she’s made.”

As Miyu lowered her eyes, embarrassed, I continued. “…so I think you should respect your daughter’s choices. Just like you chose to follow your own path, so has she. Well, her choices might have been limited thanks to being Chosen, but then, doesn’t everyone in life have their choice restricted by circumstance?”

“Father…” Miyu spoke, her dark eyes hard. “…it is too late to take an interest in my life now.”

“Miyu, I have always tried to do my duty as a father…” He tried to apologise, but she shook her head.

“Even grandfather arranged my fiancé, you had no say. If you wanted to be ordinary, you should have completely abandoned the Fujiwara name, taken me away, and lived a normal life. That way, perhaps we could have been a family in truth, rather than just in name…”

“I couldn’t do that…” he shook his head, and she smiled sadly.

“I know that. Fortunately now… there will be no marriage for me.”

“Yes, it was called off. It is good fortune the fiancés chosen for you and Honoka-sama weren’t announced publicly, so there is no shame, although, for you to be the Vassal of this man… what will you do? The higher nobility of the Fifty-Seven…”

“Fifty-Eight.” Miyu corrected. “Even though Hinata is Takatsukasa Hinata now, grandfather and Itsuki-sama declared that Fukumoto House met the criteria to be true nobility. Thanks to Akio here.” She smiled at me once again, rather unusual for her. What with her body language, and lack of honorifics, is she trying to prove a point?

“The Fifty-Eight then.” he conceded, exasperated, and while he wasn’t as annoying and rude as his brother, I once more felt sorry for Fujiwara-san, having such sons. Maybe I can understand at least a little of how father felt now. I may have disappointed him in some ways… “Despite your lineage, interest in you as a bride has dropped. Sure, some would want to tie closer links to Fujiwara house, or to please father, but… the better options have passed you by.”

“I hardly care.” Miyu retorted calmly. “I am a Vassal. I can hardly marry and be beholden to my new husband. You think that any noble son worth the name would allow me to spend my time obeying Akio’s orders? In fact, would any man be satisfied with such a relationship, knowing I will prioritise Akio’s will?”

“Obeying orders? Prioritising him?” he growled, glaring at me.

“Oh please, father.” Again, her tone was cold. “You care about my wellbeing now? Akio is hardly unreasonable.” She paused. “Except for making me Dance for many hours. It is almost enough to make me loathe dancing.” Her smile was suddenly gentle. “But it is true that I am bound to obey. It is hardly any different to the past of Japan, is it? Vassals obey their noble masters…”

“He is no noble…” her father began, and Miyu sighed loudly, frustrated.

“How foolish you are, father. You and Hidemasa-sama are definitely brothers. Even if you ignore that he will inherit Takatsukasa house through Hinata, in this new Japan, power matters. Political, financial and most of all, spiritual. And he has it all. So you should be satisfied that I am under his protection. A clever man would be taking advantage.”

I winced at that. Ouch, that putdown was brutal. It’s amazing that when Miyu gets angry or upset, her claws come out. I suppose she’s repressed a lot of hurt over the years…

“Seriously, it is best you remain uninvolved in the running of Fujiwara house, father. You are better suited as a bureaucrat.” she finished, and he visibly held in his anger after glaring at me.

“I see. In that case… don’t you need a marriage partner, Miyu? If it was Oshiro-san here, then your conflict of interest would be eliminated, and you seem content to follow his orders, despite your long-standing distaste for men. Don’t you want children?”

“Perhaps in future.” she leaked a sigh. “But if I do, I shall speak up then.” Behind her Michiru-san flushed, possibly remembering what nonsense she had spoken when we first met. “As for marriage… that is for Akio to decide. The master dictates the life of the Vassal.” She eyed me, willing me to keep silent, so I swallowed my words that it wasn’t, or at least I wasn’t so inclined, or controlling. “Also, you should have understood his distaste for political marriage…”

“That makes no sense, what with the Tsumura girl, and Fukumoto Hinata-san…” he began, only to stop as his daughter looked at him with further disdain.

“Old news. It so happens that Hinata, Motoko-san and Natsumi appealed to him successfully in their own ways. If he did not find them worthy, then they would be declined.” She smiled at me then. “Otherwise, I find it hard to believe you could have resisted those Elves. Putting aside Moira, Soliteare and Bellaera are incredibly attractive, and have made it plain they are there for a political union, and have no complaints. Really, father… Akio needs no further ties to Fujiwara house, instead we need ties to him. I hardly think he needs me, nor lusts after me enough to take me as a wife.” Her face turned pink, now her turn to remember her accusations on our first meeting. “If that was his intent he has innumerable options. No… do you not see your opportunity?”

“I’m not a fool, my daughter.” He sighed, forcing down his annoyance. “I just worry…”

“So you say. I have never seen any real evidence of that. But I am not here to argue, I am here to accompany my master. So…”

“I know.” He turned his attention back to me then. “The charity concert and festival is under purview of MEXT. It just so happens that I am one of the people in charge. I acceded to your request to place this Suzanne girl as one of the opening acts, despite her being an unknown foreigner. But other matters… I want this to be a success. And not just in terms of the stated goals, of soothing the populace, raising awareness and showcasing Japan’s strength.” He paused, and almost seemed embarrassed. “I admit, I was a fan of Arisugawa Arisu-sama…”

Arisu-sama huh? Well, that’s certainly apt. She’s definitely someone who commands respect. “I’m sure she’ll be pleased to hear that.” I agreed, and he continued.

“…having her reappear to host, in addition to being like you, a Chosen… it will certainly cause an impact. But…” he glanced at Miyu, before giving me his attention. “My daughter is right. Thinking politically, what do you want to achieve as well? If you have any other requests I can likely accommodate them.”

Requests, huh? “There is one… I’m not sure how feasible it would be, and the people involved might well say no, but…”

As I outlined my ambitious amendment, Kazuhito-san actually offered some useful suggestions, and soon we had our ideas fleshed out…
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“I am deeply sorry about that.” Miyu apologised. "Using your name and that of Hinata-san with such casual disrespect and lack of honorifics..."

“I too offer my apologies.” Michiru-san followed up. “As our master, you should not be drawn into our quarrels. It is a grave failing as a ninja. If I did not have to guard Miyu-sama, I would atone with my life!”

“Don’t be stupid.” I sighed. “You know that’s not necessary…”

“Then punish me as you see fit! I shall endure any punishment, no matter how painful or shameful…”

“Miyu, can you stop Michiru-san? Her delusions are running away with her.” I asked, my face cramping, as the look of red-faced shame and anticipation, her cheeks almost matching her crimson scarf, made me exquisitely uncomfortable.

“Of course. Michiru, stop making Akio uncomfortable. If anyone should be punished it would be me, since it is my father and uncle who have annoyed him so, and I have been rude to him, to prove a point. But Akio-san is kind, and would not blame us for our family and their rude actions, no more does he hold you responsible for Kozue’s ongoing disrespect…”

As they debated that, I went over the agreed improvements. To show unity, I had wondered if perhaps we could have a British presence, and it would be ideal if such was Princess Eleanor. If she was introduced along with Yukiko-san, it would have a worldwide impact, as well as calm the populace of both countries. It would also get them used to working together. If Eleanor and Yukiko-san, as well as Shiro and Shaeula, are four of these six Princesses, we need to get everyone on the same page…

As Miyu finally calmed Michiru-san’s mood, I mused about the other idea. Inviting some South Korean idols as well? With tensions between our countries high, it might be a good idea to show that we can still pull together, with the Chinese threat looming… But what are we going to do about the incident that’s happening over there? It certainly wasn’t my worry from any reasonable standpoint, I couldn’t solve every problem in the world, but if Chosen ended up becoming reviled, feared and even hunted worldwide due to the actions of some irresponsible idiots, then that would cause me and mine a number of problems…

“I am sorry about that.” Miyu repeated. "Once again, accept our apologies."

"It's fine. You know, I don't mind if you want to drop the honorifics. Hinata wouldn't either. I know at first Hinata wanted you to understand your situation and what you were asking for, hence why we deliberately omitted yours, as a shock to your system, but... we're all friends and comrades now, and I'd fight and kill to protect you. There's no need to stand on ceremony. Of course, I know you've had a strict upbringing, so if you're uncomfortable..."

"I... would not say I am uncomfortable. I do need to remember my place, lest I grow arrogant again. But I shall... consider your words." She bowed, her face hidden behind her bangs, though her visible neck was pink. She then coughed politely, changing the subject.

“At least I hope father was helpful? He is a weak, foolish man, thinking he has cut his own path through life with his own power. Does he really think that his suggestions do not get precedence because he is the son of Fujiwara Shige? It makes me feel foolish listening to him. Perhaps I am more like him than I care to admit.” As she looked saddened, I told her to cheer up.

“Don’t worry about it. I was a rather pathetic man myself in the past, running away from what I found hard to deal with, rather than confronting my issues. But like you, I changed when I got this power. So we’re quite well suited to be allies after all.” I promised her, and her gloom lifted, and she gave me a pretty smile, a relieved Michiru-san nodding to me approvingly.

“It seems so. But… I feel that with your Tree, my abilities are far less useful than before.” she admitted. “Perhaps you do not need my Dances…”

“Is that wishful thinking?” I grinned, amused. “Sure, we’ve done great work with Asha’s Tree and Shiro’s buffs and will continue to do so… but think of it like this. We’re spending a bit under two million ether rush building each Ether Spire to Rank four. We can do that, expensive though it is, and in a reasonable timescale it’ll be a profit for us. But what about a Rank five? Even the base cost is three and three quarter million ether. To rush build it is twenty-two and a half million. Sure, that’s in reach of what the Tree can provide, but… what about Rank six? Over a hundred and thirty million ether for the rush build? Sure, you could say that we can still do it… but it quickly reaches the point where it’s more effective to load three queues with them, and let them tick down over time, using the remaining queue to do other quick builds. And at that point, your Dances can significantly shorten their build times, if we upgrade in localised clumps. So…” my grin broadened. “Don’t worry, my dear Vassal, you won’t be out of work any time soon!” No, just like these gacha games, we have to spend more and more for each upgrade, and it's not like we can just slack off, else we’ll fall behind, or when we finally encounter other worlds and other threats, we’ll be easy prey…

“I am not sure whether I feel reassured or just weary.” Miyu sighed, the stress of the evening getting to her a little. “But suffice it to say, I will continue my dancing so long as you require it.”

“It’s late.” I checked my watch. “That ran long. Dealing with you nobles always does.” I smiled to rob that of the sting. “And I wish that was the end of my meetings, but I still have to check the details of the Pilgrimage route Yasuhide-san and Saionji-san are finalising, have a meeting with my account manager at Midas Gold, gather some information on the group Mary Stuart belonged to, as well as possibly the situation in South Korea with Yasaka-san, and…” The worst task of all, one I’ve been putting off…

My face must have shown my regrets, as Miyu smiled gently. “There is no need to strain yourself. You are doing your best, and many people support you. I can go to Grandfather if I need to…”

“It’s fine. But thanks.” I smiled at her, a bit touched by the younger girl’s kindness. “No, I was just thinking we have to come to a decision on Nie Ling soon. Though it’s not just us…” Eleanor’s situation is worse. She has traitors as well as a legitimate enemy… or is it? At least her situation is more clear-cut. Nie Ling may have done terrible things, but she was coerced, threatened, enslaved… shit, damn it… I honestly don’t think there is a solution that is fair and offers justice to all. In the end, it might come down to the least bad decision…

“I think you should consider it tomorrow. You may be strong, but you are not used to the many burdens of leadership.” Miyu advised. “And while I have not seen it, I have heard of your new ability to split your body from Motoko-san and Hinata-san. Surely that means you are just working twice as hard?”

I winced. Guilty as charged. Even now I was going up against a score of the Black Wolf Company with training weapons, continuing to try and refine my Tsumura Arts into something usable.

“…bastard, I’ll get you next time…” Aliyah was panting, lying on her back, her large chest heaving as silvery steam rose from her dark, coffee-coloured skin, some blood on her face where my practice sword had nicked her. All around us lay defeated mercenaries, while Trey was launching an attack from my blind spot, while Travis and Luciana were distracting me. Luciana is a fiend with that knife, she’s got a lot of natural talent…

As Trey was sent flying, since I had no blind spots when I used aether to expand my vision, I continued talking to Miyu. “I’m afraid so. Ideally, having two bodies should have halved my workload, but instead now I can just be more efficient at getting things done. There really aren’t enough hours in the day for me right now…”

“Michiru, seize him!” Miyu ordered, surprising me, and the ninja agreed, leaping forwards and grabbing my arm, as I was unsure of how to respond.

“I have captured him!” she declared, suddenly winding her scarf around my wrists, binding me. It was futile, as I could easily have escaped, in fact anyone could have broken the scarf, though an ordinary person might have been surprised by Michiru-san’s many hidden weapons.

“Good. Akio-san, you should go home and rest.” Miyu advised me. “Part of being a leader is always taking care of your health and mental state. Grandfather knows this well. Father and uncle… please do not take them as a representative of all powerful people. But if you break, it will cause trouble for those that rely on you, which in this case is the whole of Japan, no, not just Japan, but Britain too, am I mistaken?” she lectured me.

“Fine. I admit all these meetings stress me out more than even fighting does, hard as that is to believe.” There’s just so much to plan. Sure, I’m delegating a lot to Haru-san and others, but… “I’ll take it easy for the rest of the evening, I promise!”

“In that case, Michiru, we shall lead him back to his home, otherwise he might slip away again, and find some other task to strain himself with.”

“A Koga ninja never lets slip her prisoner!” Michiru-san cried happily. “You know, Miyu-sama, father has often shown me the reverse of this scenario. If I was to be captured and tied up, then…” As she began to describe what was essentially just porn with a shitty plot, I once more thought that the day I met her idiot father, I would give him a good punch in the mouth…
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“I’m home.” I called wearily, Michiru having untied her scarf finally once we reached the training school, where she and Miyu went to their room to enter and practice. Since I was still in the Boundary as well, I knew that Eri and Hyacinth weren’t back yet, and I hadn’t seen Daiyu for a while either. I know Daiyu’s been practising her new Foundation, she might have returned for a break…

“Welcome home, Akio.” Eri called in from the other room. As I opened the door, I paused, greeted by a shocking sight.

“Does it looooook strange on me?” Hyacinth asked, blushing furiously, and as my eyes took her in, her usual maid attire absent, instead her excellent figure wrapped in a combination of green and purple jeans and woolly jumper, I shook my head dumbly.

“No, not at all. You look great. It matches your hair, doesn't it?”

“See, I told you he’d like it.” Eri preened smugly. Beside her, Daiyu was sitting, and she was wearing casual clothes as well. “So, the new house… it’s incredible.” Eri smiled in delight. “I can’t wait for Aiko to move in.”

“Won’t she be staying with our parents in the other house?” I asked, and Eri laughed.

“Maybe. But they’re all on the same land so does it matter? But that aside… you look exhausted.” She observed me, concerned.

“Yeah, you’re right.” I yawned, running a hand through my hair. “Mostly mentally exhausted really, getting physically fatigued would take some doing now.”

“Even if you can split your body and consciousness safely, stress accumulates.” Daiyu agreed, following along with the Japanese as best she could. “So Eri suggested…”

“It’s been a while. I was going to wait until I was fully better…” She smiled, lifting both hands, albeit one dragging a little. “…but after watching Daiyu…” Eri's onyx eyes were earnest. “…I think I want to push myself. Besides… you still owe me that trip away together, remember?”

I did agree that, but right now… “Don’t look so guilty.” Eri's smile was kind. “I know now isn’t a good time. But… I’m tired of waiting.” And as she reached out for me, I felt the amusement of Ginneka in the bonds I was holding, and also… is that Tsukiko-san? It’s faint, but… I can feel her stirring…
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“Hyacinth, can you help me take this dress off?” Eri asked, a touch embarrassed. “I don’t want Akio to see me struggling like some idiot.” She looked at me then, her face red. “This dress is really expensive apparently, so I don’t want to get it dirty. Besides, it was a present from Hinata. And you, I suppose…”

“It’s a nice dress. I thought that this morning.” I admired her as Hyacinth cheerfully helped her undress, Eri’s pale skin and white underwear coming into view. “It’s not something you normally wear, it’s fresh on you. The same goes for you, Hyacinth, Daiyu.”

As Hyacinth giggled and Daiyu’s expressionless face changed a little, I continued. “Besides, Eri, I’d never look down on you for your struggles. After all…”

“No, it’s as much my fault as yours. We’ve been through this.” Eri insisted, as Hyacinth pulled the dress free, before carefully hanging it up. “I was overconfident, and I paid a much smaller price than I should have.”

The swirling spirit-light of Ginneka agreed with her, her amusement plain. Setting that and my lingering guilt aside, I nodded. “Yes, we can’t dwell on the past, other than to learn from our mistakes. We need to focus on the now, and in this moment…”

“Now I want to make love to you.” Eri finished for me, hobbling to her bed and lying down, arms out invitingly. “I’m sorry if it’s not going to be that exciting, I’m not feeling very energetic, but…” I moved to the bed rapidly, stopping her mouth with my own. Her eyes widened in surprise, before she responded passionately, her tongue darting into my mouth and wrestling with mine, the taste of her saliva on my lips. I entwined my fingers with hers, holding hands, and for a long minute all I could hear was her breath and the quiet giggles of Hyacinth, before we parted.

“I don’t think there’ll ever be a time where it isn’t exciting with you, Eri. Just think of how many men in Japan dream of a relationship with their cute childhood friend. I’m living that dream.”

“Not just that. Who else has their own personal maid?” Eri smiled, looking at Hyacinth, fresh in her jeans and fluffy jumper which highlighted her slender figure and large chest beautifully. “And an exotic foreign beauty.” Daiyu shrugged at that.

“Yes, I’m the sort of Riajuu that Yasu-san, Shugo-san and I used to curse frequently, but I’m not sorry.” I kissed Eri again. “So don’t worry about it. Whatever we do will feel good, and I do feel sad I’ve not been able to hold you recently.” In my arms, Eri’s skin was warm, and I grinned, my hand slipping behind her to unfasten her bra. Her breasts popped free, her nipples already hard, and I used my free hand to fondle them, gently at first, but rougher when Eri’s eyes were pleading for it. As she shivered and writhed under my touch, Daiyu addressed Hyacinth.

“It is quite different watching others. Was it like this with me?”

“Yes, I dooo love seeing the mistresses be happy. It reminds me ooof other times.”

“I believe others would say the same about you, Hyacinth.” Daiyu continued. “You have to be happy yourself, do you not?”

Well said. Daiyu has fit right in with everyone. She’s still a bit self-conscious about her lacking Japanese, but she’s putting in a hard effort to learn, and a lot of us can speak Chinese, through various means. I buried my head in Eri’s breasts, my tongue sliding over slightly sweaty flesh, licking all around until I finished with her nipples, and Eri moaned.

“I’m sensitive there. More than usual. It’s been too long…”

My free hand traced her belly, before gently caressing her pussy over her white panties, my finger vibrating gently. “It has…” I muttered, still licking her nipples, sucking and biting them, a fun game, finding ways to make Eri moan in pleasure. “…but compared to how long we’ll have in the future, it’s just a blink of an eye.”

My hand now slid into her panties, touching her skin directly, gently toying with her pussy and the ruby bean of her clitoris. Her breathing sped up, her skin sweaty and her eyes moist, and for a moment I was concerned that the strain might be too much on her recovering body, but she urged me to go on, her neck tilting up so she could bite my ear playfully.

“You know, it feels a little strange…” Eri gasped, her body starting to tremble as my ministrations aroused her. “…here you are with me, but you’re also… ahn… in the Boundary too, I imagine?”

I agreed, pulling her panties down, the fabric transparent and heavy with her leaking love nectars, and I began to slurp at her trembling pussy, tasting the sour tang. My tongue slid inside and she groaned. I gently placed my lips around her clit and sucked it, and she let out a damp squeal.

“Yes, I’m currently there as well. I’m talking with Shaeula and her brother right now, as well as Shiro.” Feeling a bit mean, I used my tongue, polishing the ruby bean of her clit, and teased her. “They don’t know I’m making love to you even as we talk…” My fingers were in her pussy and she tightened up, her shivers becoming more intense.

“Hyacinth thinks this is called exhibitionism, nooo? Mistress Shirooo mentioned it. I wooould love to be used to satisfy your lusts, Akio, whenever and wherever! Talking tooo important people, your family, even in ooone of those trains…” She giggled madly, Eri looking at her exasperated, Daiyu fortunately not able to understand most of it.

“Shiro learned too many bad things hanging out with us guys all these years.” I complained. “And there’s no way I’m going to let your lewd self be seen by a load of random people, Hyacinth. You are mine!” I then pulled away from Eri’s dripping pussy, tugging at my trousers, my dick popping free. Eri eyed it damply, her lips open, tongue lolling, and I kissed her once again. “That goes for you too, Eri. And you, Daiyu. I’m a selfish, sinful man, but one thing I will never compromise on is that you’re all mine!”

As if to prove my point, I pushed my cock to Eri’s pussy. It slid in, slowly opening her up, her juices easily lubricating us. Once it was all in, Eri reached down with her good arm, touching her belly happily. “I feel so… cherished. So safe.” she muttered. “So aroused. I guess girls can be perverts too.”

“I don’t think it’s perverted.” I kissed her again and again, giving her body time to settle while keeping the fires of her lust high. “We’re just meant to be.”

“We are. And I’m overjoyed. You’re finally honest to yourself!” She turned to the other girls, and since it was a bit complicated, I translated for Daiyu, even as Eri’s body clamped around my dick. “At first, he was saying stupid stuff like 'I wouldn’t blame you if you cheated on me' or 'it’s not fair only I get to have multiple partners'. So very, very annoying.” she complained. “I get it. I learned most of my behaviours from Akio, and I’m not confident. Even Aiko, despite her looks and her sporting talents, she felt inferior to others. But there’s a limit to how pathetic one can be.” Her irritated expression turned gentle, and she touched where we were connected, her fingers a whisper on our skin. “Now though… he’s finally declaring he’ll never let us go.”

“Akio. No, master.” Hyacinth declared solemnly, her eyes intense. “The moooment you gave me a name, washed away the old me that I had wished tooo forget, I was yours. I ooonly want you and the other mistresses. Nothing and nooobody else.” She paused, and for a second looked rather regal, glaring down at me as I lay entangled with Eri. “Be proooud, Akio. After all, you have captured many hearts, and any whooo wish to leave are nooot worth your tears. You chose us, but we… we alsooo chose you!”

“She is right. I did not see my Dao Companion as someone to share, but I was aware of your many others. I did not go in blind. I am no child. Not by any definition. To resent it now is simple foolishness.” Daiyu agreed with them.

