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One Hundred And Ninety-Nine


The second Degraded Kobold reached the forest, but the moment it stepped across the threshold between the trees it retreated, rushing back towards us. It made it to the Fae Stones, but before it could cross fungus was already starting to sprout from it, luminous, putrid-smelling mushrooms forming in clusters, devouring flesh. It fell, trying to fulfil my orders, crawling towards the Stones, hand outstretched, but it was too late. The Kobold expired, and my Eye could make out a puff of spores released by the fungus, which quickly withered and died as well, leaving little but unpleasant sludge behind.

“Hmm.” I pursed my lips, thinking. “Looks like the fungus finds it hard to thrive outside its own Territory. It seems like the spores can still sprout though, even with a brief exposure. I see why the Fae have struggled to take the Spring back.”

“Yes, quite.” Ixitt lashed his rubber-clad tail. “So, what is the next test?”

“Seven and eight, please go.” I declared, and two elite Degraded Kobolds, the Miners, set off. They bypassed the dead remains of their fallen allies, and entered the forest. The first stood there inside, while the second retreated, just like the previous unlucky Kobold. The one inside the forest began to erupt in growths and fungal bloom, though it survived marginally longer than its weaker kin. Pustules and tendrils of plant life were also slowly starting to sprout on the retreating Kobold, but it was stronger, so managed to pass the stones before falling in front of us, dying rapidly.

“Now!” I ordered, and Hyacinth activated the vacuum, sucking at the air around the fallen Kobold, while I immediately tried to Heal it. Aether flowed from my rubber-clad hands, and it looked like it was working for a while, though eventually the rate of fungal growth was too much. Just like before, the plants quickly died, lacking a host to feed on.

“Right, I see. Next test.” I declared, starting to get a clear picture of how the contamination worked. Several ordinary Degraded Kobolds set out, as well as one more Miner. That Miner also successfully returned, dripping with rot and toadstools, but this time we were ready. “Use wind surgically.” I advised, and Shaeula nodded, as we hewed away at the flesh of the Kobold where the parasitic plants were, while we both constantly Healed the areas we had damaged. The air was filled with dying plant matter, and Hyacinth hoovered up the debris, cackling to herself, enjoying it as though it was a fun game.

“Yes, this would be impossible without these.” Ixitt tapped the gasmask he wore, the filter cartridge a mixture of more standard elements such as charcoal, and also bluesteel powder infused with wind energy. “Else destroying the plant life merely spreads the contagion.”

“Yeah, but we did it!” I grinned, and we had one alive Degraded Kobold Miner. “It’s no good just Healing, all the seeds and spores have to be cut out. But since our vitality is much greater than these, it gives us a chance in emergencies if one of us is compromised.”

“Grul sees enemies.” he rumbled suddenly, hefting the huge metal mace he carried. “In the trees.”

“it was inevitable we’d draw notice.” I agreed. “Ugly-looking bastards, aren’t they?”

Shaeula laughed. “They most certainly are. I do not-not wish any of them under my rule. They must be disposed of. Besides, we wish for the spoils, do we not-not?”

“Yeah, but we need to capture a few alive for the next set of tests. Right, Ixitt, you hang back with Hyacinth for this one. Shaeula and I will capture some specimens. Grulgor, you… well, just smash, okay? This isn’t going to be quick or easy, so thinning their numbers now will… oh damn, I should have known!” When I finished saying he should smash them, Grulgor didn’t even wait for the rest of my instructions, but rushed through the Fae Stones, chainmail jangling like discordant bells.

“You can expect nothing less from that-that muscle-brained oaf.” Shaeula sniffed. “Well, shall we?” We also left the sanctuary of the Seelie Court, passing through the Stones, and within a couple of seconds we crossed the grassy strip and leapt amidst the sparse trees of the fungal forest entrance. I felt a shiver as I went in, the oppression of a Territory, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. A strong Rank three maybe? I feel a bit weaker and my aether doesn’t want to obey me without a fight, but… I was stronger now, a lot stronger, and my Aether Manipulation had passed the first bottleneck, reaching Rank 6.

“Grul will crush you, rend you, trample you to dust!” he boomed behind his massive respirator and mask. His giant mace sent trees as thick as my waist exploding apart, scattering hails of deadly splinters everywhere, but luckily his armour was holding. What was also flying everywhere were corpses of the first set of opponents this forest had sent for us, a series of shambling mounds made up of decaying plant matter and mushrooms, which constantly exuded a deadly mist of spores, as well as larger walking pitcher-plants, their colossal jaws reminding me of the Jaws Of The Questing Beast that the Raven Knight conjured, those many weeks ago.

“We want one of each.” I told Shaeula. “I’ll take the mounds.”

“Very well.” she agreed, wind bisecting several of the walking jaws, ether spilling as they disintegrated into putrid mist. We’ll take that. I grinned as we filched as much of the ether we could before it was reabsorbed by the hostile Territory, and perhaps due to the bonuses from my Conqueror Class, I was quite certain we got more than half of it.

I ducked under a pitcher-plant, unsheathing my Twin Fangs and slashing out, and it toppled to the side, balance lost as I severed the vines it was using to pull itself along. As it did so, Shaeula used her pinwheels which she had spent some time untangling after the last battle, though instead of wind, it contained earth energy I had provided, making the wires hard to break. The plant-creature was caught, and I quickly sliced through another, cutting it near in half, collecting the spoils.

Rushing over to where Grulgor had ploughed a path through, looking like a mini-tornado had passed by, I scooped up more ether, then engaged a group of four mounds, each overtopping me by a head. “So, I’m guessing cutting you up won’t be too effective, but we need to try so…” I spun, the acidic fumes they were spewing nasty, but wind swirled around me, dispersing it. My blades did indeed slice the mass of plant matter and filth easily enough, but to no avail. Thought so. In that case…

Flame blazed citrine as I conjured it. Now the Territory fought hard, as though fire was inimical to it, but though it cost me far more energy than I would have liked, I still kindled a blaze, and soon three mounds were disintegrating, sparks flashing into the air like bright fireflies. The fourth I had herded with the flame towards Shaeula, her pinwheels also snaring it, forcing it together with the captured pitcher-plant.

“All right, great job.” I praised her. “Grulgor! Retreat, phase one is done!” I amplified my voice with wind. “Let’s hope he heard me. And better still, listens!”

Shaeula shrugged. More pitcher-plants were coming for us, a dozen, no, two dozen. “Here’s the all-we-can-eat buffet we ordered.” I grinned, and I raised my hand, Shaeula mirroring me. Wind blades, drills, wind-weasels and solid bullets of compressed air tore through the trees and into the packed mass of attackers, and a welter of green gore and torn foliage rained down amidst the rainbow glow of ether.

“We’ll be having that!” I concentrated, drawing it in. “I’d love to stay and kill more but…” The forest was starting to tremble, and I could hear strange sibilant whispers on the wind. “… we have some tests to run.” I grabbed one of the handles to Shaeula’s pinwheels and helped her haul them out of the forest, back towards the Fae Stones. They struggled, but our strength was superior. Yeah, these plants are dangerous, sure, but most of it comes from the lethal spores…

On reaching the barrier we passed through, but there was a moment of resistance as the Seelie Court Territory tried to repel us, considering we were hauling enemies in, but it quickly ceased, perhaps intuiting we weren’t a threat, if such was even possible.

“Oh, he’s coming at least.” I observed, seeing Grulgor, drenched in green ooze, racing towards the border from the forest, plants trailing him, which he occasionally turned around to strike, blowing them apart.

“Well, let us off-load these burdens.” Shaeula sighed, as we hauled the two plants to separate Fae Stones, using a pinwheel on each to keep them restrained, like some ancient druidic sacrifice in some of mom's old British stories. It seemed that within the Fae Stones the creatures were much weaker, the pitcher-plant barely struggling, and the mound unable to spew its vile mist.

“So, are there any problems?” Ixitt asked, observing, and I shook my head.

“Nope, seems like the gear worked fine, though it was a quick engagement. Next time won’t be.” The edge of the forest was seething with the living plants, including some other types such as wolves made of thorny briars, and what looked like zombies, just covered in fungal growths with waxy, almost shiny skin. “Seems like there are hundreds, no, maybe even thousands of them there.”

“All the more for Grul to crush.” He boomed with laughter. “Grul is pleased. Since ugly pig-beasts all died, Grul has been bored!”

“Well, there’s no shortage of excitement to come.” I washed Shaeula, Grulgor and myself down with some water from the mansion, which I had the Degraded Kobolds ferry over, since the survivors had done their duty in the initial testing phase, at least until Hyacinth had started her tasks. “But first, we need an extra countermeasure for these. So, Hyacinth, can you do it?” I asked, and she bobbed up and down, unsure.

“I will dooo anything for you, master, mistress. But I dooo not know. I have never tried something sooo difficult before.” Her silver-violet eyes were teary behind the goggles she wore.

“I know. Hence why we made you the vacuum catcher to help.” I went over and patted her head. She could probably feel little through the heavy hood and gear she wore, but even so the gesture pleased her. “And Ixitt and I can help you. Shaeula too. Just think, you are going above and beyond what any Brownie ever has before!”

At my words she danced a capering jig, the glass vacuum swaying alarmingly, so I stopped her. She pulled a contrite pose, and I once more praised her. Now then…

The description of the device was as follows.

Sample-capture Vacuum [Item Class: Sufficient] [Item Type: Complex]
A device working on mortal principles, somewhat improved by Ixitt, a practitioner of Mortal Engineering. Wind Elemental energy is channelled by the bluesteel to create an inrushing flow, drawing in airborne dust, seeds, spores and other debris, which can be filtered out by closing various gates in the pipe. Once the items are trapped inside the master-crafted glass flask, the built-in lens can magnify the contents by up to five-hundred times.


The item Class and Type wasn’t very special, but really, the item was simple, it was the added use of wind to draw in the spores that was against science. The lenses themselves were done from memory, but luckily I had played with microscopes before and had also studied the shapes in textbooks. With the mortal ideas imparted to him, Ixitt was able to make several and install them in the bottom of the flask, with the requisite mechanisms, as he already used various lenses and glassware in his own experiments. Ixitt is getting ever more useful.

“Okay, so here is how it works.” I showed her the small glass knobs that controlled the lenses, and after moving several of them, I could see the spores within clearly. “See, take a look!”

As she pushed her covered eye to the viewfinder, she let out an exclamation of surprise. “I see them, I dooo!”

“Great, so, they are a type of plant, right? Well, you control plants, so can you modify these?”

“Mooodify? How so?” she asked, puzzled.

“Okay, I thought this might be hard, so we have some test subjects.” I grinned, pointing to the captured plants. “Can you control these to start with? After all, you use vines you grow, which must be similar, right?”

She cocked her head, and after some more encouragement and explaining, she made her first attempt. It ended with me having to comfort her, as the pitcher-plant had been torn to shreds by vines she had called forth from the ground. “There, there.” I patted her back consolingly. “You just misunderstood, I get it. We still have one left…”

Minutes later, we had none left, only some ether. “Don't worry, there’s no problem. There’s plenty more out there for us to experiment on, isn't there?”

“I can see this shall be a long-long day!” Shaeula sighed, readying her pinwheels. Still, at least Grulgor is excited…
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“You think I’ll fall for that?” I sneered, dodging volleys of arrow-like thorns from the thorn-hounds. As long as I kept sensing my surroundings and didn’t run into an ambush or any trees, they were slow compared to bullets. My swords slashed out, and one hound disintegrated, beheaded, while a bilious mushroom-like walking ball exploded as I pierced it, a cloud of spores engulfing the area, momentarily leaving my sight obscured. I can still hear and feel though. My blades swung, and two more hounds slid apart.

“Even the plants like to make dogs to plague me.” I complained, only for Shaeula to snort with laughter.

“Should you not-not be over that now? Any dog that threatened Eri or Aiko, they could-could crush easily, to say nothing of what you could do!”

“I know that.” I replied, as wind blades arced on either side of me, slicing through the packed horde of enemies. “Oh, finally, my first Level-up of this war of attrition. It really seems to have slowed right down after fifty. Anyway, I know they can’t hurt me…” Flame blazed yellow, and moss-zombies and shambling mounds exploded into char, burning away. “…but old fears die hard, okay?” A pitcher-plant was cut neatly into four by two swift slashes. “Oops, meant to catch that one.”

I could see Grulgor engaging something larger that had come to investigate. We had barely made it fifty metres into the forest so far, but even so, enemies swarmed us like ants. Hundreds, many hundreds of enemies had met their end before us, yet there seemed to be no end to them. Which is great I guess. Spawn camping is back on the menu!

The bear made of moss and grass that towered over even Grulgor slammed down one paw, only for the mace to meet it. The grassy arm ruptured, and as it staggered Grulgor rained down blow after blow until the head and much of the upper body shattered. It then burst apart, and several thorn hounds leapt out, clawing at him, but the chainmail, which on Grulgor was obscenely thick and multi-layered, easily blocked the sharp projectiles.

“Are you up for grabbing some more samples? I have a good feeling about this time. Hyacinth didn’t strangle the last one to death!” I ducked under a burst of thorns and charged, the ground erupting under me, rocky projectiles rapidly accelerated with wind, forming a devastating grapeshot-style barrage that riddled the oncoming enemies, ether scattering. I saw something glittering amidst the fallen trees, and grinned. “Hey look, an Etherite. It’s yellow too. That’s mine…” Channelling a little aether, pushing through the Territory resistance, I snagged it, popping it in my belt.

“The last one simply exploded, did it not-not?” Shaeula scoffed. “I hardly call that progress. Hmm, I am nearing my Level cap again-again. Even with the growth of my Lovers’ Link Skill from when we made love in combined Fae and mortal fashion, this massacre is catching me up. You must-must grow faster!”

“Cut Hyacinth some slack. She doesn’t really understand, hell, this sort of bio-engineering would be tough for a top scientist back on Earth. But the more I see her use her nature and wood element, the more I’m sure she can make it work.” Another trio of bears rushed through the forest, knocking massive mushrooms aside and felling trees. Underneath I saw a glittering light and snatched at it with aether, only to sigh in disappointment. “A red one. Well, better than nothing I suppose. Farewell!”

Shaeula and I unleashed wind and flames, and the bears burned, thrashing about as they died, starting several smaller fires, the wolves within not even having the chance to strike before turning to ether. “Look, over there! More pitcher-plants and some predator sunflowers! They are the easiest to catch so far. Get the pinwheels out!”
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“We have been at this all-all day. I am rather exhausted.” Shaeula bemoaned. She had backed away from the Fae Stones to a safe distance, and after a very thorough precautionary wash had removed her mask and goggles.

“Yeah but, she’s getting there, right Hyacinth?”

“This one doooes not explode!” She puffed out her chest proudly, chainmail coat clinking. She was using her nature element to manipulate the tied-up pitcher plant, making it move as she willed.

“Great! Of course, that’s sadly the easiest step. But you did fantastic!” Hyacinth responded well to praise, so I offered it lavishly, while I looked down at the small chest we had brought from the mansion. Smiling, I tossed in a pair of red Etherites, adding to the small, glittering pile within. “Only one yellow so far, but we’ve gathered a decent amount of red and orange ones. A Territory like this that’s long been untouched is a goldmine.”

“Maybe so.” Shaeula allowed, splashing some water on her face to refresh herself. “But we are making little-little headway.” She sighed then. “Still, it is only to be-be expected. A Territory the Seelie Court has failed to retake for many centuries will not-not fall in a day.” She glanced back to the forest, where swarms of plant-creatures still waited. A few had tried to cross the grassy border, but they were easy pickings for us. Regardless, it seemed there were just as many as when we started.

“True, but these are all just their expendable grunts.” New and strange plants had joined the mob, such as masses of wiry tendrils that lashed out similar to Shaeula’s pinwheels, clusters of poisonous fruits, and even what looked like slithering green pumpkins, complete with leering faces, which had the ability to fire blasts of wind from their gaping mouths. “They aren’t weak, by any means, but they can’t challenge us unless we get careless or overwhelmed. Sadly, their numbers seem endless. But in a way that’s good for us, right?” I grinned.

“Grul agrees. Grul enjoys crushing them!” he gurgled happily, able to vent his homicidal rages as much as he wanted.

“For the rewards, I get it.” Shaeula agreed. “It is far-far more lucrative than clearing out weak, worthless Territories back in the Boundary, we can leave that-that to our kin. But if we plan to reclaim the Spring, we will need a better-better way than this.”

“Yep, and Hyacinth and Ixitt are going to help us with that.” I promised, looking at the capering Hyacinth, as she practised manipulating our captive plant. It was leaking green fluid from many rents and gashes as her powers over-stressed it, but the main thing was she had crossed the first hurdle.

“Okay, Hyacinth, if we release the plant, can you make it move outside the Fae Stones and release spores?” I gestured for everyone to back up and put on their protective gear again.

“For yooou, master, I shall try!” she declared, and as Shaeula unwound her pinwheel the plant shuddered, scattering green fluids everywhere, before lurching out through the Stones, taking a few more steps. It then let out a hissing noise, a nearly invisible mist leaving it, before it exploded.

“Sorry, Hyacinth broooke it again!” she wailed, but I shook my head, my Eye telling me all I needed to know.

“It’s fine. It released the spores. You saw it, didn't you?” I asked, and she nodded.

“So in that case, if you can control the plant, and spores are part of the plant, you can control the spores, right?”

“I think sooo?” she said slowly. It was a difficult concept for her, to see them as the same thing, but if she could do what I wanted, then our chances of capturing the Spring would be far greater.

“Good. Just practise moving them around inside the vial for now. When you can do that, then I want you to try moving the spores without being able to see them…” I trailed off, as Shaeula suddenly spoke.

“I see one. A Myconid, vile-vile Unseelie filth.” Her voice hissed through her recently-donned gasmask, full of anger.

“It was inevitable they’d come see what all the commotion was about sooner or later. We’ve been making quite a mess here.” I grinned. Scanning the forest I could see it, and my Eye glimmered as I appraised it.

Myconid Scout [Dark Fae] - ???????


Still with the question marks I see, though all the use I’m putting my Eye to must surely be helping it grow towards Rank two. “Ugly bastard, isn’t it?” I observed. It was amidst the hundreds of waiting plant foes, looking like a roughly humanoid mushroom-person, though its head was a toadstool, sickly and yellow. The colouration of its body was brown, grey and green, the better to blend in. A scout indeed.

“Well, Ixitt, you might want to watch closely.” I grinned. “When you move onto bigger and better guns like sniper rifles, it should work like this.” I used earth element to craft a sharp, hardened rock into the shape of a high-calibre bullet. “Normally it’d have rifling to make it spin for accuracy, but with wind element assistance I don’t need it.” I created a small tube of wind in the air, glittering green, before sliding the bullet inside. Running the calculations in my head, my grin turned into a malicious smirk. “Time to strike a blow for the Seelie Court.” If the plant beasts aren’t truly sentient, the Dark Fae certainly are, so this is… well, murder, I guess. But this is a war, Shaeula’s war, I’ve taken up, on behalf of her and her people, and as the Myconids spread death wherever they go… damn, no point whining. My hands are already stained with human and monster blood. To save the world and those I love, I’ll do it…

There was a sonic boom, and the Myconid exploded, the head and half the torso shattering apart before it even had chance to react. At a few hundred metres and not knowing what I was doing, even an inhumanly fast opponent will struggle…

“That is most-most satisfying!” Shaeula declared, seeing the Unseelie ally fall. As it did so though, a puff of spores scattered from it, which drew my attention.

Myconid Alert Spores – These spores are released by a dying Myconid, carrying information about its death to other nearby Myconids. It also has an effect of enraging their nearby plant slaves.


Okay, two problems there, but only one immediate one. “It released spores on death, I think we need to… okay, too late!” I changed what I was about to say as hundreds of the plants rushed out from the forest, trampling the border grasses under their weight, churning the ground to mud, rushing towards us in a mad frenzy. “Don’t let them cross the Fae Stones! The last thing we need is Way-Wardens coming and getting killed by the fungal pestilence! Hyacinth, Ixitt, help us out!”

“I do not-not think you need to fear that.” Shaeula muttered, but she was already firing blasts of wind and flame into the onrushing hordes, felling them. Grulgor was amongst them, kicking, trampling and crushing them into filthy pastes of green goo and gore, and having been set loose, Hyacinth was calling upon her vines, seizing them and twisting, killing them mercilessly.

“I shall save my ammunition. I see no problems here.” Ixitt said jovially, relaxing. Shaking my head, I called forth a wall of flames. Not Foehn, as there was no need, but even so, the brilliant citrine blaze incinerated many of the packed enemies, the weight of their massed charge offering them no way to stop.

“Watch out, a few are getting past… oh.” I trailed off as the plants slammed into the gap between the Fae Stones and bounced off with a crackle of sparks. As they did, Shaeula bisected them with wind.

“If the barrier did not-not work, then the Unseelie filth would have corrupted all these lands too.” Shaeula observed. “It is only the wily Wild Hunt who somehow evade our defences so-so readily.”

“Good to know.” I agreed, continuing to mow down a pack of the green pumpkin beasts, spears of rock erupting from the ground, shredding them into unrecognisable pieces. The battle continued for a few more minutes, until the last of the plants enraged by the pollen had fallen, the muddy field strewn with glittering ether, which I cheerfully collected.

“All right, good job everyone. I still didn’t Level again, which is a bit annoying, but surely soon. Anyway, we might as well head back to the mansion, it’s getting late. Tomorrow we’ll try penetrating through a different section of their border.”

“Good-good. I am quite tired.” Shaeula declared. “Akio, we should take a bath, the stench of these filthy abominations is quite-quite unpleasant.”

“Master, mistress, I shall wash yooour backs for yooou!” Hyacinth declared, and I smiled as the relaxed atmosphere returned now that we had achieved all we could for now. So, the defensive gear works, Hyacinth is making progress, and we gathered intel on the Myconids. All in all, a very promising first day…


Two Hundred


After a relaxing night at the mansion, which was excellent for destressing, and made a mockery of the fact we were fighting a war, although once we finally started penetrating deeper into Myconid Territory we would likely have to camp out in enemy lands, we moved through the Seelie Court to the border a couple of miles further along, and started our attack and sample collection once more.

Initially the fungal forest responded just as previously, giant aggressive plants and other beasts responding to our intrusion, the numbers rapidly escalating until the forest seethed with them, but after just a few hours we started seeing Myconid Scouts.

“They would have to respond more quickly to our attack this time unless they are idiots.” I told Shaeula as I launched another stone sniper shell through the trees, exploding the Scout I had spotted. Meanwhile, Shaeula swung her one pinwheel (the other left back at the Fae Stones, securing another test-subject for Hyacinth) and the whining wire, shimmering with green and yellow energies, sliced through another Myconid effortlessly, the smell of charred mushroom filling the air along with its spores. At their deaths the surrounding woodlands erupted into frenzied rage.

“Die-die, you treacherous scum.” Shaeula smirked, finding immense satisfaction in slaying the Myconid and its monstrous troops. Even so she was not done, and trees fell around us as she swept a clearing free of enemies, ether scattering around us.

“Careful, don’t get too excited, you nearly chopped me up too!” I joked, but I had ducked under her swings in plenty of time.

“Such an attack can not-not phase you now.” She grinned, her satisfaction plain. “Look, more-more company!”

“Yeah, I see them!” Flames roared free, and this time I decided to use Foehn. Corrupted trees spotted with mushrooms, toadstools, fungus and worse erupted into flames, the liquid blaze spreading into the onrushing hordes, turning them into living torches, where they bumped into others, spreading tongues of greedy fire. Soon a large stretch of forest several hundred metres across was an ocean of blazing destruction. “Sweet, there’s that Level-up I knew was coming. Fifty-three now.”

“We should-should retreat!” Shaeula declared. “The heat here is unbearable!”

“Yeah, Foehn in a forest is devastating. I won’t use it often.” Too much chance of it destroying any Etherites that might be lurking around. I’m greedy. “Also, notice how the fires seem constrained? Everything is giving off spores as they burn, and they seem to be slowly choking the area the Foehn is spreading to…”

As we retreated, we crossed paths with Grulgor once more. He raised his dripping mace in a salute, before heading off to find further prey to destroy. “Well, it’s too soon to retreat yet.” I observed, watching him go with a surprising fondness for the insane brute. He’s been with me almost as long as Shaeula has, and while we haven’t spent much time together, I guess I see him as one of my own now. I just hope when we finally meet Duke Formor we can work things out.

“Indeed, we should cause more destruction, wear-wear them down!” Shaeula approved. Massive truck-sized wooden hedgehogs, with narrow, spear-like fungal towers instead of spines, were shuffling towards us through the treeline, and behind them I could see more Myconids, including one with a red-and-white spotted head, carrying a long, gnarled staff.

“That one’s new.” I observed. Myconid Shepherd [Dark Fae] was its description in my Eye. “Oh well, the more we take out now, the fewer we have to fight later.”

It was then that arrows made from living mushrooms were fired at us from two directions, and I realised that the wily Myconids had ambushed us. Shaeula called on her Emerald Wind Prison, surrounding us with a whirling dome before the arrows could pierce us, and they exploded, filling the area with a blanket of spores so dense and toxic they were actually visible, through the wind quickly swept them away.

Myconid Ranger [Dark Fae]


That was the title of our attackers, and I could see as many as a dozen surrounding us, smaller, wiry mushroom-people with giant limbs resembling tree roots, pulling back on strangely shaped bows, the arrows sprouting from their very bodies. As the remains of her barrier died down, Shaeula slapped me on the back, signalling her intent.

“All right, I’ll take the Rangers, you stop the hedgehogs!” I called to her, and she responded, just as the wooden hogs began to launch the mushrooms from their backs like artillery, explosions around us intense, acidic slime splattering everywhere. I called on wind and rock walls, fending off the worst, and rushed the first batch of Rangers, channelling a little fire into one of the pistols Ixitt made for me. The first Ranger released its dying spores, then a second. I was clipped by an arrow, but the chainmail held, protecting the rubber suit underneath.

“Burn-burn, vile Unseelie pawns!” Shaeula yelled, feeding flame energy into her wind-weasels until they glowed like the sun and grew to a giant size, as thick as her own torso. I see Shaeula is growing stronger too. Nice. Showered by debris from the artillery she stood her ground, and then the flaming weasel-headed serpents of wind and fire surged forwards.

The first hedgehog burst apart, the second bored clean through. The third was beheaded, and the strands of flaming air split apart then, her control exquisite, forming a cage that quickly surrounded the Shepherd, slicing and crushing it to death.

“I have to keep up…” I channelled aether, expanding my vision, like I had done a few times in the past. I felt quite the headache, but compared to before my enhanced thought-processes could handle it. Seeing the position of the enemies, I exploded the ground beneath them, and the air was thick with the stench of their deaths.

Two Rangers and a Scout were fleeing, but with bullets of wind and stone they did not make the safety of the trees. A couple of the Scouts did make it out though, and over there… Myconid Observer [Dark Fae] was watching us from a fair distance away. This one was mottled blue and white, with a single black orb set in the fungal-cap that was its head.

It's a bit of a long shot, but… Forming another rock sniper, I unleashed it. The Myconid was moving as soon as it saw me preparing an attack, and it almost dodged, though it managed to survive, only an arm and a leg being ripped apart by the force of impact. It didn’t escape the second shot though.

“I think we should retreat!” Shaeula cried, the spores driving the surrounding forest mad. Even some of the fungus-infested trees were starting to attack us, roots breaking from the mold-crusted soil beneath us and trying to snare us, reminding me a little of Hyacinth.

“Yeah, we’ll regroup. How are your elemental reserves?” I asked, busily hoovering up the spoils of our battle, converting around a quarter to aether to keep me topped up, the rest going to my Territory.

“I can-can continue for longer!” Shaeula insisted, backing up her words by whipping her pinwheel back and forth, severing roots. As one tree collapsed, ripping up the dead earth, I caught a glimpse of a glitter of green.

“Damn, a green Etherite! Jackpot!” Trusting Shaeula to cover me, I leapt for it, channelling aether to pull it to my hand.

“So greedy!” Shaeula snorted, wind drills blasting a path back through the thick mass of enemies.

“You know it! I have big plans. Right, let’s split.”
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“Well, that was fun.” I breathed out heavily through the respirator, not forgetting to top up the wind energy within the drained cartridges for the gas-mask.

“Hardly.” Shaeula sniffed, her armour so soaked with green gore and covered in fibrous plant material, you could almost mistake her for a shambling mound herself. Though I doubt I look much better.

She continued to speak, looking down at the small, brackish pool of slime-filled water that would no doubt have been beautiful, long ago. “I hate the filth here already and it has barely-barely been two days. This is not-not a fit place for a princess.”

She was holding an orange Etherite she had retrieved from the vile muck. Passing it to me sourly, she sat down, catching a moment of rest. We had been fighting across various shallow parts of the forest for hours now.

Several times we crossed paths with Grulgor, and his armour was starting to accumulate damage, as he too had been ambushed, and sadly unable to kill most of the Myconids, who were crafty and attacked with traps and ranged assaults. The last time, I had sent him back to Ixitt so he could have field-repairs.

“I get it.” I rubbed her sodden head, though through her hood and my gloved hand there was little comfort there. “I’m just glad Eri and my sis aren’t here for this battle. They’ll have to fight eventually, but… not here.”

Shaeula nodded. “Indeed. Hinata as well. Motoko and Natsumi too-too. Kazumi will wish to protect Hinata here also, I do-do expect.”

I held in a sigh. “I’m still a little cut up about that. But… I guess there’s no point looking backwards. As for Motoko and Natsumi. I’ll not make the same mistake again. I’ll talk to them, their family, our family, and do what’s right, and more importantly, what I want.” The rustling of the trees around us was growing more intense. “Oh well, that’s for later. Looks like break time is over.”

Hordes of giant carnivorous plants were rushing our way, the numbers seemingly endless as always. Though in the back I could see a pair of Shepherds, their sticks shining with a dark, corrupted energy, very reminiscent of Hyacinth when she was using her Weal and Woe during our initial clash, before I saved her. Around them the land withered, trees turning to dust, but then horrific thorn-beasts clambered out of the ground as if being birthed, bears, wolves, hedgehogs and worse.

“No wonder they never seem to run dry.” I charged forwards, the Twin Fangs in my hand cutting and slicing through a bear-beast. Briars fell around me, and suddenly I was caged in, beasts exploding into jagged thorns that were aiming for me like a twisted iron maiden.

Nice trick. Sadly I’ve seen this one already today… I hurled the Twin Fangs, aether speeding them on their way, and one Shepherd fell, cut clean in half by the spatial rending. The second dodged, only for Shaeula to snipe it, a wind bullet blowing a hole in its torso.

Wind and flame combined, circling me like a series of cutting rings, and I pushed through, dying plants screaming soundlessly all around me, spores puffing into motes of flame. Grabbing my thrown swords, we cut our way through, finally heading back towards the edge of the forest…
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“Nice.” The box of Etherites now contained three yellow ones as well as the green I had grabbed earlier. Ixitt was fussing with the cracked and twisted vacuum, Hyacinth bowing and sobbing. She had taken her mask off and her hood was down, so I could clearly see the tears running down her cheeks.

“Hyacinth did not mean tooo!” she insisted. “The machine is sooo weak, it just broke!” She went to slam her head into the ground, but Shaeula stopped her, a surprising act of generosity from her towards the former Unseelie.

As Hyacinth looked at her with teary eyes, declaring that “Any servant whooo destroys master's proooperty is a bad, wooorthless servant!”, Shaeula shook her head, her freed amber locks flowing in the gentle breeze of the Seelie Court. Come to think of it, there is little to no breeze in the Boundary, but here the weather seems somehow more… normal, even if it is always twilight due to the moon overhead.

“If you do this, you will just-just upset Akio. He does not-not wish you to hurt yourself. Besides, we understand this is a hard task. But a vital one! Akio is relying on you-you!”

“Yes, master is needing Hyacinth!” she declared, her mood as changeable as ever, tears fading and mad smile returning. “I can dooo it, I will”

I gave Shaeula a thumbs-up, and she grinned back at me, exhausted from the series of brutal running battles we had endured. The end of the second day of fighting was drawing to a close, even Grulgor’s great stamina having failed him. Still, we had a lot to show for it.

Firstly, Levels and loot. I got a second Level-up, it seems Myconids give decent experience It’s still way slower than before I hit fifty, but at least it is still climbing. In terms of ether, we’ve managed to gather a fair few Etherites, and we must have sent tens of thousands of ether back to the Territory over these last two days. That was nice, but what was more important was the intel we had gained. The plant-creatures were seemingly endless, but it was the Myconids, or more precisely the Shepherds, that were creating them, and to do so seemed to exhaust their corrupted forest. So eventually they’d have to run out, not that I want that sort of endless war of attrition, despite the rewards.

“The Myconids still don’t consider us a real threat.” I mused. “Sure, their attacks are growing fiercer, and they are committing greater numbers to each ambush, but it must only be bare fractions of their overall forces. It makes sense, as we are only penetrating shallowly into their lands, but still. Something doesn’t sit quite right with their strategy.”

“Perhaps they are simply surprised we have not-not yet succumbed to the vile spores they spread, and are waiting for that-that death to claim us? We are also not-not threatening their heartlands, around the Spring and the inner groves.” Shaeula mused. Grulgor was silent, this talk boring him, and Hyacinth was busy capering around. Ixitt, still engrossed in fixing the vacuum, offered his opinion though.

“It may well be that.” He agreed with Shaeula. “Also, consider that we are few in number, and though you are powerful, they must be confident that were you to advance too far, they could easily surround and crush you. At present, we are just annoyances. That will change if this persists, I am sure. Hmm…” He peered at the cracked glass before adding some strange sealing liquid from his supply bag. “… that should fix it.”

“It just seems so wasteful of life, letting the Myconids face us a few at a time.” I sighed.

“Unseelie and their allies are such vile fiends that lives, even-even their own, mean nothing to them!” Shaeula asserted. “Do not-not try and understand them, for it is futile!”

No, I think there is more to it than just reckless disregard for the lives of their fellows. Oh well, we are still in the probing stages. “So, Hyacinth, you can move the spores, even without being able to see them?” I changed the subject. Hyacinth jumped up to attention, pushing out her ample chest proudly.

“Yes, I can mooove them back into the glass ball! I knooow because when Ixitt turns the knobs I can see them! But… Hyacinth breaks master's property, her control is bad! I am sooorry!” She started sniffling again.

“There, there, it’s all right! You cleared the next stage! Tomorrow, you’ll try the third part of my plan.” I comforted her a touch awkwardly.

“I am curious as to how-how we will deal with the endless numbers.” Shaeula asked. I hadn’t really explained Hyacinth's role to her, but now it was time. “Sooner or later we will be overwhelmed, unless you have a cunning-cunning plan indeed.”

“It’s not so much cunning as cruel as hell, and totally against the Geneva Protocol. I guess I’m moving up from killer to war criminal.” At the strange term they all looked puzzled. “Let’s just say, tomorrow… Hyacinth, I want you to make spores!” The poor Degraded Kobolds are in for a terrible time indeed…

“Make them? How does that help-help us?” Shaeula cocked her head, eyeing me quizzically. I was about to answer when Ixitt barked a laugh, a sound I was still getting used to, since his hacking, bloody cough was healed.

“I get it. Ingenious. Frightening. Dreadful!” he chortled. “Truly, it is no wonder the Fae were driven from the mortal realms, with minds like yours there.” He grinned, bearing his teeth. “It is not that he wants to make spores to kill us, he wants Hyacinth to change them so they kill them! It is blasphemous, vile, but somehow so very pragmatic.” He shivered them, tail lashing. “I simply must be part of this. Unseelie nature arts from Hyacinth, mortal knowledge and science, and devices I have helped create! I thought these masks and suits were the pinnacle of Mortal Engineering, but how foolishly naïve I was! Princess, your consort is someone I can truly respect. Just for you, he will wipe out an entire race of Unseelie!”

“Hyacinth must do what nooow?” she asked, but I waved her to silence. Shaeula was looking at me, her expression solemn, and I needed to give her my attention now.

“That is quite-quite the plan.” Shaeula said slowly. She stepped in to me and grasped my hand. “Does that not-not hurt your conscience, Akio? I know you are quite-quite kind and prefer your enemies to become your friends. Would this dreadful art not-not wound you? I do not-not wish for that.”

Pulling her into a hug, I held her close, taking a deep breath, smelling the scent of her. “Yeah, it doesn’t feel good, but… look at it. Their very existence spreads death. I don’t think we can come to a peaceful solution. I have other plans too, some of which we might have to use, but… if they surrender and abandon the Spring, I won’t pursue them. Depending on what happens when the Boundary merges with the Astral and our world is imperilled by invaders, I may have to do worse to defend us. So I’ll learn now and desensitise myself. Just… I need you and Eri, and Hinata now too, I guess, to make sure I don’t go too far, and start doing cruelty without reason, becoming that which we are fighting against.”

“Do not-not worry. I shall never allow that. Nor-nor will Eri, or Aiko, or your family and friends. I grieve that I am burdening you with this-this. But…” Her eyes grew soft, and she kissed me, Hyacinth looking on enviously. As we parted, our saliva still moist on each other’s lips, she sighed. “… it is necessary, you are-are right. I have never been in a true-true war with the Unseelie, or the Wild Hunt, but I know you must be ruthless, lest you lose all-all you love.” She perked up then. “Tonight, in bed I shall spoil-spoil you greatly, so your mind and heart are at ease!”

“Hyacinth toooooo!” she whined, and I thought Shaeula would shoot her down as usual, but she surprised me.

“You have not-not earned it yet. Do what Akio needs and… well, good servants get rewards, do they not-not?”

“Mistress is kind!” Hyacinth was taken aback, used to Shaeula treating her harshly. At my stunned gaze, Shaeula shrugged.

“What does-does it matter if you give her a reward? I am not-not asking you to marry her. Even Eri could not-not complain about some harmless love shown to a servant who works dark miracles for you. It is not-not as though Hyacinth will steal any of her time, is it?”

“I think you’d be surprised at how badly Eri would complain, but…” Actually, Eri has been taking things better than I thought she would recently. She surprised me with Hinata. Even so, I’m not going to give in just because Shaeula is pushing me. Not this time. I do learn from my mistakes, albeit slowly. So if I don’t want to do it, I won’t! I considered Hyacinth carefully. She had shed her chainmail, but was still wearing the rubber suit. It clung to her ample curves and slender legs, and her beautiful face with her strange eyes and hair was like a work of art.

She’s certainly beautiful. She reminds me of Shiro a little, though even Hyacinth doesn’t reach her heights. So the question was, would I want to sleep with Hyacinth, not just to reward her, but because I wanted to have sex with her as well? If I didn’t want to, then I wouldn’t, that was my new-found resolve.

Under my long regard Hyacinth blushed, shifting awkwardly, her arms hugging her large breasts shyly. “Master, sooo lewd.” She grinned, embarrassed and also seemingly excited. “But a Brownie needs to warm the bed and relieve him ooof his cares!”

“Eri has to agree. I’m not going behind her back any more, even if it is just a casual thing.” I said finally. I can’t deny it. I’m a healthy man, and of course I wonder what making love to a beauty like Hyacinth is like. Every otaku dreams of having a maid service him, and Hyacinth is the hottest maid there is. Still, it isn’t like I’m a beast, I could resist the temptation easily enough. Eri and Shaeula satisfy me plenty, and in the future Hinata will join them.

“I feel pretty lousy right now, having to admit my own selfishness, that I would even consider another woman for pleasure when I already have you and Eri. I like to think… I like to think if I had held fast to just Eri, I’d never consider cheating on her. But… now I’ve had you, Shaeula, and in time Hinata, I guess… fuck, I don’t know what I mean. I could easily justify it to myself by saying I need to do this for a reward, so it isn’t cheating, just like I did with Hinata, getting pushed into it. But no. I’ll own this, and I’ll do whatever Eri wants to make it up to her, assuming she even allows me in the first place. I need to make it clear to her, this isn’t something she needs to agree to, it's entirely up to her conscience and mine."

With a pained sigh I continued. "I like Hyacinth, and she’s attractive, and it’s nice to be desired, it makes me feel good, but I’m more than happy to find another way to reward her.” I paused, my jumbled thoughts a mess. “Though I admit, I definitely do want to reward Hyacinth for the horrible task I’m making her do. Even so, I could hardly blame her if Eri went and cheated on me in return. I’ve not exactly kept my promises to her. Even suggesting this to her will hurt her. In fact, maybe it’s a bad idea after all, I should forget it…”

“You think too-too much. But I believe it is progress. You are-are at last being honest. As for Eri, she will never seek another male. After all, you have-have kept your oath to her, to make her happy. And that happiness will last forever, and is too precious to keep all-all to ourselves.” Shaeula patted my head gently, her small hand stroking my hair, just as I often did to her when she was sad or stressed. “Now, shall we return? I must keep-keep my word and heal your weary body and soul!”

At that I could only smile. War criminal. Murderer. Cheater. Damn, I thought I was the hero of this story, but maybe I’m actually the villain?
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After quite the night in bed with Shaeula, where she was more seductive and energetic than usual, I did feel better. The maids in the mansion were still a pain as always, but we headed out for the border as planned. This time, Hyacinth and Ixitt set up outside the Fae Stones, as there was no way we’d be conducting these potentially fatal experiments that could cause widespread contamination inside.

“It is very hard to dooo, master!” Hyacinth panted, once more in full gear. Her efforts had just left the grassy field looking like a warzone, decaying vines fading back into nothingness piled everywhere amidst the torn ground.

“Don’t worry about it.” I reassured her. “We are still in the early stages. Keep at it.” Turning to Ixitt, I advised him to continue sucking in the air around her attempts, and when she finally managed to create some spores, they could be tested on one of the poor Kobolds, to see if the spores were as virulent as the ones the Myconids used.

“All right then.” I said to Shaeula. “Shall we go into battle again? This time I want to go a little deeper, scout harder. Obviously we need to gather resources, but the aim should be to kill as many Myconids as possible. We need to thin out their numbers if we are to win this guerrilla war. I also have some hypothesis to test that may help us later.”

As we raced into enemy Territory we immediately came under attack. Grulgor had gone before us and was likely riling them up, but as I attacked with blasts of my freshly replenished wind and flame, turning plant-beasts into so much chopped and burned wreckage, it took my mind off what a bastard I was being, even thinking about Hyacinth in that way.

Seriously, father would be so disappointed in me. Still, I’ve not done anything yet, although, the minute I seriously considered having Hyacinth, no matter the reason, I crossed the line. Fuck, screw it, I’m going to transfer all my rage and self-loathing to the Myconids…


Two Hundred And One


“Grulgor, they are coming from the left! Block them!” I cried. Indeed, swarms of larger plant creatures, thorn-bears, massive shambling mounds, and vicious living nettle-trees, were all trying to overrun us, several Myconid Shepherds urging them onwards. Meanwhile on our flanks Myconid Rangers, and a new threat, Myconid Aeromancers, Terramancers and Aquamancers, were massing, manipulating the very elements against us.

I was busy engaging a pair of bulky Myconid Warriors, another foe we had seen for the first time. Their fungal bodies were covered with hard, waxy armour, and their limbs had grown into natural, bark-like swords, dripping with brightly coloured toxins. They were also quite fast, though luckily I still outmatched them significantly in that regard. My Twin Fangs danced, and several Warriors exploded, scattering spores and venom as they died. Got to love the rending space effect of these. When they hit, they hit hard…

“I fear-fear we have finally provoked the response we were expecting.” Shaeula was whipping around her pinwheels, both of them back in her possession as Hyacinth had moved on to the stage of human, well, Kobold anyway, experiments. “So, do we retreat?”

Fire and wind surged on the bluesteel wires, and enraged plants died in their dozens. Earth erupted as gloopy mud, the Terramancers trying to tie us and her pinwheels down, but I countered, my own earth energies redirecting the tides of sucking dirt, engulfing a squad of Rangers on the flank, before hardening into thin, rocky needles to pierce them like colanders.

“Grul says we crush them all!” he roared, shouldering through the thorn-bears. They were massive but surprisingly light compared to the towering slab of stone, muscle and dwarven steel that was Grulgor. Behind the crowd lurked the Shepherds, and one died as his giant mace literally vaporised it. A second fell, head shattered by his free fist, and then a third as the mace swept around once more, the handle folding the Myconid in half. The filters on our gasmasks were churning now, wind energy repelling the endlessly thick spores, and I once more realised just why it was deemed impossible to reclaim the Myconid-held lands.

“Yeah, I’d love to, but weight of numbers are starting to tell…” The sky above us opened, a vicious, acidic rain starting to fall, conjured by the Aquamancers, and as it hit us, the metal of our armour began to sizzle. Oh crap. Well, an acid that eats metal might not work on the pseudo-rubber of our suits, but that isn’t a chance I want to take, and in any case it’d leave us vulnerable to rips and tears… Foehn poured from my hands in a virulent yellow wave, surging over the plant-beasts, filling the air with a heated fog of blazing spores, and the Aquamancers and Aeromancers tried to retreat.

It was too late though, as Shaeula saw what I was trying to do and fed in her own wind energy, empowering the blaze. Snatching fallen ether to top up our reserves, I rushed over to reinforce Grulgor, using rock bullets to snipe down the last two retreating Shepherds. The plant monsters were uncontrollable, the amount of spores choking the air driving them into a frenzy, so with cohesion lost we had a chance to break out.

“I am with you!” Shaeula shouted, wind-and-flame weasels burning down a swathe of the Rangers before they could escape, as their movements had become disorientated. “But if we continue to be bogged down-down, further enemies may ensnare us!”

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Fifty-four to Fifty-five...


Bodies fell in front of me, Twin Fangs carving them apart, and the message flared in amber in my right eye. Nice. Even so, Levelling wasn’t a priority, survival was. The offensive the Myconids had sprung on us was far fiercer than anything else we had encountered so far, and even with our significantly greater prowess individually, we were starting to be overwhelmed. Not that we weren’t prepared or planning for this…

“Right, cut our way free and we go!” Pinwheels spun past me and Grulgor, one on each side, and more of the surrounding fungal blooms, as well as small, rotting trees and numerous enemies, were sheared apart, silvery ether was drawn into me and funnelled down to our Territory, and under the flickering yellow and red light of the Foehn fires, we retreated at full speed, deeper into the forest…
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“I believe we have-have shaken our pursuers.” Shaeula observed, as we hid within the shadow of some dead trees that overhung a brackish pond, the water black and reeking of mould and decay. “I suspect your hypothesis is indeed-indeed correct.”

Beside us, Grulgor was slumped down, his armour a mess. It was definitely going to need some repairs. Fortunately, he had obeyed orders and stayed with us this time, as this was one of the last experiments we needed to run to verify my hypothesis on the Myconids. Sure, the battles have been risky, but they are calculated.

“Yeah, so keep cycling the wind.” I advised Shaeula, and beneath her mask I was sure she was grinning. She gave me a cute thumbs-up with her gloved hand. The Myconids communicated via the spores, that much was obvious now. I wasn’t sure of their intelligence, yet their strategies were becoming more elaborate, each time we killed a bunch, they returned in greater numbers, with greater variety and better battle tactics. But that wasn’t all. The Scouts and Observers, they don’t seem to see visually. I think they detect heat, some sort of infra-vision? When we unleashed Foehn, the formation of the Myconids, even the ones that weren’t caught in the fiery ruin, were disrupted, and they seemed to struggle to track us.

“Grul does not enjoy fleeing like a coward.” he grunted, voice low. “But Grul admits, he has enjoyed crushing and smashing puny fungi!”

“And there’ll be plenty more to come.” I promised. “You’ve done good work. Tanking isn’t easy, but the enemy finds it hard to ignore you.” Our foes had been drawn into stopping his charges, and he was able to destroy everything around him with his massive mace. “You’ve done good work too, Shaeula.” I turned my attention to her, as she continued to keep the wind blowing around us. “I hope it was satisfying for you, defeating Unseelie.”

“It was indeed-indeed, though I admit to being rather tired.” she confessed. “We should rest here for a while. You need-need to recover some strength.”

“Yeah. This is a pretty sheltered spot, hidden under the roots of these dead trees and shielded by the ground. And if I’m right about the spores being what finds us for them, with your wind blowing we should be undetectable.”

“It would be good to know.” Shaeula approved. “If so, I expect you have a plan-plan to blind them?”

“Of course. Poor Hyacinth is going to be working overtime though. Still, even if the spores she creates can’t kill the Myconids, having a ton of strange ones in the air is going to disorientate them significantly, I’d wager.”

“Well, it is most-most fortunate that she is eager for your reward.” Shaeula smirked.

“We’ve talked about this. I’m only going to do it if I want her, and everyone else agrees. I’m not going to let you railroad me.” I said sternly, though as my hand was in hers, I squeezed her gently to make sure she knew I wasn’t angry. “Besides, I'm sure I can come up with something else worthy for her reward if needs be.”

“Well, it would hardly be as satisfying as a night with you-you, Akio.” Shaeula laughed, returning my gesture, though the rubber of our gloves robbed it of some of the usual comfort. “Still, your plans are quite-quite ingenious. When I take my place as ruler of the Seelie, and you are my husband, I shall-shall appoint you Grand Strategist of the Fae!”

I bowed theatrically. “Such an honour, my princess. I look forward to that.” As we laughed and joked, I was concentrating on drawing in ether from the surroundings, and whatever elemental energy I could, to restock. There were traces of earth energy in the air, coming from a bit deeper into the decayed forest, which was making me curious.

We spent several hours like this safely hidden. There were a few scares, as Myconids passed near our hiding spot, but we remained undetected, likely confirming my hypothesis. We had to hold Grulgor back from charging out and killing them, but as another group, an Observer, accompanied by a pair of Scouts, passed near us, I had a thought. We have a pond here…

I hurriedly whispered my idea to Shaeula, and she nodded. “I can-can do that.”

I concentrated, and a trio of stone bullets formed. I unleashed them, and the three Myconids died, toadstool heads exploding. Shaeula surrounded the falling bodies with a sphere of wind, hauling the bodies and the drifting spores into the weed-choked pond. Forcing them and all the spores under the water, she then released her wind. “That was quite-quite the difficult work. I can feel my control of the wind growing during all these battles.”

“Yeah, you did good. And now, we wait. If I’m right, we shouldn’t have alerted any other Myconids since the spores didn’t get out on the breeze.”

We waited several more hours, and disposed of another group of Myconids in the same way, filling the pond with bodies like some kind of morbid serial killer, though at least they decomposed into ether over time. But we were indeed never detected. “I guess that confirms my hypothesis, unless they are being more cunning than me. I see no reason why they need to, though. Anyway, I’m largely full of energy again. Shall we go?”

“Grul wants to crush and kill some more!” he growled, having regained all his lost stamina. “Grul is also curious. To the north, Grul senses strong stone power!”

Yeah, I forgot Trolls are earth-type Fae. So he feels it too, huh. “I have to admit, I’m rather curious myself, and it isn’t too far away. Should we take a quick look?”

“I believe it should be fine-fine.” Shaeula allowed, not fond of the earth element, due to her initial nature as a wind Fae. “If we focus on retreat, I believe we should-should be able to escape the forest without them being able to halt us.”

With that we left the safety of the shelter we had found, creeping through the trees, Shaeula and I taking it in turns to keep us shielded by wind. We ran into several Scouts, but now we could stop them from revealing us by using earth element to drag them under the ground, burying them and their spores.

The landscape was changing, less fungal towers and blooms, more dead trees, and toxic rivers and streams were winding their way through, forming slanted banks that we could use as cover, wading through the filthy, weed-choked water. Even though our rubber suits were waterproof, Shaeula still hated it, and made me promise to pamper her on our return to the mansion.

The earth energy was becoming heavier as we approached, and the density of spores and seeds in the air was decreasing, although my Eye could still detect some. I half-concentrated, splitting my focus, making sure to absorb what energies I could, and as we approached the source, Grulgor was positively brimming with strength.

“I think we are here…” I observed, looking at the decaying grove in front of us. The river we were wading through emptied out into a shallow, brackish lake, and I could see little lights glimmering in the dark water, red, yellow and… blue? Around the lake a grove of dead trees draped with blankets of fungus and covered with mushrooms were swaying gently in the weak breeze, the centrepiece a crowning leafless behemoth, the size of a giant redwood. It too was covered in fungi, red, white and black caps looking virulent and bloated.

Still, it was the blue glimmer that made my heart skip a beat. Surely not, right? It couldn’t be… I used wind, parting the water, sending the filthy mess cascading against the lakeshore, and snatched at the rewards within. The Etherites floated into my hand, two red, two yellow and… yes, a single, beautiful blue stone. Holy crap, my first blue Etherite! Even holding it, I can feel the immense amount of Ether held inside.

“Pretty.” Shaeula observed. “It matches Aiko’s eyes.” Her own eyes glowed. “It is quite-quite the prize, it seems. Worth the journey, I must say.”

I was about to agree when Grulgor took up a battle stance, and a mournful cry echoed out, followed by anguished laughter and sobbing from multiple voices. Shaeula reacted instantly as well, casting a wind barrier, and as she did so a volley of what looked like dirty seeds slammed into it. Some were scattered away, others breaking through and striking our armour. The impacts were uncomfortable, but nothing we couldn’t handle. Stashing the Etherites, I turned to face our attacker, only to be surprised. It wasn’t a plant or a Myconid, not technically, but…

It was a woman, or at least it was, for her skin was a sickly blue-green, and mushrooms and toadstools similar to those that infested the giant tree were sprouting from her, her skin weeping vile slime. Her long auburn hair that trailed behind her, spreading out over the ground like roots, was falling out and matted with tendrils of corruption. One eye socket was empty, vines growing from it, and one of her arms was just ragged bones, held together by fungal growth. Ugh, that’s disgusting.

Her numerous companions were misshapen humanoid figures, smaller and seemingly a mixture of mushrooms and plants, different to the abominations the Myconids commanded, seeming somehow sad, lost.

“… nutrients… for… Tree… sadness, but… you… feed… the roots… stave off the… end…” the creature said, her mouth working slowly, spitting green sludge down her fungus-spotted lips as she formed words in the slow way that made one think she had nearly forgotten how to speak.

“A Dryad.” Shaeula breathed beside me, deflecting another volley of incoming seeds. “Fae of the trees-trees and forests. The favoured daughters of the King himself, for he is the placid face of nature, whereas the Queen is nature’s fury-fury.” She looked at the mad, pained creature sadly. “How the vile Myconids have hurt you. I am surprised you still-still live.”

At that the Dryad visibly winced, and her hair writhed, digging into the ground like roots, before bursting out at us. My blades cut through, severing space, and she screamed, falling back, her other allies surging towards us.

Corrupted Dryad [Corrupted Noble Fae]
Corrupted Wood Servants [Fae Construct


These were what my Eye could see, but as I clashed with the first servant, blades cleaving it in twain, I caught sight of the giant tree in my vision and my blades stopped in mid-air. I nearly took a blow, but Shaeula knocked me aside, her flame energy quickly igniting the attacker, sending it into the lake, thrashing and burning.

Corrupted Dying Earth Rhyming Tree Rank 5 Special- Special Rank facilities cannot be Ranked up by Ether, they grow as their requirements are met. Rhyming Trees draw in Ether from the Astral in a manner similar to Ether Spires, though in addition they also generate Elemental energies, in this case Earth. They also lead to a higher overall Ether density in the surrounding area. This Tree and the Dryad that dwells at the heart of this grove of plentiful Earth energies has been corrupted and tortured by the terrible spores of the Myconids, only surviving due to drawing on the Earth. However, in a few dozen more years the grove will at last perish, succumbing to death.


Rank five? My gaze quickly sped across the dying forest, seeing a Rank 3 and Rank 2 Earth Rhyming Tree as well, though the Rank 2 one apparently only had months to live, and the Rank 3 just a year or two.

While I was contemplating this, Grulgor was smashing the Wood Servants, hurling them aside like bundles of twigs. Shaeula slew them too, her wind and flames blazing.

“Stop fighting!” I called out, and Shaeula paused. Grulgor stamped down on the torso of a Servant, crushing it to pieces, and I grabbed his arm. “Hold!”

I called forth a wall of earth and mud, separating us. “We are not your enemies, we are here to destroy the Myconids!” I declared, but she merely cocked her head, looking at me with her one good eye.

“… too late. My sisters… all… died. Could not flee the… grove… when the Unseelie came. I must… feed… keep the last Trees… alive!” Her eye burned with slimy tears, and she spat a mess of spores and small mushrooms.

“You can not-not get through to her.” Shaeula said sadly. “Fae bound to trees, sacred springs and other places are strong, but always the first-first to die in war. This poor Dryad… it would be a kindness to set her free-free from her suffering.”

“Grul will do it.” he declared, raising his mace. “No pity for enemies.” Though he then surprised me by expressing other, more genuine sentiments. “Still, many dead fungi here, Grul smells their stink in the earth. Die well, with respect, tree woman did not stop fighting until the very end.”

“Strong… power of earth… within you…” The Dryad eyed us. “… stave off ruin… just a little longer.”

Strong earth power, huh? One thing I knew was, this ending wouldn’t sit right with me. The Myconids were truly a monstrous race, corrupting all they touched. I was also greedy, a side of myself I was never aware of before. I wouldn’t have three fiancées if I wasn’t. And now… I greedily want to save her, and well as…

“No, we retreat! We’ve achieved everything we need to on this scouting run.” I declared, surprising them. The constructs were clambering over my barrier, so if we didn’t go now the battle would resume. Before Shaeula and Grulgor could protest I grabbed then both, retreating, pulling them along. As we ran down the riverbed, foul water splashing around us, I called back to the Dryad. “We’ll be back. Soon. And the Myconids… their time is coming. I promise you that!”
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We staggered out of the forest, soaked head-to-toe in plant gore. Retreating five or so miles through a forest should have been a breeze for people with our abilities, but when we had to contend with roaming gangs of monstrous plants while also disposing cleanly of the Myconids to prevent them mobbing us, it was mentally and physically draining.

The last mile was a hellish retreat under barrage from the Myconid Rangers and ‘Mancers, and while we managed to take out quite a few in return, their forces were arrayed at the border we were heading for, forcing us to detour while under heavy fire. As we fled out onto the grassy border, a few plants shambled out after us. We paid them no mind, knowing they couldn’t breach the Fae Stones, racing between them and collapsing, even Grulgor running out of his monstrous stamina.

“Don’t take your mask off yet.” I warned Shaeula. “Not until we’ve decontaminated.”

“I know.” she replied, lying on her back and staring up at the moon in the sky. “Though I will be quite-quite happy to freshen up.”

“Well, you’ll have your chance.” I promised, similarly wishing to get out of the suit. Even with refreshing wind energy, it was still uncomfortable for long periods. “Besides, I think we need a rest day now. After having hit the forest three days in a row we need to change it up, let the Myconids lower their guard. We also need to give Hyacinth time to train.”

“That reminds me.” Shaeula sat up, looking at me, her eyes curious behind her mask. “Just what is your plan with that poor-poor Dryad? I understand you are compassionate, Akio, but the kind thing to do would be to end-end her misery. She can not-not stray far from her tainted grove.”

“I get that. And there’s no guarantee it won’t come to that. If we have to mercy-kill her, we will.” I could harden my heart enough for that, seeing her body and that of her Tree dying slowly over hundreds of years, corrupted by living fungi that was slowly, agonisingly devouring them both. “But we at least have to try. After all, if it was you in that situation, or Eri, or my sis, or anyone I cared about, I’d want someone to take a risk and help them.”

“Grul thinks tree woman is a fighter.” he rumbled, again surprising me. “The mercy of death or save her. Must pick one.”

“I get it. Oh well… first, let’s go back to where we left the water barrels and clean ourselves off, then we’ll regroup with Hyacinth and Ixitt, before we plan our next assault.” We got to our feat wearily. “We did solid work today. We know how the Myconids track intruders primarily now, so we have an advantage. We won’t get cocky, as they may have other methods, but even so… good job everyone!”

Grul rumbled his approval, while Shaeula laughed, and their sudden high spirits helped restore my own flagging energy. Yeah, it was a good day. I even have a blue Etherite to show for it! Grinning, I could hardly wait to add my spoils to the slowly filling chest…


Two Hundred And Two


It seemed that Hyacinth had actually managed to succeed in creating spores while we were gone, which surprised me, but Ixitt merely snorted a laugh and said perhaps talk of a reward had motivated her. Seeing her smiling at me, hope and tears in her silver-violet eyes, I once more considered what granting her request would cost me.

Sure, Shaeula saw no issues dallying with servants, and Hinata would probably say the same, but me and Eri, it wasn’t the way we were raised. Although I’m starting to accept that as long as everyone is happy and my conscience can stand it, we can’t be bound by the wisdom of the past or conventional laws. The world has changed, and we have to change with it. Still, happiness first. If I fail at that, then why am I even doing all this?

“So, can you show me?” I had asked, looking at one of the remaining two Degraded Kobolds, and she nodded. When we were in full gear again, safely past the Fae Stones, she called forth a billowing cloud, moments later the Kobold and the grasses around it were dying, covered in rapidly shrivelling mushrooms.

“Sooo, is master happy? Did Hyacinth do gooood?” she asked, and I gave in, patting her head.

“Yeah you did great. There’s further to go, but for now, you can take a break.” I told her, and she looked at me, puzzled. Seeing that, cute even behind her mask and goggles, I patted her head again. “Yeah, right now, I’m curious about something. How are you with Trees?”

“Trees?” she asked, still confused.

“Yeah, but I’ll explain after we’ve had a rest. Today has been another hard one…”
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“Are you sure we cannot tell prince Shaeraggo you are here-here?” one of the maids was asking Shaeula again, a tiresome litany that she was extremely disgruntled with.

“No-no, I have far-far too much to do to be bothering with my brother.” She sighed, taking a drink from her glass of wine, which Hyacinth was serving her, much to the annoyance of Risha, Velna and the other maids. Still, Shaeula seemed to be warming to Hyacinth, which pleased me.

There was another person in the room giving me a sour gaze as well though, and it was a Kamaitachi, one of the two I had killed initially. The last of Shaeula’s kin had returned to her, so this was a bit of a celebration, as well as some much needed recuperation, after being on edge in constant battles with the Myconids. “I will-will arrange a time for him to visit when our business is done. Until then, do not-not bother me. I wish to enjoy this happy time.”

“I still cannot believe you ended up with him-him.” The Kamaitachi sighed. “Your mother, she will be...”

“… delighted, I am sure-sure.” Shaeula spoke over him, also sick of this particular conversation. “My mother is assuredly not-not a fool, so why would she be unhappy with Akio, who has achieved much-much and loves me dearly? Now put aside the anger of your first meeting, or else I shall send you back-back to her!”

At that threat, Hyacinth started giggling. “Yooou got scolded by the mistress. Bad servant!”

The Kamaitachi scowled, helping itself to some of the food laid out on the grand dining table. “Fine. It will be as you wish-wish it, princess.”

“Good.” Shaeula approved. “Tomorrow, you can-can return to our Territory, through the Faerie Ring Gate. It is a far-far cry from the small and dingy one we occupied before Akio defeated us. I believe Ixitt will be returning as well-well?” She eyed the Ratkin, who was quite drunk on the fare Shaeraggo had left stocked for us.

“Indeed, I have been given several tasks by your consort.” He grinned drunkenly, tail lashing fitfully. “The explanation as to why was… opaque… for some of the items, but I believe whatever you are doing will be magnificent.”

“Grul says he is bored and will also return. Grul will find his Trolls and crush some enemies, but he will come back.” Grulgor gurgled, emptying a massive barrel of ale down his cavernous gullet with one meaty hand, while his slab-like teeth tore at a massive animal carcass. Whereas before he usually ate separately from us, fighting together against the Myconids seemed to have improved his camaraderie with us. Still, he’s a bit of a battle maniac to be sure. Not that I can criticise, I’m always looking for ways to train more efficiently.

“Sure, just see that you do return.” I allowed it. “After all, we need you to tank for us against the Myconids.”

“Grul will not miss it. Grul enjoys stomping on, hitting, kicking, hammering and breaking little weak fungi!” His rumbling laughter sounded, and I almost felt sorry for the Myconids.

“To think-think the day would come when I am having a pleasant dinner with Grulgor, of all-all people.” Shaeula arched an eyebrow at me. “By the Moon, wonders never-never cease.”