“See? Everyone else thinks the same. Even me.” Eri gasped. “I’m the only one who could make that argument, as I was first. But I wanted you to accept Shaeula, and I’ve not opposed your other choices so… ugh, ahn…”

They’re all such kind, good girls. But they’re right. I’ve changed. I may still feel bad on occasion, but I’m no longer wracked with guilt and self-loathing over it. Why would I be? It may be arrogant, but I know I can make them happier than anyone else, protect them, nurture them. As I began to thrust, gouging out Eri’s sucking insides, Eri’s arms clumsily snaked around me. I could feel the difference in grip strength and stability between her good and bad arm, and it pained my heart, but I was just happy enough she had some control. Her lips sought mine, and I constantly shifted my thrusts, alternating between deep and shallow, some playing around her entrance, others slamming into her deepest parts as our bodies slapped wetly together. Soon she was flushed a bright red, and her moans were erotic and passionate.

“I… Akio, it’s been so long. Please... ahn... oh... ah... give it me... ahn... inside.” Eri whispered in-between her salacious moans, and my body felt as if hot lava was building within. “Make me remember... uh... oh, ah... what it is to be... ahn, ahn... your first love!”

“Together then. But…”

“Nooo problem. I shall help!” Hyacinth insisted, and her hand grabbed my balls, fondling and rubbing, then even licking and kissing them, her hair tickling my thighs and Eri’s belly. That stimulated my desires, and I had to admire her skill, as even as I drove my dick repeatedly into Eri, rubbing her pussy walls, bringing her ever closer to her orgasm, Hyacinth’s mouth and hands kept pace elegantly, yet the lascivious look on her face was a sexy juxtaposition.

“I… Akio... uh, ah... I’m going to... to, uh... fly! Up to... ahn... heaven, knowing I’m... I'm... uh... yours! That we’ll always be... oh, my... ahn... together!”

“Master, gooo now!” Hyacinth’s hands tightened, and she sucked on my balls fiercely, triggering the hot magma of my ejaculation. Eri shuddered and cried out, shedding tears of joy, and as I ground my dick into her deepest parts, knocking on the entrance to her womb, waves of pleasure flooded us both. Hyacinth rolled back, her hair and cheeks splattered by Eri’s love nectar and my cum, but she merely wiped it off and started licking her fingers seductively.

Just to be safe… My Eye flashed amber, and I watched as aether poured into Eri too, swirling around her tangled, messy and imperfect Chakra network. That’s what I’ve been afraid of… Lovers’ Link and Kin Bonding were invaluable Skills, but they did put a strain on ordinary and damaged bodies. As Eri sank down onto the bed, her expression blissful yet somehow lustful, I pulled free, rapidly working Chirurgery and Ether Healing to prevent her suffering damage.

Seeing that, Daiyu expressed a wish she could see what I was doing, as it might have bearing on her own Dual Cultivation, and more importantly, she thought she might be able to offer me some advice, so I considered it. I think… maybe if I do this? I've used Light Manipulation a lot recently, so… It was hard going in the Material, even with the slightly high ether density here, but light was one thing that the Material world had everywhere, so there was significantly less resistance to working it. Like a hologram, I began to map out Eri’s malformed and patched network, appearing as a collection of glowing golden and silver rivers, stars and constellations, a rainbow flow travelling through her body.

“Pretty.” Eri managed, exhausted from her orgasm. Ordinarily she’d be eager to go again, but…

“Yes, this is most enlightening. I wonder, next time you should do this with us.” Daiyu suggested. “Here…” She pointed out a few places that she recognised. “The energy, the Qi, it should be diverted…”

Something else was illuminated by my light element, the spirit-light of Ginneka glowing visible to the naked eye. It was now rather large and burning vividly, and as it bobbed closer to Eri, it dipped, floating near the heart Chakra, making a strange, irregular motion. Wait, you want me to adjust it here? But how?

The spirit-light bobbed again, moving in a strange, sinuous pattern. I frowned, and it repeated it, faster, with more urgency. As it did it again, I directed my thoughts towards her. Do you mean you want me to create a pathway that way? I didn’t receive a solid answer, Ginneka’s emotions, while sometimes clear, didn’t contain concrete thoughts, but I imagined a happy, affirmative 'nya' sound. Fine then. Daiyu does agree we need to divert the flow.

I was confident Eri’s body was recovered enough to withstand sex without taking much damage now, but I didn’t want to set back her burgeoning recovery. Aether flashed, and Eri groaned as I made a new pathway, following the bobbing spirit-light, cutting a snake-like trail around her heart, lunar, throat, third eye and crown Chakras. The aether I had poured in followed, and since I was significantly stronger since the last time Eri and I had made love, it was quite the dazzling flow. At that thought I couldn’t help but look down at Eri, where sticky white cum was dripping from her pussy in a steady stream to the bed below. I’m glad we took off that dress. I guess I pump it out in both senses.

“Akiooo is grinning creepily…” Hyacinth giggled, still licking on her fingers erotically. I made the final incision into Eri’s Astral subtle body, and suddenly all the errant flow dispersed, heading towards her eight Chakras, and also…

Did you expect this? I questioned the spirit-light, which bobbed happily, and this time I was certain I could hear her purr in satisfaction, as somehow energy was flowing back into me, and up into her spirit-light, which became brighter and denser.

“I feel better.” Eri marvelled, wiping at her sweat, before smiling sweetly at me. “It’s true. Girls need to feel well loved. I have to say, I’ve been a bit jealous.”

“I am sorry. I have come in and taken up much of his time…” Daiyu apologised, but Eri shook her head wearily.

“I don’t mean to make you apologise. When I’m better, I’ll make up for lost time. But… I’m a girl who wants to do everything she can for her lover. After all, Akio’s already done everything for me.”

“Speaking ooof…” Hyacinth interjected, unbuttoning her jeans, revealing a set of rich purple panties, cut quite lewdly too. On seeing my gaze she grinned, her cheeks red. “Eri tooooook Hyacinth shopping. She said it wooould please you. Doooes it?”

“Yes, it’s a fresh look for you. But you were saying?”

She slid down her panties, exposing her already damp slit, which was completely the wrong order to undress, but as she was doing her own thing and it was still damn hot I let it slide. “Mistress Eri was thinking. Recently…”

“Hyacinth, it’s all right…” Eri began, but as Hyacinth pulled off her woolly jumper to reveal a matching purple bra wrapping her ample mounds, she shook her head.

“It is nooothing to worry about. I just thought we should ask Akiooo’s opinion. Eri, she is trying tooo find her role. You knooow she wants to work at the Ministry, do you nooot?”

I nodded, my eyes transfixed as Hyacinth unclasped her bra, and her huge breasts popped into view. Yeah, thinking about it, she’s a good couple of cup-sizes larger here on the Material. She’s hardly small in the Boundary, but even so, the variation is interesting… “Yes, I’m aware.” I nodded, stroking Eri’s hair, keeping my Eye on her as the remaining aether ran out of her. “I think it’s good she’s considering what she wants to do with her future.”

“I know. But Eri… she must not try toooooo hard.” Hyacinth insisted, gently kneeling down beside me and taking my cock in her hands, licking the mixture of cum and Eri’s juices off it, polishing it with her tongue lasciviously but carefully, not missing a spot. Her mouth full with my dick, she continued speaking, slobbering out the words. “Eri will also wooork for mistress Hinata’s company, it seems. She wants to be a help, but…” Her violet eyes met Eri’s onyx ones, while Daiyu watched on, listening as best she could. “…does mistress Eri not already have a precious role?”

“I do. I’m first wife, but that isn’t all I want to be…” Eri insisted firmly. “Seeing Shaeula and Aiko, Daiyu and Hinata, the others too. Even you, Hyacinth…” Her voice was now soft, yet resolute. “…I feel I’m lacking ambition. It makes me feel bad.”

“It shouldn’t.” I told her, patting her head. “When it counts you have too much ambition.”

“I agree. There, all dooone.” Hyacinth sucked at my glans, and I felt my lust spiking. She turned to Daiyu, grabbing my dick and pushing it to her slit. “Hyacinth will nooot go too far today, Akio is tired.” She kissed me, which made her blush far more than giving me a blowjob, probably because it seemed more affectionate to her. “We can tell. Yooou have a lot on your mind, and now work twice as hard. So just sit back and let Hyacinth take care ooof you. Mistress Daiyu, it will be good to learn hooow to relax him.”

As the Chinese girl nodded, Hyacinth began to slide up and down my shaft, her ass smacking against my thighs, her hot gasps and splattering love nectar smelling of cut grass and lemon. With the hand that wasn’t stroking Eri, I reached out, grabbing a handful of Hyacinth’s firm breasts, teasing her nipple. Her gasps intensified, but she didn’t forget to continue her lecture.

“Akio, what do you think mistress Eri shooould do? Hyacinth thinks…” she managed in between her moans, shifting position so that my dick was softly stroked by her writhing walls. “…yooou know what your heart desires. Dooo not lie to yourself.”

“Yes, but… I have to be more than just his wife!” Eri insisted.

“Yes, yooou do. But… someone has to be the ooone who manages. Mistress Shaeula knows that well. In the Seelie Court, it is nooot unusual for there to be many wives and concubines.” Her eyes were distant, perhaps remembering her long-buried past. “There are many who clash, whooo do not gel. If that happens and they fight, then it is the master whooo suffers, and it becomes horrible for the ooother mistresses. Sooomebody has to mediate, to prevent troubles.”

“Yes, Shaeula gave me that role, and I’ve tried. The rules we all agree to, not letting Shaeula grab every girl going… keeping out trash.” Eri insisted. “…but that’s not something that will take up all my time, not like what Shaeula does, or even you.”

“Wrooong!” Hyacinth moaned, drool leaking from her mouth as she rode me frantically. “Already there are many ooof us. Worthy of one of the Lords of the Seelie.” She giggled and gasped, her body moving in figures of eight, her ass clamping, forcing her pussy to squeeze me in an irregular rhythm, making it hard for me to resist. On seeing my face of concentration, her lips met mine and we kissed deeply, before she pulled away, giggling. “So cute. Ooour Akio.” She touched her lips softly. “It will get wooorse, I think. Do you not agree?”

“I can’t say otherwise. There’s Tsukiko-san at least. And like I said before, Princess Eleanor and Princess Mikasa, as well as the two unknown ones… it just seems like destiny.” Eri conceded. “It worries me. Shiro’s not really a Princess, and Shaeula’s so easy-going. Too easy-going at times.” she pouted, remembering her many frustrations with the feisty Fae. “But how can I stand up to someone like Princess Eleanor? I’m sure she’s thinking of you, Akio. You did save her life and the lives of her friends, as well as potentially her country. Girls find that hard to ignore. Especially since she wasn’t nice to you at first.”

“Guilt makes the heart grooow!” Hyacinth agreed. “But looooook. Is this not all the more reason you should be the one whooo manages?”

“But all I know is Akio.” she shook her head. “I’m a shallow, sheltered girl.”

“Yes, sooo learn.” Hyacinth panted, her movements speeding up. My hand reflexively dug into her soft breasts as the feeling of pleasure intensified, and she yelped in arousal.

“If you keep that up, I’ll…” I groaned.

“Let it out. Hyacinth can gooo any time. I am always lustful when with you!” She giggled happily.

“Fine then.” I agreed, suddenly moving my own waist, piercing her deeply. She gasped in surprise, but didn’t stop, working with me, and moments later she let out a damp, passionate cry, orgasming, and I poured out my cum in a warm tide, filling her insides.

“Such joooy.” Hyacinth muttered, falling down on top of me, her tongue out, seeking a kiss. For a little while we cuddled, until the fires of her orgasm died down, and then, Hyacinth in one arm, Eri in my other, Daiyu watching, pink faced and envious, Hyacinth finished her argument.

“I think you shooould work at this Ministry Eri. The company tooooo.”

“But you just said that I didn’t need to…” Eri grumbled, exasperated and confused.

“Nooo, you misunderstand. You should do a little. A little of everything. Be a shrine maiden, accompany mistress Shaeula tooo the Spring and meet powerful, important Fae. Learn how mistress Hinata operates, learn martial arts with Mistress Natsumi and Mistress Moootoko. Maybe even serve Akio with me sooometimes.” Hyacinth giggled bashfully. “Dooo not fix yourself to any one role but learn enough to understand all the others. You say you knooow Akio. That is a great advantage. So knooow us all as well, and what we do, and you can be the one who keeps us all hooonest and prevents misery.”

“The first wife, the one who runs the household.” Daiyu agreed after a translation. “It is usually the highest-ranking, most influential woman. At least it was such in the olden days, of Kunlun and our past glory. Now, most powerful Cultivators merely seek a sole Dao Companion. Though some… like that bastard Chong Gui, are profligate and lustful. Uh, I mean no offense. Your situation is different…” she apologised, to some laughter from us all.

“I get it.” I nodded. “Eri, I’m happy you have ambitions, but if they are for the sake of needing to feel ambitious… all you need to do is be happy, stay by my side. Hyacinth, Shaeula, Shiro and Daiyu, they all respect you. The others too. So… as my first wife, the first girl I ever kissed, the girl who has known me the longest… I think it’s a role that suits you. But only if you want it.”

“Yes, yes I do. I want to spend as much time with you as possible!” Eri admitted tearfully. “But it’s hard to justify it to myself, when I see the others. I’m just ordinary…”

Before I could answer, the spirit-light of Ginneka bobbed up and down, trying to indicate something. Her feelings were still a mystery, but when taking irritation as me thinking the wrong thing, and amusement and happiness when I was closer to her meaning, I was able to discern she wanted me to pour aether into Eri and the carved pathway.

Doing so, I addressed Eri sincerely. “Ordinary? Hardly. How many ordinary girls have swung an axe at a Prince of the Seelie, slain a Kijo in battle despite being maimed horribly, have a sexy cat ear and tail combination in the Boundary, and is the first fiancée of the Chosen who represents Japan? Seriously, Eri, you’re not ordinary at all. So Hyacinth is right, and your intentions aren’t entirety wrong. Learn. I think it’ll be good for you to expand your horizons, and you might even find something you genuinely want to do. But until then… learn with the intent to be the one everyone comes to when there’s a dispute, or they want to understand the other girls. Can you do that?”

She nodded. “I can. For you. No, for me too.” She shifted uncomfortably. “I feel hot inside. What are you doing?”

“I’m filling you up with aether. That cat was right about the Chirurgery helping relieve you, so it seems a good idea to…” I trailed off, eyes wide, as the spirit-light vanished with a pop, the aether scattering, and I felt the connection change…

“I have returned, nya!”

I stumbled, Aliyah and Trey both managing to land a blow on my body when I was distracted, and as Aliyah raised her fist, letting out a cry of triumph and satisfaction, her eyes widened at the naked, silver haired and furred cat girl that appeared from above my Astral body.

“Who the fuck is she? Sister to your other cutie?” Aliyah exclaimed, remembering Eri’s new cat-like appearance in the Boundary. “Damn, she’s naked! Brings back bad memories…”

“Ginneka is alive again!” she purred, leaping onto my back and I felt the softness of her chest. As she did so, another sensation assaulted me, one I had never expected. Then that was driven from my mind, as Ginneka licked my neck and cheek.

“You’re cruel, nya! Not only did you kill this beautiful me, but you made me witness so much fun sex, nya. I’m so horny. But… you have a tasty thing inside you, I want it, nya! If you give it to me, you can play with Ginneka’s sexy body all you want. I can be whoever you want too…” She grinned, shifting form on my back to look exactly like Princess Eleanor, just with silver cat ears and writhing tail. “It’s not as if it hurts them, nya. Go on, indulge yourself…”

“Fuck, Trey, my hatred for this guy is rising up again. I can’t watch this, I’m going.” As she stormed off, jealous, her brother trying to console her, I urged Ginneka to cover herself, as weaselkin and some more of the Black Wolf Company were watching open-mouthed. She sighed loudly, and then silver fur covered all her bare skin, while in the Material I fielded questions from Eri and the others.

“Ginneka’s been reborn through Kin Restoration.” I explained. “And while she’s being annoying, there’s something important… no, two important things. Eri, you’re coming to the Boundary. Now we can talk to an expert, the chances of getting you fully restored are greater.”

“What is the other thing?” Daiyu asked me, curious.

“The Divine Favour of Laverna, it reacted. I think it likes thieving cats…”
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“So, we meet again.” Shaeula was saying to Ginneka, having returned hurriedly on feeling her leave our Kin Bonding. “I can not-not say it is a pleasure, considering your crimes, but…”

“Nya, forgive me!” She prostrated, shifting into a smaller, childlike form to appear more harmless. “It was simply that your Skill was too delectable to pass up, nya. Can you blame me? I’m alive again because of it, oh noble Seventy-First! Forgive me!”

“You murdered my maids. Traitors though they were, I can not-not easily forgive! Worse, you continue to slobber on Akio, you worthless-worthless cat!” She glared, her amber eyes glittering with malice. “A loose female who only thinks of her own-own pleasure is far-far from suitable a match for him!”

“I am sorry, nya, sorry! But he’s handsome and his aura is strong! Far more powerful than even before, nya! It makes me itch inside, so hot, nya! Besides…” She purred soothingly, trying to diffuse Shaeula’s justified rage. “…it is not my fault! As my consciousness grew brighter, I could sometimes sense what you were all doing. Orgies, nya, it was cruel to show poor little me that! Now I crave it, more than ever. And not just that, nya!” She rubbed herself on my foot, licking me. “That power, that Skill. As the thieving cat, it calls to me, the smell so sweet, nya!”

“Off you get, or else-else I shall kill you again, cat!” Shaeula gestured, and Hyacinth wrapped her in vines, pulling Ginneka off me, while she yowled, irritated.

“Now, I have no-no intention of forgetting your attempts on our lives, but-but…” Shaeula glanced at Eri, who was bemused at the anger Shaeula displayed. “…you did save Eri’s life. So I suppose I can-can be grateful for that. Enough to spare you.”

“I’d appreciate it. I made her a promise, when she helped me." She then smiled at Ginneka, a genuine one. "I’m happy for you. I don’t think what you did can be forgiven just for one good deed, but… we both survived... big sister.” Eri's face was scarlet, and we all stared at her while Ginneka preened, nodding happily. Big sister? I know Eri communicated with her when she was dying, and received part of her powers... oh, never mind. It's a tale for later. For now...

“Speaking of that, can you fix what is wrong with Eri’s body?” I asked, and Ginneka changed form again, now a match to Eri, just with silver fur instead of black. Seeing the pair of Eri’s, one of them naked except for a blanket to cover her body I had brought over, I shook my head. Damn, shapeshifting powers sure are dangerous…

“I can, nya. Though you have made quite the mess.” She pouted, ears twitching. “Now I can’t get back what I gave her. I can still shift my shape, nya, but now it’s limited to certain sizes and forms. Worse, that will always be a part of her, nya.”

“I see. That’s a relief. I’m not exactly human, so I don’t care if Eri isn’t either, if she’s well.” I insisted, and Eri nodded.

“Please, Ginneka. I’d appreciate your help, dear sister.”

“Nya, it was part of the agreement, no? That we shared. But…” Ginneka gazed at me pleadingly, and with Eri’s face it was hard to turn down. “My brother, nya? We were foolish and wrong, but…” She prostrated herself on the floor, grinding her head against the ground.

“A life for a life.” Shaeula conceded. “Repair Eri’s spiritual body and I will consider forgiveness, cat. Seeing as I am your kind superior in the Hyakki Yagyō. As for your brother, I slew him because he was aiming for our lives. I see no-no need for mercy. But what say you, Akio?”

There’s something I want, but Eri comes first. “Help Eri recover and you’ll win my favour. I’ll definitely be more amenable to your requests if I’m pleased. Though considering all the bad things you’ve likely done in the past…”

“Nya, I died. The old Ginneka is dead and gone. Starting afresh! Nya, that’s it! I was already punished with death, it would be cruel to continue to mistreat me!” Her blue eyes sparkled with that sophistry, but it hit too close to Chen Na’s situation, which also gave me the inklings of an idea.

“Damn this cat is noisy.” Shiro said to Asha, who smiled gently, before speaking up herself.

“Akio, I too did terrible things in my madness. Can you have some compassion?”

“Yes, but you had no choice. Ginneka and her brother, they did. They enjoyed it. My mom always said cats were cruel bastards, killing weaker animals for sport, but…” I’ve done my share, if for better reasons.

“Look, you have great Skills, nya. Follow my lead and…” Ginneka asked me to observe her side by side with Shaeula.

“I see. That’s Eri’s, and Shaeula’s…” I muttered.

“Yes, nya. You can’t just put her back to the way she was before. It won’t work, nya. By the way, thanks for listening to me and making that branch in her body. We are linked by my gift of shapeshifting, so I could collect much purer aether than I could from your ability. It pushed me over the top, nya. No, she will need to have this…” She changed form into a mirror of Shaeula, merely with silver hair and blue eyes. Shaeula growled, irritated, but as her own eyes glowed, she paused, thoughtfully.

“Yes, I see. Your Chakra network is a hybrid between Fae and Yōkai, Shaeula. Eri’s is a mess, but there’s elements of both…” I mused.

“If she was an ordinary mortal, nya, she never would have been able to receive my gift.” Ginneka pursed her lips, quite amusing using Shaeula’s face. “This thieving cat has had so much stolen. Much of my shapeshifting, my Void Motion…” She stared at me, raising an eyebrow. “My life and my brother. My Number in the Parade. But in exchange, I want that lovely thing you hold!” she purred, moving to hug me again, but the other girls dragged her away, ignoring her cries.

“Help me fix Eri first, and we can talk about it.” I promised, back in a single body, as I would need all my concentration for this, and mistakes would not be tolerated.
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“Careful, nya!” Ginneka warned, her eyes glowing amber. Shaeula was sitting there, scowling brutally, her own amber eyes dull and dark.

“If I do not-not have my Mystic Eyes returned unscathed, I shall send you straight-straight to your grave, cat, and there shall be no-no second chances!” she warned, and Ginneka laughed.

“I wouldn’t be so foolish, nya. Without Void Motion, there is no way I can escape. I am trying to earn forgiveness here, so be quiet, this is hard, you understand, nya?”

“I could-could have done this.” Shaeula pouted, but I shook my head and ruffled her hair soothingly.

“It’s wisest to leave it to the expert. She knows her own body, and by extension Eri’s now, best.”

Eri, Shaeula, Ginneka and I had moved to one of the apartment buildings in the Territory for some privacy. Shiro and the other girls were outside, along with a veritable army of weaselkin and ratkin armed with a number of nasty weapons designed by the Mortal Engineers. We’re taking no chances.