“True.” As we continued to make merry, I caught one of her maids looking at us with a troubled, almost bitter expression on her face. When she spotted me glancing at her she hastily looked down, hiding her features. Seriously. Get over it. Shaeula is mine now, and I’ll not let her go. Besides, she’s not the weak little princess you used to know. You should be happy about the change…

“Still, I am most-most curious too.” Shaeula was red-faced and tipsy, the wine going to her head despite her high stats. “I worry you are going to try something foolish to save the Dryad. A hawk that chases two-two hares with catch neither, I believe. We need-need to focus on the Myconids.”

“Yeah, I get you. And while I admit I hate to see girls suffer, and the Dryad tugged at my heartstrings, if I didn’t think we could gain from it, I wouldn’t shoulder the risk. So… how about I tell you the plan later?” My gaze went to her bedroom, and she licked her lips, smiling lasciviously.

“Some pillow-talk, is it? I have no-no issues with that.”

The butler-weasel held in a wince at her seductive reply, and I bit down on a sigh. Come on man, you should be used to it by now as well. It isn’t like we haven’t been having fun in that room every night…

The rest of the meal passed peacefully, and after some more wine, we put the drunk Hyacinth to bed, having to fight to stop her removing her clothing and jumping on me, calling herself a “disgrace as a servant fooor getting drunk while serving”, before Shaeula and I also retired to her bedchambers…
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“Seriously?” Shaeula was looking at me with astonished eyes, her head using my arm as a pillow, her hair spread out over my naked, sweaty body. “Is that… is that even-even possible?”

“You know, I’m not sure.” I readily admitted, stroking her hair, enjoying the silky feel of it. “To be honest it’s a long shot. Probably harder than just wiping out the Myconids, to be honest. But that would likely kill the Dryad too, so… she gets mercy either way. I think it’s a risk worth taking.” Ever since I saw the Dryad and her grove, it was like a fire had been lit within me. If I could make this work… the advantages are huge. I have to think long-term for us as well.

“The Myconids, they will not-not let this pass unnoticed. It was quite deep in their Territory, was it not-not, the grove?” she warned.

“Yeah, that’s the hardest part. My calculations are… well, troubling. But worst case scenario, the Dryad receives a merciful death. I’m not prepared to have you die over it. Nor anyone else.”

“I should hope not-not. Without me, you are quite-quite hopeless. Still, before that, we have time to relax and enjoy ourselves, yes?” She raised her head and kissed me, our tongues tangling, and she reached a hand under my blankets.

“Yeah, I guess we do.” I laughed, scooping her up in my arms again, unwilling to think of difficult problems ahead while Shaeula was in my arms…”
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“Well, this is… pretty much illegal, unethical research.” I mused, as we were all suited up again, to protect us from the spores Hyacinth was going to conjure. We had travelled far outside the mansion, but were still within Seelie Court Territory, in a small grove of ash and elder trees, similar to the Earth Rhyming Trees in the tainted grove.

“Yes, it does stink of Unseelie arts.” Shaeula frowned, a touch troubled. “Still, I know-know you are only doing it to help the Dryad and reclaim our lands.”

“Yeah, but the thing about this is…” I hesitated, but then admitted the problem. “… once the genie is out of the bottle, it never goes back in. Hyacinth is an absolutely devastating biological weapon now. She was dangerous before, sure, but imagine if when we first fought she used those spores. We might have survived, but I doubt it, not without foreknowledge of how they work. She’d have turned Shirohebizumi shrine into a dead wasteland of mushrooms and toadstools.”

At that Shaeula paused, realising we had indeed created a monster. Seeing her pensive eyes, Hyacinth looked at us, serious, none of her usual crazed jocularity present. “Hyacinth is happy master gave her a name, reached ooout a hand to her. Even mistress is being nice to her nooow, and there are other mistresses yet tooo meet. I knooow I should be dead. But instead I get to serve, tooo tend hearth and hooome. Hyacinth will never betray master. I prooomise!” Then she curtsied, weird in the protective gear. “I will ooonly use the curse when master orders me too! I… I am a Brownie, I aaam!” she declared.

“I see.” Shaeula smoothed her troubled gaze and went over to Hyacinth. “It is hard-hard for me, but I do now trust you. However… I think now-now more than ever, you need to be bound to Akio more securely. You are far-far too dangerous to let run free.”

“I wooould welcome that, mistress!” Hyacinth cheered.

“All right, I get it. We’ll talk to Eri, Hinata and the others. Shit, this only really works if everyone can switch between the Boundary and Material at will. I see a lot of Chirurgery in our futures.” I sighed, exhausted at the thought. Yeah, more than one genie is out, or are they monkey paws instead? “Enough talk. We need to run some tests. Just put out a little of the spores, enough for one tree, all right?”

“Of course, master!” Hyacinth giggled, her humour returning. She called upon her nature element, and suddenly a number of the trees around us started sprouting the vile fungal infections. “Ooops, I did it again! Sorry, sooorry!” she apologised frantically.

“It’s fine. I get that it’s hard. Oh well, the trees will grow back in time, I guess. Shaeula, pick one and start Healing it, cut away all the fungus first.” With that said, I turned to the rapidly dying tree beside me and began to rip out the pestilence, using Ether Healing to strengthen and recover the tree afterwards…

[image: image-placeholder]

“That is quite-quite the challenge.” Shaeula observed, and I had to agree. All around us was a grove of dead trees and ruined earth, which I had to cleanse with fire to make sure that no spores remained. Shaeula had been keeping up a wind barrier to prevent any from leaking out and spreading, so all-in-all we were extremely drained. Despite those trials, we had learned quite a lot, judging by the half-dozen healthy trees remaining within the desolation.

“Yeah, the larger the tree the harder it’ll be, and that Rhyming Tree is a damn big one. Still, we discovered Ether Healing can work on trees, since they are living beings. Better still, Hyacinth can help with the cleansing, her nature energy is good for that. I guess they don’t often call it wood element in Chinese myth for nothing.”

“Of course, that is but-but one part of the problem.” We had gathered and incinerated all the stray spores, so now Shaeula had doffed her hood and mask and was gnawing at her lip pensively. “Even if we could-could administer such Healing, how can-can we prevent reinfection by the airborne spores and seeds?”

“I’m hoping we don’t have to, but… well, time for the really fun tests.” I swallowed reflexively, extremely nervous at what was to come, though previous tests on the spiritless Kobolds from the Spawning Spire had indicated this was likely safe. If equally likely to damn well suck...

“Are you sure? I do not-not like this…” she said as I shed my rubber suit, only the undershirt remaining on me.

“We’ve done the science, and I’m far tougher than the Kobolds were. I want to test just how well Ether Healing resists it. After all, it has large resistance now. We also need to check how well the cream functions.”

I retrieved one of the barrels of barrier cream, and opening the lid I was about to smear it all over myself when Shaeula stopped me. “No, Hyacinth and I, we shall-shall do it.” Her grin was sly.

“All right, but be gentle… hey, Hyacinth, not there!” She had grabbed a handful of the gloopy cream and immediately thrust it into my underwear, groping for something she should definitely not be touching. “Damn that’s cold…”

“Indeed. That part should-should be coated by me!” Shaeula shoved her aside and immediately thrust her own slippery hands down there, while Hyacinth pouted, making do with my back and neck.

“All done.” Shaeula declared satisfied, a few minutes later, and I grinned wryly.

“No kidding, I was also nearly done there. Your hands are dangerous now, you’ve got really good at that.” As she laughed at my backhanded praise, I looked down at my lower left arm and hand, which was the only area not covered. I pulled on my mask and goggles as a precaution, and gestured for Hyacinth to begin. Shaeula put up her wind barrier, and after a great deal of hesitation, Hyacinth finally released a small jet of spores, spraying my exposed skin. Well, at least all our failed tests have improved her control a lot…

For a moment nothing happened, and then I was blindsided with sudden, agonising pain. The spores were digging into my body, but even as they were I used my Eye to observe, and Shaeula was doing the same, a matching amber shining. “Are you well?” she asked, concerned, and I managed a nod, tears filling up my goggles.

“Yeah, Ether Healing is already working automatically, burning aether to keep it out. But even with that, it hurts a ton.” For around ten minutes Ether Healing fought it off, before mushrooms finally started to bloom from my flesh, the defences defeated. Still, it’d held out rather well.

“Shit. Here we go then…” I carved out my own infected flesh, although only a small percentage of spores had survived the Ether Healing, and as Shaeula burned the corrupted remains I repaired the damage. “That was as messed up as I expected. The Spring definitely can’t be taken back by conventional methods.”

I shook my newly healed arm. “Though I have to say, seeing Ether Healing work so hard… I think I can break through the Rank six bottleneck. And all it’ll cost me is pain… lucky me.” I snorted. “Without my Determination and Resilience so high, I’d never be able to contemplate this. If this was the me from a few months ago who wouldn’t even exercise as it sucked too much… damn, I’ve come a long way!”

“Are you sure-sure you wish to continue?” Shaeula asked me, and I hugged her, though she struggled a bit as her rubber suit was getting slimy.

“We have to run the next set of tests anyway. So I might as well get some sweet gains out of it.” I then spent an agonising couple of hours being sprayed down by spores, over increasingly large parts of my body. Still, eventually as I lay on the ground, blinking tears out of my eyes, staring at the beautiful giant moon, restoring my drained aether, I rejoiced at the amber notification I was seeing. “Finally.”

Your Skill, Ether Healing has advanced from Rank 5 to Rank 6, overcoming the first bottleneck, the wall that blocks progress. Your ability to heal your own injuries and those of others has increased substantially, repairing damage to subtle bodies. Your subtle bodies will draw in a further significant quantity of Ether from their surroundings and automatically repair themselves, and your resistance to Elemental damage has noticeably increased.
You also have a great resistance to harmful substances and foreign matter, and the more you are exposed to a particular contaminant, the weaker the effect of it will be, as your Aether and subtle bodies will adapt to it, though you can consciously control this and lower this resistance at will. Your Silver Cord has strengthened and is more efficient and your understanding of the Rules that Aether governs on subtle bodies has also increased significantly. [Class: Noble] [Type: Rule]


I see. Those are some great improvements. It’s jumped up one Class and one Type as well, and the text hidden by question marks I couldn’t see before is now revealed. I understand the rules of aether better, do I? Actually, I do… The process of observing and feeling how the aether in my body responded to the intrusion of Hyacinth’s Myconid spores, isolating them and destroying them, as well as repairing my Astral, and through the Silver Cord, my Material body, had definitely given me fresh insights, and perhaps I could leverage those into an upgrade to my Silver Cord and Chakra network in time. Though that would take significant effort and experimentation, no doubt.

“So, how-how is it?” Shaeula asked, concerned.

“Great.” I gave her a weary thumbs-up, and seeing that, Hyacinth brightened too. She had served me faithfully, constantly bathing me in spores, but for a Brownie, hurting her master had been agony for her, and she had wailed and cried loudly for ages. “I got plenty of buffs from it, but the major one is now I can adapt to specific contaminants, rendering them less and less effective. And the welcome bonus is… I should be able to get drunk again!”

It seemed a small thing to get worked up over, but being able to drop a resistance consciously was great, and on the upside, when I was tired of being drunk I could rapidly purge my body of the effects. The best of both worlds indeed, praise be to the wall breaking!

Struggling to my feet, I grinned. “All right, bathe me with it again, Hyacinth. This time it should be a lot less painful, and I can basically grow immune, which gives me no end of options. Plus if my aether adapts to it, I can Heal others from the spores easier.”

“Are yooou sure?” she asked, and I nodded, only for Shaeula to strip off her suit and start lathering up with barrier cream.

“What are you doing?” I asked, though immediately realised it was a stupid question.

“Of course I am taking this opportunity to train my own-own Skills.” She smirked at me. “Feel free to apply the cream to my body, anywhere you wish!”

“But your Ether Healing is only at Rank two! I know I can heal you, but… it’ll hurt so much.” I warned, scooping up cream and rubbing it on her modest chest and down her front and thighs. She shivered at my touch, but still smiled reassuringly.

"Yes, I expect it will be quite-quite cruel, and I know you will not-not enjoy seeing me suffer. But for such gains, which will definitely help with our conquest of the Myconids, we must both-both be strong.” She stuck out her tongue and we kissed passionately. When we were done, Hyacinth looked at us doubtfully.

“Do nooot hate me, mistress, master! I am ooonly serving!” she muttered, hesitating.

“I know, and you really are the best maid.” I reassured her. “Those weaselkin ones suck compared to you. So… do it!”

As the surge of spores hit my whole body, I shivered, feeling intense prickling where my Ether Healing was adapting to and destroying them. I barely had time to think about that though, as Shaeula’s slender arm began to sprout, flesh necrotising. She screamed in pain, but even as she suffered she was working Ether Healing. I immediately responded, and soon her arm was restored to pristine pale flesh, only phantom pain plaguing her.

“Again.” she muttered, and once more we were sprayed with the deadly mist, her screams beginning anew…
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“That was quite-quite the torment. I can face-face no more today. We shall resume tomorrow.” Shaeula panted, shuddering, after a half-dozen brutal exposures. Even so, her Ether Healing had indeed improved, and was now Rank 4. “I can feel the Skill strengthening, I can sense-sense the flow of aether eager to repair me and destroy the invasive fungus.”

“Well, we’ll have time, and now I don’t even need gear, although…” I had finally taken a risk and breathed in the lethal spores, but I had adapted so readily that it did little damage. “… I’m still going to wear the suit, in case the Myconids have any deadlier variants. It would be weird if they didn’t. Besides, why take risks?”

“Very wise.” Shaeula hissed, beckoning me in for a reassuring hug.

“I would really like to get Eri, my sis and the others Ether Healing too, the bonuses are just too good to ignore, but I don’t think I can subject them to this pain.”

“Maybe you can make-make a game of it with Eri.” Shaeula chortled. “I heard rumours in the Seelie Court that games of pleasure and pain-pain are things some lovers do.”

“I’ve no interest in hurting women, but… I guess I should at least offer them the choice.” Much as hurting them, even for a good cause, pains me, they are stronger than I ever imagined, so they deserve the chance, in full knowledge of the plusses and minuses.

“Master, what abooout me?” Hyacinth asked. “I think I shall not be hurt by the spores.” she declared, and I exchanged a look with Shaeula.

“I don’t feel comfortable ordering you to suffer, but if you honestly want to try, I can heal you.” I said, and she nodded, stripping off too.

“Master, smear your slimy cream all ooover my unresisting booody!”

“Damn, you really are a pervert!” I said to the panting maid. “But, I don’t want you getting hurt so…” There’s nothing sexual about this at all, it’s medicine. Of course the fact she was panting and twitching alarmingly as I quickly rubbed a layer on her body, without any of the touching and playing I did with Shaeula, was making it hard for me to believe that. Still, I finished as quickly as possible, trying to forget the soft feel of her flesh under my fingers.

“Here we gooo!” she declared, bathing her own arm in the spores. I waited for the pain, yet after a while there was nothing. I trickled some aether into her, only to discover her body had reabsorbed the spores harmlessly.

“Sooo, did I do well?” she asked, and I nodded.

“It makes sense you can’t be hurt by your own spores. That doesn’t mean that Myconid ones won’t affect you. We’ll need to do some more tests but…” Shaeula was exhausted, as was Hyacinth, as she had been using nature element all day. I myself was feeling washed out and pale after all my suffering. “… let’s call it a day. It’ll be a while before Ixitt and Grulgor return anyway, so we’ll pick this back up tomorrow.”

“A grand idea.” Shaeula approved. “Come, Hyacinth. I shall-shall allow you the luxury of washing Akio’s back in the bath. Mine too-too.”

“Such an honour, mistress! Hyacinth is sooo happy!” As she perked up, almost skipping back towards the mansion, we exchanged a grin.

“So, do you think we can-can really do this?” she asked, and I shrugged, still carrying our bundled protective gear.

“Who knows? But if we try our best, we at least have a chance…”


Two Hundred And Three


“Well, if Shaeraggo could see this now, I’m pretty certain he’d try and kill me, Trials be damned.” I observed wryly, feeling a touch sick. Shaeula was lying exhausted on the ground, her skin pale, breath coming in rapid, heaving gasps. “To be honest, I’m quite tempted to slug myself a good one. I hate this so much.”

Shaeula grinned wearily up at me, lifting a weak hand to wipe away her tears. “I know, for some reason I rather dislike this too-too.” She shuddered at the memory of agony. “But who can complain at the results? Pain can-can be endured, no?”

“Yeah.” I let out a long, resigned sigh. “It seems you’ve reached Rank five, do you think you can pass the bottleneck? You’ve been suffering a lot.”

“I believe so.” She held out her hand and I pulled her to her feet, hugging her. “Whether it is our bonds, or the fact-fact I am a Pledged One to you, when I use my Ether Healing, when it responds to the intrusion of the vile-vile spores, it is almost as if I can see it, direct it, in the way-way you do!” She squeezed me tightly, obviously fearing the future pain, not that I could blame her. “So yes, I will not-not stop until I can match you!”

“I get it.” I kissed her while we hugged, giving her comfort. “It was the same for me and Chirurgery. Sure, I was performing delicate, complex work, but even so, it almost felt like you were there with me when I was working on Ren-san and Kana. So… I just hope you break through soon. Seeing you suffer tears at my heart.”

“I have no-no wish to suffer any longer than strictly necessary.” she agreed. “Unlike that lucky idiot of a maid-maid…” She glanced over at the forest, where Hyacinth was skipping through without a care, occasionally using vines to strangle and kill an inquisitive plant creature. She was wearing her maid uniform, not a bit of protective gear in sight. Mushrooms and fungus were constantly starting to sprout from her, only to disintegrate and be absorbed into her and her nature element.

”Yeah, who’d have thought she would find it so easy to resist? I honestly don’t know if it’s only because she has been experimenting with the spores, or if nature element alone makes it possible. But if so, maybe the Seelie Court could get an army together that can fight the Myconids?” Obviously we had tried to make it as safe as possible for Hyacinth, the first time she had just run to the forest, stuck an arm in and then retreated, but as she escaped unscathed, the tests escalated, until we ended up with her happy frolicking now.

“I doubt that.” Shaeula shook her head. “It would not-not be possible. Wielders of nature element are rare, Hyacinth is unusual indeed-indeed. Many-many of the rest are like the Dryad, tied to their groves, unable to sojourn far from them. We would never-never have the numbers. Still… knowledge is power, do you not-not say? When we triumph here, we should inform the Seelie Court. There may be other threats that can be countered in this-this way.”

“Yeah, that will help raise your status, so I’m all for it. Anyway… want to try again?” I asked, and she shuddered, but managed a tremulous nod.

“Very well-well. I shall achieve success, no-no matter the cost!”
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“Praise the moon and the King and Queen.” Shaeula was lying on my lap, twitching, the phantom memories of pain slowly fading from her mind. “Finally, Rank six. I believe I need a long-long rest.” She look a deep, tortured breath. “I once more have respect for your resolve. It is madness indeed learning this way, no Fae would ever-ever countenance it.”

“Yeah.” I agreed, continuing to pamper her. “At least we can now move onto a task a little less troubling, although we are going to have to enter the fungal forest just like Hyacinth did to make sure we’ve fully adapted.”

“Indeed, but that-that is for tomorrow. Until then… Akio, comfort me!”

“Your wish is my command!” I laughed, carrying her back towards the mansion. We passed a gang of weaselkin as we went, digging a long, straight ditch through the forest. Hyacinth was there too, having done enough to prove she was not affected by the Myconid spores, and she was now cajoling trees to move out of the way of the ditch.

It was quite the sight, elemental energies glowing around her, the very trees uprooting themselves and slithering to one side to allow the workers access. Sure, she broke a few to start with, the trees ripping themselves apart, but now she’s got the hang of it…

“I do worry that we are making a mess-mess of the mansion grounds.” Shaeula sighed, seeing our rather epic landscaping. “With this-this and the forest Hyacinth’s spores destroyed, I fear my brother might be angry.”

“Yeah well, he got it for you, so he’ll have to live with it. Besides, when this is all over, we can work on restoring everything to how it used to be.” As we passed, weaselkin bowed to us, before continuing with their hard labours.

“So, just what-what is the purpose for this? I am still a little confused.” Shaeula asked me.

“Well, that’s quite the explanation. Okay, so, the terrain in the corrupted forest largely rises until the Spring and the large hill that contains it, right? It does flatten out about half a mile from the edge of the forest, and the estate is also largely level terrain.” There was a lake by the grove that was filled by rivers and streams from further towards the Spring, and a shallow riverbed that continued out in the direction of the border that we had used as cover… “It’s then about two and a bit miles to the Faerie Ring Gate in a straight line if we cut through the forest, at the closest approach to the border. That’s a short distance ordinarily, for someone with our stats, but…”

As I discussed the topography of the estate and the infested forest, we reached the mansion, Shaeula still in my arms. Several of the maids looked at us askance as usual, Risha looking particularly angry, though you would have thought she was well used to our open displays of affection by now. Seeing that was souring Shaeula's mood, so I dismissed them and took Shaeula to the bath, and then the bed…
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Over the next couple of days in the lower Astral we alternated between brief invasions into the forest, riling up the Myconids and becoming accustomed to their spores, making sure to kill whatever Scouts and Observers they sent, which led to their forces massing at wherever we appeared quickly, which was ideal for the next stage of our plan.

It was still rather awful training within the forest, as the spores were slightly different to those Hyacinth created. Still, it was close enough that with exposure training our subtle bodies had adapted, and we no longer needed the protective gear, although we were still going to wear it, for precautions if nothing else, and also to prevent the Myconids from realising we could beat their trump card.

We were now all sitting in the courtyard of the mansion, the maids begrudgingly serving us all tea and snacks, as we surveyed the impressive array of gear Ixitt and Grulgor had brought back with them. It had taken him longer than I thought to make it all, but it was still very quick, so I could hardly complain.

"I will not repeat just what Bjarki said about you, some of the dwarven invective was so very inventive, and I could hardly understand it. But the general gist was, he cursed you out for a liar for dropping more urgent work on him.” Ixitt snickered. “Still, he does like to make new and exciting crafts, and this one was certainly that.”

My gaze went to the massive wagon, with reinforced, heavy steel wheels and bed, upon which sat a truly colossal barrel, to which was fitted a long hose-like device, similar to the vacuum. There was also a folded-fan of metal, six or seven metres long, made of Dwarven steel and inlaid with some complicated bluesteel etchings.

“Even breaking down what crafts he was working on, we did not have enough bluesteel to do precisely what you wished, but master Bjarki is nothing if not ingenious, and I helped.” Ixitt continued proudly. “Dvergr craft can amplify the effect temporarily, though it will be rather damaging to the metal. Still, if only for a short time, it should work.”

A short time, huh? Well, I’ve run the numbers, being as confident as I can be in an Astral setting that they hold true, so once should be enough, at least so assisted.

“Grul does not understand why all the fuss.” he rumbled, looking preposterous perched on the small chair, towering over everyone else. “Swing mace, crush fungi, this is all Grul thinks we need to do.”

“Yeah, in the short-term, that’s right.” I agreed. “Our ultimate goal is to free the Spring. But the poor Dryad touched my heart with her suffering, and more importantly…” I took a deep breath. “That Rhyming Tree… it’s Rank five! Rank five!” I felt it bore repeating. “Do you know how much of our ether the Rank three Tree we already have provides? This Tree is dying, all alone in enemy Territory, ripe for … rescue! The other couple too, if we can, though the Tree the Dryad lives in is priority.” I calmed down a little as everyone was looking at me with various emotions, Ixitt amused and entertained, Shaeula with pity, Grulgor with confusion, and… Hey, is that Azuki hiding from Hyacinth over there? I wonder what she’s doing here. No problems back in the Material, I hope?

“I’d try and help the Dryad even without this, but… just think about it! If we planted those trees at Shirohebizumi shrine it’d push us to new heights!”

“Well, yes-yes.” Shaeula agreed slowly. “I too am in favour of saving the Dryad, if we can-can, but… should we be stealing Rhyming Trees from the Spring?”

“Stealing? Hardly!” I declared, not willing to budge on this. “Liberating! The forest around the Spring is almost entirely dead anyway, when we reclaim it, it might take the Seelie Court centuries to reforest it and make it beautiful again. But I fail to see how that is our problem? We are giving them the chance, and so saving the Rhyming Trees is both our duty and a reward for our hard work! I’m not letting the chance of that massive amount of constant ether generation slip from our grasp!” I finished, deadly serious.

“Fine-fine.” Shaeula sighed, sipping from her tea elegantly. “I shall follow you, as always. I see I can not-not dissuade you on this. Besides…” She put down her cup elegantly, it clinking on her saucer. “… I admit, I wish to see our Territory prosper, and we are doing much-much good unasked.” Her grin broadened, becoming sly. “Much as my idiot brother Shaeraggo had to pay for his foolishness, so shall the Seelie Court pay-pay us for our efforts.”

“The princess is hopelessly corrupted already, it seems.” Ixitt remarked to Grulgor, who despite not knowing what was going on, gurgled a laugh at our vehemence. “Though I much prefer her now to the rumours of her past.”

“There is still-still one problem, is there not-not?” she pointed out. A maid refilled her cup, before backing off, looking troubled.

“Of course there is. It’s a damn big tree!” I declared, spreading my arms wide for emphasis. “Even the other two are fairly large, but… yeah, I’ve never seen a giant redwood, but it matches what I’ve heard about them. Though luckily it’s no record-breaker. Merely an average specimen.” I grinned. “Five to six metre diameter, fifty or so metres tall. It appears heavily desiccated, and it has lost a lot of branches and all its leaves, though the fungus… well, never mind that.” I sighed, amazed at the audacity and impossibility of what I was proposing. “It could weigh anywhere up to sixty tons, though I suspect somewhat less, due to its appalling condition. Not something we can lift easily.”

“Grul can lift puny tree, Grul is strong!” he declared.

“Yeah I doubt it, not alone, anyway.” I shook my head. “Between you, me and Shaeula, with a nice bit of help, I think we could, but taking it a few hundred metres at a time before we needed rest, in that forest, with the Myconids everywhere… no, that plan is doomed to failure. Besides, I doubt the Tree and the Dryad will survive being away from the earth energy for that long in its current state. So we need a better plan.” I looked at the gear again, unidentified bundles also in the heavy wagon. “It’s crazy, but there’s no way I’m not going to risk it for a Rank five Tree! Oh, and the Dryad of course…”

“Fine. Then explain it to us properly. After all, it must-must have something to do with all-all the effort my weaselkin have been putting in, digging a long trench and filling it with mud-mud and water?”

“Yeah, you’re right. It’d be better if we had someone who could use water element, but…” As I explained, comprehension dawned in their eyes, well, Shaeula’s and Ixitt’s anyway. On seeing their shock, I laughed. If we pull this off, not only can we save the Dryad, but our Territory will gain an incomprehensible upgrade in terms of ether production. Besides, I was being honest when I said this unhappy end to her many centuries of struggle sits badly with me…
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“Right, looks like they bought it…” Once more the Myconids were massing on the border opposite us, our quick probing attacks and massacre of their plant-creatures and initial Scouts bringing their forces boiling out like ants. “So, you guys make threatening moves, keep them pinned down here.” I asked the weaselkin hiding just behind the Fae Stones. “Shoot some arrows or something, make them think we might try and break in, but keep yourselves distant and safe, obviously.” The four Kamaitachi were there too, leading them. “Throw a few wind blades too. But keep a decent reserve, we’ll signal you when we are nearly back, so come running.”

”Fine-fine. We get it.” The lead Kamaitachi agreed, the one I had known the longest.

“All right then. As for us, we are off. Our ingress is in a completely different direction.”

With that Shaeula and I departed, leaving our distraction in place. After jogging along the border, we quickly reached where Grulgor, Hyacinth and Ixitt were all waiting, Grulgor being hitched to the overburdened wheeled cart, looking rather disgruntled. We were all in our heavy protective gear, and ready for battle.

“All right. We go fast, we go stealthy, and we clear away any obstacles we need to.” I declared. Behind us stretched a wide path in the trees of the estate, and a trench filled with slick mud was stretching into the distance. Getting the consistency right was hellish…

“All right, come on!” We charged across the border and into enemy Territory, moving at a very rapid pace. I had the slower Ixitt on my back, while Shaeula was carrying Hyacinth. Grulgor was pulling the heavy wagon, tires churning the dead muck of the forest, and we quickly reached the riverbed that was streaming down brackish water from the lake. Beside it the trees were sparse and rotting, so we smashed them out of the way as best we could, clearing a path.

“We have company, it seems.” I noticed several Observers and Scouts. “Deal with them as we discussed.”

Shaeula nodded, and drills of air pierced them before they could react. She gathered up all the surrounding air with her wind, and as she pressed them into the ground I channelled earth, entombing their disintegrating bodies safely below. Covering the five miles to the dying grove in mere minutes, we were immediately confronted with the Dryad and her wood-puppets.

“…. came back… feed the… Tree… sorry, but I…” she gasped, urging her puppets forwards to attack us. Behind her stood her Tree, and looking at it again I was reminded of just how big it was. Yeah, this is totally insane. But I want it for my own. No, our own. If I was going to compete, to truly become the Astral Emperor that protected Earth, passing up an opportunity to boost my Territory so massively, despite the risk, was foolish.

“Just surrender! We are here to help!” I declared. Warning Grulgor not to kill the puppets, Shaeula dropped off Hyacinth while I put down Ixitt. “Stick to the plan!” I shouted, rushing forwards, enduring the barrage of seeds and wooden spikes from the puppets, dropping to the ground in front of them and drawing in some of the earth energy that was exuded all around us.

“Bottomless Swamp!” I declared, making up the name on the fly. I heard Shaeula click her tongue at the lame moniker, and then I was concentrating on shaping the earth, turning the solid, fetid soil to mud, and the puppets began sinking, struggling to free themselves from the sudden quagmire I created by using the water from the lake beside us. Yeah, using water element would be so much easier than doing it just with earth…

“Shaeula, do it now!” I cried, and she unleashed her pinwheels. They had a little wind to make them fly, but the bluesteel was heavily fortified with my earth energies for strength. The Dryad let out a bitter scream, her hair turning into roots once more, the ground erupting around us, debris smashing and denting our chainmail.

“… intruders… warned you to stay… away… please forgive… must… feed…” she wailed, having sunk into mania, her mind almost gone. A massive tide of mud and earth formed up behind her into a colossal fist, ready to strike, and I leapt at her, distracting her from my companions and the gear we carried in the wagon.

“Just calm down!” I called to her again, unsheathing the Twin Fangs as the fist fell. I slashed, and the hand was rent into pieces, though even as it fell the Dryad shaped the debris into sharp thorns that darted at us. Responding with my own earth energy, I clashed with them and they shattered, escaping her control. It was then that Shaeula’s pinwheels whipped through the cloud of debris, wrapping around the Dryad, pinning her one good arm to her side.

“Got-got you!” Shaeula exclaimed, hauling on the handles, pulling her towards us, where she hit the ground hard, hissing and sobbing, green ichor flying everywhere.

“All right then. Ixitt, get everything ready. Grulgor, Hyacinth, keep the puppets back, but don’t kill them. As for us…” I exchanged a look with Shaeula, and she nodded, amber eyes glittering. “Sorry about this.” I told the struggling Dryad. “I think this is going to hurt like hell.” And with my own eye matching Shaeula’s glow, we began to carve away at her body with wind. She screamed and thrashed, her good and missing eye both shedding virulent tears. Shit, I don’t know if Myconids can hear, but if they can, every bastard nearby will hear this.

“I know this hurts but damn well stop fighting us!” I snapped as we channelled in aether to Heal her injuries. New flesh was growing over her bony arm, and even her eye was starting to reform, although the agony must have been exquisite. Though as I was working, her screams slowly starting to slow, becoming heavy, rasping breaths of pain and exhaustion, I noticed something troubling.

“Shaeula, you have the wind barrier up, right? No, of course you do.” I could see it with my Eye, so…

“I understand. The corruption is returning, despite her having no-no spores or seeds falling upon her.” Cutting it free again and Healing her, the Dryad was weakening, even despite my ministrations. It was then her newly restored eyes met mine, the tears they were shedding now pure water.

“… I thank you, brave travellers.” she managed to gasp. “But save your efforts. Let me go in peace, while my mind is finally clear. My grove, my Tree, it is of me, as I am a part of it, and the taint has consumed it. Therefore it merely passes back to me.” She grasped our hands, her newly restored one grabbing Shaeula, the other mine. “It has been so long, and I am simply so… tired. All that remained in me was pain and the hunger to feed, to save my Tree. I… I believe I consumed the other Dryads that did not die from the vile corruption, hence why my grove survived.” Her nails were digging into my hands as she suffered. “So I… I should join them. At least I will die knowing my sins.”

“Nonsense.” Shaeula disagreed. “We have no-no time for this. If you have regrets, live to atone for them. Akio, tell her!”

“Yeah. Dying solves nothing. It only make their sacrifice worthless!” I declared. “If you’ve made mistakes, especially since they weren’t your fault, then own them and do better!”

“But it is futile… my Tree…” She was turning pale again, mushrooms starting to sprout.

“Don't despair, we are here for that too.” I looked at her deep in the eyes, squeezing her hand heedless of the pain of her nails digging into my flesh. “I give you three Oaths. I’ll save your Tree, I’ll save your life, and I’ll give you a place where you and your Tree can dwell, where the earth energy is plentiful and clean. Hell, I’ll even throw in a fourth Oath. The Myconids, who drove you to such sins… they’ll fall here, and we will reclaim the Spring of Clear Reflections. In exchange, all you have to do is pledge to protect my lands, all those who dwell within, and endure, until you feel you’ve lived enough for those that died, that you killed, despite your will.”

“But… I am not strong enough to face the guilt, the pain, any longer.” The Dryad looked away, only for Shaeula to grab her hair, pulling the Dryad to face her. Behind us the puppets had stopped struggling against the swamp, awaiting her end.

“Nonsense. As a noble Dryad, you should-should be ashamed.” Shaeula scoffed, her amber eyes hard. “While I have not-not suffered as you have, nor would I claim anything close, I too have disgraced myself, my past a lesson in my own lack-lack of self-worth. I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. My father is Prince Shaetanao, ruler of the Beastkin Fae. Akio is my beloved, and if he wishes to save you, you shall-shall be saved!”

“Prince Shaetanao? So is he no longer a Duke?” the Dryad asked, confused, and Shaeula snorted wryly, though she never let go of her hand and hair.

“Indeed. You have been suffering here a long, long time. The Seelie Court has gone through many-many changes. Akio reached out a hand to me, and many-many others. Let him save you too! If he fails, you shall have the death you wish for, and if he succeeds, as I know-know he will, then you shall have a chance to repent, and live-live for the fallen.”

Now that the puppets had stopped, Ixitt was unloading equipment from the wagon, Grulgor helping him move the colossal barrel, the contents sloshing around gently. On seeing them head towards the Tree, I smiled at the Dryad gently. “I hate to rush you, but the Myconids will surely be coming any minute. My Oaths to you stand. I can offer more if you want, I’m not Fae, so I don’t need to stop at three!”

“If you can save me and my Tree, take me away from this hell I have endured all these years…” She swallowed, fungus creeping up her arms and legs slowly. “…I swear, I shall take root in your lands, cultivate and protect them, shelter those within under my mighty branches, and I shall serve you until my last breath.” she whispered. “Until I see the Myconids who destroyed the groves, the lakes, the streams, the Undines, Sylphs and Dryads, all my kin… until the day they suffer the same end they did. And should they do so…” Her yellow eyes glittering, she leaned up and her hair snaked around me, forcing its way into my mouth. I felt a surge of energy within, my earth energies reacting, strengthening. “…I shall be yours.”

As she fell limply Shaeula cried out to Ixitt to bring the protective gear, and he rushed over with the hood, mask, respirator and rubber suit I had them make, pulling it on over her slowly corrupting body as Shaeula worked more painful surgery and Healing.

You have joined in Compact with a Noble Fae from the Seelie Court. By agreeing a third Covenant, your spirit has become ever more like that of a Fae, thus your Fortune and Charm have increased by 1. Due to your Lunar Chakra you find it easier to acclimatise to the aspects of your bonded Fae, and have a higher chance of manifesting a portion of their abilities. The Fae is corrupted, her spirit scarred by a vile plague, so the true power of this bond cannot be unlocked until the corruption is expunged.
Your Class, Fae-Souled, has increased from Level Twenty-two to level Twenty-three.
You received the Kiss Of A Dryad. A Dryad can bestow the blessing that is her Kiss only once in her life, allowing her to share the strength of her grove with the individual so blessed. The bearer of this Kiss shall live long and unbroken like the oak, grow wise like the ash, grow kind like the elm, and become poison to their enemies like the yew. Your affinity and control over the Earth Element has increased. Your affinity for Water Element and Wood Element has increased.


With that Oath spoken, she allowed Shaeula to garb her, but before the respirator and goggles were placed upon her, she smiled. “I am Asha, lost daughter of the King of Groves, Lord of the Forests, Orion, he who sleeps, wounded. One of many, to be sure, but even so... your name is Akio, is it not?”

I nodded.

“In that case, Akio… please save me and my Tree, and bring me the vengeance I crave. Save as much as you can, prove to me that living with this guilt offers more than merely a long life of regret and pain!”

Kneeling down, I looked her in the eyes. “Nothing would make me happier. I’ll show you the world Shaeula and I, and all our friends and family are striving for, and there’s no room for sadness there! Now, Shaeula, Hyacinth, we have to do something about the Tree’s rot, no matter how temporary. Asha, please help us. After all, it’s your Tree, right?”

As the goggles covered her face I could see the tears. “Fine. I, Asha, will so swear! What can I do to help? The rot… it is very, very bad, only the earth energies here are slowing the final death.”

“Wait and watch, and see a miracle of science, magic and insanity!”


Two Hundred And Four


“Right, start spraying!” I ordered Ixitt, who was pointing the nozzle of the hose at the area of the Tree I had just cleared the fungus from. Chunks of bark and wood were falling around us, flame energy blazing as we incinerated what we could. As the Tree was quickly and savagely mutilated, Asha was letting out moans of pain.

“Is this necessary?” she gasped, writhing. “My Tree, it suffers so!”

“I’m afraid so, though this is just a hack-job.” I admitted. “The corruption is in way too deep, we can only do surface-level maintenance, and we can’t spare the aether for any major Healing. We just need the Tree to last until we can get it somewhere safe.” Barrier cream was being sprayed over the Tree, covering the areas of new growth, as well as older bark we hadn’t touched.

“Why-why the barrier solution?” Shaeula asked, still working. Grulgor was busy destroying some plant-creatures that had been drawn in by our presence, which meant our time was down to the wire here before the Myconids noticed. Sure, they were wary of this grove before thanks to the Dryad managing to feed so many to the Trees here, but when the Observers and Scouts arrive, they’ll realise things have changed.

“It’s mostly to protect our Territory from the spores. I don’t want the Tree spreading corruption until we can fully Heal it. We also need to keep the Tree from getting worse too.” I continued to clamber up the trunk, doing as much work as quickly as I could. Removing the mushrooms, toadstools and visible fungal growths were easy enough, but anything more was beyond us with the extremely limited time we had left.

“Grul sees puny mushrooms!” he roared, before charging at the Scouts. He threw some metal balls he had been resupplied with, blowing them apart effortlessly, but the spores were spreading from their corpses, beyond our capacity to stop.

“Shit, we need to hurry this the hell up.” Shaeula and I finished by air-blasting the surface of the giant Tree, stripping it bare, snapping off an awful lot of the remaining barren branches by mistake. Asha screamed at that, hunched over, babbling that death might have been preferable to this, but Hyacinth patted her back consolingly, nature energy radiating out from her, strengthening the Tree and starting to move the roots.

“Dooo not wooorry.” Hyacinth reassured her. “Sadness now just means more joooy later! Master and mistress are kind! Their hooome is warm. If you grooow there, I shall tend tooo the garden, sweep up all the leaves. Now stand and help Hyacinth, this Tree is toooo heavy!”

“Yes, it is far too soon to falter.” Ixitt agreed, more and more of the Tree covered in the gloopy slime. “We committed quite the effort to this. The materials used here alone… well, you hardly care about that, I get it. But still… pull yourself together, Dryad, no, Asha. Fight for the future!”

“The puny fungi are massing!” Grulgor rumbled, dozens of plant-beasts flooding towards the grove from all angles. Arrows were starting to fly our way from Rangers, forcing me to counter with fire, yellow blasts of flame turning the Myconids into living torches. On seeing the flames Asha was even more panicked, naturally afraid of fire.

“Shaeula, I’ll finish here. Hold them off with Grulgor!” I dropped down and grabbed Ixitt, pulling him and the extending hose up the Tree, finishing off the coating. As we did this, Hyacinth and the terrified Asha were gradually pulling up the roots of the Tree, wrapping them around the trunk. This was causing the Tree to tilt to one side alarmingly, and Ixitt bit back a curse as I supported him, though he didn’t stop spraying.

“This is madness, but not something one can see every day!” he barked, as we finished the top. It was a rough job, but enough.

“We can not-not hold for long!” Shaeula shouted, her pinwheels slicing though many plants and their Myconid masters. The puppets were also throwing themselves at the endless attackers, achieving little but slowing the advance at the cost of their existence.

“Yeah.” I answered, dropping to the ground, where Ixitt finished spraying the now exposed roots. “We have to move this big bastard right now. At least there’s plenty of ether here…” I drew in the bounty Shaeula and Grulgor had created, channelling it all to aether. I also gathered a great amount of earth energy, pouring it into the ground below us. Ixitt brought out the fan-shaped contraption, as well as several large wrapped bundles.

“Grulgor, get the hell over here! We need your strength!” I called out. “Shaeula, do whatever it takes to hold them off!” The fan-shape unfolded into a finely crafted circular plate, with various ridges inlaid below, detailed with a little bluesteel and some Dvergr crafts, the wind energy held within starting to awaken, the metal shivering and shaking.

“Now this is going to be a damn joy.” I cried. I pulled on a harness from the mysterious bundle, and the strong Dwarven-steel wires attached to it were wrapped around the trunk of the Tree, the vicious harpoon-like spikes at the end biting deep into the exposed wood.

“I am pierced deep, it hurts!” Asha cried, but I ignored her. Grulgor lumbered back, and I had to use some of my earth energy I was channelling under the tree and towards the lake to conjure a thicket of jagged stone spears to fend off the horde, though it only bought us mere moments. Putting on his even more massive harness, Grulgor pierced the Tree as well, before rushing back to engage Myconid warriors and thorn-bears swarming past the obstruction.

Fuck, fuck, fuck! The entire grove was being surrounded now, the Myconids seemingly tired of all the cat-and-mouse we had been playing over the last few days. Their response had been several minutes faster than I had anticipated. Do we retreat? I know we can get out alive, though I’d have to abandon the Tree and Asha…

Sure, this was incredibly risky, but I wasn’t suicidal, I was confident that we could break their lines and flee. It was then Ixitt and Hyacinth, having secured themselves to the Tree with metal spikes and wires, began to attack the oncoming hordes. Ixitt’s heavy shotgun boomed, and several warriors and some pitcher-plants burst apart, the exploding shells scattering explosive chemicals into the wind that ignited explosively.

Hyacinth was exhausted from pouring energy into the Tree and moving the roots, but even so, she squeezed out all her might and a few tentacles made from vines ripped out of the dead ground, grabbing some Rangers and twisting them. She then blazed with a deep blue darkness, and suddenly the enemies faltered, the plant-beasts turning back on the Myconids around them, ripping into the Shepherds who died under thorny fangs, claws and tendrils, even as they frantically tried to regain control.

Ether spilled and I greedily drank it in. I hurled out a wall of Foehn just as Shaeula raced past me, and it caught the onrushing hordes flat-footed, dozens more burning. As she pulled on her harness and looped her wires around the Tree, I ignored the Level-up message I received and exploded the ground under the Foehn, sending burning stones falling across the battlefront like blazing meteors. Luckily that side is away from the other dying Trees, though I can’t say for sure the flames won’t spread that way. Anyway…

I grabbed Asha and linked her to one more set of footholds with binding wires of Dwarven steel. The surging tide of earth energy I had worked into the most complicated thing I had ever tried was ready, seeking to escape my control, so as we started coming under fire from a group of Aquamancers and Terramancers, lasers of water gouging the Tree and the ground around it, volleys of stone missiles only being deflected by Shaeula, I drew on my aether, as much of it as I could, and worked a miracle I had done several times before, but never on such a scale.

Okay, so, I worked out five separate things that could go wrong here, but the most likely two are that I can’t lighten the Tree enough, and the second is that it just topples over and crushes us… Sure, I’d taken precautions, and the Dvergr enchantments were supposed to help keep the disk and the great Tree upon it balanced, but even so, it would come down to us and our actions in the end…

Welcome to ten minutes of hell… “Become lighter! You weigh nothing!” Aether poured from me, the Territory battling me, trying to deny my authority, and I felt aether draining from me endlessly. Muscles flexing, Grulgor, Shaeula and I all heaved, every ounce of energy poured into our strength. Even so, the Tree was too heavy, and I felt pain as impacts started hitting me, a chunk of stone breaking several of my ribs, even through the chainmail armour.

Fine. I need more. I had brought all my scavenged Etherites, and the red ones shattered, pumping ether into me. It still wasn’t enough, and the orange ones followed. Then the yellow. Just as the green ones were about to crack, the Tree lifted, and we slammed it down onto the disk, the flare of wind energy from the rune-enhanced bluesteel sparking into life, Shaeula turning from her efforts to hold back the innumerable foes to pouring her wind into the disk. Weasel-snakes grew out of it, biting into the trunk, anchoring it upright, and as I raced to the front, Shaeula and Grulgor beside me, I released my hold on the furiously building earth energies.

“Run!” I cried, through my voice was drowned out by the explosion as the very earth under us collapsed, washed away by a combination of earth energies and the water I had stolen from the lake, undermining and weakening this section of the hillside. Mudslides were a constant problem in the mountains. I’ve seen the aftermath, lorries and trucks weighing many tons tossed about like toys. So why not replicate that when we need to move something colossal?

Behind us dozens of Myconids and their creatures disappeared into the rapidly collapsing ground. The Rank 3 Rhyming Tree lurched, roots ripping free from the ground, though it was at the edge of the chaos so wasn’t washed away. However, as we picked up our pace, running down the slope, the surging tide of mud behind us and under the Tree, the disk surfing on it, using the reduced friction, I had no time to rejoice. Ether was everywhere, fallen trees slamming into packed ranks of our enemies, yet in front of us the Myconids had formed a battle line, Rangers and ‘Mancers numerous and ready to strike.

“Foehn!” I cried, and unleashed the hungry blaze ahead of us, careful to avoid our direct path. Even so, many foes burned, and I unleashed a second wave, turning the hillside into a burning hellscape as we careened down at top speed, far faster than a car on an expressway. Wind was hurled towards us by the Aeromancers, but Shaeula’s Wind-Eating Breath consumed it and redirected it, the conjured gale hurling many enemies into the flames.

My own wind was largely being used to keep the disk moving, but I did spare some to feed the Foehn, once more exploding the ground with my dwindling earth energies as we passed the flames, turning them into fiery shotgun-blasts that pierced through the enemies like flaming knives. Since my Chakra network was enhanced and all my Chakras dealing with the elements went up by a Rank, I’ve become many times stronger. I'd have run dry long ago before.

I was still putting most of my concentration into keeping the Tree light (though even with all my will I had only managed to keep it at about a third of what it actually weighed), the aether I was pulling in barely keeping up with the strain. Grulgor was able to attack, his mace cleaving through all in his path, his armoured body hammering through anything that tried to block him as he pounded down the slope at full tilt.

Shaeula was using her pinwheels too, though she had already accidentally caught the Rhyming Tree a few times, putting fairly savage gouges in the trunk, but despite that, I was very glad we went with the harness idea, keeping our hands free for battle.

Hyacinth was using what remaining darkness energy she had to confuse reinforcements that were coming, her dregs of nature energy poured into the Tree to keep it as healthy as possible, while Ixitt continued to empty all his ammunition, as well as throwing out explosive potions, blowing holes in the enemy ranks.

And Asha? Well, she screamed a lot, writhed around and fainted. It’s a good job we anchored her to the Tree, but she’s going to have one impressive set of bruises when we get out of this. I found myself grinning, wondering if maybe this was how Tyr got started, doing seemingly impossible tasks. After all, in some mythologies, the Gods were mortals once, heroes usually. I don’t think Norse mythology is like that, but who is to say what we know is true?

Pulling out my pistols I began to shoot, emptying the ammunition, sniping various ‘Mancers, prioritising the earth ones, who were starting to grow forests of earthen spikes in our path. Increasing my pace, as I was holding my speed to the slowest of us, which was Grulgor, (though when Grulgor put his mind to it he could still outrun a car, especially while his earthen energy was strong), I holstered my pistols and used my Twin Fangs to sweep through, slicing the spikes. I was running so fast that I was pierced in several places, my chainmail failing, broken links scattering, and even the rubber protective suit tore.

Blood scattered, and I felt the burn of the spores entering my body. The pain was bad, but as long as I had aether I’d be fine. Oh wait, I’m using my aether lightening the Tree. Green Etherites shattered, and now all I had left was my precious blue one. Even so, the influx was enough to keep my Ether Healing ticking.

This is crazy! Ignoring the pain, I continued to charge, the Tree bouncing behind us on the mudslide, corpses of many enemies washed down behind us. Turning, I looked behind us to see a strange Myconid that I hadn’t seen before. It was larger than the others, tall, wiry limbs making it almost as large as Grulgor, and it had a vivid purple head, with tendrils dangling down like jellyfish fronds.

Myconid Sporecaster [Noble Dark Fae]


Huh? The first Noble Myconid I’ve seen. And it deals with spores? That one has to go down. Seeing Ixitt and his exploding shotgun rounds, I put into play my version of it, using what dregs of power I could spare. I formed several large stone bullets, but they were hollow. Within I poured a trickle of Foehn, before launching the shells with wind.

The Sporecaster saw them coming and made to dodge, but the Foehn ate through the thin rock and sprayed down like a burning drizzle. The Sporecaster caught fire, the thick spores around it igniting, and soon it toppled, joining the landslip in bouncing down the slope.

The second the Sporecaster fell, the nearby Myconids stopped their assault, seemingly confused. I filed away that information for later, as we had nearly reached the flat part of the trip, where we would be relying on momentum and the work Bjarki had done on the disk-sled device. The metal was already starting to smoke, stressed beyond reasonable limits.

“Ixitt, send up the flare!” I ordered, and he pulled out a device that sent a brilliant ball of crimson light above the rotting treeline and into the sky. We could see the border clearly now, but as we hit the change from a slope to a flat gradient, the disk tipped, the Tree lurching, tilting alarmingly.

Asha took that moment to wake up, finding herself staring at the ground, the Tree still flying forwards. She promptly fainted again. “Damn, I thought this might happen. To be honest I’m amazed we made it this far without incident.” I remarked dryly, oddly calm despite the chaos.

Dropping back behind the Tree, I activated my Crude Body Enhancement, magnifying my strength. Shaeula helped, pulling at the straining wind-weasels with further olivine energy, their fangs tearing into the wood as the inevitable force of gravity worked, even here.

Still, it slowed the fall enough that I could wrench the Tree back upright, the strain and my Skill ravaging inside my body, blood trickling from my ears and mouth. Yeah, why the hell don’t I have a gravity element? That would make this damn easy!

Slamming aside enemies, the weight of the Tree shattering the intervening obstacles, we left the forest, speeding across the grasslands. The landslip petered out, leaving us relying on the rapidly disintegrating disk for the last few metres. As we passed the Fae Stones the Territory barrier allowed us passage, which was another thing I worried about, since the Tree was tainted, and in front of us the trench lurked, surrounded by the four Kamaitachi.

“Wind, now!” I gasped, forcing my tortured body forwards. Still, my Statistics were higher than ever, so my body was slowly recovering even without Ether Healing. Mud splattered as we ran faster, pushing our limits, now free to concentrate just on moving the Tree as my aether depleted, the Tree starting to regain its weight. Emerald and jade winds surged, Shaeula, me and the Kamaitachi pouring all of our remaining essence into the disk, boosting it far beyond what its structure could handle.

Bluesteel sparked away in puffs of green light, but the sudden lift from the wind, coupled with our rapid forward motion, kept the great Tree surfing along the channel of carefully prepared mud, with just the right viscosity to have minimal friction. Yeah, a water element to create ice would have been even better…

We could see the mansion in the distance now, as well as our destination, the vivid elemental energies that powered the Faerie Ring Gate rising into the sky. At the pace we were running, it would only be a minute or so, but could we hold on that long? We were slowing as the Tree fought my dwindling aether, as without Myconids to top up with, I was just about dry. It was then that Asha opened her eyes again, blinking blearily as though everything was but a bad dream. For a moment she was confused, before she realised she was outside the tainted forest, beautiful, living trees on either side of the channel.

“I… I am free?” she whispered, watching the greenery whip past. “So many living trees. So much nature!”

“Not yet.” I grated, coughing up more blood, my body overtaxed. “We have to get you rooted, then decontaminated, lest you affect the surrounding land. So hang on tight, as this is going to be a bumpy landing!” The disk was melting, even the Dwarven steel enhanced by Bjarki unable to handle the strain. Five hundred metres. Four hundred. Three. Two. One… “Here we go!” I cried, as we slammed into one of the giant mushrooms that made up the Ring Gate, before careening inside, the ruby curtain swallowing us up…
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On the other side we tumbled out, the disk catching the ground and shattering, the metal finally giving way. Luckily, I was back now, so I pulled in a significant amount of ether from my Silo, momentarily arresting the flight of the Tree, sending it slamming into the ground amidst the ruby flows of earth energy that constantly exhaled from the grounds of the shrine. The moment it landed it tilted alarmingly once more, but Grulgor, Shaeula and I all slammed into it, holding it steady, our feet slowly being pushed back, digging furrows in the ground.

“Root it, get the roots in!” I cried. Hyacinth was already working, the roots coming free from the trunk, burrowing into the ground, and at my cry Asha responded, closing her waterlogged eyes and manipulating the Rhyming Tree that was her other body. A crowd was gathering at our rather dramatic entrance, a massive fifty-metre tall Tree surging through the Gate. Ulfuric was there, and when he saw Shaeula unhurt, he showed an expression of relief.

“Stay back, it may well not be safe!” he rumbled, ordering the white snakes to use their earth element to pile up rock and mud, keeping the Tree upright while it was sunk into the hill and the rich wellspring of elemental earth, and having the weaselkin mages maintain a dome of air around the gateway and us, preventing contamination.

Desperately exhausted, I crashed to the ground, Shaeula beside me. Even Grulgor, with his seemingly inexhaustible stamina was defeated, dropping his heavy mace with a meaty thud. Ixitt undid his restraints and hopped down, followed by Hyacinth. We then released Asha.

As she reached the ground she bent down, grasping for the growing grasses, wanting to touch nature, but her hands were covered in rubber. She went to take the gloves off, but I staggered to my weary feet and rested a hand on her shoulder, stopping her.

“Sorry, we have to remove all the tainted spores and seeds first, the corruption, from you and your Tree. But that’ll have to wait. I think we are about done for now, I’m exhausted…" We need to go back for those other two Trees too, if we can. Although if not… well, we did good anyway.

I collapsed again, starting to work Ether Healing. Shaeula joined me, Healing my injuries, and I smiled. “Anyway, I believe I’ve kept my promise, right? Soon we’ll purify both you and your Tree. It’s only a matter of time.” Feeling the burn of satisfaction at an implausible act of heroism completed, I grinned. It wasn’t as reckless as it seemed, as we have nullified the Myconids' most potent weapon, so if we were prepared to abandon Asha I’m certain I could have got everyone out safely, Shaeula at the least, even in the worst-case scenario. But regardless, I’m living up to the kanji that makes up my name today!

My Eye flared and I concentrated on my Territory. The Tree was now listed. It was a…

Corrupted Earth Rhyming Tree Rank 5 Special


…so when we purified it… damn, the ether. So much ether will be ours, to say nothing of the strengthening of the earth elements and ether around here… Suddenly my many internal injuries didn’t seem to hurt so much, and I pulled Shaeula down for a hug, not caring who was watching…


Two Hundred And Five – Contains Status – Ixitt 1


“That’s better.” I sighed gratefully, the barrel of water we had let through the wind barrier, after careful observation from our Mystic Eyes, to be sure there was no leakage of the deadly Myconid Spores, used to sluice us down, washing off our suits. The now tainted water, full of dying Myconid spores, we gathered in a separate empty barrel for disposal later, when it was safe. Grulgor and Ixitt had left the barrier when clean, while Hyacinth, Shaeula and I had stripped off our rubber suits, as we no longer feared spores of this level.

“Indeed it is.” Shaeula shook her damp amber hair, relieved to be free of the stifling confines of the hood and mask. “I must-must admit to being rather impressed at the feat we have achieved. Still, the work is not-not yet done.” She looked at the Tree, in its tragic condition. Asha was crying, still in her protective gear, though we had at least washed her down, but the dreadful wounds her Tree had endured were reflected back to her.

“It will be fine, master, mistress.” Hyacinth said, observing. She was back in a maid uniform, pulled from who-knows-where, and was offering us mugs of cold, clean water, which we took gratefully. “It is still alive, sooo we can save it. Nooo problems for us!” She pushed out her ample chest pridefully.

“Yeah, but I can see why she is so anguished.” I sympathised, certainly. We had handled the Tree roughly. It had already been desiccated and ravaged by the fungus that crawled all over it from the spores, veins of corruption running through the wood, and its remaining branches were bare of leaves, like skeletal arms reaching for the sky, but our descent had wounded it greatly.

First we had worked hasty surgery, ripping away the majority of the bark and a number of branches, with even more snapped and cracked from the mad journey down through the pestilent forest. In addition, the wind-weasels and harness hooks used to secure it and us had dug deep, exposing some core heartwood, and it was criss-crossed with deep gouges from Shaeula’s pinwheels and water-lasers from the Myconid Aquamancers. Still, Hyacinth is right. It’s alive. And we can keep it that way.

Now we were back in our Territory, we could draw on the aether that the Ether Spires gathered, rather than wastefully pulling ether from the Silos and converting it, and since Shaeula was bound to a Throne, she too could benefit. I was already starting to feel refreshed, so it was time to start work on the decontamination. Though damn, this is no easy task. Even so, without the constant reinfection from windblown spores, I think we can do it.

Patting the crying Asha on the back, she looked up at me in surprise, her yellow eyes moist with a mixture of grief, pain and hope.

“You can take off the gear now. It looks like the spores all got trapped in the barrier mixture so you should be safe. We’ll clean it off, boil it and then work on Healing your Tree. But first, let me say one thing.” She looked at me quizzically, and I grinned. “Welcome home!” At that, the dam on her emotions burst, and she slumped to her knees, wailing loudly.

“You made-made another female cry, it seems.” Shaeula mocked me gently, amused, and Hyacinth nodded.

“Master breaks many hearts, he is a sinful man, nooo question!”

“Yeah, yeah. You both know she’s just overwhelmed by the realisation she doesn’t have to die in that hell.” I waved them off. “Give her some space, we need to get to work on this. I want the Tree stable quickly, we have to head back and retrieve the other two, if they survived."

Of which I have my doubts. Without Asha there, I suspect the weaker Rhyming Trees will succumb quickly. Still, there’s no way the Myconids would expect such a quick second raid, and the other Trees are much smaller and lighter… It seemed like a joke that I was planning to uproot a massive Tree and run with it on my back for miles, but with Body Enhancement and aether lightening the weight, it was by no means impossible for the smaller Trees.

“Very ambitious.” Shaeula approved. “I am most-most pleased. My husband should be greedy! Very well, I am exhausted, but I can at least-least assist you.”

The first step was to remove the contaminated barrier cream. We dug a quick moat around the Tree to contain it, and I then used aether, concentrating on imagining a deluge of water clinging to the Tree from the top down, washing all the tainted slime into the trench.

Since imagination was a key factor in using aether effectively, with my ever-increasing stats, my ability to use it was growing rapidly. Since I broke the bottleneck to Rank six, I can feel my talent growing the more I use it. Lightening the Tree so much was definitely a hard task. I think the day I reach Rank seven isn't too far off.

As the Tree was sluiced off, the moat filling with foul water, I idly wondered if other candidates were improving as rapidly as I was. Some will be, surely, but I have no doubts a lot will be like Kondou Kazuo, unwilling to put in the effort. That was one reason I wanted the Tree so badly. It was risky, but a risk I could anticipate and manage, and in exchange the reward was a massive long-term benefit.

“I see you thinking.” Shaeula observed, working her Healing on Asha, who had finally stopped crying. “So just what-what do you plan to do with the bounty the Tree provides?”

Using aether to boil the mass of filthy water, a task that would have been far easier with flame energy, but sadly I was only just starting to recover that, I considered my answer. It was obvious, really. “First thing we need to do is continue to increase our ether generation, so I think we take the bounty it gives and upgrade all the Ether Spires to Rank three at the least. It may cost three hundred thousand ether for a rush build, but tying up a queue for fifty days isn’t great, and the quicker we get them, the quicker they pay for themselves and start giving us profit. When they are all Rank three we should have very significant amounts of ether coming in, and we can consider some more ambitious builds, like Rank four Ether Spires or even a Rank three Throne. Maybe some Rank three and four Barracks too.”

My Eye scanned the bubbling goop, noting the spores had died off. It smells positively vile though. I’ll get the weaselkin to drain the crap and fill in the ditch later. “All right then. The Tree… time for some Ether Healing.” I decided to start from the top, climbing up using the fissures in the trunk. Once I reached the crown I looked out over my Territory, the strange auroras of the Boundary overhead casting everything with a pretty glow.

Yeah, it’s nice up here, but I’ve no time to enjoy the view. Idly wondering whether Asha would let us build a viewing platform and terrace up here for drinking and relaxation, I extended tendrils of aether into the Tree, seeking out pockets of corruption. It was simplicity itself to annihilate the tainted spores and fungi, since I had adapted to it, but there was still a lot.

Even as I destroyed pestilent pockets of corruption, I was using Ether Healing. The scarred wood was swelling, cracks filling in, and fresh bark was forming, soft and springy, smelling of nature. Beside me, one branch suddenly burst with leaves and blossoms, and several shorn branches started growing, with fresh buds sprouting from the trunk, slowly becoming new, virgin branches.

Pretty! I became lost in the healing, finding it truly fascinating how the Tree was both a plant and somehow also a Fae. I could also feel Asha through it, though only faintly, and as my healing energies brushed her bond with the Tree I could feel her shiver. Slowly descending the Tree, I continued to be surrounded by blooming branches, until a voice snapped me out of my trance.

“I think-think that should be enough for now.” Shaeula said, grinning, sitting below me on a branch. “You have been at this for some hours.”

Really? I looked up to see that I had descended nearly a dozen metres, and the canopy of the Tree was hanging above me like a natural parasol, green leaves and pink and white blossoms shining with ruby and garnet energies. “Whoa, yeah, I must have worked hard.” Indeed, my mind was fuzzy with exhaustion and my Chakra network was burning from effort, though the sensation felt good, natural.

Looking down I could see the base of the Tree was also restored, around three metres of fresh bark and branches jutting out. On seeing my gaze, Shaeula grinned. “I have not-not been slacking either. I thought I would-would fortify the base of the Tree and the roots. I believe even if we do no more the Tree will endure, though when we have more-more time we can complete the Healing. But first-first there is someone who wishes to see you.”

Below me I could see Hyacinth, busily using her nature energy to infuse the Tree, but beside her, Asha was looking up at us, with a solemn expression. I waved, and she shivered, before bowing, keeping her head down. We quickly descended, and on reaching the ground she paused, biting at her lip, tears flooding down her face.

“Oh come on, no tears.” I chided her. “This is a happy occasion. Your Tree will live and thrive. Hell, we even have another Rhyming Tree not too far away, though it’s a darkness element. I promise you, we’ll drive out the Myconids too. One day the Spring and its surrounds shall bloom anew. Maybe you can even see it, plant some trees over the graves of your fallen kin.”

“You surely must-must be doing this on purpose.” Shaeula muttered beside me. “Sometimes I find myself in agreement with Eri. Still, it matters not-not I suppose. A Dryad is a worthy…”

I didn’t catch the end of Shaeula’s whispers, as Asha suddenly threw herself at me, wrapping me in her long auburn hair. Her face was close to mine, beautiful tears spilling from her yellow eyes. “I would like that. They would like that, and be at peace. What was it you said, that I had to live for them now, since they can’t? Well I shall live, my Tree shall live, and one day the forests shall return.” She looked at Shaeula then. “After all, perhaps one day the Spring of Clear Reflections will be your Territory. You have the bloodline and pedigree for it, it seems, for as its liberators, who could tell you no?”