“I suppose that is true. I can not-not be selfish and risk your safety, Eri.” Shaeula conceded. “But my liking for you is non-existent, cat. Be-be warned.”

“Harsh, nya! Make the correction here. Just as mine is.” Ginneka told me, and as I did some very invasive Chirurgery, even more complicated than creating a perfected Eight Moons Chakra network in a person, I had a realisation.

“So, Ginneka, you were saying that you could sometimes sense what we were doing. Does that… apply to all the spirit-lights?” I winced, imagining the worst. Ginneka left me hanging for a moment, teasingly, before pointing out another spot to dig into and allaying my fears.

“Hardly, nya. One would have to be powerful and have great perception to do more than feel some murky emotions, nya. I have keen senses, for me it was not so hard. The only other, perhaps…” she grinned, fangs showing. “…that poor dead girl. You disturbed her sleep several times with your mating. Nya, I miss the pounding, the heat, sweat and…”

As she launched into a lament about missing sex, I offered my silent thoughts of apology to Tsukiko-san, sorry for showing such a pure woman lewd things. Though I’m ultimately grateful we weren’t showing off to the Kamaitachi and weaselkin. Nor Ginneka's brother, as I’ve starved him of aether, only recently allowing him a trickle. Wait…

“That’s going to make it very hard to bring your brother back. I’ll not have him watching my women. I’m not into exhibitionism, they’re mine!” I insisted, and Eri laughed, remembering the discussion before all this.

“You could always abstain, nya… or perhaps not…” She shuddered under the glares of Shaeula and Eri. “…I shall think of something, nya. Now, the hard part begins. I am in awe of your Skills, nya. No wonder my brother and I were defeated. I’m not sorry to see that insufferable fox boy and the old hag Kijo die. When you think about it, nya, we come off with the most credit. We were only Ninetieth, of course we’d lose!”

“Enough, just guide us! Eri is waiting patiently, but I am not-not patient myself, cat!” Shaeula scowled, and Ginneka sighed, her tail and ears drooping.

“You don’t have to be so cold, nya. I get it. I’m a bad kitten, I tried to steal what was yours and kill you. But that was business… and a bit of pleasure, nya. Didn’t you try to kill your man, when you first met?”

She must have picked up those thoughts at some point, I see. Not willing to interfere, I began at Eri’s root Chakra, and it required all my Spilt Thoughts working in parallel. Yeah, no way I could do this while running both bodies at once. Training, more training. That’s what I need…

Before I could create the strange orbiting sub-Chakra, I needed to understand it, so I released a stream of aether into Ginneka, feeling out the way she was set up, as well as into Shaeula, to see the comparison with her network which was closer to Eri’s.

As Ginneka shivered and twitched from the intrusive sensation, Shaeula glowered at her, but ultimately said nothing, merely taking Eri’s hand to reassure her. Moments later Eri cried out in great pain, as my Chirurgery started the delicate, three-dimensional process of carving her body a new sub-Chakra and the orbiting, complex path it needed, while injecting enough energy to make it kindle…
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“This is the last one, hang in there!” I told Eri, clutching her hand. Other girls had come and gone, offering her reassurance when they heard her anguished cries, but they had all decided to leave her to us, since she looked so pained that they thought it would be a mercy to let her recover first.

“The lunar Chakra is the most-most complicated, I can feel it.” Shaeula warned, as my probing aether surrounded her, making her shiver. “It is quite-quite erotic, as well.”

“Lucky, nya.” Ginneka sighed, finally free of my aether, as she had no lunar Chakra to inspect. “Now, this is the most delicate work. If the girl did not have the strange spiritual body that is hardly human, she never would have been able to receive my gift, but in exchange, it is much harder to make functional, nya!”

“I’m … all right!” Eri groaned, all her strength spent fighting pain she claimed was nearly as bad as being dismembered by the Kijo in the first place. I tenderly mopped her sweating brow and gave her a gentle kiss. When we parted, she grinned weakly, trying to cheer us up.

“It’s probably a well-deserved punishment.” Eri whispered. “I was a fool and got myself killed, or I should have died, but for this miracle. So this pain, I’ll always remember it, and never be so foolish again. Otherwise…” she grinned weakly. “…if this somehow makes me stronger, I’ll forget, grow complacent and just get into trouble again. And miracles don’t happen twice, otherwise they aren’t miracles.” Saying all that exhausted her, and she squeezed shut her eyes, prepared for the final Chirurgery.

“Miracles, huh?” Ginneka mused, eyeing me, her eyes no longer glowing amber, having returned them to Shaeula now that I was preparing for the final work. “This is nothing but miracles, nya. You shouldn’t be able to just make Bakeneko, even with half of my power absorbed into her. Your ability is too unfair as well, nya.”

She glared at Shaeula accusingly. “I am the thieving cat. If I am not taking things, I am not fulfilling my role, being who I am! Blame yourself for being so damn delectable, nya!” she eyed me again. “But that… that is even better!” She licked her lips and looked as if she wanted to jump on me again, but with a glance at the suffering Eri, she held herself back.

“Quiet please, I’m concentrating.” All of my Split Thoughts were active, directing multiple cutting streams of aether. The pathways were so complicated around the lunar Chakra, that to match Shaeula’s would require precision that would strain me to the utmost limit. Fortunately, Shiro had squeezed out enough aether to buff me, giving me the edge. But the longer this drags on, the more Eri suffers, and the more likely I am to screw up the delicate work. Best to get it over with quickly…

Eri’s screams were heartrending, and I wanted to shut my ears, but these screams were also my penance. I was to blame as much as Eri. I wasn’t strong enough to refuse her, and I made mistakes. People died. Eri should have been among them. Miracles don’t happen twice, she’s right. So… I glanced at Ginneka. I don’t hate her as much as Shaeula does. The maids who died were those who betrayed her. But I also can’t forgive her fully either. Not so easily. But… the world is a cruel place. The Golden-Eyed Devourer, that damn slimy toad, is a threat that both the Hyakki Yagyō and Japan as a whole must face, so…

“One last push…” I grunted, and Eri, who was unable to even scream now, her face pale, eyes wide, silver sweat rising, blood tricking from her bitten lips, merely blinked at me. With a final surge of aether, exhausting even my impressive reserves, I kindled the final orbiting sub-Chakra, and withdrew my scalpels of aether as they faded, spent.

“It is done.” Shaeula declared, her Eyes observing the Chirurgery. “Eri…”

“Give me a minute. I have…” Eri croaked. “…to look presentable. After all, I’m the first wife. If I’m not always composed, how can… I do my… role?”

Shaeula gazed at her fondly, conjuring some water and wiping her down, before rearranging her clothes and combing her hair. “There. You are most-most pretty again, Eri. Now, one last-last matter…” She placed a hand on her belly and allowed her own aether to flood Eri, washing out the piles of debris my Chirurgery had generated, as well as recharging her spent reserves.

“The true test is now, nya.” Ginneka warned. “Girl, can you stand?”

“My name isn’t girl, it’s Eri.” she insisted, getting up on shaking legs. Her cat ears and tail had disappeared during the reconstruction, and she seemed her old self again. “And again, thank you for saving me.” Taking a deep breath, she banished the last remnants of pain she was feeling, before moving, her arms, legs, neck, fingers, toes and more all responding to her normally, as she got more and more excited.

“It’s still too early for celebrations…” I warned, and Eri nodded.

“I’m going back. Akio, come with me.”

“I’ll send my other body.” I agreed wearily. “The hard work is hopefully done now, and everyone will want to know the good news as soon as possible.” As Eri disappeared, my consciousness separated for a moment, resolving into two connected versions of myself, both of which were me at the same time. One of me was leaving the room, talking to the waiting well-wishers, followed by Ginneka and Shaeula, while the other…

“I can walk…” Eri was tearing up. “No crutches. And…” She moved her hands, fingers responding to her commands. “Akio, I think… I think I’m finally better!” Sobbing she threw herself into my arms, still naked after our lovemaking earlier, tears soaking my neck and shoulder where she was crying. My other self was delivering the good news, and Hyacinth and Asha were preparing honey mead and Faerie wine for the celebration, Ginneka eyeing the treats eagerly, only to be rapped on the head by an annoyed Shaeula.

As Eri cried herself out, she looked me in the eyes. “Should we tell our family? I’d… actually like to keep it a secret.”

“Why?” I asked, and she answered that since they would be moving to Tokyo any day now, she’d like to greet them as herself, showing that we had kept our promise to them.

“If that’s what you want. My sis is going to be really mad though…” I warned, and Eri giggled, wiping the last of her tears away.

“I know, and we’ll take the scolding. And be happy about it.” She kissed me, and for a moment we enjoyed this happiness, before Eri smiled at me, elated.

“So, it’s been a while. I wonder how I’ve changed. Can you tell me?”

“Yes, now that you’re back to full health, I’m afraid your relaxation is over. You’ll have to train as hard as everyone else!” I joked, my Eye flaring amber, my dregs of aether just enough to run it. Let’s see…

Mori Eri [Half-Bakeneko] [Bonded Kin]
[Material Statistics] 
Might             235 345
Fortitude        237 357
Intellect          271 381
Resilience      244 384
Alacrity          274 396
Precision       263 387 
Aether           734 1059
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune              4 10
Majesty                  4
Charm              11 15
League               3 7
Determination   4 8
Foresight
Fate                    1 4
[Skills] Rank Class Type 
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 2 Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Eight Night Moons Chakra Network Rank 2 Rank 3 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 2 Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 1 Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Elemental Skills]
Third Eye Chakra Of Light Rank 1 Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Light Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Throat Chakra Of Darkness Rank 4 Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Darkness Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 3 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Physical Combat Skills] 
Axe Technique Rank 3 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Combat Technique Rank 1 Rank 2 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Elemental Axe Technique Rank 1 Sufficient (3) Foundation (3)
[Unique Skills] 
Lovers' Link Rank 7 Rank 8 Noble (5) Imperious (6) Artifice (6)
Shifting Cat Rank 1 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
[Level] 47/64 50/107
[Classes]
Dark Temptress 5/10 8/10 
Fae-Bonded 3/20 5/20
Spirit Pledged 5/10 7/10 
Kami-Blessed 2/20
Shapeshifter 1/10 
Maneki-Neko 1/20


On seeing her new status, I was lost for words. Half-Bakeneko, Shapeshifter, Maneki-Neko? There’s way too much to retort on here…


Three Hundred And Ninety-Nine


Shifting Cat – The ability of a Bakeneko to transform their appearance and form to other shapes. The subtle bodies become mutable and the majority of spiritual functions are contained in the primary Night Orb within the Crown Chakra. This area cannot be greatly transformed, and if it is destroyed the Bakeneko will die, but other injuries are simple to replace with undamaged flesh.
Since the bearer of this Skill is but a partial Bakeneko, the ability to shift is restricted in scale, and it takes significantly more Aether. The limits of the Material form are such that the brain cannot be greatly transformed, and if damaged the Bakeneko will die, due to transmission to the Crown Chakra. [Class: Noble] [Type: Artifice]


That’s what I noticed about Ginneka when we fought. She could shift and change shape and size, regrow lost limbs instantly… but the head was always present and didn’t change much…

Shapeshifter is a Class given to those who have mastered the ability to change the self at will. It increases all Material Statistics slightly, and strengthens League as control over body and spirit increases. Charm also significantly increases as the self is optimised, imperfections and flaws lost during shapeshifting.


I did notice that Eri looks a little different. Really, it’s barely noticeable, I thought her adorable enough already, and due to her stats and Ether Healing, her skin was already radiant, but… Looking at her closely, the subtle imperfections that every human was born with seemed to have been smoothed out, her features regular and symmetrical. I doubt anyone but me would notice though.

As I studied her a long moment, Eri frowned. “What’s wrong? Is there a problem?”

“No, no problems.” I reassured her. “Only good things.” I then went through and explained what I had seen.

“Half-Bakeneko?” That was what she was interested in, judging by her intense tone. “Does that mean I’m no longer human, like you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe?” I shrugged, checking the description as my Eye glowed.

A Half-Bakeneko is a hybrid between a Human and a Yōkai. Such a creature is vanishingly rare in the modern world, but can exist freely in either the Material or the Astral, as their Material and Astral bodies are closely integrated. Damage taken by the Silver Cord is less damaging to the subtle bodies, and the efficiency of absorbing Ether and converting it to Aether is increased slightly. As a hybrid Bakeneko, some abilities and Classes that only apply to Cat Yōkai are available.


“What do you think? I’d say you’re still mostly human, but it’s no bad thing. So… I’m curious. Don’t tell me you aren’t too?”

Eri nodded. “I am. Let me concentrate…” She squeezed shut her eyes, and for a few minutes nothing happened, before with a scattering of aether and a popping noise Eri was sporting cute black cat ears and a similarly dark black tail, which waved behind her. A real life catgirl. Eri could make a fortune in certain cafés in Akihabara, but there’s no way I’ll share! Setting aside those stupid thoughts, I grasped the most important features of her transformation, as Eri wobbled and sat down on the bed again.

“It worked. It’s strange. In the Boundary I don’t even think about moving them, they just do what I want. But here…” She squinted her eyes as she concentrated, her tail waving as she commanded it. “…I suppose I have to thank my experience of learning to walk and use my arm again. I’m so exhausted…”

“I think the issue is…” I began, and Eri winced, her cat ears dropping.

“That’s really odd. I can hear from the cat ears too. It’s a bit… ugh.” She concentrated again, and the ears vanished with another puff of aether, though her tail remained.

I asked if she was all right, and she nodded. “I think so. Just… it’s a lot to take in. I’m happy though. It feels so good to be back to myself.”

“More than yourself.” I snorted. “Anyway, as I was saying before your cat ear catastrophe…” Eri giggled at that, and the sight warmed me. “…from what I can tell, changing your form takes a ton of aether, but now that it’s there, the tail seems plugged into your Chakra network and bodily functions, so it just works like any other body part. Perhaps it’s your low Rank, or because you’re only a Half-Bakeneko, but it’ll take a toll on you. I doubt you’ll be doing a Ginneka and shifting between forms in battle. But…” I paused, actually not wanting to say what was on my mind, and Eri, despite her weariness, sat up and took my hand.

“I know. You worry if I can simply replace injuries by shifting my shape, I’ll do something reckless again. But I won’t. No, that’s not right. I won’t unless it’s absolutely necessary.” she promised. “I have learned my lesson. I want to be with you, support you. But I can’t let that push me into a position where I’m a liability. Hyacinth was saying the same, I think. I wanted to be helpful, find something else that I could do for you, but I wanted to do it simply to find something, not because I wanted to do it. Now… she’s right.”

Eri’s tail lashed, and I listened reassuringly, nodding along to her words. “What I wanted, what I always wanted, was to be your wife. And a part of your life. So how can I combine what I want with what you need? I think Shaeula knows my heart, which is mostly why she gave me this role. Well, the other part is probably because she didn’t want the hassle, and as a bribe. But Hyacinth knows too. I wonder… do you think she served someone important before? I think… under the giggles and the perverted behaviour, she’s actually wiser than any of us.”

“I know she’s old…” I began, and Eri shook her head, putting a finger to my lips.

“Just some advice, Akio. Don’t mention a woman’s age. I don’t think that they’re Fae before they are women, so they should be the same as us humans in that regard.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.” I sighed. “But… I do wonder. Wood element is rare in the Fae. Even a Dryad like Asha didn’t have it originally. Yet Hyacinth did. It makes me wonder… but yes, her advice comes from the heart.”

“I’ll be your wife, and I’ll cling to you. I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t. But I’ll also spread my wings. I’ll learn enough about all you do, all the other girls do, and I’ll be the one they come to with problems. It might even be fun, learning a lot of new things. And in emergencies, maybe I won’t be as good as the others at their specialities, but I’ll always be better than nothing!”

She smiled brilliantly, dark eyes gleaming with emotion. “That way I’ll always be able to be with you. Even in battle. But not…” she insisted before I could speak. “…before I’ve become strong enough to stand by your side honestly. I’ve fallen behind since Kyoto. I have to step up my game. Safely, of course.”

“I see. They sound like laudable goals.” I approved. “If you need any support, just ask. Now, there’s one last thing…”

“Maneki-Neko, right? I’m a little offended, I’m not a fat cat.” Eri pouted, and I imagined several of the popular lucky charms. Usually the cats were fairly chubby.

“No way. You’re adorable Eri.” I smiled, amused by the image of a fat Eri sitting there, a hand in the air, inviting. “So, let’s see just what the beckoning cat does…”

Maneki-Neko is a Class given to Cats who have survived death by unlikely circumstances. It is said that Cats have nine lives, but they die just the same as everyone else. However, Cats are also creatures long associated with Fortune, so when a Cat escapes death, such Fortune can be activated, allowing them to avoid further danger, giving rise to the myth of the Cat with many lives.
This Class increases Fortune significantly, as well as offering additional Determination. In addition, Fortune can be invited in, and any Fortune-enhancing abilities affecting the Maneki-Neko and their allies will be strengthened. Such a Cat will also gain increased Fate, as so long as there is a whisper of a chance to escape a terrible danger, Fortune will point the way.


“I see. It was a miracle I survived.” Eri agreed. “So, I am a beckoning cat. But…” She frowned, thinking, and I was amused by the way her tail twitched as she did so. “...strengthening abilities? Doesn’t that mean that I can enhance the effects of Shaeula’s fortunate winds?”

“I think so.” I nodded. “Luck is on our side, it seems.”

“You were lucky from the day you met me.” Eri teased, unusually cheeky for her, but considering her emotions were running high after recovering, I understood it.

“That’s right. I have the best childhood friend in the world!” I agreed, gathering her into a hug, pretending not to see her sudden tears, as she looked to me as if she wanted to appear strong right now. Meanwhile, in the Boundary I advised everyone that it would be fine to come see Eri in a short while.

We’ll give her a few minutes to calm down. And also… I’ll need to keep an eye on Ginneka too. Looking at the cat, who was yammering loudly, trying to appeal to us, I slightly regretted the fact that I had rush built a third Ether Spire to Rank four just a little while before all this…
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“This is a happy-happy day!” Shaeula crowed, hugging Eri, who had dried her tears and was now smiling radiantly. She then grinned cheekily, reaching down, and Eri yelped as her tail was grabbed by Shaeula’s small hands. “And now-now you are even having this here. You will need-need to be careful, no? Otherwise if you wear a skirt, you will-will flash everyone your panties.”

Eri pouted, and despite her exhaustion, the tail vanished. “It was just easier to practise with the ears and tail, since I was used to them!” Eri insisted, and Shaeula merely laughed, still hugging her.

“Do not-not be so annoyed, Eri. I am merely very-very happy for you! As are we all! This calls-calls for fine alcohol! Akio, break open a bottle of whiskey!”

“I’ll drink to that.” Shiro agreed, watching on warmly. “You know, Eri, I’m almost going to miss having to wheel you around and help you change.”

“No you won’t.” Eri shook her head. “I know it was a nuisance. But… thank you. I did appreciate it.”

Shiro flushed, looking away, scratching her cheek. It was adorable how embarrassed she was, but I held in my laugh, knowing she could be prickly and prideful, like the princess she claimed she was. “It’s fine. I know what it’s like to be frail and unable to move by myself. But…” suddenly her tone was rather more cheerful. “...that’s over now. For both of us. I’m healthy again, and so are you. I don’t have the ability to grow cat ears and a tail though.”

“No, your eyes and hair just turn a brilliant crimson and are covered in flames.” Hinata teased her. “I’d say that’s startling enough.” She turned to Eri, a smile on her face too. “Congratulations. I know you always believed you would recover, but believing and actually being recovered are two different things, I’d say.”

“Yeah, Eri-chan, I’m also happy for you.” Kana agreed, having also rushed over from the shrine. “Although… I’m still not sure I should be here right now. And you could put on some clothes…” All Eri was wearing was the blanket, so that was a fair comment.

“What are you saying at this late stage, Kana?” Eri shook her head. “Where else would you be? You’re Akio’s girlfriend, aren't you?” She snorted, sour smirk on her lips. “Don’t you want to be here when your fellow fiancée has a happy moment?”

“You would be more convincing if you didn’t make that indelicate noise and give me the side eye. It’s kind of cute the way you struggle to call me Kana, I admit it, but there's always a bit of a catch in your voice when you do it. It's just me and Motoko-chan you seem a bit more reserved with, isn't it?”

Eri narrowed her eyes, and I thought she would reply angrily, but she took a deep breath. “Today I start as I mean to go on. Kana. I guess I have been keeping a little distance from you. I’ve never been good with girls like you. Though ever since I got injured in Kyoto, you and Shiro have taken good care of me. So i'm just... slipping back into old habits. I'm not good with pushy, forward girls. But… you have as much right to stand with us as anyone, Kana. Akio decided, after all. Even if you nearly blew your chance a number of times.”

“I have my pride. Don’t we all?” Kana shrugged, face a little red.

“Pride is nothing if it only leads to sorrow.” Motoko disagreed. “I too am happy to see you here, Kana. We are all gathered, all but poor Asha.”

“I’m with her now. She’s helping me keep an eye on our errant silver cat, and I’m relaying what we are doing here to her. But… now my need for a Throne has moved up. We’ll be taking one to Rank three over the next few days. It’s a bit ahead of schedule…” It all depends on that stupid cat, but if she’s prepared to be bound, then…

“So you are saying that this spiritual being…” Ixitt was saying in the Boundary while we celebrated with Eri. His expression was eager, and he was capering happily, rubbing his hands together, his tail lashing so fast that if it was an anime it’d generate a mini typhoon. “… is actually compatible with a Divine Favour, and the one that I wish to experiment with the most, no less? Oh why was it not I who was so blessed?”

“Nya, I want it! I lost so much, the least you can do is give me something shiny to replace it, nya!” She transformed into a mirror to Eri once more, trying to appeal to me. “I did save your woman, nya!”

Ignoring her blatant appeal, holding her at bay with one arm as she tried to hug me, still naked, I shook my head. “Yeah, she’s compatible, but it’s like the way Kana was with hers. It’s going to take a few tweaks, but it’d work. You see, I don’t think the Favours are adapted for spiritual beings, but just like Eri received a part of Ginneka, it looks like it went both ways so…" Keeping these conversations straight is hard, but with Split Thoughts it’s doable…

“So yes, Kana. Motoko too. In your case…” Eri was apologising to Motoko. “…it’s not so much I find you hard to deal with, you’re just… there’s an aura about you that makes me want to address you formally. And i've never been one to use cutesy honorifics like -chan much. I kind of felt that was reserved for Aiko, like... a special signifier of our friendship. ”

At that Shaeula protested she was a princess, but she was laughing happily, already swigging from the bottle as she poured glasses of whiskey the colour of her eyes for everyone. Motoko smiled gently, her expression both soothing and kind, and I got what Eri meant.