“You think so small.” Shaeula smirked. “But I do not-not disagree. It shall be ours, and then you can restore it to the pristine forests, rivers and lakes. Anyway, how long-long are you planning to cling to Akio?” she raised one eyebrow, amused.

Asha realised she was still wrapping me in her hair, her body mere inches from me, and she flushed, her pale, green-tinged skin turning a light pink. On releasing me, she bowed once more. “Akio, Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. I shall keep my Oaths. The Tree will live. I will live. It is not cured yet, I feel the pain of the rot deep within still, yet it is on the retreat, and fresh life surges through me.” She smiled then, a little impishly. “My only complaint is the earth element here is not as rich as my old home. It is sufficient, yes, but it will take quite some time to fortify it to the depths I love.”

“Well, about that…” I checked the Elemental Silos and grinned. Not quite there, but soon. I whispered something to Shaeula and she nodded, joining me in plundering what wind energies we had within the Silos, speeding our recovery and creating space to absorb more earth element. “I was planning something for a while, but maybe it’s the right time.” Right, build queues. Let’s take a look.

The first queue on the Build Queue Spire had completed the two Rank 2 upgrades to my Silos, and had one and a half days left on an Elemental Silo to Rank 2, with one more following that.

The next had the new Throne Of Heroes with just half a day left, which pleased me, followed by two Barracks upgrades to Rank 2, for a shade over twenty days total.

The Throne of Heroes Rank 2 upgrade in the next queue now had twenty-nine and a half days left, while my final queue had four Ether Spire upgrades to Rank 2 (two more having completed while I was away) and then the Material To Boundary Connection Rank 2, for a total of thirty-five and a half days left.

Right, so the cheapest queue to clear would be the Elemental Silos, and that is helpful too…The cost was only around seven thousand ether, so I dropped that without a worry, freeing up a build slot. My ether stocks were standing at well over a hundred thousand, even considering what I’d drawn in to convert to aether to support my reckless Tree-stealing exercise, and the further excess I had blown stopping the Tree from slamming down when we exited the Ring Gate. Yeah, the bounty from Myconid murder is decent indeed…

White Snake Earth Altar Rank 1 Unique – This Building can only be constructed at Shirohebizumi shrine. It will strengthen all Earth-aspected creatures and allies under your command, and this ability will be magnified for the Kami of the shrine and its adherents. The Kami of the shrine will be able to gather more Adherence and utilise it more effectively. Earth Element production and purity in the area will be increased, very slightly increasing the chance of unique Elemental Earths forming.


This was the Building I wanted, and now that I was examining it with my Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge I could see through the previous question marks, the amber letters intriguing. Adherence seemed to be the belief and prayers that nourished certain spiritual beings such as Kami! On a hunch I checked the Ether Spire description, and indeed, while there were still amber question marks, some had been defeated, and adherence could also be collected by Ether Spires, though apparently at a pitifully insignificant rate.

The Elemental Silo was a touch low on the five hundred earth elemental essence we needed, but it would only take an hour or so to fill up the last few drops we needed. Checking the rush-build options, luckily it only doubled the ether cost, not the cost in elemental essence, so I could afford the hundred thousand for an instant completion.

It was killing two birds with one stone as well. I had promised Izumi-san and the White Snake Kami I would strengthen the power of the Kami and the shrine, and in addition it would please Asha. Rank 2 was even more interesting, however. The cost was up to a quarter of a million ether and two and a half thousand earth elemental essence, but it offered further strengthening, and also…

Earth Element-aspected allies have their maximum Level raised by two. The Kami of the shrine, its adherents and devout worshippers have their maximum Level raised instead by four.


“Does this mean what I think it does?” I asked Shaeula, and she thought it over, before nodding.

“I think so. I do-do believe Kana and her family would benefit, being the guardians of the shrine. A modest boost, but a welcome one indeed-indeed.”

“I am confused, what are you talking about?” Asha asked, stroking the healed lower trunk of her Tree, as she had wandered over instinctively while I was lost in thought checking my Territory. Her eyes were still teary, but she looked more at peace.

“Oh, just what I can do to help you find this place a bit more liveable.” I grinned as I watched the elemental essence fill the Silo. “After this, maybe we could retrieve the other Trees, if they survived.”

“I do not hold out much hope, I am afraid.” At the mention of the other Trees in her dying grove, her expression twisted. “They were gravely sickened, and without my presence, even in my maddened state, they will quickly succumb. Even so, I appreciate the sentiments.”

There we go. Time to spend big… “Well, maybe this will cheer you up.” I declared, and queued and rush-built the Earth Altar. Immediately a pretty, shrine-like building, surrounded by white marble snake statues draped with brilliant crimson shimenawa ropes, sprung into existence, and the red-tiled roof and white and red walls began to glow with earth energies, the density around us increasing noticeably.

“What did you do?” she asked, stunned.

“What master always doooes!” Hyacinth declared, from behind the Tree where she was toiling away. “Making things better!”

“The ground, the air, it is full of an even richer energy!” Asha exulted, and Shaeula stuck her hands on her hips and jutted out her chest proudly, as if this was her work being praised. I guess in a way it was. She helped us gather ether after all.

Our happy talk was interrupted by the White Snake Kami, who came slithering over, and suddenly I was busy again, with more explanations.
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The White Snake Kami was rather pleased, as I expected, and even the Boundary version of his shrine looked more respectable now, as if adding the Earth Altar outbuilding had affected it too. Still, I had other matters on my mind, and had spent some of my remaining ether, to finish the second Throne Of Heroes Rank 1. I also stuck the final Rank 1 Barracks upgrade to Rank 2 in the vacant queue I had, just to utilise it properly

Now I was meeting with Ixitt and Suzuki Haru-san, Shaeula beside me. Ixitt looked weary still from our struggles, but his lashing tail signalled his excitement, while Haru-san was bobbing there shyly, her trio of ghost sisters indistinct blurs behind her.

“I wanted to speak to you both, as you are the two primary candidates for this Throne.” I said, getting straight to the point. “Haru-san, I promised I’d get you back to the Material, and this can do it, but… to be honest, I need Ixitt more right now. I’d like it if you can wait until we upgrade this Throne. I hope I can queue it in soon, since we should have much more ether coming in. I feel bad about making you and your father wait though.”

“I understand.” Haru-san said quietly, her ghostly face downcast. “I know you have been good to me. I worry for daddy but… if you could pass on a message, let him know I am all right and thinking of him, I can endure.” She implored me, and I nodded.

“Of course. Anything to make the two of you feel better. And don’t despair. I hope before Christmas you can reunite, a Christmas miracle indeed. Though then, you’ll have a lot of work to do for me.”

“I know.” she said quietly, looking at Shaeula. “You are not evil like him. The smile of the girl as she stands by your side shows me you are kind. I’ll help you, as I promised, if I can go home and see daddy again…” A thin trail of phantom tears down her cheeks made me feel bad for her, but I had decided to not let myself be swayed by the tears of girls unless it was absolutely necessary. Hardening my heart I turned to Ixitt. His expression was rapturous, but I had to be firm.

“This is a big reward, but an equally stern obligation.” I warned, and Shaeula backed me up, telling Ixitt to heed my words. “You’ve been a great help to me, but when you accept the Throne, you become my ally and servant in truth, an unbreakable bond unless we both agree to end it. Can you live with that?” I finished.

His answer was a toothy grin. “Is that even a question?” he laughed. “Listen to me, you healed me, you gave my family and my kin a place to live. We have pushed the boundaries of Mortal Engineering to such a degree the vile Myconids are helpless before us. We stole a moon-damned Rhyming Tree from the forest of death!” His laughter grew more frenzied.

“I have made guns, mortal artifice I have long envied. Ulfuric, my old friend, looks as if a weight has lifted from his broad shoulders. And now you say I can walk the mortal world as the princess does, see with my own eyes, experiment, master my craft as no Fae ever has?” He bowed to me. “I do not even consider it a price to pay. I would follow you and the princess to the end of your journey, for only through that can I ever be satisfied. If I was a woman, I would be proposing right now!”

“Yeah, no thanks, I can live without that.” I laughed. “So, you are resolved to aid me, craft what I need, improve our weapons, armour and science to heights beyond both mortal and Fae?”

Haru-san looked a bit put off by his eager vehemence, but there was a twinge of regret in her eyes. Don’t worry, your time will come sooner than you think.

“Resolved?” Ixitt scoffed. “I would rather die than miss out, and being under your rule is no hardship. Besides, the princess wishes to be Queen, does she not? I’ll be quite the favoured one then, a fair turnabout to those that scorned me for being ratkin. Now delay no longer, Akio, my master! I accept!”

Here we go! And with that, Ixitt was my second Chosen Hero. I had expected Fae-Bonded to Level but it didn’t, maybe as he wasn’t a Noble Fae. Still, now I could check his status, which I did, amber letters flaring brightly, as Ixitt capered around, snickering, marvelling at the new knowledge he gained of my Territory.

[Ixitt Raethe] [Fae]
[Material Statistics]
Might                          48 (+5)
Fortitude                     40 (+5)
Intellect                      161 (+5)
Resilience                   107 (+5)
Alacrity                       92 (+5)
Precision                     101 (+5)
Aether                         556 (+5)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                     5 (+0)
Majesty
Charm
League                      4 (+0)
Determination           8 (+0)
Foresight                  3 (+0)
Fate
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 4
Aether Manipulation Rank 3
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 5
Dvergr Techniques Rank 2
Alchemy Rank 4
Faecraft Rank 5
Mortal Engineering Rank 4
[Level] 0/5
[Classes]
Master Of Many Crafts 8/20
[Mastered Classes]
Fae-Crafter 10/10


“Hmm, you aren’t that strong, are you?” I observed, perhaps a touch rudely, and he sniggered.

“Of course not. My bloodline is rather plain, unlike the princess here. I rely on my crafts and ingenuity to balance my weaknesses.” He patted the shotgun at his waist. “One does not need to be strong to be deadly, and brains often overcome brawn.”

“True. I like both though.” I agreed. “Still, you don’t have a Fae Class. Is that because you don’t have an element, as far as I can see?”

“Perhaps.” Ixitt shrugged. “Though being unaspected does have its perks. I notice the princess was rather uncomfortable around the Rhyming Tree and the Dryad. Earth and wind seldom get along.”

“I would not-not say that. It was somewhat unpleasant, and having the density of earth element raised here makes me itch, but I can not-not be bound by that forever. After all, I am-am also a Fae of flame. Admittedly, flame does not-not much care for earth either, but still…” she pouted, arms crossed.

“Don't worry, one day you’ll master the earth too, I’m sure. Anyway, I’m curious about a few of your Skills so I’m taking a look, Ixitt.” At his nod my Eye glittered amber.

Mortal Engineering – A rare school of crafting that blends multiple techniques and arts together with mortal knowledge and know-how to create devices that can bring great weal or woe, and can often surpass the limits of either mortal or spirit. A Mortal Engineer has good Fortune when performing experiments and finds their success rate when utilising multiple disciplines of crafting and science together greatly increased, with the chance of an unexpected positive outcome.
Faecraft- A measure of the ability to utilise Elemental Energies and Fae arts and sorceries, to create wonderous devices that often draw on the mysteries of Fortune and Charm.
Alchemy- The art of creating potions, powders, chemicals and ointments that have mystical and magical effects. It also dabbles with metallurgy and healing, and the arts of transmuting one material into another.


“Well, okay, those are all kind of cool. I want them. Your Classes too.” Fae-Crafter offered boosts to Precision and Alacrity, as well as crafting success, and could be gained by having Ether Crafting and Faecraft skills, so I was halfway there, and Master Of Many Crafts required five different types of crafting Skills, but increased Fortune and crafting success significantly.

“I am humbled by your praise.” Ixitt grinned, rubbing his hands together. “I can hardly wait to get started on learning all the knowledge I can. Chemistry, biology, physics, engineering… so many books and resources. Just tell me what you want me to make, and I shall produce a wonder you have never seen before!”

“For now, you’ll have to wait for a while.” I could feel my elemental energies having largely recharged within me. “Because we’ve tarried here too long. We need to try for the other two Rhyming Trees now, before they die. Go grab Grulgor. Shaeula, you get Hyacinth. I’d hate to let them slip through our grasp…”


Side Sixty-Four – Fukumoto Hinata


“…so not all of the older shrines remain what we would consider true.” The young lecturer was saying, their usual teacher behind her, nodding along, interested, though she doubtless had little idea of the importance of these lessons, merely taking the special classes as another whim of the powers behind the school, the Three Grandfathers.

Kudou Shiori. Apparently the granddaughter of a major shrine and faction leader in Kyoto. “Many old families were lost during the long centuries. The Warring States Era was particularly bad, and the Great War also claimed many shrine families. So not every old shrine is necessarily one that respects the old ways.” Kudou-sensei continued. “In addition, some shrines were destroyed in their entirety, so if the family that worshipped the Kami survived this, they would move to a newly-built shrine and continue their worship.”

This is quite interesting. I have made sure to speak to Kana-san, Ren-san and those twins, as well as Kana’s father, Izumi-san, over the last few days. I think I have a picture of how the shrines and temples work and the influence they hold. But I’m still not satisfied… Hinata continued to pay attention, as she was a noble, and all noble girls were taught to be attentive and proper at all times. It was hard to suppress a grin though. I have a lot on my mind, it can’t be helped! After all, her grandfather was running about with new energy and zest for life, throwing himself into research. He’s really taken a liking to Akio. I’m happy!

Hinata too, had been busy. Her training at the shrine was hard, and she still hadn’t truly grasped the techniques, unlike Kana-san, who had been walking around with a very smug smile on her face the last few days. But more fulfilling were her ideas on how to earn the things Akio needed most of all right now. Money, influence and connections. He needs them all, and enough that Fujiwara-sama and Ichijou-sama can’t exploit him one-sidedly.

Still, there was one person who wasn’t paying attention to the lecture Kudou-sensei was delivering nervously, which was quite unlike her. Her cousin Sakura had been glancing at her all morning, seemingly desperate to say something, and Hinata knew what it would be about. The announcement went out to the Fifty-Eight and the Three-Hundred last night, after the heads of the Three Great Houses, grandfather Itsuki included, gave their consent.

All marriages of the nobility had to be approved by them. It was largely a formality, especially for the Three-Hundred, but there had been occasions when families had called off proposed pairings at their advice. Though I doubt I would have consented to that, had they stood in my way. No, this is my stand against the nobility, my time to show them disregarding me, my family, is foolish!

As the special class wound its way to the end, Kudou-sensei looked relieved. It must have been tough for her, having to teach a class of noble girls the same age as her, so Hinata sympathised with her. Still, when their usual teacher asked if there were any questions, Hinata showed no mercy and put her hand up. Sorry, but I need third-party confirmation of the information I‘ve gathered.

“Yes, Fukumoto-san?” the teacher asked, and Kudou-sensei looked nervous, awaiting the question.

“I was wondering something, if I may ask? You touched briefly on factions within the shrines.” Hinata began. “I was wondering, just as an example, which faction would Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine be in?”

Relieved that the question was easy, Kudou-sensei smiled. “An interesting question. As befits a shrine that worships Susanoo-no-Mikoto and his family, it is Susanoo faction, with quite the significant influence.” She then went on to detail some other Susanoo faction shrines, including the faction-leading shrine of Kiyomizu-dera in Kyoto.

So, Ren-san and the twins were right. Their shrine is influential, and worse, Akio is providing them a lot of aid, with only some nebulous promises of the same in return. I understand they have obligations to their faction, the nobility is no different, but I need to find a way to bind them more strongly to Akio and his cause.

She listened carefully as Kudou-sensei went over the leadership of the three factions. “… and Amaterasu faction has technically the most influential shrine of all, the Grand Shrine at Ise, which is always led by a daughter of the Imperial Family, but just like the nobility and the shrines don’t interfere with each other, Ise Grand Shrine also remains separate from factional disputes.”

“Thank you.” Hinata replied as the explanation finished. “That was very helpful, Kudou-sensei.”

“No, thank you.” she said in relief, only to pause as Hinata continued, asking another question.

“Though I don’t quite understand. Everyone here knows why we are taking these special classes, don't we?” Hinata looked around, and her classmates nodded, even Sakura, though she looked troubled. “In that case, just like the nobility has come together, the shrines should too. Infighting right now makes no sense. After all…” Hinata puffed out her chest proudly. “… if we don’t seize control of the new order, we’ll be left behind.”

“Well, uh… ah…” Kudou-sensei stammered, unsure of how to answer.

“Hinata! Please do not criticise our teacher!” Sakura stood suddenly. “She has kindly come to teach us, and you may not be aware of the circumstances of faith. Even my father and grandfather keep their distance from the shrines and temples, grandfather would speak to Takakura-sama if he needed to intercede in any religious matters.”

“I see. My apologies. I was just a little frustrated.” Hinata shrugged off her cousin's criticism with a polite laugh. “After all, I am starting to see more of matters of faith, such as Hikawa-Kawagoe, and I must admit to being rather confused at their lack of urgency. After all, matters of Divinity should be their purview, no?”

“True, but…” Kudou-sensei began, only for the ringing bell to indicate it was lunchtime. Relieved, Kudou-sensei ended the class, practically darting out of the classroom. As that happened, Sakura rose, coming over to her table, expression complicated.

“Hinata, you really shouldn’t upset our volunteer teacher like that.” she chided. “Fujiwara-sama himself requested her to help educate us, so we should be thankful.”

A perfect student as ever I see. “Look, I’m not trying to be mean to her.” Hinata struggled to hold in a sigh, as talking to her cousin was always fraught for her. “I have serious questions I want answers to. I’ve been able to get information from various shrines, but getting another perspective is vital. Matters are too important to me to make a misstep.”

“I see. Please, just try and be kinder.” Sakura said after mulling that over. “So, I heard. Your engagement, I mean. The rumours it was coming, but are you happy? I know you wanted to marry into higher nobility.” She left it unsaid that such was never going to happen.

You can’t help but worry for me, even if I disappoint you? Such a complicated feeling. “Don’t worry.” Hinata smiled brightly. “I know that originally the plan was to offer engagement to Akio so that he is tied to the nobility. But after spending some time with him I decided it was actually what I wanted, for other reasons than noble pride or raising my status. I intend to stand at his side as he reaches the top of this world. And you know what, cousin Sakura?” Hinata couldn’t help but grin, all her earlier feelings of excitement coming back, plans whirling around her head

“I’ve never been happier. Sometimes I surprise myself! Everything happened so fast, but as we discussed in our new theology class, the world has changed. I’m staking everything on Akio. And it won’t be just me. There’s something about him, which attracts people to him, people who want to see the world he sees at the end of this journey.” Her smile turned impish. “Motoko-san too, she’s become mesmerised by the world he represents. She’s still hesitating, her earlier certainty wavering, understandably so, but I imagine now I’ve been announced as his fiancée, it will light a fire under her and she’ll make her move. By the way, Sakura…”

“Yes?” she asked, trying to understand Hinata’s enthusiasm.

“It’s a shame, isn’t it? You would have been the perfect bride to tie him firmly into the nobility, and his growing influence could have shored up Takatsukasa house. I had suspected Fujiwara-sama intended that, but… well, too late.” Sorry Sakura. I have no intention of giving him to you. Besides, the more I learn, the more I realise he has more worth than simply propping up Takatsukasa house.

“I… no. No such plans were ever made, I assure you!” Sakura blushed, and for a moment Hinata felt sorry for her. “I’m a daughter of Takatsukasa, I shall be marrying into a suitably noble house.” she protested.

“Sure you will.” Hinata agreed. “Just like my mother did, right?” Before Sakura could answer that, Hinata shook her head. “Come on, we should go to lunch. Our bodyguards will be worrying.” And with that, she left the classroom, Sakura following behind, her expression downcast…
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“So, how was your theology class?” Kazumi asked her, and Hinata shrugged, taking the plate of food her bodyguard had brought her.

“Interesting, but also disappointing. The shrines seem united at first glance, but they are even more fractured than the nobility. I see we are going to have to take a firm hand with them to get them to fall in line behind Akio.”

Kazumi smiled fondly, and Hinata cocked her head. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“I’m just surprised.” Kazumi replied. “You seem really into this. Into him. I mean, I guess I get it. You don’t have much exposure to men, none of you noble girls do, so the first good one you were exposed to was bound to capture your locked-away heart. Even so, you are taking it further than I expected you would.”

“Do you not approve?” Hinata asked, but her bodyguard simply shook her head as they headed for an open table. She could feel the eyes of everyone on her and hear whispers around her. It makes sense. Everyone will know I’m engaged now, marriages are the biggest concern and topic of conversation for all of us noble daughters.

“I wouldn’t say that.” Kazumi disagreed. “I’ve been observing him and those around him, wary. He seems a genuinely good guy, as far as I can tell. I think he’d try to make you happy, definitely. Maybe it’s even a better match than you could have hoped for. I just worry. His world is definitely a dangerous… huh.” Kazumi stopped suddenly, and Hinata nearly ran into her.

“My apologies for such an impertinent intrusion.” The girl who had appeared in front of them suddenly said, her deep red scarf somehow blowing behind her, despite there being no breeze indoors. She was wearing the school uniform, but the lower part of her face was covered with a mask, and her dark eyes were observant, taking in everything around her. “But I must pass on an invitation from my great mistress. Here.”

She bowed gracefully, though her footwork was exquisite, always ready to move at any point. Her hands held a delicate white envelope, with fine handwriting, close to calligraphy, reading “Fukumoto Hinata and Oshiro Moonstone Akio”.

That’s one of the ninja sisters, right? Fujiwara Miyu-sama’s bodyguard? I think her name was Koga Michiru? She looked to the table nearby, where Miyu-sama was sitting elegantly. She was older than Hinata, but somehow seemed younger, probably as she was delicate and had a timid personality, very surprising for a daughter of the Fujiwara house, and quite unlike her younger cousin Honoka-sama.

Kazumi took the envelope and after a quick check, handed it to Hinata, who slid it open.

“My mistress hopes you can attend with your new fiancé. She is quite curious about many things.” Michiru declared grandly, before darting back to her table, dropping in beside Miyu-sama, who, her invite having been delivered, looked away.

The contents was an invitation to a small social gathering at Miyu-sama’s house next weekend. That’s… shocking. Miyu-sama doesn’t socialise with anyone but her bodyguard. I hear when she does her traditional dance performances she manages to say a few words to the other dancers, but even so…

Hinata couldn’t work out why Miyu-sama would reach out to her, but one thing was for certain. There’s no refusing. Not from a daughter of Fujiwara-sama. My only worry is… “Kazumi, it’s been a few days. Do you think Akio and Shaeula are okay? I know they are doing something dangerous.”

Before Kazumi could answer, she noticed Mayumi waving her over, her bodyguard in her customary male version of the school uniform beside her as ever. So, am I actually going to get to eat any lunch? Hinata sighed inside, her feelings still very raw and complex towards Mayumi, the girl she admired more than any other noble, yet the one who didn’t respect her. No, there’s no point being down about it. After all, I will win in the end.

“Come, Kazumi.” Hinata said boldly, striding over confidently, setting down her plate and taking a seat. Kazumi followed, sitting next to her. “Mayumi-sama.” Hinata greeted, still keeping up appearances, though in her head she was just Mayumi now.

“Hinata. I see you look more composed.” Mayumi smiled warmly. “After our last… disagreement… I had the feeling you were avoiding me. I was disappointed, as without you, who will tell me what they really think?” She took a delicate mouthful of the spaghetti dish in front of her.

Hinata took that moment to take a bite of her own quiche. Swallowing hastily, she dabbed at her lips. Typical Mayumi. Queen of the school. She cut me down like I was nothing, and it was merely a disagreement. Oh well, it hurt me at the time, and I shamed myself in front of everyone. But I do have my pride.

“Yes, I let myself show you a shameful side of me. I apologise.” Hinata said placidly.

“I understand, think nothing of it. Noble poise seldom comes naturally to those not born to it.” Mayumi said soothingly, and Hinata felt blood in her mouth as she bit down her annoyance. Even so, Mayumi continued. “I expect your engagement was on your mind as well? My grandfather received the missive last night. It’s a bold move, but it does have some merits, I suppose.” She continued to eat her spaghetti with small, delicate movements.

“Some merits, you say?” Hinata felt the urge to burst into tears again, as Mayumi made her feelings plain on her choices, but at the taste of iron in her mouth she held firm, remembering her grandfather, healed and dancing a jig without his stick, father and mother happily discussing her engagement, Akio smiling at her warmly, despite his clear reservations… I shouldn’t get angry at her. Really. It’s hard but it isn’t entirely her fault. She doesn’t know any better. None of the noble daughters do. Even Motoko-san, who is the most grounded of them all, only believes in her family Arts. Besides, I do still like her, and I want her to finally respect me, to be a friend in truth. She’s a beautiful force of nature, changing her would ruin what makes her special.

“I’d say I couldn’t be happier. There’s more to nobility than what we are taught. Besides, Akio is quite the catch.” Hinata boasted. “Fukumoto house will take its place amongst the Fifty-Eight in truth, and Oshiro house will top them all!” she declared, much to the amusement of Mayumi.

“I see. Well, it’s good to have hope. But pedigree, history, prestige… these will not be overturned. In a few generations, maybe, but…”

“Pardon for my interruption, Mayumi-sama, but every house, even Fujiwara, Ichijou and Takatsukasa, they started somewhere. And not every daughter and son of even the grandest houses married well, no?”

“Well yes, that's certainly true.” Mayumi conceded.

“You’ve been taking the theology classes? No, I expect you even have private tutors too.”

“Right. The oldest Takakura sister from their branch family has been talking me through it. And grandfather gives me reports on these chosen of the Kami. It’s very interesting, but they’ll never exceed the nobility. We are the ones that preserve the soul of Japan. Besides, your fiancé isn’t the only one. Ichijou house has unearthed a couple ourselves, and there are others. I’m sure he’s adequate, Hinata, don’t glare at me like that.” Mayumi waved one hand placatingly.

Am I glaring? Really? Hinata smoothed her features. “Well, forgive me if I proclaim the fiancé I chose as the best of them. But why take my word for it? We’ll show everyone by our actions. Maybe I’ll introduce you, so you can see what you are missing.”

“I think not. I don't entertain men around our age. It’s improper for an Ichijou daughter. Speaking of… it was unusual for Miyu-san to reach out. You aren’t thinking of abandoning me and going under her umbrella are you? I’d miss our conversations, and I don’t think a timid girl like Miyu-san would suit you.. who else can I talk to about business and fashion? Speaking of, the stocks I invested in have shown decent gains as usual. How is your portfolio doing, I remember you planned to invest in…”

Mayumi has no shame at all. I don’t even think she can be ashamed or sorry. After all, the world bends to her, it always has. But bring on your foils to Akio, your chosen. As Hinata answered Mayumi earnestly, honestly enjoying talking about business as usual, she finished her quiche, glad she actually got to have some lunch. With my support, Akio will show you and all the nobles just who is fit to inherit the mantle of this new world… after all, as he said to me, we make our own way!
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“This really is a pain. Are you making any progress, Hinata?” Her brother Hiroto asked her, frowning. Though at least he showed up almost all this week. and it seems I wronged him. Her mother had told her that Hiroto hadn’t been playing around the day he was absent, but advising them on the best way to win over Akio. I’m grateful for that. I guess even my brother could see I was attracted to him. I tried to deny it to myself, but in the end I’m glad I admitted it. I’m eager to get started on our plan for total domination of Tokyo!

“Sadly I’m still struggling. But I hear it took Aiko weeks to master this too.” No point using honorifics for her now, she’ll be my sister-in-law, and is a rather entertaining one at that. “We can’t all be lucky like her.” Hinata gestured to Kana-san, who was leading the session, as annoyingly smug as she had been all week. As if saying that summoned her, Kana-san came over, smiling.

“How is it going? I know it isn’t easy. Even I’m only just there.” She tossed her head, chest shaking in her red and white hakama, and Hinata sourly noted the impressive size. I mean mine aren’t small by any means, but for a Japanese girl Kana-san is well above average. I wonder what Akio likes? Shaeula is petite, but Eri is quite large surprisingly, though she often hides it in baggy cardigans and jumpers.

“I feel some small prickling, but nothing intense.” Hinata answered, willing to put aside her pride if she could get help. After all, from what she gathered, growing this ability wouldn’t just empower her, but allow her to access the strange land Akio went to. His descriptions are decent enough, but if I could see it, I’d know how we could exploit it. “It’s a shame. I do so want to be of help to Akio as soon as possible.”

“I’ve noticed that recently.” Kana-san said, having made up her mind about something, seemingly. “You’ve been calling him Akio for a few days now. and your tone…”

“Well, it’s only natural. After all, he is my fiancé, you know.” Hinata said smugly, and for a minute Kana-san froze, face flushed, before she answered, her voice strangled.

“You too? Well shit.” She swore, unusual for her. “That’s three now. He’s definitely going to end up in Hell, or Yomi, or wherever cheaters end up. I didn’t see that coming.” She crossed her arms under her ample chest, thinking.

“I’d say she’s jealous, sis.” Hiroto said, not being subtle about eyeing Kana-san’s ample assets. Hinata elbowed him in the ribs, bringing a noise of protest from him. Though I don’t disagree. Still, in a way I’m jealous of her.

“Don’t mind my brother. When he talks to a pretty girl his IQ seems to drop two-dozen points. But, yes, well… it wasn’t exactly how I saw my engagement going, even a few weeks ago, but I don’t regret anything. Besides, Akio needs us all, I think. Shaeula fights beside him and has knowledge of the world he found himself in. Eri is his anchor to his past and his conscience, the childhood friend he swore to protect. And I… well, I’ll manage his affairs, prevent him making dumb mistakes dealing with those in power, as well as making him as much money as he needs!”

Men of power always attract women. It can’t be helped. Mayumi’s grandfather and father were the same. But I’ll not let worthless, bad women drag him down or steal time from those of us who matter. On that Eri and I agree. Managing Shaeula is key to that, I think… as for the others…

She looked over at the meditating Motoko-san and Natsumi. They were making quicker progress, probably because their Tsumura Arts had mediation techniques. It was frustrating, but she was ahead of them in being engaged at least. Motoko-san finally decided to speak to her father and grandfather. She remembered their earlier conversation, and Motoko-san, no Motoko now, had gathered her resolve, regaining the clarity she had experienced in Nishimorioka. I’ve paved the path for you, so if you can’t win him over now, it isn’t meant to be.

Motoko would offer support from nobility and access to the military through her father and grandfather. Besides, she would make an ideal noble wife. Natsumi was a bit of a throw-in, but she was pretty, eager to fight and would never wish to leave Motoko, so it couldn’t be helped. But what of the girl in front of her?

“So, be honest with me. You like Akio too, right?” Hinata asked, and Kana-san flushed.

“Sure I like Akio. He saved me from a fate worse than death, even if it was mostly his fault I ended up in that situation in the first place. He’s brought prosperity to my shrine and family, and even helped me appreciate gifts I’ve long thought worthless. And he’s the first man to…” She trailed off, bright crimson, before shaking her head, long black hair dancing. “Enough of that! It doesn’t matter whether or not I like him, does it? Besides, I don’t have anything to offer.”

“I wouldn’t say that, but it’s hardly like I want more rivals. You have the gift of seeing the mystical, and also reading emotions and thoughts, right?”

“The seeing I can largely control now.” Kana-san admitted. Behind them several of the girls and Kana-san’s father, who was the oldest one there training, had all stopped to listen in. “It’s even easier since Akio says he made the foundation of my Chakra network perfect. In fact, I can collect energy so much easier than before. I think I’m almost at the stage of being able to enter the other world, but he told us to not try that until he got back. Where the hell is he?” she pouted. “As for the thoughts and feelings, it's rare, but it happens more frequently now.”

“That’s quite a gift. In business that trick would allow me to dominate, make profit without fail. And why did you get your network perfected? I’m his fiancée, I should have been his first pick.”

“Now who’s jealous?” Kana-san smirked. “It hurt a bit and still feels uncomfortable, but yeah… when he comes back everyone should get the Chirurgery, as he calls it.” Kana-san raised her voice, and Ren-san winced, remembering his own suffering.