“Yes, it is because I was raised a daughter of Tsumura house. I always have to show manners and poise. But that is no way to make friends. Only Natsumi has stood by me.”

“That’s not true.” Natsumi disagreed. “Now you have all of us as friends, sisters. And not just us. Miyu-sama... uh... Miyu-chan... see, establishing a proper distance is hard, Eri, I sympathise... anyway, she is our friend. And many of the trainees here. And even some of the Fae. We crossed blade and spear with many weaselkin and others. That makes us comrades, friends, doesn’t it?”

“I’m sorry.” Eri apologised. “I should have realised. I’ve failed as first wife, which makes me sad. Especially since you were the first to tell me what I needed to do, Motoko, back in Nishimorioka.” Motoko inclined her head at that, remembering.

“So since I’m reborn…” Eri proclaimed, stretching, her movements oddly cat-like. “…I’ll start again, as the new me. Motoko, I should have noticed you felt that way, were feeling isolated. From now on, I’ll make sure to include you more, and help you get to know the other girls. As for you, Kana…”

Kana looked nervous, but waited for Eri to continue.

“…Shirohebizumi shrine, there must be some festivals coming up, surely?”

Kana nodded. “Of course. I have to attend as a shrine maiden.”

“Good. Show me how. I’ll help too.” Eri promised. “I want to understand you more, and what you do. That goes for all of you. And you can tell Asha too.” Eri proclaimed. “I want to know all about everyone, and the best way to do that is experience what you do, what you like. And when I understand you, you can come to me without worry if you are having troubles. I’m quite a shy girl, really.” Eri pointed out, and Hinata snorted a laugh.

“No, I really am. It’s only because I feel threatened I lash out, I know that.” Eri admitted. “But there’s no need to be threatened by each other, is there? So Kana, I’ll learn more about you, and I‘ll stop making you feel uncomfortable. That goes for everyone. I won't put distance between us anymore.”

At that Kana shrugged. “There’s nothing I can really say to that, is there? I guess I do push back on you a lot. Probably because we’re close in age and life experience. Hinata-chan… no, Hinata and the others, if you are going to make the effort, I should too, I suppose.” Kana continued, expression earnest. “…I can’t compare myself to them, and we shouldn’t even talk about Shaeula, Hyacinth or Shiro.”

“Why me? I’m just a woman. Sure, I’m the world’s most beautiful, desirable princess, but at heart I’m just a girl…” Shiro joked, and Kana gestured to her, a wry smile on her face.

“Sure you are. Just a girl with some sort of wrathful Goddess inside her. No, when it comes down to it, Eri, you’re like me, right? The cutest girl for some distance around, but nothing special other than that.”

“I’d say Aiko is my match, but… I suppose so.” Eri agreed, her voice soft and contemplative. “Akio’s said we’re alike, and I suppose that’s true.”

“Yeah, we were both poor as hell before this. Though I hear you were worse off than us.” Kana laughed. “But… it’s not like I hate you. Maybe I’m still a bit regretful that I can’t have an ordinary romance, ordinary love, but… I made my choice. I mean…” She grinned, stretching, her breasts pushing up her shrine maiden hakama, and as I couldn’t help but look, she smirked at me triumphantly.

“…I could have had anyone I wanted. So I could have had my sweet love story. But instead I chose this womanising Akio.” She winked at me, showing she wasn't truly displeased. “In the end, too much happened since that first day I saw you and Shaeula, shining like the sun. Too many events where you put cracks in my heart and seeped inside. Sure, I could have given up, I nearly did often enough, but… I’d always have been thinking what if… and the thought of that ruined my desire of pursuing anyone else. At least with you all, I won’t be thinking that. Instead it’s what’s next…”

“What’s next? Well said.” Shiro approved, and Shaeula followed up.

“So, now-now Eri is healed, one of our worries is gone. I am most-most thrilled. But… that cat.” she spoke the words bitterly. “I can-can forgive her for attempting to kill us. Grulgor tried the same, and even my fool-fool of a brother would have killed you, Akio. My maids… I should not-not care, I know. But it burns at my heart… besides, I do not-not like the way she looks at you. She is not-not a faithful female! She is merely a cat in heat!”

“Rare to find a girl you won’t push on Aki.” Shiro pointed out, and Shaeula scowled.

“I do not-not want just anyone. I only wish those who would fit with us, be-be faithful, and I could trust.”

I pointed that out to Ginneka in the Boundary, and she scowled, her tail rising angrily, silver fur standing on end. “If I am in heat, nya, it’s because of all the mating I was subject to while trapped! As for trust, nya, I no longer have a reason to fight, nor would I win if I tried. The old me is dead, I’m a new cat, nya!”

“In that case…” I began to explain my proposition, while back in the Material, Hinata had mentioned something interesting.

“So, Eri, you can change form, you say? Can you replicate someone else?”

Eri frowned. “I think so, but I’m very clumsy and it takes a lot of effort.”

“Have no fear, I am quite-quite curious as to your limits as well. I shall charge you up.” Using Chirurgery, Shaeula poured aether into her. With that done, Eri closed her eyes, and after a while her aether surged, and her flesh shifted. It was awkward and unpleasant to watch, as unlike Ginneka and Kinneka, who could shift nigh-instantly, for Eri it was a tortuous process, but when it was done… Really? That’s who you picked…

“She’s who I know best, who I’ve seen nearly every day for more than a dozen years. It just seemed natural.” Eri explained. Her height and figure was still her own, her hair too, so it was far from perfect, but with her blue eyes and distinctive, ever-so-slightly Western features, it was my sister’s face looking back at me.

“Putting aside the many implications of just what your ability can do, that’s probably more shocking than calling up balls of fire or wind.” Hinata giggled.

“For a certified S-Rank siscon like Aki, I think such a dangerous Skill should be sealed.” Shiro teased. “Just think, he could legally indulge all his degenerate…” She snickered as I sealed her mouth with a hand.

“Come on now, that’s going a bit too far, Shiro. You know I don’t see Aiko that way…” I warned, and it was Hinata who took up the conversation.

“I’d be more worried about her pretending to be any of us. That’d be really embarrassing.” Her cheeks were red.

“So this is why you want to know more about us? Planning to steal our identities?” Kana teased, and as I released the still laughing Shiro, Eri, her face still matching Aiko’s in many respects, blushed.

“Of course not!” At that moment she lost control of her Skill and cat ears and tail appeared once more, burning most of her aether.

“Damn, that’s adorable…” Shiro could barely breathe she was laughing so hard, and she wasn’t alone in that… I like this mood. It’s hopeful. And I need this, as tomorrow I’m going to visit the prison where Nie Ling and the captured Cultivators are being held…

While the others were teasing Eri, talking about how mortifying it would be to walk in on themselves acting lewdly with me, or how Eri could totally embarrass them in any number of ways by taking their form, I continued my more important discussion with Ginneka.

“Nya, cats are free spirits, we don’t do well under the hand of others.” She sighed bitterly. “Following orders got us killed last time.”

“Yes, but you claimed that was down to you wanting to steal Shaeula’s Skills for your own ends, didn't you? I hardly think you can blame your task for that.” I pointed out.

“Nya, that’s fair.” Ginneka seemed abashed, ears drooping. “But I died for that, so let it go, nya.”

“You seem to be labouring under a misapprehension.” Asha remarked, her calm and mature attitude at odds to the cheerful bantering and teasing the other girls were indulging in on the Material. “What Akio is offering is not simply slavery or bondage. No more than I am a slave because my Tree and I are under his aegis. Nor would Suzuki Haru or Ixitt here claim to be so.”

“That is correct.” Ixitt smiled, his fangs showing. “In fact, as servitudes go, it is a wonderful bondage. I can experiment to my heart’s content, make breakthrough after breakthrough. Yes, sometimes I have tasks to fulfil, but life is not so easy as to give you everything you want for free.”

“And you are starting from a negative, I fear.” Asha advised her. “Yes, you earned much credit with Akio for saving the life of Eri. Had you not done that, I fear his heart would have been shattered. Now, we would have spent our lives helping put the shards back together again…” She smiled at me warmly, and I was reminded of a caring big sister or motherly figure. She’s become calm now she’s settled here in our Territory, and since we… became lovers, I guess?

“… but fortunately you averted that. Even so, all that earns you is the chance to stand here. If you want forgiveness, less still a reward…” Asha continued. “…then you must offer contrition, make amends. And nothing is forever. We Fae live long, you also, I believe. Much can change in time.”

“You were Ninetieth in the Parade. That means you were being pushed around by the Numbers above you, and challenged by those below, right? Shaeula is Seventy-First, you sensed that. Doesn’t that mean your chance of getting your place back exists, maybe even a higher Number?” I suggested.

“Nya, it would be good to beat down those who have no doubt revelled in the deaths of my brother and me.” Ginneka admitted. “And if I think of it as obeying a higher Number, biding my time… but, it does not come easy to us, nya.”

“Yes, but think of the positives. You would earn our forgiveness. I would work to bring your brother back, as soon as I can think of a way where we don’t have a peeping voyeur on our hands.” That was very important. I got the appeal of exhibitionism, seeing a cute girl showing off got guys going, but it was very different and totally unacceptable when it was one’s own girlfriend. I’ll leave that for the doujins, thank you. “You get the power of a Divine Favour, which otherwise you’d never be able to dream of, and would be able to grow stronger, and perhaps return to the Parade, more powerful and respected than ever before.”

“Nya, true…” Ginneka looked torn, her revulsion at being controlled warring with lust, greed and the need for praise. She is definitely a cat. Cats are selfish, arrogant and true to themselves, but they like to be fussed over, right?

“In addition, you’ll be able to walk the mortal world, see many wonderful things, eat and drink delightful delicacies, have entertainment you never dreamed of in your days in the Night Parade…” I could see she was starting to crack, just by watching her ears and tail which were standing up straight. One more push…

Turning to Asha, I smiled warmly. “It doesn’t feel right, you being missing from the celebrations. Your fruit wines and honey meads are great, but you should be toasting Eri’s recovery with expensive whiskey together with the others. Hinata is bright red, I’ll have to give her Ether Healing before she goes home.”

“Yes, I am disappointed to be absent, but I am there through you, no?” Asha asked, and I nodded.

“Yes, but fortunately… assuming Ginneka here makes a wise choice, we’ll push the Throne upgrade forwards. The timing is great, Eri says our new home is magnificent, and you can have your own room, furnish it as you wish. The hillside is wide for a central Tokyo site, with trees, flowers and open spaces…”

“Mortal greenery. I look forward to seeing it.” Asha wistfully mused, and I turned back to Ginneka again.

“In exchange, you’ll work off your debt to us by using the Favour to help Ixitt with his experiments. It won’t be constant, I’m no slavedriver…”

“Bjarki might disagree.” Ixitt sniggered, but I ignored him.

“A decade, a century… what’s that but a short period to a Yōkai?” I pressed. “And while I’ll have to restrict your actions with the Throne somewhat, insurance, you understand, you’ll have a decent amount of freedom…”

“While you are aiding my research, I shall be sure to show you many exciting places and things.” Ixitt promised. “It is the only logical choice. Once your debt is paid off, then you can accumulate rewards.”

Ginneka licked her licks reflexively. “I like rewards, nya. And that smell…” Her blue eyes were fixed on me, peering to where I was holding Laverna’s favour. “A century, that’s not so long, nya, I suppose.”

She’s cracking… “For now, I need you to assist Ixitt and possibly undertake a few other tasks. In exchange, I’ll help Shaeula come to terms with you. Eri’s not got any hatred towards you, in fact she feels gratitude, so between us…”

“This opportunity is a miracle you will not be offered again. I myself was like you, I was dead, or as close to it as to make no difference.” Asha pressed. “But now here I stand. What choice do you have? Will you duel princess Shaeula for your freedom?”

“I’m not an idiot, nya. I’m not!” Ginneka glowered at me, as I must have been smiling. “Fine. I know when I am beaten. I’ll take your offer, nya. But I get to keep the Favour, as you call it, when I’m done! Such a thief’s treasure belongs best with a thieving cat!”

“Done.” I held out my hand, holding in my smirk. A hundred years? If we’re still at the point that we need Laverna’s Favour then, I’ll be delighted, because it means we’ll have avoided the worst of the upcoming apocalypse. Besides… in a hundred years everything could change. Just think how much has changed in less than half a year…

Ginneka grasped my hand, and I shook it. Eri, who was red-faced from everyone’s teasing, saw me smiling, and asked what was up.

“Oh, I’m just happy to be part of this joyous occasion.” I replied. “…and a problem that has been halting our development is about to be removed. It’s a temporary solution, but that'll do for now…” With a solution in place, our chances of coming up with a more permanent one are massively improved…

“Never mind that-that…” Shaeula cried drunkenly, her face flushed. She thrust a half-filled bottle into my hand. “Drink-drink, this is a celebration!”

“It sure is.” I laughed, gulping directly from the bottle, feeling the fiery sting in my throat. “Yes, it most certainly is…”


Side One Hundred And Forty-Five - Watanabe Karen


“You know, I used to hate these drinking parties, Noboru-san.” I told my neighbour as I took a draught of the rather nice beer from the glass mug I was holding. Wiping the foam from my mouth, I looked around at the lively atmosphere, at my new co-workers and some younger guests. “My old boss was a filthy pig. He’s in prison now though. Serves the bastard right.” I downed the rest of my mug with satisfaction before slamming it down, immediately regretting it, as this wasn’t some cheap izakaya we were drinking at, but a nice private room in a hotel in Ginza. Thankfully the table isn’t scratched…

“Sounds like you had it hard.” a young man, the same age as Akio-kun, I thought, commiserated. Hayato-san was a handsome blonde, and was cheerful and a good leader, from what I had gathered working with him recently. “I heard that Akio-kun had a lot to do with his downfall?”

“I don’t think you should be asking about that.” the young woman beside him chided. She was pretty in a shy sort of way, and the two of them were engaged. Lucky. Seems like it’s just old women like me who missed out. “Sorry.” she continued. “Hayato isn’t normally so insensitive. If you don’t want to talk about it…”

“It’s fine.” I said to the perceptive woman, Hina-chan. Another of Akio-kun’s old university friends. I’m amazed that they all gave up their careers to come work for him… “It never got too far. I’m not some sort of idiot who gives in. You surrender, and you’re a slave forever.”

“Here.” Noburu-san handed me another beer. I took a contemplative sip.

“Thanks. Anyway, when Akio-kun gave me a job, he already saved my life.” I laughed bitterly. “I was in my lowest ebb, not sure how I was going to survive. The fact that he ended up crushing that bastard incidentally was just a bonus.”

“And then you reached out to me.” Tanaka Taku-san muttered. Now his own money worries were over he looked like a man ten years younger than his age. “I’m grateful that you thought of us.”

I rolled my eyes. “When I’m looking for guys who will be pathetically grateful and keep Akio-kun’s secrets, of course I’d think of you pair.”

“I think she’s embarrassed.” Hina-chan teased, a small smile on her face. “It’s the same for us, isn’t it, Aimi-chan?”

“Oh, yeah, yeah it is.” the short, pretty, busty girl agreed. Another of Akio-kun’s friends. I bet she got a lot of attention with that chest… “We couldn’t leave Shiro and Akio-kun to do this alone. We promised each other we were friends forever!”

“It’s easy to say, but not so easy to put your futures on the line for it, though.” I pointed out, waving my mug of beer for emphasis. “For us it was an easy choice.”

Noboru-san nodded, watching his daughter, Sana-chan. She was there with two other girls her age, chatting away as young girls do, though Sana-chan was clearly the most outgoing. “That’s right. It was a small risk for me, but the rewards… it’s not even the money. It’s pride in myself, and having my daughter talk to me again.”

“Akio-san is a soft touch.” Haru-chan sighed. She was here with us, ostensibly as security, as now that the world knew about Akio-kun, a situation I still found equal parts baffling and awe-inspiring at times, there was a danger we might be targeted, small though it was. Though I’m sure she’s just here because Akio-kun thinks she needs to unwind. He told me she had been working too hard recently. Isn’t that just his fault anyway? “He likes to meddle and help people. He had no cause to help me, but he did.”

“Akio-kun’s always been like that.” Another one of his friends, Shugo-san, came over, holding his own beer. “Don’t you think, Hayato-kun?”

He nodded. “That’s right. He’s easy-going and never much asserted himself, but he was always there to smooth things over with a quip or making himself the butt of a joke. He always used to be very considerate of Shiro too. And I don’t think it was because she’s a beauty.”

“To think that Akio-kun and Shiro ended up hooking up.” Aimi-chan giggled. “She always used to put you all down and say she’d only marry a billionaire.”

“Akio-san is a billionaire.” Haru-chan pointed out. “But I don’t think that’s the reason she’s with him…”

“No.” Hayato-san agreed. “Shiro needs someone that understands her, and is willing to pamper her. She’s always been a painfully fragile girl. Handle her wrong and she’ll shatter.”

“She did make a deal with a being from another world that would have left her as the Empress.” Haru-chan pointed out. “I haven’t had many dealings with Taṇhā, but she’s frightening.” she shuddered, remembering. “But she can’t do anything dangerous, she doesn’t want to go against Akio-san.”

“To think that our humble little Akio-kun managed to tame her. And the others too… that’s the strangest thing of all.” Hayato-san agreed. “I still can’t believe it.”

“Me neither, man!” Shugo-san cried, nodding. “All those nights in Akihabara talking shit about harems and isekai, and now we’re living in a harem fantasy. And Akio-kun’s the protag, lucky bastard.”

“Should you really be saying that, Shugo-kun?” Aimi-chan warned in a singsong voice, teasing him. “You have your hot teacher girlfriend now, shouldn’t you be thankful? She could have come tonight, Akio-kun isn’t stingy with the company expenses!”

“She has to work tomorrow. Besides, it’s not like your boyfriend is here, is he, Aimi-chan?” he retorted defensively.

“Look, Akio-kun and Shiro have a lot of secrets.” Aimi-chan explained. “You think I want to bring him in? I’m not stupid.”

“If it’s a serious relationship, maybe you should.” Hina-chan suggested, and I decided to intervene.

“I think we never know just how life will go. Hasn’t this proved it?” I took another swig of my beer. “I’d say this event would probably have been fine, but…”

“Looking at me?” Haru-chan asked. “I can keep a secret. Don’t they say dead men tell no tales? I’m not a man though…” She cracked a smile, and it pained me to see the bitter feelings behind it.

“It’s all right, Haru-chan. You don’t have to worry about being hurt again. Akio-kun has your back.” I insisted, and Noburu-san spoke up.

“Seems like you believe in him more than anyone else, Karen-san.”

“Me? I suppose so. And not just him. Shaeula too. I think if there’s any misery in their path, they’ll bulldoze it out of the way. Just look at the whole situation we were talking about, with the toad of my ex-boss. He was collateral damage in helping out Shaeula's friend Ichika-chan, and she was up against some yakuza-sponsored ring of fraudsters. I think we’re lucky to be their friends. I think if there’s ever any problems we have, all we have to do is ask…”

“Konoe-chan, I remember her. Yasu-kun thought she was cute.” Aimi-chan rolled her eyes, seeming happy to change the subject. “I doubt he has a chance with her. If anyone knows any girls with low standards, let me know and I’ll try and arrange a date for him. It’s pitiful that he’s the only one of us who doesn’t have a partner.”

As we all laughed, Hina-chan looked over to where Yasu-san was talking to his cousin Hisano-chan and the other girls. “You shouldn’t be so mean, Aimi-chan. It’s just that he’s comparing himself to Akio-san and Hayato. It’s a bad match-up.”

“Nice humblebrag about your fiancé there!” Aimi-chan shot back, and there was more laughter. Meanwhile, Yasu-san was arguing with his cousin, waving his glass of beer frantically.

“I don’t know how to face your parents, Hisano-chan!” he was saying loudly, face red from booze. “They don’t know what’s going on! It’s dangerous, you know!” I could almost hear the exclamation marks at the end of each sentence he was saying. “You’re still in school, you’re too young to be getting involved in adult matters!”

“Adult matters? Like… a job, right? I totes don’t think ya are suggesting that Hisano-chan here is doing adult stuff, yeah?” Sana-chan interrupted, sticking up for the girl she had just met. “That’s so lame, man.”

“No, I… not shy little Hisano-chan. But…” His eyes narrowed meaningfully. “You go to an all-girls school, don't you Hisano-chan?”

“That’s right. It’s a shrine school, not that I understood what that meant. Now I do though.” She looked at the other girl she was with, Maiko-chan, the daughter of Hisuikomushi shrine. “What’s that got to do with anything, Yasu-kun?” Hisano-chan shot back, defensive.

“You don’t have any resistance to guys! You’re too young to be thinking about playing around!” Yasu-san insisted.

“I can’t watch this.” Shugo-san muttered, sighing. Walking over he put his hand on Yasu-san’s shoulder. “Hey man, chill out. This is supposed to be a relaxing night out, a reward for our hard work. Don’t ruin it.”

Yasu-san jumped, before looking down guiltily. “I just worry, you know? It’s not like you have a relative to worry about, is it?”

“We never knew you had one either. Everyone knows about Akio-kun’s sister and childhood friend, but you kept your cousin quiet. Despite ragging on Akio-kun for his enviable fortune.” Shugo-san persisted. “Look, Yasu-kun, be honest.”

“I’m jealous, damn it.” Yasu-san groaned, chugging his beer. “I thought Akio-kun and you were like me, Shugo-kun! I mean, Hayato-kun, he was always going to be popular with the ladies…”

“Me?” Hayato-san remarked mildly, and his fiancée laughed, her giggles rather charming and proud.

“It’s true. Even Shiro said you would be passable if you were rich, remember?” Yasu-san insisted.

“She said similar about Akio-kun too, if I remember.” Hayato-san demurred, as the argument continued.

I suppose it’s entertaining in a way, but if it gets too much… I glanced at Haru-chan, who clearly was still nervous around men. I think Akio-kun is trying to acclimatise her to them again slowly. It’s sweet that he’s thinking of her, but… it’s not easy to get over such terrible things. I can hardly even imagine it, and I was almost…

“Me?” Shugo-san snorted. “Speak for yourself, man. But Akio-kun was pretty well put together back then. Shy and easy-going, sure, but he’s got that Western height and cast, and those eyes. Plenty of girls thought he was okay, am I right Aimi-chan, Hina-chan?”

“Don’t get me involved in this! Hina-chan neither!” Aimi-chan sniffed, before going over to the girls. “But yeah, Hayato-kun and Akio-kun were the lookers of the group. But being honest, for a bunch of geeks, we had a lot of handsome people. Even you’re all right, Yasu-kun. Maybe we didn’t think about it because when next to Shiro, we all looked plain. So anyway… Hisano-chan… we don’t really do much in the other world, the Boundary. Too busy, and our job is to do other things. So Yasu-kun worries…”

“Hey, dad, you go in there, right? I’m curious.” Sana-chan piped up. “Tell us about it!”