“Fine. That reminds me…” This is a good time. The announcement to my engagement is official, and I may not have known Akio long, but one thing I’m sure of is that he won’t disgrace me by backing out now, so I can start acting as his wife, looking after his interests. “Can everyone gather around please? I have an announcement to make.”

“Really, Hinata?” Hiroto said, and she elbowed him again.

As everyone gathered around them, she straightened up, standing as proud as she could in the red and white shrine clothing she wore during the training. When everyone was giving her their full attention she smiled, acting her most regal. “There may be some rumours going around, but yes, it’s true. I have been lucky enough to be accepted as Akio’s third wife. Now, sure, there may be some legal complications, but that is for us to worry about.”

“My congratulations. To be accepted by Akio-sama is a great thing.” Marika-chan said politely, and Hinata smiled at her charming manners that were fit for a much older girl. Keomi-san offered loud congratulations too, as did Kana-san’s friends. Some, like the plain, shy girl who always said little, looked confused, but Hinata paid her little mind.

“Yes, and I intend to be a supportive wife, one who Akio can be proud of, that looks after his interests. To that end…” She took a deep breath. This is important. It’s the first step to stop information leaks and head off potential backstabbing. I hate that the shrines here are offering him such lukewarm support when he is giving them so much! “… I need to reiterate just what an opportunity Akio is offering everyone here. Some of you had little choice in the matter…”

She looked at the Kikuchi girl from a technically hostile shrine, from what she could gather from the theology classes, as well as the shy girl who Shaeula had dragged in. “… but if you sincerely wish to leave, I’ll make it happen. I don’t want unwilling allies. Just know, if you are out, you bury everything in your hearts about what you know and what happened here. If you betray us, I’ll destroy you!” she warned. At that a muted buzz went around the room.

“As for those of you who remain, especially our friends from the shrines…” she declared. “… I understand you have your obligations. My family is noble so we too have our share of those. But do not think you can deny Akio fair compensation for what he is giving you. I want you to tell your parents, your shrines, to support him to the full extent you can. And if you do, I promise to make sure everyone is suitably rewarded. There will be those who come seeking to damage us, offering you wealth, power, whatever you want, if only you’d betray us...” she warned. “Just remember… when that happens, you come to Akio or me! If it’s wealth, we have more, power, well, who can offer more than this?” She spread her arms. “Cross us at your peril! I don’t want Akio’s heart wounded by betrayal.”

“That’s… surprisingly kind of you.” Kana-san said, impressed despite herself. “Scary too.” Several others agreed, though Kazumi, who had again been watching over her, clicked her tongue threateningly at some of the young men who seemed rather taken with her noble countenance as she declared her intent.

“Well, I’m a noble daughter, raised to support her husband.” Hinata said, before smiling, a surprisingly beautiful grin that once more stole the hearts of the boys present and also a couple of the girls. “Besides, I’ve found what I want to do, who I want to love. Something I never thought would be mine. You too, right, Motoko, Natsumi?” At that, the two flushed, looking away.

“I find your sentiments admirable.” Kana-san’s father said. “Shirohebizumi shrine will fully support his cause. I believe with the results shown here, we can convince the entire faction to back Akio-san. Would you not agree, Ren-san?”

“I guess. My father does have to offer his aid to Kiyomizu-dera, as is proper. Though we intend to push Akio-san and his merits. At the very least, we expect him to have a greatly influential voice.”

“See that you do.” Hinata declared. “Now, I’ve said all I need to. Everyone should get back to training. Sorry Kana-san.” She smiled at her. “Now if only Akio was back. I’m a bit worried, and I received an invitation for next weekend he simply can’t miss.”

“Well, about that…” Kana-san said, leaning in close, and Hinata listened to her whispers, surprised…
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“So, this doll can communicate with Akio?” Hinata asked, fascinated. Behind her, Kana-san had brought her friends and several other girls, including Keomi-san and Marika-chan. “How does that work? And needless to say, nobody talks about this, understood?” she reiterated her previous warnings. Information leaks will no longer be tolerated!

Kana-san giggled. “Azuki, are you there?” she asked, and moments later the doll moved, eyes shining ruby red. Joints creaked and it stood, stretching, wiping dust from its dress.

“Amazing!” Keomi-san gasped, and several other girls echoed her.

“It’s just too cute, I want one!” the girl, Mio-san cried, and her friend Asami-san echoed her. Even the shy girl, Hisano-san, was entranced by her.

“You called me for this? Ugh, annoying!” The doll complained. “Master told me I was only for emergencies.”

“Sorry Azuki.” Kana-san apologised. “But it’s been a few days here, and Akio told me he and Shaeula were going into battle. We just… well, his fiancée here was worried! Put her mind at rest!” Kana-san passed the blame to Hinata.

Well played. Still it’s true I worry, as I don’t know what they are going through in that world I can’t yet see. “I admit to being concerned. Do you know how they fare?”

Azuki sighed. “They stopped their battles to steal a tree. It was quite strange. Still, they returned safely with it, and were well just a short while ago. Even that annoying Hyacinth is fine.”

“A tree?” Keomi-san asked the question they were all wondering. “Sounds fun, but why?”

“I happened to be there.” Azuki gave off a long sigh. “Master said… "That Rhyming Tree is Rank five! Rank five! Do you know how much of our ether the Rank three Tree we already have provides? I’m not letting the chance of that massive amount of constant ether generation slip from our grasp!". Then they did bring back the tree. So don’t worry. Master is fine.”

Ether? That’s the resource he needs over there. And why he wanted grandfather to see if he could find a location meeting his criteria, so… that tree sounds like it gives a lot… Hinata's lips quirked up into a smile, and her face heated up. Then she was laughing, tears running down her cheeks as she doubled over.

“What’s up?” Kana-san asked, and Hinata could barely contain her mirth and excitement

“It’s just too perfect!” she chortled. “Akio… he’s just like me, greedy for everything he can grab! Always looking for maximum gain. I was sure before, but… he stopped a war to steal a tree for profit! Just wait until I tell grandfather!”

Yeah, this was a good day. I’ve started to seal potential leaks of information, made it clear Akio expects their full support for his kindness, and I’ve learned that he won’t hesitate to go for the prize he wants. I wonder if he’ll praise me when he comes back? Besides, I can’t wait to show him off to Miyu-sama. I wonder who else will be there…? It took quite a while until her tears of laughter finally stopped…


Two Hundred And Six


We surged through the Ring Gate, ruby light dancing around us. As the familiar sights of my Territory burst into view through the thicker curtain of crimson light, I cried out my instructions urgently. “Get the Tree down, it doesn’t have long left!”

“Grul knows.” he rumbled behind me, as I dropped to my knees, exerting my aether to its maximum. The heavy Tree, which was lightened to a fraction of its weight but still massed a handful of tons, struck the ground. Hyacinth and Shaeula hopped off the Tree and helped Grulgor push it upright. The barrier of air surrounding us intensified, Shaeula hissing with the effort, and Hyacinth immediately began to use her nature energy to unfurl the few remaining roots that weren’t rotten with fungus, digging them into the ground.

“Right, I’m going to try and Heal it.” I declared, with no time for rest. The almost-dead Tree was covered in toadstools and rotting fronds of slimy fungus, the bark peeling away and the heartwood beneath black and grey with corruption. It wasn’t healthy before, but in a day without Asha to protect the grove, the corruption has advanced at an alarming rate. It was too late to save the Rank two Tree…

When we had returned to the remains of the grove, a few tongues of Foehn still fitfully consuming the surrounding vegetation, large swathes of the infected forest having burned to charcoal, bare, dead earth all that remained of patches several hundred metres across, we were appalled at the sight. The verdant earth energies had been choked by the fungus, and giant, virulent purple and red toadstools had sprouted, leaking a mist of spores into the breeze.

The Rank 2 Tree had died off, my Eye identifying it as rotten and infested. Still, the Rank 3 one, roots open to the sky after our efforts to save Asha and her own Tree, was still barely alive, despite being in such horrible shape. Many of the exposed roots were now sprouting mould, and the remaining bark was dripping like melted wax.

Shaeula, Hyacinth and I immediately worked some life-saving maintenance, before Grulgor and I had torn it free from the ground and lifted it onto our backs, my aetheric manipulations massively lowering its weight. Shaeula and Hyacinth had hopped on, Shaeula to Heal and surround us with wind, trapping any corruption, and Hyacinth to keep it alive with her nature energies. We then ran full-tilt back to the Fae Stones and through to the Ring Gate, ignoring the few Myconids that crossed our paths.

And here we are now. A quick in-and-out raid, mere minutes, and the Tree is ours. If it survives… I was rapidly regrowing new roots which were snaking into the earth-element rich soils, desperately pulling energy into the failing Tree.

Seeing us arrive, Asha was dragging on her protective suit, and I had to avert my eyes from her breasts as they bounced as she tried to zip up the front. Shaeula gathered up the spores and fungus we were removing and incinerated it in a blaze of yellow fire.

“The poor Tree.” Asha whispered through her mask as she entered the wind barrier, using all her power as a Dryad to try and stabilise the sick Tree. “As I suspected, without me, the remains of the grove were doomed.”

“Yes, that’s true.” I shrugged, smiling at her reassuringly. “But you did the best you could until now. The other Tree didn’t make it, but it only had a short time left regardless, and I hope it would be happy we saved your Tree and this one, assuming we can Heal this.”

At my words Asha nodded, her resolve strengthened. “I shall help. I do not fear the taint any longer, for if I grow sick, you will restore me, will you not?” She shook off her hood, and her long auburn hair turned into roots once more, snaking into the ground and pouring her energies into the stricken Tree.

“Yeah, I gave you my Oath, right? That you would live a long and healthy life here, you and your Tree…”
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“Finally.” I breathed out, drained mentally. I had just finished purging Asha of some spores that had tried to sprout on her while she helped us save the other Tree, which now was stable, leaves starting to bud on fresh branches, the bark once more soft and supple, glittering with ruby motes of light. “That was a pain.”

“Even so, I am grateful. I weep for the Tree that was lost, but…” She ran her hand over the newly-grown bark of the Rhyming Tree. “… this one shall live and thrive.” She took a deep breath. “The earth energy here is not as deep as when my grove held a dozen saplings, and several grand Trees. Still, it is enough for me. One day this whole hill shall be the new grove of the Dryad Asha.” She shook her head, long hair cascading behind her. “I once more thank you, on behalf of this Tree. If you have any request of me, any at all, then I shall grant it. I owe you that, at least.”

“Master has charmed another ooone.” Hyacinth giggled, bringing us all some of her fruit juices. Asha had also taken a liking to the small fruit trees and bushes Hyacinth was growing at the back of the shrine, and her energy was also fortifying them, increasing their production and improving the taste.

“Hardly. We have a relationship of mutual benefit.” I disagreed. “I just want you to look after the shrine and the surrounds when we have finished purifying your Rhyming Tree. There was one other thing I thought of, but it’s a bit stupid, so…” Yeah, I shouldn’t have even mentioned this.

“Is master making a mooove? Why, when he has nooot even used me to warm his bed?” Hyacinth pouted, but Shaeula disagreed.

“No, I fear Akio is not-not such a smooth male. Or rather, he is good at charming females, but never-never seems to take the logical next step. He is surprisingly cowardly when it comes to relationships, I would say.”

“I can hear you, you know!” I complained, and was then shocked by Asha laughing deeply, holding her chest as she doubled over.

“Oh my, by the King and Queen, you are all very amusing.” she managed to say when she finally stopped laughing, wiping tears of mirth from her cheeks, smiling brightly. “Please tell me what you wish, and if I can grant it, I will.”

“All right then. Well, your Tree is very beautiful even now, and will be more so when it fully heals, won't it?”

“Flattery is not needed.” Asha’s already blinding smile broadened. “I am already willing to aid you in any way I can.”

“Right, right.” I scratched my head, embarrassed. “Well, I was wondering if we could add a terrace to the crown of your Tree, a place for us to relax and take in the views over our Territory, while being surrounded by the beautiful smells of your blossoms.” Trying to bring some of the flavour of the Material here is my next long-term goal. Having some sort of café will surely raise the motivation of our troops. Besides, I’d love to show if off to Eri, my sis and even Hinata and the others.

“A terrace?” Asha was puzzled by the term, and I then explained that I wanted to construct a series of wooden platforms along the expansive branches of the crown of her Tree, as well as a staircase up to the top that circled it. I think we could probably use her and Hyacinth to grow one that can expand along with the Tree. It’d be quite the feat.

When I had explained it to her, Asha shrugged. “If it will not hurt my Tree, I will of course consent, as I promised you. You are quite the unusual man, I an rather surprised. Who would think of using my Tree for this?”

“I believe it would be quite-quite similar to the high-rise restaurants of the Material realm.” Shaeula observed. “I do believe bringing some culture to this Territory would make it much-much more fitting for me. I approve!”

“Of course, if having too many people around your Tree would cause you issues, I can drop it, it’s just a silly idea…

“Oh, no, I was just surprised. In times past many people visited my grove to bathe in the rich earth energies and see the beautiful flowers and bushes that grew there. I give you my permission.” Asha declared softly.

“Great. In that case…” I sketched out some plans in the dirt, and Hyacinth and Asha began working, while Shaeula and I decided to continue to purify the large barren expanse of her Tree, growing fresh new bark and replacing branches…
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“And now I’m about done.” I admired our handiwork. Most of the Rhyming Tree had been purged of Myconid spores and the associated fungus now, and only a few areas lacked bark and had dead branches. It was likely that with Asha being herself again, and the earth energies present, the remaining corruption would be purged in time, as without the constant breeze filled with spores, Asha’s nature element would be able to cleanse it.

“I am also rather tired. Still, we have done good-good work.” Shaeula responded, leaning against me, her eyes dull.

“Yeah. And not just us.” In addition to our efforts, Asha and Hyacinth had helped, and also there was now a staircase of wood and vines looping in a spiral around the tree, and a growing wooden platform at the very top. It still needed a lot of work, but would be a pleasant place to relax and enjoy some peace and quiet later. Which we’ll probably need soon… damn, what’s going to happen now?

While I had been working, a strange, ominous feeling had started prickling at the back of my mind, sending a chill down my spine. It was very similar to the workings of Foresight that were foretelling the yakuza attack on Shirohebizumi shrine, if less intense, although it was gradually growing stronger, more pressing.

Last time I didn’t take suitable precautions, well I’m not going to make that mistake again. Though I'm still not entirely convinced it's possible to foresee the future, I don't want regrets if I ignore this. “If only it was possible to know just what danger my Foresight was foretelling, this would be so much easier. Instead, all I get is a feeling some trouble is brewing.” I complained, and Shaeula’s weary eyes shot open.

“You too?” she asked, surprised. “I have also been feeling rather-rather irritated lately, as if a thorn was niggling at me, digging into my skin. I thought it was-was merely worry over the Myconids or the Wild Hunt, but perhaps not-not?”

Yeah, something going wrong attacking the Spring would seem to make the most sense, but then, last time we were at war with Kondou Kazuo and Kiku, yet the premonition of doom was only tangentially related to them, more being about the horrible risk to Kana, Marika-chan and the other people at the shrine. My Foresight is a lot higher than Shaeula’s, especially now, yet it seems she picked up on an issue first?

“I see.” I rubbed at her head reassuringly. “Well, let it not be said I don’t learn my lessons. We’ll have a meeting with Ulfuric and our other elites, make them aware there could be danger, and then go over our battle plans for the next stage of our war with the Myconids. If there are any obvious flaws, we can patch them. Oh, and we’ll need to find Azuki too. I know the shrine has Fujiwara Security Services guarding it now, but that doesn’t mean I can be complacent. I’ll need to warn Eri too, make sure she and Aiko aren’t doing anything dangerous, and that our families are safe… damn, when you look at everything, we are spread quite thin.”

“Calm down.” It was Shaeula’s turn to enfold me in a hug, soothing my tempestuous worries. “What will be, shall-shall be. But we are doing all-all we can to make sure our allies are safe. Let everyone share-share your burden. Together we will make sure-sure nothing terrible happens!”

“Right.” I agreed, returning her embrace. Hyacinth, on seeing our open affection, once more tried to strip her maid clothes and rush me, while Asha watched on with amused interest, her pale skin tinged pink…
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“… and that’s the general plan for taking out the Myconids. Can anyone see any obvious dangers I’ve missed? So far they’ve acted pretty much as anticipated, and we even manged to escape them with Asha’s Tree. I expect that they’ll be stronger and more numerous around the Spring, but we have the Fae Stone barrier to fall back to, so we can always retreat if we are careful.”

“Hmm.” Ulfuric rumbled, impressed by what we had achieved so far despite his misgivings. Beside him sat Ixitt, who had sat out our last Tree rescue, instead working on creating more ammunition and a better gun. We also had Danaera, Tillyae, the four Kamaitachi and others with us, forming a war council of sorts.

“I fear you might be underestimating the Myconids. Yes, they are weak individually, as are their plant slaves, assuming you can resist their deadly poisons that have felled all our armies in the past. Even so, numbers can tell. Your rate of growth does astound me, consort, and yours as well, princess, but even you have limits.” Ulfuric warned.

“Besides, it would be remiss of me not to add that just because our gear and your abilities can resist the toxic spores we have been exposed to, that does not mean they do not have other kinds more virulent and deadly we may have lesser defences against. I believe in the protective gear.” Ixitt said proudly. “They are masterful indeed. But even so, I think it wise not to grow overconfident.”

“Yeah. That makes sense. In addition, we saw our first Noble Myconid. Perhaps they have other, more dangerous Myconids and plant-minions we haven’t seen. I wonder if we can get any intel on them from the Seelie Court without causing issues? The more we know, the better we can adapt the plan.” I mused.

“It also hinges a lot on the work of Hyacinth.” Ulfuric observed. “I do not claim to understand the concepts involved, but in principle the outcome would be simple enough. You hope that she can turn their strongest weapon against them, thin out their numbers so that you remove the risk of being overwhelmed and can leverage your greater strengths. But if it was to fail, your whole strategy is flawed.”

“Hyacinth will nooot fail!” she promised, looking indignant. “I want master to reward me, just like mistress prooomised he wooould!”

“Hey, I said I’d think about it.” I protested, but she chose to ignore me. Still, that wasn’t relevant now. “Even if her modifications don’t pan out, we have other options. Sure, the forests around the Spring are massive, around the size of Tokyo proper, I’d guess, but with Foehn we could scorch the earth to the hills at the centre, or we could… well, none of the options are good, but we would still win, if given enough time.”

I shook my head sadly at all the potential gains we’d lose doing it that way, but the aim was to retake the Spring so Shaeula could accrue the achievements she needed, so if we had to give up benefits, we’d do it. Though the thought of us doing that before this and ending up burning Asha to death is not a pleasant one.

“The longer a battle continues, the more chance your enemy has of countering your plans, or turning the tables on you.” Ulfuric warned. “Do not let your early victories, as impressive as I must admit they are, blind you. Arrogance has been the downfall of many great champions.”

Yeah, I guess that’s true. I do have a tendency to get overconfident when things are going my way. “Yeah, good advice. It’s a weakness of mine I need to work on. So, I’ll listen to what you have to say. Anyway, I think the most likely threat is the Myconids, as you started feeling troubled when we went to the mansion Shaeraggo gave us, didn't you?”

Shaeula nodded. “Indeed. More precisely, ever since the Wild Hunt were defeated, I have had an ominous itch I could not-not scratch. I thought little of it, for we have been doing many-many dangerous tasks. But if it is indeed Foresight, mine-mine, feeble though it is, seems to have detected some-some peril.”

“Interesting that my higher one has only started reacting now. If it is related to the Wild Hunt, that could be a problem. They seem to be able to breach the Seelie Court almost as they please. The last thing we want to do is get dragged into a three-way war between the Seelie, Myconids and Wild Hunt. Still, I think it unlikely. That just doesn’t feel right.”

I turned to Azuki then, the little Zashiki-Warashi sitting far away from Hyacinth, kicking her little legs idly. “Azuki, can you pass on a message to Kana, tell her to make sure everyone at the shrine should be careful, and also get her to inform Karen-chan, Hinata and Eri. They can spread the word. I don’t think they are in danger this time, but I don’t want to take any chances with their safety.”

“I’ll do it.” Azuki promised. “That Hinata girl, she has already hassled me about your safety. Congratulations on ensnaring another young girl, master!” she sighed, irritated.

“It isn’t like that, but… in that case, talk to Hinata as well. If her grandfather could liaise with Fujiwara Security, make sure there are no problems and everyone is protected, that would definitely put my mind at ease.

We continued to discuss possible countermeasures. The Territory itself was quite safe, and growing stronger all the time, so the danger was likely external. The itchy sensation was rising, growing in intensity, as if the danger was increasing. Damn, I wonder how high I’d need to get my Foresight before it actually started giving me hints on just what was going to happen? Or is that impossible? I wish I knew…
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“Right, so our expansion plan. I want to get everything firmed up before we commit to our war.” I declared to Shaeula and the others. About an Astral day had passed in total while we rescued and healed the newest Tree, worked on Asha’s Tree, then tried to create countermeasures for this unknown threat. That meant we had resources to spend. I’m not planning on using the blue Etherite though, even if its worth quite a sum. It’ll be another emergency trump card if I need it.

The first thing to do was assess the gains we were making. Now I had my Eye, I was able to divine more detailed information, and on seeing approximate numbers, the benefits of having secured the two Trees was plain to see.

Before now it seemed we were gathering roughly twelve thousand ether from the Territory and its facilities, not counting what ether our expansion was bringing from defeated enemies and smaller Rank 0 Territories we crushed. The breakdown seemed to be somewhat more than half from the Territory itself, while the Ether Spires were bringing in around four thousand a day.

A Rank 2 Spire seemed to pull in roughly three-hundred and fifty ether on average, depending on the density of ether around, which was helped by both the Anchor Spires we had built. Then there was the Dark Rhyming Tree, which was functioning as a top-end Rank 3 Ether Spire, generating sixteen hundred ether per day alone!

So that means… Yes, the Earth Rhyming Tree at Rank 3 was doing the same, but more importantly, Asha’s Tree… I think I need to sit down… As my eye analysed it, the huge bounty it offered was obscene. Even though it was not yet fully healthy, and so working at a slightly reduced efficiency, it was still bringing in a bit over twenty-thousand ether! Damn, that’s like… nearly double what I was getting before just for one Tree! It seems reasonable that if the numbers increase like they have been, it might reach twenty-five thousand an Astral day when the Tree is in perfect condition!

“So, let’s see. A Rank three Ether Spire costs seventy-five thousand, at fifty days and would be three hundred thousand in total to rush-build it instantly. It would then generate somewhere around one thousand three hundred and fifty ether, but could be as much as one thousand six hundred in the right spots. Then Rank four would be three hundred and seventy-five thousand ether and take two hundred and fifty days, with the rush-build costs being in the millions… ugh… we’ve already reached that point in the pay-to-win mobile game where the build queues get loaded and we can’t do anything unless we pay ludicrous sums…” Even so, with Asha’s Tree, getting all the Spires to Rank 3 seems doable for now at least, and that would significantly increase our generation and they’d pay for themselves even counting the rush-build costs in a reasonable timeframe. Above that… well, we need to make hard decisions about how to use our queues.

As our Territory expanded we also accrued further ether, although we did have modest upkeep costs for the barrier, as well as the extra Buildings my Territory was accruing. Still, my mind was made up on what the next steps should be. I need to clear the Build Spire queue and one other build queue first…

I could clear the three Barracks Rank 2 upgrades to do that, and the extra forces that would give us to defend our Territory would be a welcome bonus as well, and that would set me back a bit under seventy thousand, which we almost had enough for. But there was no point until we had the extra hundred thousand ether on top of that, as I intended to queue in the Rank 2 Build Queue Anchor Spire, at a hundred thousand ether and fifty Astral days.

Doing so would deactivate that queue while it was upgrading and tie up the other queue, leaving me with only two again, but long-term, the option to build Rank 3 and 4 Buildings with the Build Spire queue would allow me to contemplate Rank 4 Ether Spires and other such luxuries. After all, I have the new Rhyming Trees, which means I can use one queue for costly and slow builds like the Throne Of Heroes Rank 2, while I rush-build stuff with the other… I was going to need to improve my Silos as well, it seemed…

Looking up from my contemplations, I addressed Asha hopefully. “I don’t suppose there are any other groves that you think may have survived around the Spring, are there? I’d love to liberate them from the oppression of the Myconids.” And plant them here, of course. A Rank five Ether Spire to match her Tree would be three and three quarter million ether and two thousand five hundred days, and that isn’t even counting the upgrades beforehand!

“There were other Rhyming Trees, those of wind and water, of course. But… I doubt they would have survived.” she whispered mournfully. “My grove only endured due to the dense earth energies supplying me with healing strength, and also the unwilling sacrifice of many of my sisters…” Her face fell, and I cursed myself for a fool, bringing up her painful memories again.

“Well, we can’t change the past, only live so their sacrifice meant something. So, another better question then… what about the Wild Hunt and the Unseelie? They must have more Rhyming Trees, right?” I grinned greedily. After all, if it takes too long to make Ether Spires, why not go loot some more natural ones?

Ixitt laughed beside me, admiring his new gun, which was a sleek rifle. “I daresay they do indeed have many Trees. Stealing them would be quite the impossible task though. No-one even knows where the Wild Hunt truly dwells, and Pandemonium, the heart of the Unseelie Court… well, if you set foot there, you would surely die.”

“Indeed. Pandemonium will fall one day.” Shaeula agreed. “But not-not yet, for we are nowhere near strong enough to take on the Dark-Dark Queen of the Unseelie and her traitorous followers. For now, the Myconids come first.”

“I will always follooow you wherever you gooo, master!” Hyacinth affirmed. “Though Hyacinth remembers the Dark Court. It is… nooot nice there. Master should stay here. I will hold you clooose and comfort you, cook for you, clean the house, wash yooour back…”

“Grul says be silent. Grul is eager to continue crushing the worthless fungi. No more distractions!”

On seeing everyone ready and eager for the next stage of our battles, I shrugged. “All right then. Yeah, it’s time to go. Hyacinth, now is your time to shine. We’ve done all we can to prepare for trouble, so we can fight with all we have.” Entering the Ring Gate we were engulfed in red light, and as we emerged in the Seelie Court once more, that foreboding feeling only intensified…


Two Hundred And Seven


Back at the mansion, we were once more greeted by the butler-weasel and the maids. Risha and Velna had remained at the mansion while we were dealing with the Trees, a fact that Hyacinth never missed an opportunity to hold over them. Yeah well, I do feel sorry for her maids, a little anyway, but it’s hard to care about those who so obviously hate me.

The butler of course asked us if he could notify Shaeraggo we were here, and we once more declined, although this time he was expecting our refusal, so he merely stalked away a touch huffily, after bowing to Shaeula.

“All right, final planning session.” I said, and everyone nodded. We entered the dining room after stashing our equipment and protective suits in one of the changing rooms. Risha and Velna, along with several other maids, brought us out wine and snacks, as well as a large barrel of ale for Grulgor. They had also managed to find him a larger seat from somewhere, so he looked less ridiculous sitting at the table with us.

Ignoring the constant prickle of discomfort my premonitions of imminent danger were generating, I took a sip of the Faerie Wine, consciously dropping my defence to the alcohol using Ether Healing, so the potent, warming effects hit me almost instantly. Yeah, this is great. Now I can finally get drunk again when I socialise with my old friends from uni or share a few with Shaeula. Still, no need to overdo it, we’ll be going into battle shortly.

“Right, we’ve saved Asha and a couple of the Trees. A shame about the other Tree, but we did the best we could. Now that is out the way, we can return to our initial plan of purging the Myconids from around the Shrine of Clear Reflections and retaking it.

“Grul is pleased. Grul hungers for crushing the fungi!” he gurgled, having emptied half his barrel. His lack of table manners seemed to be causing the maids who were bringing in the main meal some discomfort. One was eyeing him particularly bitterly, so noticeably that it was provoking Hyacinth, who stood, scowling, her silver-violet eyes flashing furiously.

“Good servants dooo not frown sooo at guests of the master and mistress!” she snapped, radiating a menacing aura, darkness seeming to fill the room around her like a living smog. “You are continually insooolent, quite unbefitting of a maid”

I made a move to stop Hyacinth, but Shaeula grabbed my arm, shaking her head. “I am finding it hard not-not to chastise them myself.” she intoned, her own amber gaze hard. “I have told them many-many times to show you the proper respect as my husband and true love, yet they do not-not learn.”

The now terrified maid stumbled, dropping the large, covered platter she was holding. It hit the floor with a loud clang, the silver dome bouncing off, spilling the large roasted birds covered in a brilliant yellow gravy onto the carpet, soiling it. The other two maids stepped back, but luckily managed to keep hold of their own burdens. As the lid rolled around, Hyacinth gestured, and I had a horrible terror of what she was about to do, as nature energy flared around her, so potent as to be clearly visible to the naked eye.

“Hyacinth, I understand that you are-are angry, but as their mistress, it is surely my duty to discipline them. You are upsetting Akio, do not-not make the same mistakes as they do!” Shaeula warned.

At that remonstration, the aura around Hyacinth died down, and the horrific biological attack she was surely about to conjure died off around her. “Sooorry, Hyacinth is a bad servant.” She started crying, her mood as wildly mercurial as ever. “But Hyacinth hates tooo see them disrespect master and mistress sooo!”

“I get it, I do. But you can’t use those spores carelessly. Don’t give in to the darkness inside you. I’d hate to lose you, but if you can’t be trusted not to lose control, then I fear… I might have to take action.” I pulled her into a hug, and she flushed, skin turning crimson, only crying harder.

“Yes, this is also my-my fault.” Shaeula shook her head wearily. “I have tried to put my foolish past aside, and my maids are a sad-sad reminder of my failures. Therefore I have not-not been as firm with then as I should have been.” She turned to the shame-faced maid, who was biting at her lips, a thin trickle of blood leaking into her tawny fur. “Fetch the other maids and the butler. This is as good-good a time as any to finally address this mess.”

“Your will, princess.” The maid said, scuttling out.

“Never a dull moment with you, is there?” Ixitt ribbed me, as I held the still crying Hyacinth, though somehow one of her hands had managed to get inside my clothes and was roaming very… intimately.

“Stop that.” I rapped her on the head gently. “I’m serious. You have a deadly gift now, you can’t misuse it, or else I’ll have to take responsibility!” At my words, Hyacinth chose to take it in a misleading way, but I could see in her eyes she understood, even through her deep anger. Once more I reflected on the cruel treatment Hyacinth must have suffered under the Unseelie that had warped her so. Perhaps teaching Hyacinth such a deadly biological art was foolish, but I want to trust her, and help her recover from her traumas. Besides, it’s the best way to win…

As the maids assembled, Velna, Risha and the rest lining up, the butler, still in his rather nice tailcoat, at their head, Shaeula stood and stepped forwards, careful not to tread in the mess soaking into the carpet. I could smell it now, rich and pungent, full of citrus tones, and my stomach rumbled. Damn, a waste of a good meal, that smelt rather nice.

“I have spoken about this before, but perhaps I have not-not been clear.” Shaeula declared boldly. “We go back a long way, do we not-not?” She addressed her maids, who nodded slowly. As I observed them, Hyacinth still in my arms, I noticed a variety of emotions on their faces. Velna looked sad, Risha angry, some of them confused, and the one who had nearly been murdered by Hyacinth over her insolence had a sour and frustrated mien.

The butler, who had not been one of her prior servants, but was Shaeraggo’s, merely stood aside, listening. Risha decided to reply, cautious, as if she was wary of a further scolding. “Indeed, princess. We have cared for you since you were young-young, a small, adorable child. That is why it pains us so, seeing you having besmirched your bloodlines by dallying with a mortal.”

“That’s right!” the sour maid cried, stamping her foot, earning another growl from Hyacinth. At that she quailed back, before gathering her resolve. “You should be proud and strong, like your father, brothers and sister-sister! The only way to prove yourself is to be arrogant, imperious, make-make them accept you!”

“That is right-right!” another maid agreed. “Do you know how hard it is to watch this?”

“Uh…” Velna said then, looking down at the floor, unsure. “… princess, can you not tell us? Why have you changed? We do not understand it-it.”

“Is that not-not obvious?” Shaeula sighed. “I changed because it was that or meet my end.” She shrugged. “I do not-not blame you for your encouragements, for trying to help me grow into the princess you believed I should-should be, arrogant and proud like my sister. But there is one great difference between my sister and I.”