Noboru-san looked a little abashed, before admitting that he didn’t have much experience of it either. I don’t myself, although Akio-kun says we should all learn an element at least…

“Damn, that’s a shame, I totes thought ya’d be able to score some points with me, earn some more respect. Well…” Sana-chan drank her non-alcoholic cocktail. “…I guess Hisano-chan and Maiko-chan can tell us.”

“There isn’t much danger.” Hisano-chan explained. “Yes, when I learned earth element, I was told I could get some Levels, so I went to the front by Sagami Bay. But it’s totally safe. The monsters are beaten down and we just finish them off.”

“It can be tough though. My father…” Maiko-chan interjected. “…he was like Oshiro-san. But he was taken hostage by a bad man and trapped in a coma…”

“Enough of that!” I broke in hurriedly, glancing at Haru-chan, whose hand was trembling. “We know it can be dangerous. Look at the Press Conferences from Britain, and Kyoto. But Akio-kun is making sure that doesn’t happen again. Well, as much as anyone can, anyway.”

“Yes.” Haru-chan agreed after taking a deep, reflexive breath. She doesn’t need to breathe, but her body does it out of habit, so she says. And because it’d cause people to feel uncomfortable, and not able to know why, if she didn’t. “It’s not safe, but then, just because it isn’t, doesn’t mean we can be safe by avoiding it. Look at me.” she laughed bitterly, shaking her head. “That’s why I’d rather get stronger now. Besides, I owe Akio-san. So take what’s offered. Hisano-san is wise. Besides…”

This time Haru-chan’s grin was natural, impish, and very cute. Such a shame. She’s a very attractive woman. To think that happened to her… “…once you know earth element, you have a bright future in the construction industry. Akio-san has been pushing all the Black Wolf Company to learn, but I’m sure if you wanted to earn some extra money, Hisano-san, you could put in a few shifts.”

“I’ve learned wind, since our shrine is that of a wind Kami.” Maiko-chan agreed, half-relieved.

“Awesome. I wish I could learn. It’d show my bitch of a stepsister up. Mom too. It’s getting totes unbearable at home. But I’m totes, totes scared of that Hinata chick. She’s cute as a button, but mad scary, ya feel me?”

“Yes, I certainly don’t have the authority to ask Akio-san.” Noboru-san agreed. “Sorry Sana.”

“It’s fine. I get it.” She waved his apology away. “But you girls are cute, ya skin is great.” She prodded Hisano-chan’s cheek, who then yelped, startled. “When ya wear as much makeup as I do, I’d kill for whatever makes ya skin so perfect.”

“Cute, me?” Hisano-san shook her head, laughing. “No way, I’m so plain.”

“Not true, Hisano-chan!” Yasu-san shook his head firmly. “That’s why I’m worried. If you … what if Akio-kun…”

“Me and Akio-kun?” she paused, raising one eyebrow. “Are you serious, cousin? Save sleep talking for when you’re asleep. He’s going out with Kana-san. She’s the prettiest girl in our school. He wouldn’t even look at me.”

“Kana-san has changed. She used to be cold as ice to those she saw as beneath her.” Maiko-chan agreed. “Now… she’s actually nice. It’s a relief. It’s hard for me. My shrine is Amaterasu faction, while all the others are neutral or Susanoo. I always felt out of place.”

“Isn’t all that done with?” Haru-chan asked. “Now it’s all Akio-san’s faction.”

“Maybe so, but… I can’t help how I feel.” Maiko-chan answered.

“So yes, Kana-san has mellowed. But comparing me to her, or any of the others… you’ve seen them, I know you have.” Hisano-chan pressed Yasu-san. “You think I could compete with that?”

Hang on a minute. “You sound like you want to compete?” I asked, and several of the girls nodded agreement.

“No, I don’t.” she blushed. “I’m … not interested in a relationship. I’m still young!” she defended herself. “I was shell-shocked at first. I had no idea why I was there, or what I was doing. I only came to protect Maiko-san from Kana-san, since I saw her as the ruthless queen of the school back then. I thought she was just dragging Maiko-san over to bully her.”

As Maiko-chan murmured her thanks, Hisano-chan shook her head, pushing up her glasses with one finger contemplatively. “I never did apologise for that. Perhaps I should. I wronged her. But she changed because of Akio-kun. Her friends too. They were a frightening trio at school. Us plainer students stayed well clear. But then when I was lost, Akio-kun told me I wasn’t as pathetic as I thought I was. And he meant it, I know.”

“Akio-kun… hitting on Hisano-chan!” Yasu-san ground his teeth.

“Oh shut up.” Hisano-chan warned scornfully. “He was just being sincere. He’s… good at seeing the best in people, I think?”

I nodded at that. “I think that’s it perfectly, Shaeula says the same. He found her value, despite their first meeting being terrible. Hyacinth too.”

“Shiro didn't put it quite that way, but she agrees.” Hina-chan spoke suddenly. “I don’t really understand it, but it would have been easier and better for Akio-san to let her die, she said. But there’s no way Akio-san could ever do that… he clearly loves her. But…”

“Yes. He’s given her a better reason to go on. Though she does complain about being a buff engine…” Hayato-san smiled wryly. “...she’s genuinely happy all the time. She was always melancholy, forcing a smile, trying to mine out what small joys she could. And from what little she’s said about how she got her own abilities… she made a bad decision out of desperation. But Akio-kun never gave up on her. So I think…” he looked at Hisano-chan meaningfully. “…it made you happy, didn’t it?”

“At first I didn’t believe him, after all, it’s hard being amongst all those opponents we could never defeat, right Maiko-san?” As her friend nodded, Hisano-chan continued. “But I thought about it, and realised he’d have no reason to lie to me. It wasn’t as if he was trying to win me over. So I neatened up, changed my hairstyle, got new glasses with the money I was making… and I… is it wrong to say I don’t think I’m too bad? I’m not Kana-san, but…”

“Yeah, you’re totes cute enough girl.” Sana-chan agreed. “Prettier than my dumbass stepsister, no question. But if ya ask me, seems like you’re carrying a bit of a torch for him…”

“Hardly. But… if I was to get a boyfriend, I’d want someone who sees the me hidden within, the me I could be with enough effort. He’ll never look at me, that’s fine. I’m not brave enough to stand next to any of his women anyway. I’m not stupid…” she laughed self-deprecatingly. “…but Yasu-kun, I’m not a child. I’m a co-worker too. We all are here. So please, don’t treat me like the little kid you used to know.”

“Hey, I’m the only one here not involved.” Sana-chan laughed. “I just nagged my dad to bring me as I was bored at home. Damn, I totes feel like a freeloader, ya feel me?”

“That’s because you are.” Hisano-chan giggled. “But…” She frowned, thinking a moment before saying something outrageous. “…if you seriously want to be a part of this, it’s easy. So long as you’re a girl.” She looked Sana-chan in the eyes. “Your dad doesn’t have to go asking Akio-kun any favours. And you don’t need to worry about upsetting Hinata-san. Just next time you see Shaeula at the shrine, go ask her.”

She giggled then, surprising us with how amused she sounded. “Just be warned, she’ll try and push you into Akio-kun’s clutches. But she’s not a bitch about it. I wondered why she would do that at first, I couldn’t understand her, but…”

“But Shaeula is very easy to understand.” Haru-chan softly answered for her. “She’s also kind. She never presses me. I think she knows…”

“Yes, just because she recommends Akio-kun doesn’t mean you have to listen.” Hisano-chan agreed. “So cheer up, Yasu-kun. Akio-kun and I are friends. To be honest, he’s more of an older cousin that gives me advice and worries about me than you!”

As Yasu-kun winced, Aimi-chan slapped him on the back. “Don’t look so down. Sadly you underestimated your opponent, and put yourself on Akio-kun’s level. But you still have… Yasu energy! Yeah, Yasu energy! Some girls… must surely… find that appealing? Right?” She looked around desperately, and Hina-chan giggled, looking away.

“Damn it, Akio-kun stole my cousin, so… I’ll go for his sister! That’s it! That’ll show everyone!” Yasu-san declared proudly, and we all gawked at him in amazement. He’s actually quite amusing. But Aimi-san is right, his opponent is just beyond imagination now. How a few months have changed my quiet, polite neighbour… Anyway, I’ll throw him a bone.

“Good luck. It turns out that Aiko-chan will be moving to Tokyo any day now. For security. So you’ll get your chance. Just… be careful, all right?”

“Yes, he’s a super siscon. It’s your funeral man.” Shugo-san chuckled.

“There’s no way I’d be confident enough to go for ya boss, dad.” Sana-chan mused thoughtfully. “But… maybe I will speak to Shaeula. That’s cool, right?”

“I don’t like the idea of my daughter involved, but… it’s a career, like Karen-san says. And your school grades are terrible, if your last report card is anything to go off?”

“Wow, way to totes dunk on me in front of all my future coworkers!” Sana-chan flushed. “But yeah, I’m a dumbass, just like you and mom. But I’ll never be as shameless as her, or my bitch of a stepsister…”

“Don’t worry, Chirurgery really helps with your grades. Remembering stuff is easy, and you can do calculations in your head so much faster. Akio-kun says…” Hisano-san rattled off, Maiko-chan backing her up.

“I still don’t like the way you call him Akio-kun all the time. A formal girl like you…” Yasu-san whispered, downing another beer. I suppose someone needs to console him. At times like this, my experience at work parties actually serves a purpose, doesn't it?
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“So, Hisano-chan never calls anyone but me with a -kun!” Yasu-san was saying drunkenly. “It’s suspicious, I say! Su-spi-ci-ous! You think so too, don't you, Karen-chan?”

Really, I thought Yasu-san was the one they all made fun of. But he’s very overprotective of his cousin… it’s sweet, but he’s being so annoying. Really… I inspected Yasu-san. Yes, he looked like a punk with his half-bleached blonde and brown hair, and his choice of clothes was a little off-putting, but he wasn’t bad looking at all. He’s got a steady job now, he shouldn’t find it hard to find love. Ugh, that just makes me remember I’m past thirty and single. But then… don’t I have a steady job too, the personal secretary to Akio-kun, saviour of London, Hero of Britain? I’m not bad looking either, and my figure is still great…

“Are you listening, Karen-chan?” Yasu-san asked, and I held in a sigh.

“I am. You’re worried about how much your precious cousin likes Akio-kun. But really… what’s the worst that happens?” I gulped down the whiskey in front of me. It was more expensive than I’d normally go for, but Akio-kun never stinted on employee benefits. “You’ve known Akio-kun longer than me. Is he the sort to toy with girls and cast them aside?”

“No, but…” he began, only for Shugo-san to join in.

“Give it up man.” He sat down and started drinking too. “People change, Akio-kun and Shiro certainly have, but their cores don’t. He’s not going to toss your cousin in the trash afterwards. Hell, think of all those times we talked about harems in Bar Sekirei. You wanted one more than anyone, I haven't forgotten.”

He put a drunken arm around Yasu-san’s shoulder. “Seeing it in real life is crazy, but… they all look like they’re having fun. Shiro too. Damn, I nearly cried when I heard she’d got badly hurt and had to take a leave of absence. And now she’s good as new, and always smiling. A real smile. You know it, man!”

“Yeah but… it’s Hisano-chan! I remember her sitting there quietly in the corner, cute as a button, reading a book. She’s a kid…”

“Only to you.” I pointed out, shaking my head. “Take some advice from a woman who’s older than you…”

“Only by a year or two, surely?” Yasu-san insisted. “Don’t put yourself down, you’re still smoking hot.” He then ruined the sentiments by looking down at my chest. I resisted the urge to pull my cardigan shut, and snorted.

“Nearly perfect there. But you blew it at the last. No, I’m afraid I’m a Christmas Cake. Stale and past my sell-by date. But thanks for the vote of confidence. Anyway, if they do get together, Akio-kun will treat her just like the others. With respect and love. But why worry about something that likely won’t happen?”

“I think so too.” Shugo-san agreed. “Also, I honestly don’t think you look thirty.” He winked at me, and I laughed it off.

“You have a girlfriend, remember. Should you be flirting with me?”

“Just saying what I see. Maybe it’s the effects of the Chirurgery? Who knows. In any case, if you’re on the market, I bet you’ll have some takers. Unless you are holding out for Akio-kun like little Hisano-chan?”

“Why does everyone keep talking like it’s a done deal?” Yasu-san howled. “Over my dead body!”

Ignoring him, I answered Shugo-san. “Me? Akio-kun? I deeply respect him, I’d almost worship him, considering how he reached out to me when I was at rock bottom, but I don’t love him that way. I don’t have the confidence for that. I get where Hisano-chan is coming from. But… I think of him as a younger brother, you know? Cheeky, causing trouble, needing advice… it’s a comfortable role.”

“A dangerous one too.” Shugo-san laughed. “He’s a certified siscon, so you might just end up in his sights… but I get it. He definitely needs advice, or he’s going to get stabbed…”

“We were talking about Hisano-chan…” Yasu-san grumbled sullenly.

“Nope, you were.” Shugo-san disagreed. Everyone was mingling, Haru-chan talking to the men, trying to get familiar with them, while the girls were clustered around Hisano-chan and Maiko-chan, asking more details about what Akio-kun and the others did in the Boundary.

“We’re bored of that topic. It’s a done deal. Since you’re so gloomy, despite all the booze being on Akio-kun, let’s talk a topic close to your heart. Harems…” Shugo-san winked at me and I bit down on a laugh.

“You’re doing this on purpose!” Yasu-san complained.

“Actually, I’m curious.” Shugo-san admitted. “Setting aside your cousin, who do you think Akio-kun will get his claws in next? We aren’t foolish enough to think he’s reached maximum harem size, right?”

“He’s really not trying to collect girls. He’s just… to be honest, I see how he ended up with each one.” I defended him, as a good older sister should. He’s so going to get stabbed though. “But if you had to ask me… do you want the cheat answer or the speculation?”

“Cheat answer?” Yasu-san was interested despite himself. “You have inside info?”

“Let big sis fill you in. You know there was this woman who died?” At work I got to talk to the various girls who were always around, such as Shiro, Shaeula, Eri-chan, Hinata-chan or Kana-chan, and I had heard about Tsukiko-san.

“Yeah, Shiro said she was there, and Akio-kun was totally devastated.” Shugo-san nodded. “So?”

“Apparently she’s only mostly dead.” I didn’t understand it myself, and I was old enough and wise enough to know when not to ask, but as I glanced at Haru-chan, I imagined it was the same sort of thing. “Shaeula and Shiro both told me she’d be coming back one day. And that as she died, she kissed Akio-kun.”

“Oh. Done deal then. Next you’ll be telling me she has some tragic backstory, like Shiro and her ill-health.” Shugo-san snorted.

“Exactly right. Apparently she’s very famous in shrine circles as a holy woman. But she never was able to live her own life, or find love.”

“I bet she’s got to be gorgeous too…” Yasu-san slammed his glass down, aggravated. “Damn you Akio-kun, leave some for meeeeeeeee!”

“From what I hear, she’s as stunning as Shiro. I find it hard to believe, but supposedly that’s true.” I answered, and I heard a banging sound, only to see Yasu-san limp on the table.

“That sounds like a winner. I salute you!” Shugo-san gestured to me. As he did so, Haru-chan, tired of interacting with men all alone, sat down beside me.

“What’s up with him?” she tilted her head, confused.

“He’s just heard about this woman Tsukiko-san.” Shugo-san explained. “Now he’s depressed.”

“Kyoto was terrible. But she’s sleeping peacefully. One day…” Haru-chan’s eyes looked sad. “…she will smile again.”

“Yes. I know.” I agreed. “But, her aside… who do you think Akio-kun will take for his own next?”

“Princess Eleanor, perhaps? Akio-kun thinks she doesn’t like him much, but…” Haru-chan began, and even Shugo-san looked shocked.

“Really? That British Princess? Don’t they have to marry Dukes and Earls?” he asked.

“That’s so old-fashioned. Britain has a monarchy, but it’s not like your novels.” Aimi-chan had joined us now as well, crossing her arms under her ample chest. “There was definitely a tension between them on the TV.”

“From what I hear, they really got off on the wrong foot, but Akio-kun and the others saved her life and Britain, you know. They said so at the Royal Press Conference. Hard for a woman to ignore that. And if she feels guilty because she was harsh with him…” I considered it, and Haru-chan's suggestion did make some sense.

“Can we drop this? I’m just depressed now…” Yasu-san groaned.

“It’s just speculation.” I chuckled. “Come on, cheer up! Let’s talk about something else. How’s your work going? Some sort of supercomputer, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” He managed. “It’s actually a lot of fun. Getting to mess around with high-end gear and make something amazing…”

“It’s not for fun. It’s so Akio-kun can use his good luck…” Aimi-chan insisted firmly, and as they argued, I smiled to myself. This is entertaining and enjoyable. Yes, not like the old work parties at all…
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“So yeah, I’m a new me!” Yasu-san was saying. “By Christmas Eve, I’ll have a woman to spend it with!”

“That deadline’s a bit tight, man.” Shugo-san teased him. “Going to have to step up your game.”

“I’m not going to be the only one alone at Christmas.” He looked around until he spotted me, brightening up. “How about you, Karen-chan? You should do it too, get a great boyfriend and show all these so-called friends who is boss!”

“Leave me out of it.” I snorted, amused. “I’m married to my career for now. But… good luck, I guess.”

“I’ll do it! I will! Hisano-chaaaaaan!” He scurried off, bothering his cousin. “Are there any single girls at the training school who would be interested in me…?”

“I thought you said we were too young for dating?” She shot him down, before relenting. “But there are a few older girls there. I’m not sure they’d be interested in you though!”

“That’s totes a brutal putdown, Hisano-chan! You go girl!” Sana-chan giggled. As I watched that, I turned back to Haru-chan, who had received a message on her phone.

“What’s up? Trouble?” I asked, only for Haru-chan to smile happily.

“No, it looks like something has happened, because Eri-san is completely recovered!”

“Eri-chan? That’s great news. You hear that, everyone! Eri-chan is cured. This calls for another round!” I cried out.

As everyone cheered, Hina-chan spoke for us all. “Just like with Shiro. I guess we’re living in exciting times. It’s scary, but…”

“You got it girl!” Aimi-chan agreed, hugging her. “But it’s everything we dreamed of, though that’s worrying in itself, because powers like Akio-kun and Shiro got aren’t given out for no reason. But why worry?

“That’s right.” I agreed. “For now, all we can do is celebrate. And have faith. And look out for one another. Because we’re all co-workers. Even you, Sana-chan!”

“Me? Well… yeah. Yeah! Screw my bitch of a stepsister, and whatevs mom says. I can totes get a job, ya feel me! I’ll speak to that cutie Shaeula tomorrow!” As Hisano-chan and Maiko-chan gave her advice, I looked at Noboru-san meaningfully, before offering some comforting words.

“Don’t worry. Everyone will look after her. And she’s right. If you think of it as a job, then it’s an enviable one. We know that too, better than anyone, don't we?”

“Right.” He laughed nervously. Holding his glass he clinked it against mine. “And tomorrow sounds like it’s going to be a busy day.”

“Isn’t it always?” I took a swig of whiskey. Yes, it always is. But there’s also always something unexpected and wonderful happening. If I could go back to the world I knew before… I’d refuse. This is the world I… she looked around at everyone here, making merry. …no, we… belong in. The world we’re forging ourselves, Akio-kun and the others leading us onwards…


Four Hundred


The rest of the night passed in a flurry of activity. The upgrade to the Throne would cost two and a half million ether, which we didn’t have, as I’d done the third Rank 4 Ether Spire earlier, but thanks to Asha’s Tree and Shiro, we were rapidly climbing towards having enough. Of course, then at two and a half thousand Astral days to complete, rush building was the only viable option. It’ll take a couple of days in the Material, but I’m sure we can keep Ginneka under control until then…

If I was being honest, other than being irritating, Ginneka wasn’t causing any trouble, and my ill-feelings towards her were likely mostly related to how she and her brother had almost killed Shaeula and me. That was warring against my gratitude for her saving Eri’s life from our own blunders, so overall my feelings towards her were mostly mild annoyance and exhaustion. It’s hardly the first time an erstwhile enemy has become an ally…

“She’s certainly something, isn’t she Aki?” Shiro observed. “Absolutely no sense of shame or modesty as all. She’s all 'yes, I know I tried to kill you all, but that was like, ages ago, nya'…” Shiro mimicked her cutely. “And she’s as horny as a teenage boy. Come to think of it, were you ever a horny kid, Aki?”

“No, he never showed any overt interest in girls.” Eri complained, her cat ears flickering cutely. She had worked out having two sets of ears was a painful assault on her brain and managed to master shifting them. I had stopped her though, and even encouraged her to practise having more ears and eyes, even if only in private, as she had raged that there was no way she was going to let anyone else, especially not me, see her in such a hideous state.

But if she can master the jumbled storm of input which tries to shut down her brain, I think it quite likely she can learn Split Thoughts. I’d imagine that she’d have great compatibility with Body Enhancement as well, and possibly some sort of body modifications too, like a super soldier project, or the Space Marines from that wargame mom used to mention…

“It was quite frustrating.” Eri puffed out her cheeks and gestured casually, annoyed, but on seeing her normal, ordinary gestures and reactions, I felt a heat inside. It’s so good seeing Eri fully recovered… “It took me a long time to realise what I felt for Akio was love, but by the time I did realise, he’d mastered the art of ignoring girls’ feelings!”

“Guess he was relying on porn mags and the internet then.” Shiro smirked, her mocking grin at odds with her beautiful features. “You needed to be more charming, Eri!”

“Speak for yourself!” she frowned, crossing her arms under her chest. “I was plenty charming. Besides, I didn’t see him making a move on you either until recently. As for magazines and stuff… no way. The Oshiro’s had an old computer, but since they were poor, the whole family had to share it. And Aiko and me were always in his room, messing around. She’d have dug out a porn mag in a second and teased him about it forever.”

“I see.” Shiro grinned at me. “It’s always fun to learn more about Aki’s past. But now…” She addressed Eri, her smile teasing. “…I’m more interested in the possibilities. Our slutty cat over there showed you the way Eri, if you can change into other girls appearance-wise, then he’ll be desperate to bed you. Imagine it, having his way with any celebrity he likes. Shit, you could make a killing on fake porn videos, Eri.”

“No way. Even if it doesn’t look like Eri, it’s still her, I’m not interested in showing off what’s mine.” I insisted. Eri blushed and hugged me, revelling in the feeling of her arms being able to grip me tightly again, and her tail coiled around one of my legs. “Besides…” I shuddered then, thoughts of one celebrity, and what she’d do to me if she found out, crossing my mind.