“Your blood does not matter…” Velna began, but Shaeula scoffed, barking a laugh, cutting her off.

“Of course it does not-not. Akio said it best to me, long-long ago now. Two royal bloodlines combined are surely just as noble, if not-not more so, than one! I shall never-never be ashamed of my mother and her proud lineage. Even if it is not-not Seelie, it is a part of me! No, you are all too shallow, and hence I was as well. The difference is ability.”

I think I get it. I’ve heard of her sister Shaeranna from her tales, apparently she’s a fierce warrior and a master of the spear, having slain many Unseelie in past battles.

“But princess, you are the daughter of Prince Shaetanao…” Velna continued.

“So?” Shaeula shook her head, amber locks cascading. The fact that she was usually in her human form probably frustrated her maids to no end, seeming either an insult to her heritage or a sop to me, but really, I loved Shaeula, so if she was more comfortable in weaselkin form, I’d have no problem with it. Except in bed, I guess. I’m still not a furry!

“While I am justifiably proud of my bloodline, just-just as I was wounded deeply when I was slandered and mocked unfairly, the whispers delivered where I could-could always hear them, it is also unfair to blindly praise me simply for being.” She took a deep breath, trying to put her painful past behind her. “I was weak and pathetic, compared to my sister, my brothers, even many-many of the weaselkin who made up father's forces. All encouraging my sense of self-importance did was lead-lead me to ruin, riling up those who had cause to scheme against my father and forcing him and my siblings into a painful choice that no-no doubt hurt them cruelly. I feel sorry for them, that they had-had to abandon me, after spending so long-long coddling me. It must have been hard.”

“But if you did not show your royal pedigree, you would have been looked down-down on!” Risha declared, stamping her foot in annoyance, which made Hyacinth stiffen in my arms, but I rubbed her back, keeping her calm.

“Yes, perhaps. No, you are indeed-indeed correct.” Shaeula conceded with a sigh. “But would that have led to a worse-worse fate than now?”

At that Velna opened her mouth to protest, only to shut it quietly, eyes going vacant as she thought about it. Several other maids looked angry at that, but others exchanged long, meaningful looks.

“Were I able to speak to my foolish past-past self, I would have advised her to be modest, kind and quietly confident, knowing that one-one day, I would meet the other half of my spirit, the full-full moon to my new moon. My Akio.” She turned to me, smiling brilliantly, and my heart skipped a beat. So damn adorable. Yeah, that day Shaeula accepted my offer to surrender was the day my new life truly began, not that day Ortlinde visited me. Without Shaeula I’d have been killed by now, I have no doubt, and even if not, Eri and I might never have worked out our differences, Aiko would still be suffering…

“Akio taught me how to truly-truly be a princess, what that meant. Lessons I should have learnt as a child. Others tried-tried to teach me, such as Master Ulfuric, and my sister, even dear idiot brother Shaeraggo, and older brother Shaetourach. But alas, I did not-not listen, for my ears were filled with tales of my own-own worth and importance. From you.” She stared at her maids, and most of them looked down or away, biting on lips nervously or with anger, tails lashing.

“The past is done-done.” Shaeula declared. “I am sick and tired of lamenting over-over it. So let me be plain. Thanks to my love for Akio, we have grown stronger, and now I can-can proudly and truthfully declare myself to be a proud princess of the Seelie. Even so, it is not-not enough for me. Pride is baked into me, and will never-never leave me. That is the burden I bear, from my childhood with all of you. So heed-heed me well. I, Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, and my chosen husband, Oshiro Moonstone Akio, bright hero of the moon-moon, he who was always destined to walk with me, together we shall-shall defeat the Myconids and reclaim the Spring of Clear Reflections. Only then-then will I have fulfilled my role as a princess of the Seelie.”

Her gaze had captivated them, and Ixitt and Hyacinth were looking on, entranced by her dynamic poise. “So, my maids, I have some-some fondness left for you, as you were my true companions who cared for me when I was but-but a foolish child, who told me I was worth something even as others slandered me, even if your words-words were what fuelled my foolish delusions of grandeur. So I will be blunt. I have tolerated your disrespect towards Akio, but not-not any longer! If you have no-no wish to serve him as you do me, then return to Shaeraggo!”

At that Velna curtsied deeply, before bowing to me, her expression serious. “I apologise, consort of the princess.” she spoke softly. “I have-have been a fool too, I see. The changes in the princess were confusing to me, and I blamed you.” She looked up at me, and for once I saw some genuine understanding in her eyes. “Perhaps we focused too-too much on what the princess should have been, rather than what would make her happy.” She turned back to Shaeula then. “I will stay-stay. I am your maid, I should never have been separated from you!”

“I welcooome you if you are to serve properly. But I will warm master's bed, nooot you!” Hyacinth giggled, earning another series of thwacks on the head.

“Good. And the rest of you?” Shaeula’s steely amber gaze tolerated no dissent. “Be warned, I am deadly serious. If I am to go-go into desperate battle, I want this mansion to be a home where we can-can relax, without being bothered by your disrespect.”

“I understand. I too am sorry.” The angry maid apologised, bowing to me as Velna had. Risha followed her in capitulating, and one by one the maids were defeated, promising to improve. Lastly, Shaeula turned to the butler, who hadn’t exactly hidden his disapproval of me, but then he had also always done as I asked without much complaint.

“As for you, I understand you desire Shaeraggo to know I am here. I would first-first wish to triumph, drive out the Myconids, so that he can be proud of me. After all-all…” Shaeula turned back to me, satisfied and refreshed, having finally got all of her exasperation with her maids off her chest. “… what little sister would not-not want to look good in front of her brother, right-right?”

At that I laughed, as she was definitely copying Aiko there. The butler-weasel conceded the point, and with that he set the maids to cleaning up the mess.

“I shall make you more dinner.” The maid that had caused the initial commotion promised, and Hyacinth jumped out of my arms.

“I shall assist yooou! Hyacinth is sorry I tried to murder yooou! Do nooot be a bad servant like Hyacinth!”

“No, there’s no need…” the maid tried to refuse, a flash of annoyance crossing her features. “You are also a guest here, leave it to us-us.”

“Nooo, I insist! Hyacinth is a maid as well!”

“In fact, Hyacinth will be my head-head maid, should she succeed in her task for Akio.” Shaeula promised.

“Wait, her? Head maid?” Displeasure was visible on several faces, but after the warning from Shaeula, they acquiesced.

“Well, now that is settled, shall we continue?” I asked, and everyone nodded, Grulgor rumbling with laughter at the spectacle, Ixitt smiling wryly, eager to get down to business…
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“You’ve reached Level five. That was painless.” I smiled at Ixitt as he snapped off another volley of small projectiles against a Myconid Ranger, outmatching the arrows it was shooting and blowing it apart in a welter of spores.

“Excellent. I do feel stronger and faster. My mind seems clearer as well. Just more proof I made the right choice accepting your patronage.” Ixitt replied. “So, what now?”

“As we discussed at dinner, when we finally managed to get one that wasn’t tossed on the floor, anyway, now you can oversee Hyacinth as she tests her spores on the captive plant-beasts.” We had brought some wires and chains from our Territory, so Shaeula wouldn’t be forced to relinquish her pinwheels, reducing her offense. “We’ve replaced the Degraded Kobolds, so the aim is to get her spores to be harmless to them, but lethal against the Myconids and their plant minions. Though to be honest I’ll settle for just lethal to the Myconids, we have our protective gear after all.”

“I understand. It will be fascinating to document her progress, and perhaps harness it myself in various weapons. Perhaps bullets and shells that contain her lethal spores? Intriguing.” Ixitt mused, tail lashing excitedly.

“Sure, just… keep safe and help her get it done, if you can.” I knew it was an epically difficult task, but Hyacinth had experience and exposure to the spores, so if anyone could with help from our explanations, she could. “As for us…” I nodded at Shaeula and Grulgor, who were eager for battle. “We are going to try and kill as many Myconids as we can, especially Noble ones. If we penetrate deep into their Territory we might even unearth some of their hidden cards as well. The more we know, the better our chances.”

“Grul will enjoy smashing, breaking and crushing them!” he declared, and Shaeula was even smiling at his usual belligerence. Yeah, they have become closer. That’s good.

“All right then. In that case, we go deeper!” I cried out, and we charged through the wilderness. I could feel the fortunate winds Shaeula had summoned blowing around me, and occasionally I would get a feeling to take a certain direction through the trees, or my feet would stumble over an exposed root despite my great agility, and I would find glittering treasures, Etherites ripe for the taking. I’ve found a green and several yellows already. Nice!

Although worryingly, the feeling of great fortune I was experiencing was being balanced by the prickling of my Foresight. That sensation had seesawed up and down in the mansion, dropping for a while, which puzzled me, but now it was growing stronger once more. Is it due to our strategy against the Myconids, or is something going to go wrong with Hyacinth’s experiments? No, we are taking every possible precaution… Putting that aside, I turned my attention back to the matter at hand, as I didn’t want to be distracted, which could lead to careless mistakes.

Obviously ether was still a concern, despite our new gains from the Trees, but I intended to keep these Etherites on me, in case I needed emergency boosts, just like with the blue one. And when we upgrade our Silos to Rank three, I think I’ll add an Etherite Silo to one of them…

We raced rapidly into the denser heart of Myconid-held Territory, more than five miles from the Fae Stones that marked the safety of the Seelie Court….
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I swung my Twin Fangs, one blade slashing through the sword-arm one Myconid warrior was wielding, while my other parried another pair of slashes on my flank. The ground underfoot was treacherous with decaying fungal matter, as one after another I slew the Warriors that engaged me. It was like a dance, my senses working at high intensity, predicting their movements by the subtle twitching of their arms and legs.

A much bulkier Myconid attacked from my blind spot, the…

Myconid Champion


…a Noble Dark Fae who led this large group of warriors, a tall, lean Myconid covered in leathery fungal armour and wielding an arm-blade that was as tall as I was, trying to use the sacrifice of its fellows as a way to strike me down.

“I don’t think so.” I said, the Fang that had cut through the Myconid sword suddenly reversing direction and decapitating it, space slashed open too. My muscles twitched, legs moving instinctively, and both Fangs were crossed in front of me, blocking the heavy blow. My arms and legs braced, and it was the Champion that was thrown back. Normally, I’d attack with a counter, but… somehow I feel that isn’t right. Instead I dropped low, and with two tight, controlled swings, the Champion fell, legless, my blades then swooping down to finish the job.

I Levelled up a while ago during this mad dance. I wonder how close I am to another…

Still surrounded, I moved with a combination of instinct and rapid thought, closing in and making my blows count where possible, and where it wasn’t I defended, keeping stable balance and wide perception of the battlefield around me.

It was as if all the beatings I had taken from Ulfuric, all the training and studying, was starting to coalesce, my prior bad habits that I had picked up in my self-taught cribbing from the internet and YouTube videos finally sloughing away, leaving the solid fundaments Ulfuric had taught me shining through, like a diamond buried in clay.

I don’t think Motoko-san will be able to criticise me for being rough and crude anymore. Parry, using the minimum of movement, and kick out, breaking the balance of the opponent. The other hand to deflect a slash, using the momentum to bring up my other arm, striking a fatal slash to the throat of the enemy. Switch footwork and move to attack, overwhelming the enemy with a volley of precise blows. Glide to the side to dodge a charge, a single cut to the vitals, finishing another opponent. Slash. Cut. Parry. Strike.

As I moved through a series of changing combat forms, the Warriors melted away in front of me, most of them slain, the air thick with the stench of dead fungus and choking spores. Unwilling to let them retreat I called upon elemental wind, and jade blades swept out, the edges dense and vibrating, slicing through them, ether scattering, which I greedily grabbed.

I could hear Grulgor roaring and heavy explosions as his massive metal mace pulverised the tide of foes. A pinwheel flew past my face, trailing the taut bluesteel wire that danced with green and yellow energies, cutting through a dozen more opponents. Shaeula’s second was dancing, cutting apart Rangers and ‘Mancers that strayed too close.

A group of…

Myconid Piker


…charged through the trees, supported by several of the hedgehog artillery. Their arms had grown together into a series of elongated poles, tipped with hard, jagged spikes, red and purple and dripping with acrid venom that smoked as it made contact with the air. On seeing them, I found myself grinning, eager to engage them on their own terms. Swords would be a disadvantage, best to fight range with range.

I sheathed the Twin Fangs and pulled out my spear, channelling a combination of elements into it. Darting forward, I slid between the thicket of venomous spikes, using the solid shaft of my spear to deflect theirs, thrusting precisely, motions flowing and smooth. My memories of Ulfuric and his own spear-work blended with the times I had watched Motoko-san and Natsumi-san with the Tsumura techniques.

Set the distance. A precise thrust. Turn and block. A second thrust. Deflect incoming blows and counterattack. Another pinpoint stab. Use the haft of the spear to shatter an arm. Drop back while striking…

Myconids were dying, and I started mixing in elemental attacks, rapidly sweeping them away. My movements had become elegant and deadly, barely any wasted motion, and my Eye blazed amber, advising me I had improved once more, combat skills that would take years of hard training to learn in a dojo becoming mine.

Your Skills, Sword Technique, Spear Technique and Combat Technique have all advanced to Rank 5. Due to reaching a full understanding of the basic techniques of martial combat and crafting a body capable of applying them, the fundamentals solidifying, and having gained insight of how best to use these fundamentals in battle, you have reached a bottleneck, the first wall, and to grow further you will need to learn an advanced style, or craft your own, finding that which is beyond the mundane. Your ability to apply what you have learned to other weapons and combat arts has increased, and the more different weapons and styles of martial arts you master, the deeper the depths of your understanding of the martial path will grow.


My mind was clear, and I moved in an almost meditative state, alternating between sword, spear, brutal attacks with my fists, elbows and feet, and devastating elemental attacks. With Grulgor roaring in enraged fury to one side, and Shaeula, her pinwheels dancing, surrounded by rains of flame and whirling cyclones of bladed winds on the other, we drove back the Myconids, felling them one by one until we had carried the day, the air around us thick with death…


Two Hundred And Eight


You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Fifty-seven to Fifty-eight. All of your Material Statistics have increased by Nine. Aether has increased by Twenty.


The flaming amber letters in my Eye were welcome as always, and as I cut down another Myconid in front of me, my spear slipping past its defences and impaling the vulnerable cap that made up its head, I looked around to see that we had broken the back of the Myconid resistance. Grulgor was drenched in vile green fluids, his chainmail banged up and splintered in places, and even the heavy metal ball that tipped his mace was starting to look deformed from all the repeated impacts.

Shaeula in contrast was still impeccably tidy, her pinwheels circling her. Even as I watched, she used a flicker of wind to remove the green goo that was smeared on her armour. On seeing my gaze, she tilted her head, and though the mask blocked her face, I could tell she was smiling.

“That was quite-quite the battle. How many Myconids did we slay? A hundred, more?” She looked at the devastation around us. “I now see why it is said that a single champion can match-match a whole army, and why warriors such as Master Ulfuric, my sister and even those such as Duke Formor are said to be worth-worth a thousand Fae in wars.”

“True, although I think the Myconids might be a special case.” I said wryly, catching my breath. Having reached a sort of enlightenment during the battle, I had used my muscles in ways I had seldom done before, so they were aching dully, though that was quickly fading, my enhanced physique fortifying my recovery. “Put me up against that many Trolls and I’m pretty certain I’d be dinner by now. I could kill a few, sure, but unless I ran away their strength would eventually overpower me.”

“True, Grul says Trolls are strong. Though Grul is strongest of all!” He slammed a meaty fist into his chest, chainmail jingling.

“I’m sure you are. It’s hard to disagree seeing the devastation you cause.” I’m more certain than ever that if I didn’t backstab him while he was tied up with the Wyrm and use a type of wind that had excellent cutting prowess, there’s no way I’d have beaten him back then… “Now we need to decide whether to press on or retreat.” We could see the hill that housed the Spring, perhaps ten miles distant, or three leagues as the Fae measured things.

I still had a reasonable amount of elemental energy within, ready for use, so could continue. But we had definitely lost the element of surprise, as fighting such numbers there was no way to dispose of the Alert Spores before they got out on the breeze, so more and more Myconids and their plants would no doubt be heading our way.

“I see no need to risk ourselves.” Shaeula said. “Much as I do like-like to see the vile Unseelie puppets perish, I am not-not foolish enough to believe we can destroy them all in one assault.”

“Yeah, probably better we retreat. But we’ll take a different route back, map out more of the area.” I agreed, and as we started to withdraw, the forest seemed to shudder, the ground trembling. “Uh, what’s that?” I asked, dumbly, before getting an answer to my own question, as from around the hill, several utterly colossal plant-beasts were stirring, towering a hundred metres or more in height, overtopping the dead, rotting trees and massive mushrooms that made up the inner forest.

They looked like the earlier shambling mounds, only being covered in thick spikes that jutted from them like a thicket of spears, and they had arms and legs that hung down, as thick as the Rhyming Tree Asha dwelt with. Even as we continued to retreat away from them, one took a massive step, crushing the forest underfoot, shaking the ground once more. The second great mound bellowed, and suddenly a volley of the sharp needles were heading our way.

“Shit, pick up the pace!” I cried, as the moon overhead was momentarily blotted out by the flight of thorny javelins, which began to crash down like a heavy rain. They were numerous, but fortunately the accuracy seemed terrible, as a tide of them fell short, piercing the canopy and shredding the ground. Even so, with the sheer weight of numbers it was inevitable some would reach us.

“Wind barriers!” I cried, and Shaeula nodded, raising her hand. Our swirling winds met, creating a jade cocoon around the three of us, which shuddered with the force of occasional impacts. Even so, it held, barely, and soon we were racing out of the forest.

The other giant mounds, those thorny behemoths, had also unleashed volleys of spikes, and vast swathes of fetid woodland were now nothing but thickets of jagged needles and shattered debris. Several volleys overshot, slamming into the barrier the Fae Stones protected, before scattering in bursts of brilliant light.

“Fuck, I hope that doesn’t bother the Way-Wardens. Or worse…” As we darted between the Fae Stones and looked back, the towering behemoths had stopped, gradually withdrawing back to the safety of the tall hill that crested the centre of the stolen lands. Focusing my eyes I could see that amongst the vines and thorns that made up their massive bodies were swarms of Myconids, many being types we had seen before, but others being strange shapes and colours. I tried to analyse them with my Eye, but the distance was too great.

“So… think those are their secret weapon then?” I sagged down with relief, quickly disposing of the spores that were clinging to us with a burst of wind and flame, before dropping my hood and pulling off the mask and goggles, taking a breath of clean air.

“I have not-not heard of such in tales of previous battles with the Myconids.” Shaeula observed sourly, likewise removing her hood, shaking out her long amber hair. “Though most-most battles with them ended quickly due to their corruption, so perhaps they simply did not-not need them before?”

“Grul thinks if the puny fungi had many such beasts, they would seize more land.” He rumbled.

“That does make a lot of sense.” I agreed. “Although, are they any more dangerous than their spores? To us, yes, but to an average army, they are likely to die just as easily to the corruption. Still, I don’t think they are unbeatable. I reckon Foehn could burn them up, if I got close enough. Still, it proves one thing we suspected. They have a lot more in reserve than just Myconids. Well, it was quite the profitable run, anyway, and we certainly thinned their numbers, even if seeing them crawling all over the behemoths makes it seem like trying to drain a lake with a bucket.”

I considered the collection of Etherites we had found, the Levels and Skills gained, and the ether that was funnelled back to our Territory, and decided it was worth it. “We’ve also got a better grasp of the outer reaches of the forest. For now, we should see how Hyacinth and Ixitt are doing.”

“Indeed, but first and more importantly, I need-need a bath.” Shaeula grinned. “You can wash my back, and my front too.”

Well, how can I refuse that offer? I do need something to ease my tired mind…
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We dropped our gear off in the changing room for cleaning and a maintenance check later, and then indulged in some fun in the bathroom. When we were freshly cleaned up and changed we prepared to head out and meet Hyacinth, only to come across a bit of a strange situation.

“… do not think this is a good idea at all-all, what will the princess think?” Velna was saying to one of the other maids, who was whispering to her in the corner of the dining room. On seeing them, we halted, listening.

“Well, we have-have to win back her favour do we not, as we have disappointed her. You should know better than most-most, as Shaeraggo picked you and Risha to accompany her in her exile, no-no?”

“Yes but is that something we should… oh, princess, there you are…” They noticed us and stopped talking, which was a shame, as I was curious about what they were discussing. I wonder what they plan to please Shaeula? I hope they don’t screw up, she’s changed a lot recently.

Velna curtsied charmingly, before her gaze fell on me and she bowed. “Consort, a good evening to you as well. It is a relief to see you both-both safe.” Her expression was complicated, but it seemed she was genuinely trying to make the effort to follow the words of Shaeula and treat me with respect.

Beside her the other maid tensed, before relaxing and likewise curtsying. “Princess, consort. I apologise for us not noticing you sooner. We will-will do better. Can we offer you some refreshments?” Her hands were clenched on the fabric of her lace apron, exposing her tension. Despite that, she kept up a smile while looking at me, which was admirable. Damn, does she still hate me that much? I think that’s the maid that Hyacinth nearly killed off, so I guess I understand…

“I’m sorry, but we don’t have time for that yet, though I’m sure we’d love something later.” I apologised, and Shaeula nodded agreement, before I continued. “By the way, all this consort business is a bit stuffy for my taste. Call me Akio, please.”

“I cannot do that!” Velna gasped, before looking down, shamed at her outburst. “You… you are to be the husband of our dear-dear princess.” She was saying it almost as if to convince herself, I fancied. “If we show you such disrespect, especially after the princess warned us, well… I do not want to be-be dismissed. Caring for the princess is all-all I have ever known!” she almost shouted. “Our beautiful little proud princess! How I grieved when you were exiled. But thanks to your brother, we can serve you again.”

Beside her the other maid, whose name I still hadn’t caught, agreed, though her knuckles were still white under her tawny fur. “Yes, nor would I wish to draw the ire of that… that thing you call your maid. She would take it ill-ill.”

“A compromise then.” Shaeula said suddenly, drawing all eyes. “Akio is rather shy about these matters. I find it adorable, of course-course. So instead, he can-can be satisfied with being called master. He used to be positively thrilled when I did-did it.” she teased, drawing scandalised gasps from Velna. The other maid looked away, biting at her lip once more, fresh blood blooming, before she said some words, as though they were dragged out of her.

“Very well-well, master, I shall do as the princess bids. If you have any needs at all-all, I can attend to them.” She bowed again.

Okay, I wasn’t particularly thrilled by it when Shaeula called me master, only embarrassed by it really, I’m glad we have a real relationship now. But I’ll admit when a maid does it, it hits different…

Seeing the other maid acquiesce, Velna twitched with shock, before following suit. “Sorry, master. I will-will do better. We will tell the other maids as well.”

“Good. I am most-most pleased.” Shaeula approved, and Velna looked gratified by her praise. “There may-may be hope for you yet. Now do excuse us, we have important work to do.”

“I know you have grown, princess.” The other maid said, a trace of something in her voice, perhaps doubt. “But should-should you be braving the dead forests of the Unseelie? If you were to die there, like so many have before, we could surely not face your brother again, nor live-live with the guilt.”

“You need not-not worry.” Shaeula laughed. “Our protective gear is proof against the spores. With them we have little-little to fear. Today many vile Myconids met their end at our hands. I am no-no longer a sheltered, selfish princess. I am one who will deserve her arrogance, backed up by deeds-deeds none can question!”

And with that she swept past them, leaving them to step aside, curtsying again. I followed, nodding to them, and Velna bowed back, head down, while the other maid met my eyes, a slight smile on her face, hands still clutching at her lace apron.

Well, they are making the effort. I’d especially like it if Risha and Velna shape up, having them glaring at me constantly is a pain. Oh well, no time for this, now we need to see what progress Hyacinth has made…
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“Master, yooou came!” Hyacinth rushed at me, echoing the master that the weaselkin maids were using now, causing me to flush a little. Still, I caught her outstretched arms and spun her away from me, as the gleam in her eyes looked a little dangerous, but as I did so she started to tear up, so I at least patted her head gently, softly stroking her dark hair.

Ignoring the laughter of Ixitt, I turned my attention to the Fae Stones, where we had secured a half-dozen captured plant-beasts of various species, as well as a couple of Myconids, hence why Ixitt was still wearing his full protective gear.

“So, how did it go?” I asked, and Hyacinth looked at me, her eyes moist.

“Sooo very hard, master! Hyacinth is trying, but I still dooo nooot get it!” she pouted. “But I will keep trying, for master and mistress! Hyacinth wants tooo be head maid!”

“I am sure you are trying your best.” I acknowledged her. I turned my attention to the Fae Stones, noticing there were quite a few less Degraded Weaselkin remaining than we had provided her with. On seeing that, Ixitt barked another laugh, proffering me several clear glass vials that had been corked and sealed with the barrier cream.

“She finally managed to get to the stage where the spores don’t kill the Kobolds.” Ixitt said. “But alas, they are still having no effect upon the plants or the captive Myconids.” He shuddered theatrically, tail twitching. “It was frightfully instructive, watching the mindless Kobolds disintegrate, fungus everywhere, but equally horrifying. I may have nightmares, but such is the path of Mortal Engineering, I shall not shy away from the end. If you analyse these spores with your Ether Healing, might you not gain some insights that may assist her?”

“That’s not a bad idea.” I fended off Hyacinth, keeping her at arms’ length. Shaeula, seeing my troubles, pulled her off and started lecturing her, though with quite some warmth, considering. All right then. First… my Eye flared amber as I peered at the flasks, getting various readings on the contents. Two were most interesting to me.

Boggart Death Spores - These spores are a Nature Element replication of Myconid spores, with increased virulence, tainted by Darkness Elemental energy that will feed upon the exposed victims. When entering through the mouth, nose, eyes or any open wound, they lead to rapid growth of Darkness-aspected fungi that leaches the energy and life from the afflicted, leaving them a husk and seedbed for further expansion.
Brownie Irritant Spores - These spores are a Nature Element modification of Myconid spores, tainted by Darkness Elemental energy. They lack the harmful effects of the original spores, having been twisted by Nature Element and Darkness Elemental energies, but they will heighten and irritate the emotions of the victim if they enter an open wound or orifice, leading to potentially erratic and frenzied behaviours.


“Interesting. I think you’ve done well here.” I said to Hyacinth, who crooned softly at my praise, looking at me coquettishly, lips pursed as if expecting a kiss. No way! Instead I gave her another head pat. “This one might be useful in battle and can be used relatively safely, I think.” I showed her the vial, and after opening it, I carefully used a little wind to waft the spores over to Hyacinth, who breathed them in, eyes closed in thought.

“Oooh yes, these.” She nodded. “I can make these ooones easily enough, but they do not dooo anything, master!”

“I think you’ll find they do. Shaeula, Ixitt, I think I should be fine, but just in case, watch me as I breathe these in. If anything goes wrong, you can heal me, Shaeula.”

“Very well. I do not-not like the risk, but I have faith in your judgement and Skills.” she agreed, taking up a position beside me.

“Here goes then.” I declared, using wind energy to guide in the spores. They quickly took root, though Ether Healing rushed to counter them. Even as the spores were disintegrating though, I felt hot, and found myself licking my lips unconsciously. Looking down I noticed that the top buttons on Hyacinth’s maid uniform had come undone, and the pale expanse of her throat and cleavage was visible. Quite the pleasant sight. Wait, what am I thinking? I turned away, face hot, to see Shaeula looking at me in concern. She’s so cute as ever. I’m such a lucky bastard…

“Are you well?” Shaeula asked, only for me to seize her and start kissing her savagely. For a moment she was surprised, eyes going wide, before she reciprocated, tangling our tongues together passionately, tasting each other. My hand started groping her tight bottom, and my other hand went towards her chest… wait, this isn’t right, in front of Ixitt… I pulled back, our lips parting with a wet squelch, and Shaeula leaked out a hot sigh, looking a touch disappointed.

Ixitt was looking down, his mask hiding his expression, while Hyacinth was once more stomping her feet jealously.

“Why-why did you stop?” Shaeula asked, puzzled and flushed. “I like it when you are more-more aggressive, like a great male should be.”

“Sorry, I think it was the spores affecting me. I was turned on by Hyacinth so I had to look away, then when I saw you, I lost all control. After all…” I admitted. “...I already lust after you anyway, so when I saw you looking so cute my emotions went crazy. Damn, those spores are some weapons-grade stuff. If that was the effect of darkness element, it could definitely be useful to sow discord amongst the enemy.”

“I see.” Shaeula said, pleased and a touch disappointed we were not continuing as well. “So, what-what do you think?”

“I have an idea. But first…” I opened the other, more dangerous, vial and this time I let my arm touch the spores first. It hurt, being a different concoction to the Myconid spores, and dark mushrooms sprouted, before I destroyed then with wind and flame, healing my injuries. I repeated this several times, adapting to the spores, which happened rapidly, as they shared much with their Myconid base. Eventually, I was even breathing in more that Hyacinth created.

“Yeah, I think they are largely harmless to me. Though I did get a useful side benefit as well.”

Your affinity to the Darkness Element has slightly increased.


The amber letters were a surprise, but a welcome one. “I have to say, darkness element sure is something. I could feel the mushrooms pulling aether out of me as well as feeding on my flesh. If Eri could learn some of these tricks, I’d feel a lot better about her safety.”

“So Hyacinth did gooood?” she asked, and I nodded, giving her a gentle (and chaste) hug, allowing her to bury her head in my chest.

“Yeah, you are doing good work indeed. But we just need that final step.”

“Any ideas how?” Ixitt asked, fascinated by our experiments, and I nodded, grinning.

“As a matter of fact, I do have one or two.” My gaze took in our captive Myconid Scouts, and they shivered, as if knowing what I was thinking was not going to be good for them…
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“Damn, we are really close now.” I said, taking a drink of the rich red Faerie Wine, feeling the warmth permeating my tired body and mind. Risha and one other maid was waiting on me, pouring me a fresh glass, while Velna and another were performing the same service for Shaeula.

For once the maids weren’t all glaring daggers at me, which was nice, but there was definitely an atmosphere of some sorts, as several maids were glancing at each other while they thought we weren’t looking, but my perceptive abilities were easily able to detect their furtive glances and nervous behaviour.

I wonder if it’s because of Hyacinth? She was once more insisting on helping prepare the food, as well as doing some cleaning, which might have offended them.

“Do you require anything else, master?” Risha asked, and I shook my head.

“No, this’ll do until the meal.” With my reply she pulled away, bobbing a quick bow.

“Anyway, working together, I think we can crack it soon.” I continued, and Ixitt agreed.

“Yes, it was quite the sight, seeing mushrooms grow from the Myconids and plant-creatures. A shame it did little harm, but it is a decent step forwards nonetheless.”

“Yeah, using Ether Healing, we can tell roughly what sort of effect the fungal spores are going to have, so by comparing several small changes we can help Hyacinth cycle through many iterations far more efficiently. I hate to lose out on raiding time, but I think getting this cracked is for the best.”

“Yes, I would quite-quite like to be done with this, the constant feelings of danger and dread are stabbing at me like needles.” Shaeula complained, dabbing at her lips delicately with a napkin, her manners impeccable. Tuning to Velna she asked a question that had been on her mind. “Has there been-been any strange prowlers around the estate, dregs of the Wild Hunt perhaps? I should hate-hate for the mansion to be attacked in our absence.”

“No-no, I don’t think there has been anything like that, princess.” Velna shook her head in denial.

Hmm, is it my imagination, or… Out of the corner of my eye I saw the tail of one of the maids serving me twitch as Velna spoke. It’s probably nothing, but… “Excuse me.” I asked. “Maybe Velna doesn’t know, but do any of you others? We are only thinking of your safety.”

Risha and the maid who had reacted exchanged a brief glance, before the maid nodded. “I didn’t think it was worth bringing to your attention, princess, master. But I did-did hear that there had been an incursion near here. I believe the Way-Wardens dealt with it, so I had not considered it relevant.”

“Wait, was there a Warning Bell?” one maid asked, puzzled, and Velna nodded, seeming equally confused.

“That might have been while you were out-out replenishing our supplies.” another maid piped up.