“Whoa, quite the reaction there, Aki!” Shiro smirked again, enjoying my discomfort. “Guilty conscience? Let me guess, you were thinking of Arisu. Am I right?”

Sometimes it amazes me how the girls all seem able to read my mind. “Sorry, it was an instinctive reaction. But if she found out about such plays…”

“Yeah, squashed like a frog under a tire.” Shiro mimicked a pancake with her hands, while Eri giggled. “I have to admit, she’s certainly gorgeous, but you know, I don’t think even replicating the appearance would give you the proper experience. She’s a force of nature, all personality. Now, for a play that would be hot… how about a double Shiro orgy, or a twin Shaeula? The possibilities are endless, my lewd little Eri.”

“I’m not lewd… I just… is it so wrong to enjoy sex with the man I love?” she protested.

“No, not at all.” Shiro looked out over the catgirl who was arguing with Shaeula, the pair of them like ice and fire. “I can see why Shaeula doesn’t gel with Ginneka. Shaeula’s like you, Eri, a lustful girl, but she only directs it to Aki and those Aki loves. Whereas our silver cat here, she’s just in heat. There’s no way Shaeula would let such a girl have any time with Aki. After all, the harem king doesn’t let his girls sleep around, right?”

“True, I’d hate that.” I agreed. “But saying it that way makes me sound such a hypocrite and a selfish bastard.”

“I guess you are…” Eri agreed. “...but who cares? We don’t. Own it, and we still love you anyway!”

“Yes, that’s childhood friend power right there.” Shiro chuckled. “So, no triple Shiro orgies for you. There’s no guy alive, not even you, who could handle three of me in bed anyway…”

As we laughed about that, Shaeula came stomping over, frowning back sullenly at Ginneka as she was being herded by Asha. “That damn-damn cat. So very annoying. But have no fear. Asha and Hyacinth will watch her so she causes no-no trouble.”

“Do you think she will?” I asked, and Shaeula shook her head.

“No, honestly I do not-not believe so. She is a nuisance, but like most Yōkai, especially cats-cats it seems, when she is defeated, she rolls-rolls over in submission. That does not-not mean we should relax our caution though.”

“I agree. No point taking chances, so for a couple of days until we can get the Throne upgraded, she’ll need to be looked after.” I warned.

“Yes, and we will-will need to prepare a welcome for Asha. And…” Shaeula’s eyes shone orange for a moment, her expression slightly troubled, before she smoothed it out. “…your family, no?”

“That’s right. Eri checked out the new estate. It was nice, you said?” I asked her.

“Nice isn’t the word for it. The training school building is awesome, but… this is like being a noble, like Hinata, Motoko or Natsumi!” As Eri explained more about the house and its furnishings, making an excellent effort in addressing the noble girls without honorifics, even if her tone was still a little awkward, Shaeula listened intently, offering suggestions and promising to speak to Karen-chan regarding them.

When Eri was done, she turned to me. “On a less happy note…” her tone now a little unsure. “…I hear that you are going to see that Chinese woman in prison this afternoon?”

I nodded. “First, I have a meeting with my account manager and also Haru-san’s father, as well as someone from Britain. After that… yes, we can’t put it off any longer. Especially now.” I tried to lighten the mood. “I really need someone to manage my schedule! Karen-chan and Haru-san are doing the best they can. At least the meetings are starting to wind down.”

“For now. There’ll always be more…” Shiro teased.

“No kidding. At least I can still train and do work in the Boundary while I’m wasting hours of my life in meetings now.” I joked.

“In that case…” Eri insisted, her expression firm. “…I’m coming too. I spoke to her before, and I want to see just what decision she’s reached.”

“Yeah, you were quite harsh, Eri. But maybe that was what she needed…” Shiro added.

As they discussed her, I felt a little sick, as I found it far easier to face an enemy such as the Golden-Eyed Devourer, or even Mary Stuart, enemies that threatened those I had chosen to protect, than those like Nie Ling, who had some extenuating circumstances but had still contributed to terrible, terrible things… Yes, it might help to have Eri there, for moral support if naught else…
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“…client has already been working with Chase Midas Gold long before the Japanese government and other banks became involved.” Takahashi James-san, my account manager here in Japan was saying. His looks were largely Japanese, like mine, but his face had some subtle Western features, so it was likely he was also a half. “I think that as the first financial institution to recognise Oshiro-sama as an up-and-coming person of merit, we are perfectly placed to handle his financial needs, especially in these troubled times.”

“We would certainly rather keep his assets within Japan wherever possible.” Haru-san’s father was saying, having taken time out of his busy role as Minister of Finance to address this. Beside me, Haru-san was giving me a sympathetic look.

Did you enjoy the party? I thought at her, and she nodded, mouthing back that she did have fun, even if she still found it rather difficult being around men, but that her job involved it, so she would have to get used to it.

Yeah. I know it’s small consolation, but there’s nothing to fear from your father, and the other two guys, they’re not Chosen, so you could defeat them before they could blink. My thoughts were reassuring. I’m here too.

Yes, but you are the most dangerous one of all, Akio-san. I was surprised when her thoughts came to my head without the aid of the twins helping Haru-san form a link. On seeing my surprise, she held in a giggle. Why so shocked? I practise too. I’ve needed to, otherwise going out into somewhere like Ginza would have been impossible to bear. I can shut out external thoughts unless I’m very stressed, and I can communicate with one person at a time, so long as they don’t resist me. But yes, if you tried to attack me, I’d be helpless, wouldn’t I?

Oh come on, you know I wouldn’t do that, Haru-san. But I’m glad you feel confident enough to make jokes. The atmosphere here is tense…

No kidding. Daddy is in a tough spot. There’s a lot of talk in government that Britain might entice you away, you know? And other countries such as America, now that the news is out, have been scrambling to catch up. Rumour is the President of the United States is going to offer US Citizenship and a significant amount of money and privileges to any Chosen who emigrates there and agrees to provide support to their government and military. He tries to solve everything with money… she paused. Tempted? American girls can be quite pretty, I hear. Suzu-chan certainly is.

No way! Suzu-san is … a little too special for me. Besides, everyone I love is here.

Yes, but the world is changing. Ties such as the country you are born in will hardly matter as much anymore. But for now… best pay attention.

She winked at me, and I answered the question that the representative here on behalf of Jeremy Staveley, a British Asian who spoke fluent Japanese, had just asked. Trust a major bank to have good staff for any situation. Mr Staveley knows I speak English, but he’s catering to me as a show of respect, I suppose. That or it’s to help with negotiations with the Japanese government.

“Yes, I do understand about portfolio diversification. But in these troubled times, assets abroad might be vulnerable to seizure or other problems. Besides, I don’t make financial decisions without Hinata’s input.” I answered him calmly.

“It is rather unprecedented, having a minor handle your financial matters. Legally, she is unable to enter into any binding contracts, requiring parental, or in your case spousal consent, although since you are only engaged, rather than married, it is a little problematic.” the man replied.

“Yes, I get that. I sign and seal all the agreements that Hinata ratifies after we’ve discussed it. Her grandfather oversees a lot of her decisions as well. If mistakes are made, so be it, but I have to delegate.” Besides, Hinata looks her most alluring when she’s planning financial moves and business strategies. Hinata… I can’t really put it off much longer…

See, I said you were the most dangerous one here!

Laughing inside my mind, I continued. “In fact, Hinata is the reason we have such an asset portfolio now. Our shares in various companies and some money and property were all gained through her networking.”

“But your skills.” James-san interjected. “Now, there’s nothing wrong with that. My own wife supports me, while I earn. The issue is… your marital and familial assets will be… tangled, to put it bluntly. The laws have been passed allowing polygamy, which caused a stir, I assure you. But other laws still need updating, for example, in the event of a divorce of one wife…”

“That will never happen.” Haru-san insisted firmly, surprising her father, who stared at her, a bit put out. “Not to Akio-san, anyway. I know all the women involved, and I know Akio-san.” Shaeula and Eri-chan would murder anyone who tried to leave and take some of your assets. Hyacinth… she’d scorch the earth on their whole family. You have a taste for scary women, don’t you?

As she thought that at me, she continued to address the others confidently. “Yes, the Ministry is working on getting the required laws into place, as it’s certainly not just going to be Akio-san who takes advantage of them, so such situations might arise, no, inevitably will. But for now… don’t worry about it. As for Hinata-chan making financial decisions… yes, it is difficult to accept, for those of us who have been involved in finance and fields of a similar nature… but a number of Chosen are under the age of adulthood. We will have to adjust our thinking. Besides, the legal age of adulthood here in Japan is rather older than most of the West, so even as a minor here, it's not necessarily true they would be in your country, so it should be easier to deal with.”

“Haru, you’ve put a lot of thought into this…” her father praised, and she nodded.

“Of course. I am Undersecretary to the Ministry, practically Vice-Minister, it’s my job. But I am also a Vassal of Akio-san here. Some might call it a conflict of interest, but I believe it gives some invaluable experience and connections to those who matter, allowing me to do my job properly. And for now, I agree with Akio-san, assets held abroad are at risk of forfeiture…”

“Not with us!” the man insisted. “Britain would never betray a hero like that, and our Chairman instructed me personally and at length to show you no disrespect, as he says he owes you a personal debt of gratitude mere money cannot repay. Your assets would not only be safe with Barclays, but we have many ideas to help them grow. Although…” He glowered at James-san. “Chase is an American bank. I can understand your reservations. The US has adopted a very America-centric set of policies as of late, and rumours say you’ve had your friction with them, Oshiro-sama. Seizure of assets under some nonsensical terrorism or national security law are not beyond the realms of possibility, unlike in civilised Britain.”

“That’s an insult, sir!” James-san shot back, incensed. “Our bank never bows to political pressure! Besides, while I’m sure you have several more Chosen on your books, just like we do…” he used the Japanese term for us. “…Oshiro-sama is a valued customer, even before that. Ms Connors would have me strung up if I allowed his assets to be frozen! Besides, imagine the damage it would do to our reputation internationally. Stealing from the Hero of Britain…”

“The official position of the Prime Minister is that we should bring your assets under the umbrella of the government. There is less risk that way, and more recourse should foreign powers play hardball.” Suzuki-san suggested. “There are many advantages as well.”

“And just as many downsides!” the man from Barclays insisted. “Money is all very well, but… dead money is of little value. Investment is the key. And not necessarily to make more wealth, but…” The man grinned triumphantly, obviously having gathered information from somewhere. “…it seems that Chosen have a great need of wealth for other reasons. And we are world leaders in investment funds!”

“World leaders? Hardly. When you think of accounts for the rich you think Midas Gold!” James-san insisted.

“If it is investment, the government…” Suzuki-san began, but Haru-san shook her head.

“I’m sorry father, but Japan is already stretched, and tensions are starting to rise. Akio-san has already garnered favourable terms, though he should have been further rewarded for his efforts.” she insisted. “A government loan to an individual…”

“It’s not advisable. However…” James-san made his offer. “…Midas Gold specialises in substantial loans for business dealings, on a scale into the billions of dollars. Perhaps even a trillion yen.” He grinned triumphantly.

“Bullshit. That’s like a tenth of your bank’s yearly profits.” the other man scoffed. “You’d have to be crazy…”

“Is poor little Barclays overawed? What did you make last year? Ten billion dollars in profit? Sure, you’ve a good reputation in Europe, but compared to our financial clout…”

Does it feel good being fought over by these banks, Akio-san? Haru-san smiled at me. I know Fukumoto-san is wealthy, but Nichibotsu profits are still only in the billions of dollars bracket, after expenses, and he invests most of it back into the business, it’s why he is a world leader. He can support you, and has been, but…

That’s right. He’s already spent a lot buying up suitable plots of land for me, as well as investing in staff and resources to help set up our new businesses. Speaking of… we need to ramp up preparations, as soon…

“It’s true. I do need money. But I’m also not interested in paying back vast sums of interest.” Although when Ixitt’s products can be made here, we’ll have money to burn…

“Of course. You have backing.” James-san agreed. “But while I am most definitely in it to make a profit… after all, my yearly bonus depends on it!” He winked, and Haru-san held her hand over her mouth, hiding her smile. “We are also more concerned with what can’t be bought with mere money. In that we are in agreement with our little friend from Barclays here.”

As the other man nodded, I gestured for them to go on.

“Our proposals are thus.” James-san concluded. “Oshiro-sama, we know you are planning several revolutionary businesses. Fukumoto-sama, as well as the esteemed Ichijou-sama, have made no secret of it. Now, collateral for loans keeps the rate of interest low…”

“I’m not risking shares in our company or technology.” I declared firmly. Hinata would be so disappointed if I did. Other than the split project with Mayumi-san, nobody is getting in on our projects… “That’s non-negotiable for now.”

“It was worth a try. But you misunderstand. I doubt my colleague here does though…”

The man nodded. “Our chairman has been a new man, these past weeks. His wife recovered from a terminal, degenerative illness miraculously. Strangely enough, that was the evening he met some important Japanese guests for dinner. He has kept his silence since, but has expressed more interest in you then even the Hero of Britain merits. He’s also stepped up financial support for Princess Eleanor and her entourage. Now… collateral does not have to be tangible.”

“In exchange for a negligible interest rate, just enough to secure our end-of-year bonuses and keep the shareholders happy, Midas Gold is prepared to loan you significant sums, allowing that you pledge the use of your abilities as collateral, and also promise to look favourably on any requests made. Nothing illegal or immoral, of course.” James-san grinned. “Ms Connors would look poorly on that…”

The more he mentioned Ms Connors, the more I realised she was someone important. Buck sure did introduce me to someone connected… though at the time she came across as just an employee. There’s definitely a story there. “So what are we talking? Healing? Sure, that’s just an extension of my current business. There are likely others out there that can be bought cheaply…”

“True. There was one American Chosen, but he’s vanished. And we do know of others.” James-san agreed. “In fact, healing abilities are certainly the most sought-after. But the interesting thing is… you’re not a healer, are you Oshiro-sama?”

“That issue touches on the privacy of our citizens, and national security…” Suzuki-san began, but I nodded, silencing him.

“I don’t like revealing too much of my strength, but no, I’m certainly not primarily a healer. I can do a lot of things.”

You certainly can. But the thing I find the strangest is, those around you can as well. Look at me…

With a gentle thought of praise towards Haru-san, I continued. “Now the world is talking about the Chosen after Kyoto and London, it’s only natural for rumours to spread. But any contract would have to be vetted by Hinata, her grandfather and likely the government here as well.”

“Most certainly. We won’t be prepared to have Oshiro-san sneakily taken by the backdoor.” Suzuki-san agreed. “Though…” He glanced at his daughter. “Sadly, you are correct. Implementing all the reforms, the payments for Territorial protection, and more… the bills are endless. It’s almost enough to make me wish I had an easy job, like something in MEXT.”

“I hardly think MEXT is easy.” Haru-san chided her father, seeming very professional. “Considering that managing the unrest of the population requires significant media and cultural efforts, that Ministry is almost as busy as yours. It’s not like we aren’t involved either…”

“Speaking of culture…” James-san said suddenly, a look of interest on his face. “Did you see the news this morning? It was running in a headline slot, and it’s all over the papers and the internet.”

Is that… I hadn’t the time to watch TV, after the hectic events of last night, but I had an idea. My thoughts were confirmed as he continued. “Arisugawa Arisu-san… I remember that old scandal. I was gutted over the whole mess.” He let out a quiet chuckle. “I admit to her being my dream woman. It’s that cold beauty… to think she was involved in embezzlement, bullying, cheating… but apparently it was all a setup. It all seems too perfect though…”

“I assure you that it’s all true.” I interjected. Before I could elaborate, our British guest looked puzzled.

“Who is this woman? Some sort of celebrity?”

“Oh, you poor fool, not knowing Arisugawa Arisu-san. She was the hottest young actress in Japan, there was even talk she could break into Hollywood. She was gorgeous…” He pulled up a picture on his phone.

She still is. In a cool way…

If she could hear you think that, wouldn’t she be angry?

Hey, it’s simply an objective truth. I’d never dare to hit on her. Besides, I promised her I’d make Shiro happy.

“Yeah, she’s certainly something.” the man agreed. “A scandal, you say?”

“The full works. The only thing she wasn’t accused of was taking drugs, though there were rumours. But it seems to all be a lie.” He looked at me, and I elaborated to defend her honour.

“Yes, it was. Having her name cleared is justice at last.”

“It seems you know more people than I expected. Rumours are she’ll be heading the MEXT-sponsored Charity Gala for the victims of Kyoto.” James-san asked, and I nodded.

“That’s right. As for how I know her… that’s not really important. Just… if you believed the initial scandal, then you should believe the truth that’s coming out now. And she’s a surprisingly interesting woman. Frighteningly smart…”

As we talked about that for a while, my other body, back in the Territory, had just accumulated enough ether to start the upgrade process for a Throne of Heroes to Rank 3. Now it would just take a couple of days of Material time to have enough to finish it off.

“All right then, that was a fun distraction. But back to business…” James-san insisted, his expression changing. “I understand that you have concerns about funds and assets being frozen, but I assure you, the Japanese arm of Chase Midas Gold is fully compliant with Japanese laws and policies. There’s no way for us to simply walk off with it. What would be the benefit, anyway? Making Oshiro-sama an enemy benefits nobody. But when it comes to leveraging assets into increased wealth…”

“Barclays can do it as well. And we are better placed in the British market, and the Princess herself has publicly expressed sentiments that she seeks closer ties with Japan, and yourself especially, Oshiro-sama. It was in the Daily Sun!”

“That rag… you British and your tabloid press…” James-san sniffed, and as the argument continued, I exchanged a look with Haru-san. I get that a solid financial base is important, but this is quite the nuisance…
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“How much?” Shiro nearly choked as I told them about the meeting earlier in the day.

“In the end, we decided on a credit line of around twenty billion yen, split between Barclays and Chase Midas Gold. Of course, there’s no fees for simply having the credit line.” I made sure of that, knowing Hinata would not be happy if I threw away money for no reason. “In terms of interest, it’s low, but Hinata and her grandfather will have to vet the documentation. In terms of collateral, it’s loose too. They seemed sure that Japan would step in if I defaulted, seeing as I’m an important public figure now. Or if not, then I’d be beholden to them for a number of favours.”

“But what will you do with that sort-sort of wealth?” Shaeula asked. Along with Shiro and Eri, who had met Nie Ling in prison before, Shaeula had tagged along, perhaps weary of dealing with Ginneka. “Controlling more-more of our Territory here in the Material makes sense, but even that amount of wealth will not-not go so far. Even on the outskirts of Tokyo, land is most-most expensive, no?”

“Yes, although that kind of money would go a long way. Instead, we need to make ourselves indispensable to Japan and ideally the world at large, so that any country or Chosen than tries to oppose us will find themselves ostracised in turn. Deterrence is key.”

“And the money will help with that?” Eri asked me, as we headed towards the cell where Nie Ling was still being held. A number of soldiers, including one of the JSDF Chosen, was with us, since Nie Ling couldn’t be left to normal guards.

“It should. If Ginneka…” Shaeula scowled as I mentioned her name. “…continues to play nice, and I’ve no reason to think she won’t, what with her brother still dead, I think we can move matters along and even scale up our plans. Though I’m going to be busy too. I’m glad I can split myself in two…” I laughed, a touch bitterly. Sure, I’m continuing to train Tsumura Arts while I’m here now, but I will also need to take up my crafting Skills again. They’ve been lagging as I’ve not had time, and Ixitt and Bjarki make better gear than I do…

“…but really, there’s one more ingredient for perfection. But yes, I don’t enjoy draining Fukumoto-san’s coffers. Hopefully we can leverage the money into a rapid expansion of our Material power base. Anyway, we’re here.” I took a deep breath at the plain, high security door of the cell. Nie Ling… I’d rather face an enemy than her. But…

The cell door buzzed, electromagnetic locks disengaging. The physical locks were then opened, and the door swung open. The cell itself was hardly reminiscent of the sort of prisons one saw in fiction, it was quite roomy, and had a large window, though the glass was the toughest military-grade material, and it was secured by a number of sturdy metal bars. A bed was in one corner, as well as a small desk, and there was a bookshelf that contained some Chinese literature, as well as a large TV fixed securely to the wall. There’s even some potted plants and her own dedicated bathroom…

On seeing us, Nie Ling managed a weary smile, before speaking to me in Mandarin. “I see. I had worried I had been forgotten. It has been a long time. So, have you come to decide my fate?”

As I entered the cell, Shaeula, Eri and Shiro behind me, along with the Chosen soldier, the door was shut, the clicking of the various locks echoing loudly in the sudden silence. All right then. My hardest challenge yet… making something worthwhile out of this terrible, shitty mess…


Four Hundred And One


On seeing Eri entering the room behind me, Nie Ling paused for a second, before her eyes widened a little in surprise. “You’re out of your wheelchair?” she asked, and Eri cocked her head, not understanding, until Shiro translated for her.

“Oh, I see.” Eri replied. “Yes, I got better.” Her expression hardened. “I think that doesn’t matter though. What does is… have you thought about the answer to what I asked you last time?”

Once her words were understood, Nie Ling let out a bitter chuckle. “Does that question even have an answer?” She peered at us nervously, before her gaze fell on me. “I have had a lot of time to think, though. I do admit this prison is a lot nicer than the ones in China. Nobody has mistreated me, I’ve not been humiliated or disgraced, nor tortured.” She glanced at the JSDF Chosen, who was looking at her with a dark expression. “Of course, I’m not fool enough to think you all don’t despise me. The looks on their faces make it plain enough. But it’s been… comfortable.”

“Of course. You are-are a prisoner brought here by Akio. He would not-not countenance cruelty to females of such a nature.” Shaeula responded, indignant. “I am by no-no means trying to say this country is perfect, for I dare say it is not-not, but… they would not-not risk Akio’s ire by mistreating his prisoners.”

“I suppose I’m grateful then.” Nie Ling managed a slight smile. She then turned back to Eri. “I can answer one question for you. I don’t want to die. I want to live. My despair was speaking for me, my hopelessness. But… if I don’t want to live, what was it all for?”

“I see you’re not hopeless after all.” Eri remarked, satisfied. “After what you did, merely giving up… it’s a selfish, wasteful choice.”

“What would you know of it? I’m still only a humble clerk… no, I was.” Nie Ling breathed softly. “But you, you’re still a child. You shouldn’t criticise your elders, knowing nothing of what you speak!” She was angry, but contrary to what I expected, Eri merely smiled.

“I would rather see you angry than wallowing in unearned self-pity.” she retorted, Shiro translating with a wince. “The ones that should be pitied are the ones you led to their deaths. And before you say again that I know nothing… I know what it is to fear dying. And before you tell me you faced worse… dead is dead.”

Not really. The flickering spirit-light of Tsukiko-san circling me disproves that. But in general, in all but one-in-a-million long shots, Eri isn’t wrong. “The Golden-Eyed Devourer, that damn toad, was indeed a frightening foe. We defeated it, no, a mere part of it, and that pushed us to the very limits. We hurt it, I think, bought us some time… but it’s in China, like some hidden cancer, recovering.”

From the standpoint of Japan in the short term, if it is feasting on Cultivators, spiritual beings and Chinese Chosen, that’s a good thing. Reducing the power of our enemies is a win. But from the perspective of wider humanity, and Japan in the longer term, it’s a disaster. Every Divine Favour lost is a blow we might not recover from. If Anesidora’s gift was lost, for example, then we’d not have the buffs on Asha’s Tree, and we’d be far behind in terms of Territory development…

Nie Ling listened to me in silence as I continued. “You wanted to live, but the weight of your guilt is heavy. That speaks well of your character. If you felt no guilt, no shame, over nearly a thousand deaths of innocent men, women and children, then there’d be no saving you. But… did you honestly believe you could trust that creature? It would have devoured you the moment your usefulness expired, just like it did with many others.”

“I know. I know that.” Nie Ling cried, visibly frustrated. “But what was I to do? I was terrified, I listened to the others, older, wiser than me. I was a clerk, I processed pointless, boring paperwork, the most trouble I ever had to deal with was making sure that the numbers tallied, and old man Bao wasn’t dipping his hands into the petty cash again!”

Her voice rose to a shrill whine. “I’m not capable of trying to change the world, to fight! Even my power that the Duke of Dreams passed on to me isn’t for battle! It’s unfair, cruel, to expect this from me! And then the Department took charge of me, there were the purges… and then that monster… one thing after another, first snakes, then tigers, then Dragons, an escalation of my torments!”

“It still was able to kill all those people.” Eri spoke softly.

“Again, you know nothing!” Nie Ling snapped. “Just because he…” She pointed at me accusingly. “…was strong-willed and gifted with an ability to fight, you think we can all…” She paused as Shiro and Shaeula burst out laughing, while Eri had a triumphant expression on her face.

“Aki, strong-willed? He’s a pushover, which is why you’re still alive.” Shiro pointed out, her eyes gleaming crimson, Tan curious about what we were discussing. “I’m no expert on legal matters, but I know enough.” She glanced at the JSDF Chosen, before lapsing back into Japanese. “Soldier boy…” At that, the man grinned, though his face was red, perhaps taken with Shiro’s beauty. Too bad though, it’s all mine.

“…putting aside criminal law… the law of war, if we assume that she was legally invading from China, then Aki had the right to kill her like he did the others, as she’d be an active combatant, right? Worse, if matters were as the Chinese have said, and they were acting entirely as terrorists, on behalf of that vile toad, then she has an obligation to face justice under international law. Either way she’s screwed, isn't she?”

As the soldier agreed, Shiro turned back to Nie Ling. “Got a counterargument?”

“No.” she admitted. “But what would you have done if you were me? Just died, faced oblivion?” Nie Ling countered, and Shiro flushed and whistled, embarrassed.

“You have me there. I made a similar choice, which could easily have led to a worse result, but Aki steered me onto the right path. Just like he saved your life.” I thought I heard a snort from Shiro then, but it was likely Tan, I imagined. “You gave a promise in exchange, didn't you? Your Divine Favour. If you don’t want it, let someone else carry the burden.”

“I’d have rather died than do what you did.” I insisted, resolute. “With great power, we have great responsibilities. And just to clear up your misconception, I didn’t get granted some powerful combat abilities. I earned them, working my way up from scratch, with help from others.” Shaeula puffed out her chest at that proudly as I continued to explain.

“I was an ordinary freelancer, doing odd jobs in IT. At first, I nearly quit a number of times, when I got hurt, nearly died. But I realised if I did… then who would stop those like you who misused your powers, or like the bastard toad who coerced you? If Eri, Shiro, Shaeula or any of those who aren’t here were to be hurt because I tossed aside my chance to protect them… that’s worse than death.”

“Is it? Maybe so. I don’t have that conviction.” Nie Ling admitted. “I told you, I’m not brave and strong. But don’t lie to me. If one of them…” She nodded at the girls. “…were held under the threat of oblivion, would you let them perish, or commit evil deeds to save them?”

“He’d never…” Eri began, but Shaeula shook her head.

“A cunning-cunning question, Nie Ling.” Shaeula growled, her expression cold. “And an unfair one. Akio would indeed-indeed sacrifice all for us, his morals, his justice, his heart… but he is not-not so naïve and foolish as you. He would never-never trust such a creature as that toad to keep-keep its promises. No, give in once and only slavery and worse-worse awaits. He would surely seek another, wiser path to save us, or if not-not, to avenge us.”

“I’d rather die than put Akio through that.” Eri insisted. “But it does make me happy to know what he’d do for us…”

“Yeah, you’re definitely still yandere to the max.” Shiro scoffed at her. “But again, I’m already a hypocrite, as I was saved before I screwed up too badly. Shit, let me turn it around on you.” She addressed Nie Ling once again. “Since you are trying to deflect, you know what you did is wrong.”

“Of course. I am prepared for punishment, I am. But… I honestly don’t know what else I could have done. It isn’t fair…”

“Nor was it fair to kill a thousand to save one life.” I countered emphatically. “But you did it, even if not by your own hands. So the question is… what now?”

“I’ve been watching.” She pointed at the TV. “I saw your actions in Britain. It’s easy for you. Your deeds saved lives. But even so, you killed, didn’t you? Is there a difference?”

“Yes. There was a clear difference.” Shiro insisted. “Aki killed warriors to save others. You killed civilians to save yourself.”

“We’ve been through the laws. I’m sure you are sick of it.” I said to the contemplative Nie Ling. “Legally there were few precedents in civilian law, but the government could apply the law against acts of foreign military aggression, which does carry the death penalty at maximum severity. But there are extenuating circumstances. I’m not going to say your own life isn’t worth anything. That’s what makes this all such a damn mess.” I sighed bitterly. “Look, London… those I fought, those who died… they were acting for their own selfish interests. They may have a worthy goal, to protect Earth against threats like the toad… but they went about it wrong. I was protecting others. You were protecting yourself, and worse… helping strengthen a monster who would ruin the world, kill untold numbers.”

She had no answer to that, biting her lip and looking down. “So, is… death the only way for me? It’s just not right. If you are forced to confront someone stripped of free will, used like a puppet, would you kill them, without remorse, knowing their guilt?”

“It’s hardly the same. You still had a choice. It was a shitty choice, but you chose.” Shiro insisted.

“In that scenario…” I answered her honestly, trying to understand her, and make her understand us. “…assuming I knew they were controlled, I’d try my best to neutralise them, and look to free them of control later. In that case, there’s no way they could be held liable. But… your situation is not the same.”

And if I can’t stop them safely, and have to take their lives… I’ll do my best to make amends to their surviving family and friends. Hollow though that is. Sometimes there are simply no good answers. The world isn’t black and white. In fact, it’s only going to get murky as time passes and more powers are known and more non-human beings propagate, with their own customs, cultures and laws. Some… some like the Myconids under Duke Myrcolaxriath… they won’t be able to live in harmony…

“Isn’t it?” she whispered. “Is that what you really think? Because you could die, everyone else should make that choice? That’s not fairness, or justice, it’s tyranny!”

“Again, where’s the fairness in sacrificing many others to save yourself?” I answered bitterly. “That’s the thing about a shitty situation like this. If you’re wearing white, the shit sticks and shows up everywhere. I swear, villains have it easy…” I paused, reorienting my thoughts. “I admit it. You have my sympathies. You were in a shit situation, and you were terrified, led by others and practically enslaved. But even so, you made choices. Perhaps there were other ways to resist, little acts of defiance that could have prevented this. I don’t know. What I do know is… that toad, he has a reckoning coming.” And not just because Tsukiko-san prophesied that Yukiko-san was destined to face it. The visions were clear enough to surmise that. “The best I can allow is that you were the knife in its hand.”

“A knife doesn’t kill. That analogy sucks.” Shiro pointed out. “Even putting that aside, you promised Aki your Divine Favour for his aid. He paid up. Your spirit is safe, so long as the afterlife judges you kindly…” The tips of her hair were crimson now, and her eyes likewise. “…unfortunately, I’m not sure that’ll be the case. So do you want to be an oath-breaker as well? You can’t tell me you were coerced to that too? Don’t you want to take any responsibility for anything?”

“A female who does not-not honour her words and promises is worthless.” Shaeula agreed. “Besides…” She looked at me then, knowing my thoughts on the favours the Chosen of Earth were losing day after day. “…you do not-not wish this burden, do you?”

“No, but… it might kill me. I… why did I suffer this? It’s so unfair!” Nie Ling cried out again, eyes sparkling with bitter, salty tears.

“We’re just going in circles.” I sighed, and after Eri had heard the translation, she slammed her fist into the desk, leaving a satisfying dent, the noise making Nie Ling jump, gazing at Eri wide-eyed.

“So what would be fair?” Eri asked. “If you expect us to treat you fairly, what would be fair to those you sacrificed for your own safety? They had hopes, dreams, sorrows, joys… all gone. Leaving those who survived them with only pain. Were you worth it, Nie Ling? Can you look inside your heart and say they died for something that matters?”

After her harsh words were relayed to her, Nie Ling swallowed nervously. “Of course I feel guilt, the weight gnaws at me. I was ready to die, I was!”

“No, that was merely your way of dealing with the situation. You never really wished to die, to suffer, did you?” I pressed.

“Of course not! Who does? But I felt so helpless, so lost. I was relieved to be free, but what I did… I can’t take it back!” She was sobbing now. “I hate this! I hate it all! I never asked for this, but I was tossed around, trapped by the whims of those stronger than me! I just… don’t want to feel such pain anymore!”

“Me, I understand. I’ve done some bad things… Tan has, anyway, and that’s the same thing. But… I’m making amends. Sure, in my case it’s easy, as I get to help out the guy I love… but when it comes down to it, even if Aki was to die now… once I avenge his death, I’ll carry on his work. A more equal partnership with Tan, one that protects people, the Earth.” Shiro insisted, making her point.

“I too.” Shaeula agreed. “I can not-not survive without Akio, for my spirit is bound to his with an unshakeable bond. But while-while we endure, we will create a better-better world, for both Fae and mortals. Yōkai too.”

Eri sighed, she leaned on the dented table, looking Nie Ling in her watery eyes. “They shine, don’t they? Because they are both strong in their own way. I’m not. I’m like you. Weak, pathetic. Pushed along by others.” she admitted. “I’m trying to be more. I nearly lost everything because I couldn’t trust in my own will, answer my own wishes. That’s my sin, and yours too. I feel sad those people died, and thinking of their families, what they must be feeling, it’s definitely upsetting. But that’s all. I’m not them, my life goes on. It’s cold, but… that’s who most people are. We want the best for ourselves, those we care about, and… we’ll prioritise that above all else.”

Nie Ling was surprised, as Eri’s words, who had been so cold and cruel to her on this and her last visit, seemed to be supporting her. As she heard the translation, her eyes widened.

“The law is one thing. Maybe we can say your death is justice. It would certainly help heal the hearts of those who lost family, friends, co-workers, more. But that’s it. Your death would be a brief joy, but it won’t erase the harm done.” Eri continued. “As for prison… that seems stupid to me. I mean, this place is pretty nice. It’s bigger than my room was at home, and our TV was tiny and didn’t have nearly so many channels. Besides, all prison does is keep you feeling sorry for yourself.”

“So what then?” Nie Ling asked. “What do you think I deserve? What punishment for poor, foolish Nie Ling, who wanted to save herself?”

“I don’t care. Punishment doesn’t matter to me. They weren’t my precious people you helped kill.” Eri insisted. “What I care about, is the living, those I do love. And to keep them safe, I’ll use anything I can. You promised Akio. Your Favour. He needs it. Either give it up, and face the Japanese justice system, or choose another path. A harder path, maybe, but I think a better one.”

“A question for you.” I asked, shaking my head. “You’ve heard of the trolley problem, I imagine?”

Nie Ling nodded. “Yes, kill one to save five. It is a thought experiment.”

“In your case, the one was you, and instead of five, it was a thousand. No, if not stopped, many more. If that one person wasn’t you, or someone you cared about, could you pull the lever and condemn so many for the sake of one? How many people could do that? Not many at all, I’d wager.”

She shrunk in on herself, not meeting our eyes, understanding, and Shiro was next to speak. “You aren’t a knife. Aki wasn’t right with that one. I consider you a bus.” She smiled harshly. “You loaded all these people in, and drove them into the heart of the slums, where you knew a gang was waiting to rob and kill them. Legally… that’s not murder. Morally… I’d say it is.”

“The thing is… what if the one person was going to invent a cure for cancer that saves countless lives?” Eri joined in. “I think many more people could pull the lever then and kill thousands. After all, a few thousand is less than millions. But those thousands still had lives, had value.”

“I don’t understand what you are trying to say.” she complained to Eri, frustrated. “Are you saying my choice was right?”

Her first slammed the table again, and Nie Ling jumped nervously. “No, are you even listening? Of course what you did was wrong. But was there a choice that was right? Say a young child hostage was filled with explosives and some bastard had her hooked up to a remote detonator. She was running towards a crowd, and you had a rifle. The only way to stop her is to shoot and kill her, so the bomb detonates harmlessly distant. Could you shoot? If you do, you are killing a poor, tortured little girl enslaved by an evil man. If you don’t, many people, including other poor little girls, die. And the bomb girl dies anyway.”

“That’s me, isn’t it?” Nie Ling agreed. “Are you saying…”

“She’s saying she understands. You’re a scared, tormented little girl in this example. But you were doomed whatever happened, whatever choice you made. All of you were.” Shiro interjected.

“So it was all for nothing. The guilt, the suffering…” She lowered her head to the battered desk, weariness and pain on her face. “Perhaps then it’s better to die, to have a clean ending…”

“No, it isn’t.” I disagreed. “Because in this case, the girl who blew up survived, and perhaps will grow up to be someone who cures cancer in her future.” I mixed our metaphors shamelessly. Now’s the time to be as persuasive as possible… Making sure my Majesty and Charm were flowing unabated, my League strengthening it, I pressed on. “The dead are just that. Dead. I don’t intend to minimise them, and I believe in as much justice as possible. But better than justice is restitution, and better still is saving many others, who otherwise might not be.”

Eri was blushing, staring at me, as was Shaeula. Tan had taken over for Shiro, keeping her calm, and the JSDF Chosen seemed rather overawed. Nie Ling was looking at me like a mouse might look at a snake, and nervously licked her lips, before speaking haltingly. “I… you think I can save so many? I’m not a fighter, I’m weak. I just wanted to live a modest, ordinary life…”

“Regardless, your Divine Favour has awesome power. It’s just sad that you ended up using it for mass murder. Trust me. I don’t want it for that. I’m not a good person. I’ll be as good as I can be, to save those that matter, but if I have to perform small evils, defer justice, I’ll do it, so long as the medicine cures the cancer ailing the world.”

“You can still give up your Favour, girl.” Tan suggested, eyeing her curiously. “This one here is surprisingly skilled in the field of subtle bodies and Chirurgery. There will be pain, yes, but you are unlikely to die, or suffer injuries that cannot then be healed. But to do so… it is a good deed, yes, but will it bring you peace?”

“I told you, don’t make that cowardly, weak choice. Even if you are a weak coward, hold fast to what strength you do have.” Eri managed to tear her gaze away from me, face flushed. “I don’t care about justice either. I don’t want Akio to do evil, but if it prevented him suffering… besides, this isn’t about good or evil. I pity you, Nie Ling. I do. I’m not selfless, I told you that before. So I do understand. But… everything has a price. This way… you can make amends. The dead won’t ever come back, but the broken hearts of the living can heal. If their deaths had meaning, if they weren’t just the acts of a coward, doing the bidding of a monster.”

Tan translated, before Shaeula laughed. “If their deaths had meaning. If your life-life has meaning. It is a simple, yet hard-hard choice. You chose your life, and now you know-know you wish to live. But the pain, the guilt… it has not-not gone. It is merely buried inside. Make-make amends for that, else you will live burdened by grief. For you are not-not strong. Yet you have the potential to make others strong.”

“I didn’t want to do any of this. I promise…” Nie Ling whispered sadly. “I wasn’t driven my revenge or hatred. Just fear…”

“Then the choice is obvious.” I declared, and she nodded.

“But… how can I even balance the scales? Whether I was wrong or not… my hands are still covered in blood.” she whimpered, looking down at them.

“You do the best you can.” I told her. “Just as I have to take responsibility for what I’ve done. Shiro too. And what we’ll do in the future, down here in the mud and the shit. As long as we do as much good as we can, and minimise the evil, it’ll have to do. We may have been given power by the Gods, but we aren’t Gods ourselves…”

Tan smiled at that but said nothing. We waited for Nie Ling to speak. Eventually she did so, eyes red with tears both shed and yet to be shed. “It’s selfish, but I don’t want to feel the guilt anymore. Yet… death, it’s frightening. It was easy to lash out, blame others, say I’d accept punishment. But I don’t want that. I… if I could make amends, then… please, please tell me how!” she urged me, and I felt a trace of guilt about how our words had cornered her.

It's one of these small evils. I have to make sure that I don’t become accustomed to manipulating people, just to suit myself. But in this case… it’s necessary. “Use your ability for saving others. Save many more than you led to their deaths, and those who remain behind can at least have that closure.”

“But can I? I’m a prisoner…” she began, and the soldier accompanying us shrugged, before offering his own thoughts.

“If you know your history, after the War, many Japanese scientists were offered political asylum in America. This is no different. Considering some of my comrades, good soldiers all, died in your invasion, I can’t say I like it…”

As Tan translated, Nie Ling grew pale at his anger, but his final words relieved her.

“…but I am a soldier. We sometimes have to choose between the lesser of two evils as well, and a lesser evil is still evil. But I’ll take an evil that could prevent further death and dying.”

“A political parole.” I agreed solemnly. “But obviously conditional on a number of issues.” I had consulted with Motoko’s grandfather, the Prime Minister, the head of the Ministry and more, a number of times. This is the best solution, but she has to show genuine remorse. Otherwise we’d be best taking her Favour and allowing the law to run its course. Perhaps that would lead to a sympathetic judge siding with her and freedom, or perhaps not. “You’ll work under us, using your powers. In exchange, you’ll have limited freedom.”

“I see. I…” she blinked, scrubbing away her tears. “…I want to live at least until the monster that tormented me gets its just desserts. Only then can I ever apologise to those I’ve hurt, killed…” she paused. “I’d like to see the Department for Managing of Divine Mysteries burn, and all those who oppressed me pay too…”

“You are quite-quite the vengeful female. But I understand.” Shaeula declared. “Akio will be assuming responsibility for you. Any further problems you cause will be his-his to bear. So…”

“I understand. I won’t cause trouble. I’ll be as compliant as the mouse under the tiger’s paw.” she promised. “But… how will I live? I don’t even speak Japanese. I’m just a clerk who was cursed by the Gods…”

“Obviously we’ll cover your living expenses. They won’t be luxurious. After all, this is penance, you understand, I'm sure. But we won’t be cruel either. You can live comfortably.” I promised. “But the Prime Minister requires some surety.”

“I understand. I’ll do as you say.” She had turned meek now.

“Don’t be like that.” Eri sighed. “Compared to those of your allies who died or worse, you’re getting off lightly. Because, contrary to what you think, we do sympathise with your tragic circumstances. So put your all into making amends, and when you have, then your life is your own again. That’s your punishment, and also your redemption. You were unlucky, but all over the world, people suffer misfortune and have to deal with the unfairness of it regardless.”

“That’s true. So, what must I do?” Nie Ling asked us, and I explained that first I would need her to agree to be my Vassal, and then Shaeula would use her befuddling winds, merely to ensure she did not flee, or use her abilities to harm others except in self-defence.

“...and then I’ll put you to work. Making the world a better place.” I promised her. Her power synergised incredibly well with Laverna’s, during the invasion. Now it looks like Ginneka will finally take this adherence-sapping burden from me, having Nie Ling working together with her offers many opportunities. And … I would never have made the decision to kill so many other innocent people to save myself, but she was right. To save those I loved… I pray I never end up where Nie Ling has. So, even though I can’t condone her actions, I do have some forgiveness for her…

The notification of having a new Vassal flared amber in my eye. There was no announcement of a Vassal Territory, because she currently didn’t have one, but that was fine. For now I want to hold off on placing more Territories until both Tokyo and Kyoto are Rank Four. That won’t be too long, thanks to the Tree. Then we can quickly set down a number of Territories where we need them and push them to Rank Three with relative ease…

As Shaeula worked her befuddling winds, Nie Ling pledging not to flee or harm others except in certain circumstances, the jade glow flickering behind me, I was asked by Shiro, now back in control, whether I was happy with this, Eri eagerly awaiting my answer.

“Happy? There’s nothing to be happy about. If someone with the Divine Favour of Omoikane, God of Wisdom, is out there, I wish they’d share some of that wisdom with me, so I can make the best choice. But all I can do is make the best choice for now. I think this balances punishment, mercy, restitution and also gives her a chance to address her own pain and guilt. It’s not perfect, but it’s what we can do right now. The government is continuing to financially support those affected, and she can earn the money to repay that. And save other lives. She’ll always have to live with her choice, but…”

“You’re too soft-hearted, Aki.” Shiro sighed. “Like I said, I made the same choice. I just never reached the point where I took innocent lives.”

“What about the other prisoners?” the JSDF Chosen asked.

“The Cultivators? They were the ones who didn’t bloody their own hands and surrendered, in the main. They are still culpable, but probably less so than Nie Ling. Daiyu is busy right now, but she’ll come and assess them, and any who are suitable, they can get the same deal, and perhaps work for the Ministry in some capacity, teaching us about Cultivation and the political climate in China.”

I sighed. “It’s not justice, but it’s for the best. The needs of the many, the world, outweigh what she did. Though the families of the victims likely won’t agree. But the true culprit is the Golden-Eyed Devourer, she was right about that. And I’ll see that the dead get that justice.” There were the few surviving Renyu as well, serving their penance on the shores of my Territory, constantly watched. Their families held hostage are likely already gone, they probably were before the Renyu ever reached Japan… “No, there’s no outcome here that isn’t going to leave a foul taste in my mouth. But like I said earlier, when the situation is shit what can we do but get filthy?”

“Such a delightful metaphor.” Shiro laughed. “On form as always, Aki. So, what next?”

“Motoko’s grandfather will sort out her parole details and the rest of her matters, seeing as she’s a military prisoner. As for us…” I paused, before smiling broadly. “…since the pieces are falling into place, it’s time to put our newfound wealth and connections to good use…”


Four Hundred And Two


“Like this then?” My practice sword flashed, in a literal sense, as the metal glowed, light reflecting and amplified into a blinding flare of brilliance. Natsumi, who was facing off against me, watched by Motoko, Ulfuric and a number of others, narrowed her eyes, but in that brief moment of vulnerability, my mind churned, picking out moves. It’s certainly more relaxing than dealing with Nie Ling. Sadly, I’m doing both things at once, so… not overly helpful to my mental state!

The optimal moves from the basics Ulfuric had hammered into me at great length instinctively presented themselves, but Natsumi was already preparing for such an attack, shielding the vulnerable areas I would be targeting. Tsumura Arts did favour smooth, swift attacks to vitals, but it was also far more crafty and cunning than basic martial arts, having a little in common with softer Chinese and East Asian styles. I doubt that is a coincidence. There was traffic between our countries for many centuries, it’s only natural there’d be some influence…

“You can do it, Natsumi!” Motoko called, encouraging her, as the world seemed to move in slow motion. My lips curled into a smile, and I wreathed my foot in a little wind energy. It was blunt, harmless, but it if was an actual fight… One of the Tsumura Arts unarmed combat moves, to unbalance an opponent, making them miss their parry… Natsumi let out a yelp as the wind discharged, my gentle kick throwing her way off balance, her desperate, half-blind parry going wide, and my blade touched her neck gently.

“I win.” I declared, and as Natsumi blinked away her tears, she nodded, bowing to me in polite martial arts fashion, her smile broad and cheerful.

“Yes, you did, Akio. But I learned a lot.” Natsumi wiped her blinking, watery eyes, pupils expanding and contracting from the aftermath of the blinding glow. “To think that you can use light element that way to blind me… but then, it is taught that we can use the reflection of the sun on bare metal as a mirror, creating a momentary opportunity…”

“Yes, there are stories in the family history of warriors winning duels in such a manner.” Motoko agreed, handing Natsumi a towel, helping her mop her silvery sweat. “But having seen your moves, Akio…” she smiled happily. “…I suspect it is merely an imitation of what you just did, a replacement, situational at best, for the lack of aether and elemental energies in the modern world.”

“It was a dirty trick.” Natsumi giggled. “But a bit wasteful as well. It’d certainly be easier to just blast me with a laser, surely? I’d be dead then…”

“Maybe so, but… you’re forgetting, we have modern knowledge.” I pointed out. “Light is a very poor element for offensive actions, ordinarily, but everyone in the modern world knows what a laser is and how it functions, so we can actually turn light into one of the better options for attack. I doubt those living a thousand or more years ago could visualise that.”

“It is efficient too.” Ulfuric rumbled. “Strength is not infinite. This is a one-on-one duel, training, but what is the first rule of battle, as I have taught you?”

“In war, preserve resources, because opponents are many!” we all chorused.

“That is correct.” he approved. “So do tell me, Natsumi. Did he not still defeat you with his attack, nearly as swiftly as if he used a powerful light element strike?”

“He did.” She glanced down at my foot, grinning. “I won’t even comment on that…”

“I think there’s another reason too.” I suggested, while the negotiations with Nie Ling came to an end. The best outcome I could hope for. It would have left a vile taste in my mouth had she been put to death, even considering what she did, and from a pragmatic standpoint, we could definitely use her. But first… Yasaka-san, get ready, it’s question time…

“Did something good happen?” Natsumi observed me keenly, as she was still close to me after our sparring. Her brown eyes peered into mine. “You’ve seemed tense, distracted.”

“Of course I’ve been distracted, I’m in two places at once.” I joked. “Seriously though, a thorny problem has been resolved. Not perfectly, if there is such a thing, but adequately.” I paused, before continuing my prior thought. “Light is one of the elements easier to use on the Material, like water and wind, but even so, bigger effects require greater amounts of energy. But amplifying what is already there, giving it a little push… Tsumura Arts are all about warfare, and I think they subscribed to Ulfuric’s rules.”

“Indeed. It is why I feel confident in training you all.” he agreed. “There are areas I can see require refinement, but so long as you permit, we can make it whole again, and a worthy combat style.”

“Of course.” Motoko was eager as always. “Tsumura Arts are still my family arts, so long as we keep their purpose and core in our mind and hearts. I would be honoured for you to continue teaching us.” She bowed in the same way Natsumi had earlier.

“Sadly, that’s all for today. All the sparring, at least.” I cricked my neck, working out the kinks, as keeping my speed down to Natsumi’s level, especially while having to manage the conversation in the Material with its very different flow of time, was exhausting, but excellent training in itself. “Today’s the day we head to Kyoto and get some Levelling in. Besides, I want a source of fire element under our control.”

“Nya, not bad, not bad!” Ginneka ran out, followed by Hyacinth, who seemed in a foul mood, exasperated, and Asha, who was smiling gently. “I have brought you all some drinks, nya!” She offered us a jug of Asha’s fruity wine, and I gratefully took a swig, before offering it to Natsumi. She gulped from the same receptacle without shame, and seeing my wry gaze, grinned.

“A bit late to worry about indirect kissing now, Akio. We’ve done a whole lot of real kissing, and more besides.”

“Nya, so envious! It’s been too long since I had a strong, virile man to…” Ginneka cried out as Hyacinth clapped her on the head.

“Enooough, annoying cat! Stop bothering Akio!” She turned to me apologetically. “Sooorry, I will watch her more carefully. You dooo what you need to do.” She seized Ginneka by the tail and hauled the scowling cat off. Ginneka vanished her tail, only to yelp as her ear was then grabbed and twisted, Hyacinth outmatching her in terms of stats significantly since their last encounter.

“She’s certainly… special.” Natsumi observed.

“Yes, and ordinarily I’d just wave her on her way, her debt paid off enough by saving Eri, but now we need her.” And if my suspicions are correct about what we can do with a combination of Laverna’s and the Duke of Dreams’ Favours, then…

“I think you just don’t want to see her left out.” Natsumi suggested. “You’re too kind.”

“No, I’m pragmatic. Honestly.” I assured her. “Anyway, to change the subject, are you two ready? This should be a relatively safe way for the two of you to top up your Levels, since the coast has been relatively calm recently, and you both have a lot of room in your Level caps.”

“I look forward to putting what we have learned into practice.” Motoko agreed enthusiastically. “And… since we have learned wind element, flame should be next, since the synergy is excellent.”

“Already thinking of your next power-up, I see. First we need to pick up Haru-san, Daiyu and Kana, since they are accompanying us.” As we tidied ourselves up after sparring and finished the drink Ginneka had brought us, we headed back to the Earth Altar, where Kana, Hinata and the trainees were gathered, learning as usual. The new group of nobility was here as well, groups of soldiers too, being coached by members of the Black Wolf Company. On seeing us, Hinata rushed over.

“Akio, Motoko, Natsumi, how was it?” she asked, and I answered for us.

“Productive.” I explained a little about what we had done. “Oh, and by the way, I’m just about to meet with a number of contractors and architects. They didn’t particularly enjoy being roused so late after office hours, but with the money we are going to be spending…” I began, and Hinata’s eyes narrowed.

“I have to be there for that. I can’t believe you left me out!” she pouted fiercely.

“But you have to be in charge here while I’m accompanying Akio. This is my first big combat debut!” Kana tried to sooth her.

“Yes, but…” Hinata looked around, before focussing on Miyu, her grin turning predatory. “Miyu, you can handle things here, can't you? You have to Dance anyway, build up your stamina and the Skill.”

“Yes, but…” she began, troubled, while Michiru-san looked on.

“No buts! You’re Fujiwara Miyu! And a Chosen! The perfect one to keep our new nobles in line. Honestly, I preferred it when it was mostly girls. My brother isn’t as bad as most of these idiots with inflated egos.” She didn’t hold back, and I caught Hiroto-san, who was actually here today for a change, possibly due to the aforementioned new recruits, shaking his head, grinning wryly at his sister’s bold honesty.

“I suppose… I could.” Miyu agreed at last, and Hinata grinned.

“Great, that’s settled. I’m off then. Akio, call me in five minutes with all the details, and I’ll get someone to drive me over!”

I conceded, and with that Hinata was gone. Haru-san joined us, having taken a break of several hours while I was at the prison, and after some words of encouragement, we entered the Ring Gate to Kyoto. It turned out Daiyu was already training in Kyoto, the higher ether density there what she needed apparently, and while I believed she was ready for the Fae realms, with her stats having increased significantly since my initial check, her now-fixed Chakra network having saturated her body with Refined Qi, she insisted the first time she would go there would be with me. It’s kind of sweet, really.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been here.” I mused, looking around at the Ether Spires glittering in rainbow colours. All around us clumps of artificial Ether Spires were being observed by Ixitt’s Mortal Engineers, and while it wasn’t as bustling as my Territory, it was still far from deserted. I even spotted a Yōkai or two, perhaps visitors from the Night Parade looking for booze. “The ether density seems to have stabilised.”

“That’s right.” Haru-san agreed. “Ixitt told me that the side effect of the artificial Spires was keeping down the erosion of the Boundary, but as a downside, we can’t risk an Ether Density Anchor Spire, which means we aren’t maximising our ether gains.”

“Don’t worry about that. Our Tree is pulling in what we need.” I consoled her. “And risking Japan’s safety for a little extra ether isn’t something I want to do. Now, let me take a look…” I brought up the details of her Territory in my vision.

Vassal Territory: Rank 3
Constructed Buildings: Territory Expansion Anchor Spire Rank 2, Build Queue Anchor Spire Rank 1, Ether Spire Anchor Spire Rank 1, Ether Spire Rank 3, Ether Spire Rank 3, …. Ether Spire Rank 3, Throne Of Heroes Rank 1, Silo Rank 2, Silo Rank 2… Elemental Silo Rank 2, Glorious Idol Of Kannon Rank 3 Unique, Fairy Ring Gate Rank 3 Special
Build Queue 1: Throne Of Heroes Rank 1
Build Queue 2: Silo Rank 3
Build Queue 3: Silo Rank 3
Anchor Spire Build Queue: Empty
Tithe Rate: 80%
Status: Active – Uncontested – Barrier 97%


Is it just me… or are some things missing? There were fourteen Ether Spires, now all at Rank 3, and five Rank 2 Silos as well as their paired Elemental Silos. That’s all as it should be, but… “Haru-san, shouldn’t your Territory have some Defensive Emplacements and Spawning Spires? Barracks too? I know some were destroyed in the invasion, but not all of them.”

“I see. Oh, didn’t Ixitt mention it? I’d have thought he would have told you.” Haru-san replied.

“Why do I get a bad feeling?” I asked wryly. “Go on.”

“Ixitt asked me if he could fully dismantle the unnecessary Buildings. I could have moved them, I suppose, but compared to how much ether we are gathering now, the cost of a few Rank one and two Buildings is negligible, and he said it would help him in a number of ways. If he tested them to destruction and studied the parts he normally couldn’t, as well as feed the remains to his Materia Tree, he hoped for more breakthroughs. Besides…” she sighed then. “...eventually, I’d like to have Hands Of Forgiveness set up around the perimeter, otherwise what’s the point of being able to build them?”

Casting my gaze over the numerous artificial Buildings, I matched her sigh. “Yeah, I get it. It’s not really a problem, I suppose. Kyoto is home to a lot of shrines and temples with Kami and other adherents to defend them, as well as a number of Chosen. It won’t matter losing a few low-Rank Buildings. It would be nice if he asked first. Although I did say he could do what he needed to…” So I guess it’s my own fault.

“I see you’re building a new Throne.” I pointed out, changing the subject, and she nodded.

“Yes, from the ether left over after I pay your tithe. There’s no need to rush it, the three of them are in no hurry to return. But… for my conscience, I have to do it, even if it’s hardly optimal.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I insisted soothingly. “As long as you generate the profits and protect Kyoto, sparing a Building for your own use is nothing.”

“Thanks.” she replied dryly. “You’re so generous.”

Surprised she was being sarcastic with me, but appreciating the banter, we waited for our other party members for this battle. Soon, Yasaka-san arrived, a gloomy expression on his face as he greeted us.

“We meet again. What is it this time? More questions on those religious zealots? I’ve barely recovered from the headaches.”

“Sorry about that. But we needed to know some things.” Not that Yasaka-san had been able to answer much, because we lacked the right questions, but what we did glean was being put to use forming the government’s strategy, and had been shared with the British, earning us more plaudits. “As for today, yes, some more questions, but hopefully these should be simple and pain free. And then we’ll take you Levelling.”

“What a delight. Levelling.” he snorted sourly. “I have no combat talent, getting stronger is simply torture. And as for your questions, they are never simple.”

Before I could reply, Chen Na, Haru’s Vassal, appeared, leading the Kami Prince Shōtoku, who had recovered well from his injuries. He was dressed in his silks as usual, with bone-white makeup on his face and vivid lips, coloured with rouge. He carried his ceremonial staff under one arm and bowed low in greeting on seeing us.

“Master of Kyoto, greetings. I, humble Prince Shōtoku, do offer you my deepest respect.” His gaze strayed above me. “I trust that honourable Tsukiko-sama sleeps well in your care. I hope she is finally having pleasant dreams, free from the travails of Tsukuyomi’s work?”

I nodded. “Yes, she sleeps well. Though I have it on good authority she wakes sometimes, at least a little. One day soon… she’ll be able to see you and her shrine again.” And I’ll have a spot on the upgraded Throne saved for her, so even the Material will be hers once more.

“I see. I pray humbly to the Gods for such a day to come quickly.” He bowed once more. “Now, to the task at hand. I believe you plan a pilgrimage to Mount Atago, to bring it under your allegiance?” He addressed Haru-san and me, and we both agreed.

“I see.” He continued. “Such is not easy, Mount Atago burns with sacred flames, and the dwellers there have no love for the Kami of Kyoto, nor the Night Parade that stalks the night.”

“Even so, the Tengu that are said to dwell there, they won’t be so bold as to attack us out of hand, with you leading us?” I asked, and the Prince seemed a little wary.

“They should not. Tarōbō, he still dwells there to this day, and his Tengu practise the arts of Onmyōji, fuelled by long history and the flames of the mountain. They are hardly likely to welcome your intervention though, less still your rulership. And they are not all that dwell there.” Prince Shōtoku warned. “The surrounding hills and mountains are home to many creatures who are hostile to all others.”

“That’s why everyone is here.” I grinned. Daiyu was looking eager to get started on testing her newfound strength, while Kana met my eyes, a little nervous, but her smile was warm.

“You’ll look after me, right Akio?” she asked, and I nodded.

“Of course. But Kṣitigarbha’s Favour should have decent application in battle. And getting a few Levels might help you strengthen your Eyes Of The Shrine Maiden enough to make them useful for the dream you want to pursue. But before we go…” I looked at Yasaka-san, smiling, and he groaned.

“Fine. Fine. I get it. Ask away…”

Don’t mind if I do…

[image: ]

“So yes, the butterfly dream is an accurate summation.” Yasaka-san read from the book that had materialised in his hands. “A dream is real, but what is a dream? Are those that Zhōu Gōng ushers into a blissful dream dreaming of a butterfly, or are they merely butterflies, dreaming they are themselves? All are dreams that the Duke of Dreams can grant.”

“I thought so. Otherwise the ability seems unbalanced, compared to the similar one that Laverna granted.” I remarked, satisfied. “Dreaming of butterflies is good luck, isn't it?”

“Success, transformation, new beginnings and hope…” Yasaka-san read out, and I snorted a laugh.

“Sorry, that question was rhetorical. Anyway, next question, is it safe for spiritual beings to be forced to dream of the Material world by such a Favour, and how long could they remain, and can it be lengthened…”

It’s surreal, right now I’m also with Hinata, talking shop with some burly, rough-hewn men, as well as some lean, wiry accountants. Odd how they all seem to look like their professions would have you believe. Must be a coincidence…

I asked a number of further questions, gaining valuable insights in what Nie Ling would be able to achieve, and I used that to steer the conversation I was having in the Material, which was a feat, considering it was running a number of times slower. When Yasaka-san answered my last question, he mopped his brow, and slumped down, exhausted.

“I’m surprised. Those questions actually weren’t that bad.” he sounded amazed. “Now if only the upcoming battles will be as easy…” He peered at me, a small smile on his face. “Saionji-sama talks of you often, you know. He’s a little sore that Suzuki-san here has control of the majority of Kyoto, other than the areas taken by the Chosen of the faith…”

“It couldn’t be helped.” I insisted, and Yasaka-san nodded.

“He knows that. And it isn’t all bad. Since he has the political influence he wanted, and you are helping elevate the importance of Japan’s Kami, he’s rather happy with his situation. It would be difficult for him to be away from his Territory, working in Tokyo, without Suzuki-san’s Territory offering protection. Besides, he and the others, they may not be able to expand freely, but they are able to focus on their economy.”

I see. Just like Shuta Kikuchi-san. He’s boxed in by me, but that means he has no worries about invasion or hostile actions…

“Once Haru-san’s Territory expands still further at Rank Four, I expect there’ll be a number of areas we won’t be able to exploit ourselves. There’s still room for other allied Chosen to take such places and build up there, for a modest tithe.” I promised. “But for now…”

“Twelve kilometres from the Anchor.” Haru-san confirmed. “Mount Atago falls just within that range.”

“In that case, are we all ready?” I asked, and as everyone nodded, Motoko and Natsumi with weapons in hand, Daiyu eager, Haru-san giving her orders to Chen Na, Prince Shōtoku gathering all his regal majesty, and Yasaka-san with a face filled with nervousness, I signalled the start of our operation. As I did so, Kana spoke to Yasaka-san, her tone wheedling. Now there’s a tone I haven’t heard in a while. It reminds me of when we first met her. Although at least she’s not doing those flirty gestures or showing off her body…

As if reading my thoughts, Kana winked. “I wouldn’t do that now, I have a boyfriend. You’d hate it if I started getting all close with older men while you watched, wouldn't you?” she giggled. “That doesn’t change the fact that old men should always do favours for cute younger girls, even if they won’t get anything out of it, right Yasaka-san?” She turned her smile on him and he sighed.

“Out with it, what do you want?” he asked, and Kana thanked him.

“You’re such a good guy, I’ll be sure to tell Akio how helpful you’ve been!” she promised, and he sighed again, louder than before.

“He’s right there. Come on, I’m not interested in young girls, and besides, your boyfriend would leave me for dead in the mountains if I… oh, just forget it.” he grumbled at last, not used to the teasing.

“I just have a few things i'd like answers to, since you helped out Akio, I thought you could give me some insight as well. So, I can liquefy the ground, you see, but I was thinking, is it possible to make it…?”

As Kana asked a number of questions, Yasaka-san answering them as best as his ability would allow, I held in a smile.

“We are all eager to grow stronger, in our own ways.” Daiyu offered in her crude Japanese, and Motoko agreed.

“Indeed we are. But more than that, is this not the sort of date every warrior dreams of, Natsumi?”

“It sure is, Motoko, it sure is.” She giggled, and I rolled my eyes, but was rather amused myself. There really are a number of girls who would be thrilled at this sort of time spent together. Are we all just strange, or… shaking my head, deciding I would definitely take the girls out on a normal city date, karaoke, a nice meal, an aquarium or something similar, I looked up at the distant mountain, and my vision sharpened as I drew in aether, seeing a faint, yellowish haze burning on top of the tall peak. Mount Atago… best we secure it, before someone else does…
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[image: Arisu, a beautiful woman with long black hair, wearing a blue gown under dark, aurora-streaked skies.]
I do not care about that. That decision is made. Now, I grow impatient.



[image: Akio, a tall, black-haired man with grey eyes and black hair, now streaked with faint purple highlights.]

Damn, Aki, you’ve grown. That’s cool, I always wanted a taller boyfriend. And what's with the hair?


[image: Daiyu, a stunning Cultivator with long black hair lying on a bed in a revealing white Chinese gown]

Dual Cultivation …it was like water on my parched heart, filling me up. I still feel full.


[image: Eri, a pretty black haired woman in a wheelchair, wearing a fancy black and white dress]

You know, that’s an interesting idea. I’d like to learn a lot of things, to work out what I’d like to do and what I can do…


[image: Karen, a pretty middle-aged woman with brown hair, drinking in a bar wearing a white shirt.]

For now, all we can do is celebrate. And have faith. And look out for one another. Because we’re all co-workers.


[image: Ginneka, shapeshifted into Shaeula. Petite, silver-haired and furred catgirl, barely wearing a white yukata.]

I want it, nya! If you give it to me, you can play with Ginneka’s sexy body all you want. I can be whoever you want too…


Afterword


Hi there, it's me again, Ship Teaser!

Long time no see, but here we are, finally starting Act Two of On Astral Tides! You may be wondering, wasn't Fanbook One supposed to be next? Yeah, it was, but honestly… it's not done! A lot's been going on behind the scenes which has made it a struggle, and I didn't want to cut corners, so… it'll come in the next few months, hopefully. It's not essential, just a really nice compendium/side book, so the delay isn't going to impact you as readers. And when it does come, hopefully you'll enjoy it. But it's a luxury, and the delay was growing, so I felt it was better to just get releasing books again…

Especially since we have a wiki now, maintained by my loyal readers, so big shoutout to them!

https://astraltides.miraheze.org/wiki/Main_Page

It's a work in progress of course, and spoilers all the way to current on the webnovel, but if you desperately need to refresh your memory or find something, it's a great resource!

Speaking of shoutouts, one goes out to Jack, Anne and the team at Royal Guard Publishing, as we have an audiobook now for Book one! And in fact, as you read this (If you pick this up at release) Book two is going into production about now! I can't wait to hear Hinata, Hyacinth, Ulfuric, Ixitt and the gang done by voice talent!

Anyway, the plan going forward is for books to release every two months, until we close out Act 2 of On Astral Tides. I haven't 'quite' finished Act 2 yet, but I've done probably 75% of it, so by the time we've done enough releases to get to where I am now, I should have finished, I hope…

So, this book… yeah, it's a transitional volume. Maybe it could have been combined with the next book, which will be heavily focussed on action, but then it'd be nigh-on as big as the hilariously oversized first book, which isn't really viable if we get there for audiobooks, so excuse my splitting. Even so, this transition has some big moments, huge powerups and some sexy harem shennanigans, so I'm happy with it!

Feel free to drop by the discord, or visit the ongoing webnovel on ScribbleHub! https://astraltides.miraheze.org/wiki/Main_Page

May we meet again, and it'll be far sooner than the gap until now!
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