“Oh, I see-see.” Velna replied slowly. “So, did any escape?” She shivered, afraid. “If the mansion is in danger, the princess…”

“I am in no-no danger from some fleeing curs who could not-not even handle the Way-Wardens.” Shaeula sniffed. “Still, I wish no harm to come to any of you, so you must-must keep Akio and I appraised of such matters in the future. We will have to take precautions.”

“If puny dogs come, Grul will smash them, just like before!” he rumbled. “Grul will keep watch and protect the home.”

Before I could thank him, there was a loud crash from the kitchen, and a weaselkin maid ran out in tears, covered in yellow sauce, her fur matted with it, her white and black uniform in a terrible condition. Before we could ask what happened, Hyacinth staggered out, also dripping with rich, fruity liquid.

“Careful, you cannooot serve that slop to master and mistress!” she hooted, chasing after the maid. She was annoyed, but at least I couldn’t see murder in her eyes this time. “Dooo it properly! Hyacinth can dooo it if you will not!”

As she chased the frightened maid around, no doubt trying to let off some steam after hours of gruelling experiments, I sighed. Never a dull moment around here, is there? Meanwhile the itch that was my Foresight continued to niggle at me, not declining. If anything, it was growing stronger.

Yeah, I agree with Shaeula. I want to finish reclaiming the Spring as soon as possible. Maybe then we can avert whatever danger is hanging over us like an oily shadow… last time it was a raid on the shrine, putting Kana and the others in danger. Could it be the same again, just whatever remnants of the Wild Hunt that escaped the Way-Wardens attacking? Or could they help others evade the defensive barrier and launch an attack in force?

Making up my mind to spend some time patrolling around the mansion to detect any hostile intruders, I stood, grabbing Hyacinth and the dirty maid, using aether and wind element to cleanse them of the sauce, scooping it out of hair, fur and fabric as best I could. As I began to lecture Hyacinth, the maid hid behind me gratefully. Well, at least I can feel my approval rating with this maid going up a little… As Hyacinth started crying, as mercurial as ever, I held in a smile. At least this is only a small problem to worry about, easy in comparison…


Side Sixty-Five – Watanabe Karen


“I’ve pulled the requested data, I’ve summarised it as best I can.” Tanaka-san said, dropping the printouts on her desk. Karen skimmed it briefly, nodding.

“Yeah, that looks good. I’m sure Akio-kun will be pleased.” She glanced at the clock. It was getting on for six in the evening, nearly time to finish. It’s good to be able to leave on time without endless overtime. Still, there are other concerns… It had been quite the week.

First that rich girl, Fukumoto-san, who despite being only a high schooler possessed quite the intensity, had brought several very intimidating lawyers to the shrine, gathering all the attendees at the strange school Akio-kun was running, and making them sign some legal papers. She hadn’t thought much of it, but then Fukumoto-san had swept into her office, shocking her co-workers.

Damn, its hard to believe she’s still so young. Karen idly remembered. Still wearing the red and white hakama of a shrine maiden, Fukumoto-san had sat down in front of them, her expression prideful. She had another girl behind her, alert and ready for anything, her bodyguard, seemingly, and in addition to that there were her corporate lawyers and their secretary. I remember thinking she was a real secretary, not like me. It shook my confidence. Still, Akio-kun believed in me…

“Just how much do you know about Akio and what he is really doing?” she had asked, and Tanaka-san and Noboru-san looked confused. On seeing that, Fukumoto-san frowned, and advised that anything discussed here was incredibly confidential, and if we were to leak anything, she wouldn’t hesitate to crush us. Even so, the two men had stayed, and Karen understood why. After all, Akio-kun reached out a hand to us when we were at rock bottom. Even so, I have… other reasons.

“Akio-kun hasn’t talked about it too much, but I’m not a fool. I was there when we met with that guy who has been on the news, the killer Kondou Kazuo. I know of the yakuza attack on the shrine. There’s been more from what I hear from Izumi-chan. Nothing makes sense, unless you assume Akio-kun is mixed up in some very serious stuff. After all, you and some of the other girls here are from Hanafubuki Private Academy, aren't you? Normally we wouldn’t even be able to breathe the same air.”

Taking a breath Karen had grinned, putting up a strong front. “But I’m also not stupid. The requests Akio-kun makes of us, they aren’t normal. Well, some are.” she had amended. “I doubt university information in Tokyo is anything strange. But the others… Tyr and Valkyries. Sudden success stories in Tokyo. Death and missing person rates. Land ownership loopholes. I don’t get how it all fits together, but I do know this!”

She had taken a deep breath, cursing herself for feeling like she was about to cry in front of such a young girl and her impressive-looking secretary. “When I was at rock bottom, when I thought it was over, when even… even death was starting to seem preferable to living on, it was Akio-kun who was there, offering me a hand. So I don’t care what he is doing. I promised him I’d work for him, and I will!”

I can’t believe I got so emotional. Karen shook her head at the memory, but that wasn’t the end of her shocks. The young girl in front of her had smiled and one of her lawyers popped down a laptop and started setting something up.

As he was doing so, Fukumoto-san spoke once more. “I see. I had considered paying you a severance package and replacing you with staff handpicked from Nichibotsu, but I don’t want to come across as an overbearing wife, or have Akio disappointed in me. Besides, I like your guts.”

“Wait, what? Wife?” she had said, mind going blank. Sure, I had noticed she was calling him Akio quite intimately, but that was a massive surprise!

“Why yes. The last few details have pretty much been worked out. Official announcements will follow, but I am to be wed to Akio. I can hardly wait to get started on our plans!” she gushed, looking her age all of a sudden, her face red and embarrassed, yet her smile was achingly cute.

“Well, uh… congratulations, but you know, Akio-kun, he…” Karen had stammered, unsure of what she could say without making a mess of a complicated situation. Behind her Tanaka-san and Noboru-san looked on in shock. After all, they were watching one of the heirs to the massive Nichibotsu Technology declaring her engagement to their boss and poor ex-neighbour!

“Oh, you mean Eri and Shaeula?” Hinata tossed her head, dismissing it as a problem. “I have their consent, the matter is settled. As for the legalities of who is married on paper, that is for our lawyers to sort. Speaking of lawyers, here.” She took out three contracts, passing them over. Karen had taken hers with shaking hands. As she scanned it, realising it was an updated contract of employment, with slightly better terms but very draconian secrecy and loyalty clauses, she had raised the question that was on her mind.

“So, Akio-kun… he’ll really be your husband then? Damn, he’s finally made it big. First those hotels, and now this. So he’ll be a tech billionaire then.”

“Actually, my brother will inherit Nichibotsu Technology. But I’ll definitely have my share of it, and speaking of…” The laptop screen was now displaying a strong-looking old man, his face stern. “My grandfather, the one who built Nichibotsu from the ground up, would like to say a few words. You’d better listen if you want to keep working for Akio.”

“Good evening. I am Fukumoto Kenji. You may have read about me or seen me on the news. Now, my beloved granddaughter asked me to talk to you, so that you make the right choice.”

Damn, speaking to a multi-billionaire like that, even over video, was nerve-wracking. “My granddaughter is offering you a choice. But I’ll make it clearer. What is going on here is the greatest endeavour in Japanese history. There is more to it than you know. Akio-kun obviously wished to help you, but working for us without knowing everything is a risk. So let me lay out your options. You can take a generous severance, as my Hinata suggested. Or you can be transferred to Nichibotsu, I can find you all jobs somewhere. Damn, he’s so soft-hearted. That’s why he needs a smart girl like Hinata to keep him in line, preventing problems.”

He looked so happy when speaking of Akio-kun. I know, recently, these last few months he’s changed, and it seems everyone around him feels warm, like the sun on a hard winter day, worries banished. But even a powerhouse businessman like Fukumoto Kenji-sama? “And the third option?” she had croaked. Behind her the other two had nodded, overwhelmed by the tense situation.

“Simple, you sign this contract, keep our secrets, and enter the world beyond what you know.” The powerful old man had grinned. “Your lives will change, but then, you’ll have the chance to truly be someone special. Of course, betray us then and you can’t handle the consequences, I promise you that.”

The consequences, huh? She remembered scrawling her name on the contract in front of her without hesitation. Even now she was shocked she had done it so readily. Noboru-san had barely thought about it as well, muttering that he wanted his daughter to finally be proud of him. On seeing that, Tanaka-san had swallowed, before clasping his hands in prayer and sighing.

“I’m sure this is fate.” He had said, and Karen didn’t disagree. Though what came next amazed me and stunned me in equal measure. Finally seeing what they were actually doing at that facility was quite the shock, and to think that Fukumoto-san said that we too would have to learn if we were to work for Akio-kun…

Of course, that wasn’t the end of the shocks. A message had been passed to her by Izumi-chan, the pretty daughter of the shrine, that Akio-kun had discovered some unknown danger. There were no details, but she was tasked with making sure that the security around the shrine was airtight, and that Akio-kun’s family was under guard at all times.

She had called up Eri-chan, Akio-kun’s first fiancée. I still can’t get over that. Three! And from what Fukumoto-san said, there was a fourth in the frame at the least too. I’m not sure whether Akio-kun should be envied or pitied. Still, they are all young girls. Well, Shaeula is his age, but she doesn’t look it. I wonder if that’s his preferences? I remember him checking me out enough, so perhaps not…?

Eri-chan had been very polite on the phone and taken Karen's warning well, but nothing had prepared her for the talk with his father. Yeah, Akio-kun wasn’t kidding when he said he was stern.

“My son has caused you trouble it seems, Watanabe-san. I can only apologise.” he had declared, despite her protests. “Still, at least it seems he is learning to be more cautious. Rest assured, the security we have been assigned seems very competent. Even so, we will not relax our vigilance.”

He had then questioned her for nearly half an hour as to whether Akio-kun was a decent boss, treating her right and looking after Shaeula. That was fine, but when she had mentioned Fukumoto-san in passing, she had almost dropped the phone as if it was suddenly so cold her skin was sticking to it.

“Oh yes, Fukumoto-san. I could hardly believe it when Eri broke the news to us. My philanderer of a son. He promised us he would make Eri and Shaeula happy, but he is already adding to his women. He…”

Shaking her head she blotted out the memory of that rant. Guess I’ll go for pity until he’s survived that thorny issue. Anyway, she had done as requested, and even their crummy run-down apartment block had security watching it until Akio-kun resolved whatever danger was brewing. Fukumoto-sama wasn’t kidding when he said our lives will change.

Letting out a sigh, she turned her attention back to the present, finishing some of her work, this time for Fukumoto-san, no Hinata-san, as she said as one of Akio-kun’s fiancées I could be a bit less formal with her.

“Hey, what’s up, Karen-chan? A big sigh like that, you’ll let out all your happiness.” A cheerful young voice said, and Karen turned to the freeloader that was sitting on the sofa in one corner of their office, kicking her tanned legs in the air, lying stomach-down on the couch, fiddling with her phone and eating snacks, getting crumbs everywhere.

“Sana, don’t be rude to Watanabe-san.” Her father warned, and she waved him off.

“Oh dad, don’t worry, me and Karen-chan, we are totes pals now, right? Besides, shouldn’t ya be getting on with your work rather than scolding me? I was starting to get a slight feeling of respect for ya there, seeing you working away, and it confused me.”

“Look, this place isn’t a playground. I am working.” Noboru-san pinched at his nose, as if he was getting a headache. “Besides, what are you doing here again, does your mother know?”

“I didn’t skip school this time, she knows.” Sana-chan shrugged. “Mom is way too busy playing happy families with him to care what I do as long as I’m not causing trouble, ya feel me? Besides…” she grumbled, irritated. ”I hate my step-sister! She acts like butter wouldn’t melt in her damn mouth, but she’s such a cow. I get tired of it, ya feel me? So I thought I’d stay with you until Monday, dad. It’s your chance to show me you’ve changed!”

“Well, I’m busy! Really, Watanabe-san is being very generous letting you hang around here. We do important, confidential work, not that you believe me.”

“Yeah, I saw. Videogame otaku stuff. El Oh El.” she declared, amused. “Confidential, huh? Seriously, you’d be better asking around in Akihabara if you want to know that sort of crap, dad. But the boss pays so you do it, makes totes sense to me!” She looked over at him, humour dissipating to reveal a serious expression. “Still, there’s definitely something going on, no question. That helicopter and all those rich girls. My step-sis only wishes she had an ounce of that class. Bitch.”

“Mind your language, Sana!” her father declared, and Karen stifled a brief giggle. We are handling secrets here though, so we could do with getting her out of here. Damn, Akio-kun’s softness must be rubbing off on me.

As the father and daughter bickered and the clock inched closer to the end of her work day, the phone rang, and Karen picked it up. “Hello, this is Karen, how can I help?”

“This is Fujiwara Security, squad two. As per high-alert protocols I am informing you we have detained a suspicious person at the shrine grounds. We are requesting clearance to interrogate them.”

Maybe Akio-kun was right? “Are we likely to be in any danger? If so we have a lot of important people here to protect.” Hinata-san, the other girls… if anything happens to them it would be the end of us.

“We are obviously taking all possible precautions. She seems harmless enough, but she knows information that should not be common knowledge, about Shaeula-sama, and is requesting a meeting.”

“Wait, she? And Shaeula?” I’m not saying a woman can’t be as dangerous as a man in the right circumstances, but against all these security it seems unlikely. “Does she have a name?”

“Yes, she identified herself as one Konoe Ichika. Her identification matches the name, and we ran a database search and the data seems legitimate.”

Konoe-san? That’s the girl Akio-kun saved that time. Why is she here? “I know her. I don’t think she’s a threat, but I don’t want to tell you your jobs. But if you can bring her to my office I can talk to her and find out for sure.”

“Roger that. We’ll keep a watch in case she is some sort of trap or diversion.”

[image: image-placeholder]

“… and so, even the money Shaeula gave me only stopped their demands for a few days.” Konoe-san blew her nose messily, looking a fright. “Their demands keep growing. I don’t… I don’t think they’ll leave me alone even if I pay them off.” Tears were streaming down her face as she recounted the ever-escalating harassment.

“I don’t want to fall so far, give in. but I’m scared! They are very frightening.” she shuddered. “I thought the girls were my friends, but they set me up! Even at uni I don’t think I’m safe. Some girls have dropped out recently, and they knew them. I just don’t know where to turn. But Shaeula gave me money and said they would help me. Then I remembered she had told me she had moved to Shirohebizumi shrine.” She continued to cry, looking a fright. “But then some big security guard picked me up! At first I thought it was those guys who had caught me. I don’t… I don’t want to…”

“Not in front of my daughter, please.” Noboru-san cut her off, before turning back to Sana-chan. “Seriously, go to my house! This is no place for a schoolgirl, nor something for you to hear!”

“Oh shut up, dad.” Sana-chan snapped, looking sympathetic towards Konoe-san. “I’m in high school, you think I don’t know about this shit?”

“I warned you about your language!” he grumbled again, but she rolled her eyes.

“Seriously dad, don’t blow it, I’m slowly starting to grow a little respect for ya. I’m a high schooler, we swear all the time, feel me? And I know all about compensated dating and crap like that. Not my thing, I’ve got more pride than that, right? Money’s fine and all, but playing nice with those old men, not for me. Still, you hear of girls who get in deep and it doesn’t end well.” She handed Konoe-san a can of soda, which she took in trembling hands. “Just relax okay? Karen-chan here is super nice, she looked after me before, so I’m sure she’ll hear ya out.”

“I know.” Konoe-san pulled the ring-pull on the can and took a sip, dry throat working. “I remember she brought my purse back after Oshiro-san saved me that time. It’s… it’s good to see a familiar face. But where are Shaeula and Oshiro-san? I feel awful, but I had nowhere else to turn…”

“It seems Akio-kun likes meddling with girls in trouble. Shaeula too.” Karen said, troubled. “But they are on a business trip, with no return date.” At that, Konoe-san’s face fell. “Don’t worry though.” Karen spoke hurriedly, unwilling to see more tears. “We can get in touch in an emergency.”

“Is it though?” Noboru-san asked, only to be rebuked by his daughter. “Well, I’m just asking.” he clarified defensively. “If what they are doing is important, should we interrupt it, as their employees?”

True, but if I know Akio-kun and Shaeula, they are going to want to know about this. But… Picking up her phone she dialled the training hall. After a moment someone picked up. “Hi, can you put Hinata-san on please?” Karen asked politely, and moments later her crisp, proud voice was heard.

“Hello, Karen-san. What is it? We are hard at work here.”

“Sorry, but we have a bit of a problem that might require us to contact Akio-kun and Shaeula. I thought as you are his fiancée, you should be able to decide, as we don’t want to bother him during important work if we don’t have to.”

“Very well. Kana-san and I shall be right over.” And with that she hung up.

“Whoa, his other fiancée is here then? Neat, I’d totes like to meet her.” Sana-chan misunderstood, and Konoe-san looked confused.

“Not exactly. Turns out he has three now. Hinata-san is his newest, and she’s kind of taking over here. She’s a forceful girl indeed. You know Nichibotsu, that big company? She’s the granddaughter of the president.”

“No way, a third and she’s rich too?” Sana-chan was oddly impressed, but Konoe-san was indignant.

“He’s cheating on Shaeula? How… how could he? She’s so nice and pretty.” she sniffled, momentarily forgetting her own sorrows.

“No, not cheating. Apparently it’s all arranged between them, but that hardly matters right now. Worry about your own situation!” Karen was a little exasperated by her reaction.

“No, it does not.” Hinata-san agreed, entering, followed by Izumi-chan, both of them in their red and white. “By the way, who are these two? I do believe I’ve been very clear on security. This is not a joke.”

“Whoa, you’re pretty intense!” Sana-chan cried, impressed despite the cold gaze Hinata-san was shooting her. “You really are a classy rich girl, ain’t ya? My bitch of a step-sis just wishes she was like you. I’m Hashimoto Sana, nice to meet ya! I’m just here to see my dad, no worries, I haven’t heard anything I shouldn’t.”

“I see.” Hinata-san eyed her a moment longer before turning to Noboru-san. “Well, I hope you understand the responsibility you’ll be taking if something goes wrong. Shaeula has told me about her befuddling winds. I wonder… no, I probably couldn’t get away with using that to enforce contracts.” Her last few words were nearly inaudible, but they still chilled Karen to the bone for some reason.

“Scary.” Sana-chan laughed at her stern expression.

“And as for you, who might you be?” She looked hard at Konoe-san, who was still somewhat aggrieved by the newcomer who claimed to be going out with her friend's boyfriend

“I’m Konoe Ichika. I’m a friend of Shaeula. I… well, she and Oshiro-san were helping me out with a problem, and I had nowhere else to turn.”

“I see. A friend of Shaeula.” Hinata-san nodded. Turning back to Izumi-chan she gave her instructions. “I’ll need to hear her out first, but I wanted to tell Akio about the invite for next weekend anyway, as well as the success my grandfather has had securing a place that meets his criteria. Can you go wake up Azuki while I speak to this Konoe girl and find out whether it’s something they would care about?”

“No problem. But knowing those two, they won’t want to leave a friend in trouble.” Izumi-chan warned, before heading back to the shrine.

“Hey, who’s this Azuki? Cute name, but not another one of his girls? All three of you look like high schoolers, I’d better watch myself in case he gets his claws in me too!” Sana-chan joked.

“I don’t look like, I am. As for Azuki, that’s confidential, so just keep quiet and ask no questions.” Hinata-san warned. “Besides, I think you aren’t Akio’s type. He likes modest-looking girls.” Hinata-san puffed out her chest proudly.

“Yeah sure, whatever. Guys always enjoy a bit of excitement. But I feel ya, I’m out of place. I’ll just chill over here with some snacks.” She dropped back onto the sofa, though Karen could tell she was still listening.

“I’m waiting.” Hinata-san addressed Konoe-san, and her powerful confidence overwhelmed her, so she looked down, beaten. She then told the full story, rather than the brief rundown she had given Karen, and it was quite the bad one, a tale of being tricked, taken advantage of, betrayed by friends she thought she could trust, and then being threatened by criminal gangs, with the promise of being forced into illegal, degrading work as the only way out.

It’s worse than I thought. Poor girl. I wonder if those thugs Akio-kun saved her from that time were also involved, or if she just has truly awful luck.

“I see.” Hinata-san said after she finished her tale. “Quite the predicament indeed. Still, trying to appease such scum is doomed to failure. When you give criminals an inch, they will take a mile. Weren’t you taught that at school?” She shook her head in disappointment. “Still, I think it’s undeniable you are indeed a friend of Shaeula, and as someone who has supported me, I couldn’t leave her friend in need. Though I’m not sure when they can return, even if we contact them.”

At that Konoe-san’s face fell. “But… if I go back to my dorm I’ll be found, and I don’t have any money left for a hotel.” Tears were welling up in the corner of her eyes again.

“I suppose you can stay at the training school until Akio has decided what he wants to do. There are free rooms available, and Shirohebizumi shrine is under heavy surveillance. Even if these base scum work out you are here, they will be unable to do anything.” Hinata compromised.

“Really?” Konoe-san sniffled, and Hinata-san nodded.

“You will have to wait until after our training is concluded, for I am afraid that is quite confidential as well. But until then you can remain here. You can feel free to use the facilities. There is a gym, pool, sauna and more. I feel Akio would certainly not begrudge you that, at least.”

Before Konoe-san could say anything, Sana-chan spoke up from the sofa. “Whoa, really? Awesome. Hey dad, can’t I stay over here too? Your apartment is crappy and not fit for a cute girl like me. Besides, a sauna sounds totes awesome.”

“Sana, mind your manners, she’s the fiancée of the boss.” Noboru-san warned his daughter, still sounding shocked at the revelations about his erstwhile neighbour and his incredible love-life.

“Indeed I am.” Hinata-san stared at her hard. “Still, I suppose it does not matter. This time. But do try to run things more professionally. As I said before, I don’t want to be the sort of wife that makes decisions unilaterally, unless it is in Akio’s best interests, but having your daughter here isn’t wise.”

“Sorry, my bad. I got it.” Sana-chan knocked her head and stuck out her tongue. “I understand. I didn’t know what was going down here was so secret, but if a top-class girl like you is involved, it sure must be big. Crap, dad, that feeling of respect for you is creeping in again. It might even grow more when I’m in the sauna later!”

“In that case, I shall take my leave.” Hinata-san said. “I still want to maximise my training. Before I depart I shall send someone to fetch you both.” And with that she left the office, back straight and radiating authority, causing Karen to chuckle.

Seriously, Shaeula is strong-willed enough, but with this Hinata-san too… Akio-kun is going to be one whipped husband if he isn’t careful, those girls are used to getting their own way. At least she didn’t chew us out too bad, but I get it. What we do is important. We can’t be lax.

Turning to Konoe-san, she smiled. “Do you want me to put on some food? I don’t mind staying until you are settled in. A friend of Akio-kun and Shaeula is a friend of mine, after all, and we are acquainted, no matter how briefly.

At Konoe-san’s shy nod, Karen smiled. A bit of unpaid overtime won’t hurt too much. I’ve done way worse. Besides, I can’t leave her. And I have to wonder… just how is Akio-kun going to deal with the scum that are harassing her? The way he is now, and after what I heard about the yakuza… well, I won’t pity them, but I will expect them to suffer greatly…


Two Hundred And Nine


Ireturned to the mansion without any results. We had split up to investigate around the estate to see if we could catch wind of any Wild Hunt or other enemies that might have infiltrated the grounds. But of course there was nothing. The Wild Hunt is elusive and sneaky, and if they got away the Way-Wardens should still be looking, right?

“Lots of things don’t add up.” I muttered to myself as I took a seat at the table in the dining hall. Several of the maids were looking at me from the corner, waiting for orders, possibly, but I was too busy thinking. The atmosphere in the mansion has definitely changed. Initially when we came here, sure, the maids weren’t pleased at my presence, but from dealing with Risha and Velna I’m used to that.

Yet after we had rescued Asha and her Tree, continually pushing the Myconids back, the mansion changed. There was much more whispering in corners between the maids, strange looks I couldn’t interpret, and now this.

My suspicions were starting to solidify. The surging spikes of warning that my Foresight was constantly prodding me with was almost certainly referring to some disaster at the mansion. Of course, I wouldn’t be careless and I had got word out to anyone in the Material who might be vulnerable, but I was focusing most of my efforts here.

As I was thinking about that, Shaeula entered, looking frustrated. She nodded to her maids, before stomping over and sitting down beside me, leaning in on me for comfort.

“No luck?” I asked, and she snorted bitterly.

“There is not-not anything to find. Though sweeping the entire area is impossible. Even with my Mystic Eyes there is nothing to see.” She shook her head. “It does not-not add up anyway. The Wild Hunt would be unlikely to attack us here again-again after they lost a Barghest during their last infiltration.”

“I agree. Something definitely stinks here.” I stopped what I was about to say as the maids approached us, offering Shaeula a drink, which she waved away. As the maids retreated I lowered my voice, leaking a little wind energy of which I had masked the glow, to prevent my voice from being heard.

“Theoretically, if the Myconids were the danger and our constant raids provoked them into attacking the Seelie Court, how do you see it going for them?”

“Badly, I should say.” Shaeula sneered. “Those massive plant-beasts around the hill are problematic indeed, but the defences of the Seelie Court are not-not to be trifled with, even now. It would take them time to break the barrier, and we would wreak a frightful-frightful toll on them before they passed it, allowing time for the Way-Wardens to identify the threat-threat and rally the Seelie Court armies. Invading their Territory around the Spring of Clear Reflections is one-one thing, but on our own Territory, fighting defensively? I would hope-hope we have countermeasures now, else-else the entire Seelie Court would be a corrupted, fungus-infested ruin, no?”

I nodded. Her thoughts were aligning with mine. “Besides.” I lowered my voice still further, leaning in close and whispering in her ear, my breath tickling her, taking no chances. “They’ve seen us come and go with impunity. They’d have to believe that others of the Fae might have such abilities too.” Once we defeat the Myconids and reclaim the Spring, obviously we’ll share the technology and techniques we’ve been using, other than Hyacinth's more... apocalyptic ones, of course. That should be another boost to Shaeula’s position. “I don’t believe it’s that either. You must have noticed the change in the mansion staff. After all, you’ve known your maids for many years, haven't you?”

Even now they were watching us, and their expressions were alternating between blank masks and worried gazes. I had been used to their anger and disgust for me before, even if I didn’t quite understand it or feel it was warranted, but now some of those same troubled gazes were directed at Shaeula herself, which didn’t fit the pattern. What’s even stranger is that some of the maids like Velna are starting to attract the same looks, and seem isolated, out of place. It’s almost as if…

“Their behaviour is indeed strange, but is that not-not due to their dislike of you, Akio? Really, I am rather inclined to dismiss them all anyway after this. It is a sad-sad day when Hyacinth is a more preferable maid to my childhood ones. I must-must confess that since I spent time away from them and their stifling urging to be more proud, more regal, I have discovered I much-much prefer freedom.”

“I think there’s more to it than that. But yeah, I guess you don’t pay too much attention to your servants ordinarily, do you?”

“Maids are supposed to be unobtrusive, just there should I need-need anything. On this too-too I suppose they fail. They should not-not have filled my head with nonsense when I was younger, even if it was out of compassion.”

Compassion, huh? “Excuse me if I’m being paranoid, but…” With that I focused and my Eye shone amber as I gazed upon the maids. No, they are both weaselkin maids, and their names seem to check out too. Nothing suspicious there, it seems.

“Fine. We need to stay alert, but we can’t let our suspicions run away with us. Grulgor is useless for the experiments, so we can set him to patrolling the grounds surrounding the mansion. I’m sure he’d be eager enough to crush any enemies lurking about the place.”

With that decided, we waited for Ixitt and Hyacinth to return from their own patrols. As expected they had found little of interest, although Hyacinth was looking a touch perturbed. Pulling her into a corner, she giggled at me, asking if I was ready to ravish her. First I checked nobody was nearby, before shaking my head, causing her to pout with disappointment.

“Not today.” I denied it. “No, I noticed you looking strange after you returned, but you said you hadn’t found any traces of enemies.”

“Hyacinth has nooot.” she declared. “But I still found something ooodd.”

“Odd, how so?” I asked, and she leaned in close, whispering in my ear similarly to how I had done with Shaeula earlier. Although I didn’t stick my tongue in. She’s a damn pervert. Oh well, not important right now.

“There have been tooo many coming and goooing from the mansion. There are only eight maids, and that annoooying butler, yes? But when I searched, I cooould find traces of mooore!”

Huh? More, that could be important, but also… “While I’m curious about how you found out, firstly are you sure it wasn’t traces left by one of us? I suppose it could also be leftovers from our weaselkin when they were helping us set up for the Tree rescue, or even some of Shaeraggo’s people. It’s not proof of anything. Hey, stop that! I’m grateful for your help but you are going too far!” Her tongue was sliding along my cheek now as she slobbered like an over-enthusiastic dog, and having her kiss me was way too far for some gratitude

“Master is a tease!” she snickered, but did comply. “Hyacinth thought ooof that, I did. Nooo, the traces go in the other direction to the Ring Gate to yooour Territory, and it doooes not go towards the other ooone either.”

“I see. Suspicious, but not a lot to go on. Did you investigate further?”

“I did nooot have time. And I did not want to go alooone. If I was waylaid and ambushed, master would grieve, surely? And Hyacinth is a good Brownie, the best Brownie, I will never let you dooown like these worthless weasels! The dinner they were going to serve yesterday was all wrooong!”

“How so?” I remember the mess, it got everywhere. Seriously, it’s not like they would try and poison us… would they? No way. They are Shaeula’s maids, and have been for years. They wouldn’t do that. Me maybe, but if they did Shaeula would kill them…

“The sauce has been tooo bold, day after day!” Hyacinth shook her head. “Toooooo much fruit, totally smothers the taste of the dish. I dooo not get it, they managed to cook properly at first, but every day, the taste gets mooore overpowering, and master and mistress did nooot ask for that! Useless maids, Hyacinth wants to strangle them! But master says nooot to kill useless servants, sooo I will not.”

“Yeah, to be honest I’ve noticed more and more of the fruity yellow and orange sauce on every meal. I mean, sure it does taste pretty good, but I agree it was a bit much. I thought it was a Fae thing. I did notice Shaeula has been eating less the last few meals…” So, not poison. I’m reasonably certain Ether Healing would have alerted us to that anyway. So is it just an insult, or something more sinister? Hazing the mortal with Fae dishes? Seems a bit petty, but I wouldn’t put it past some of them…

“So we have some unexplained visitors, oddly over-spiced food and a terrible atmosphere, plus we know something bad is going to happen. Throw in the Myconids and Wild Hunt and we have quite the mess. I suppose one way to eliminate the issue would be to leave the mansion and stay away, see if that works, but then we’d fail taking out the Myconids. It hasn’t come to that yet. Oh well, I think I’ll do some of my own investigating while you practise making your spores lethal to the Myconids. Are you ready for that?”

“Ooof course! Hyacinth doesn’t get it, nooot well, but for master I will do anything! Besides, mistress prooomised…”

Yeah, but I didn’t. Yet… the more time I spend with Hyacinth the more she grows on me. Damn, I’m still a sucker for a girl with a tragic past. “Fine.” As we walked towards the exit of the mansion we passed the door to the storage room where we kept our combat gear. “We shouldn’t need it today, since Grulgor is patrolling the estate and you are immune to your own spores. Shaeula can use Ether Healing to aid you and operate the vacuum, she knows what we are aiming for. I have another task for Ixitt too…”
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“Well, isn’t this interesting.” I had followed the directions Hyacinth had given me, and after passing through several leagues of trees deeper into the Seelie Court, I found something interesting. Amidst the trees was a small clearing, one that looked artificial, rather than natural. The trees around us were little more than stumps, and the grasses and flowers around had been trampled.

There were strange energies in the air, specks of indigo light, and as I tried to draw them into my Chakra network they passed through, congregating in my crown Chakra. My Eye revealed them to be lost fragments of spatial element, similar to the lanterns the Red Caps were using. I tried to use them to grasp the spatial element itself, but such dregs were sadly vastly insufficient.

Still, that’s quite telling isn’t it? If it was Shaeraggo or his people checking up on us, wouldn’t they be using the Ring Gate he set up? Is it the Wild Hunt after all? But that doesn’t make sense either. Hyacinth said there were people coming and going from here, which surely means either a maid or the butler. But I can’t see why or how they would be cooperating with the enemy. Hyacinth said she could use darkness element to pick up traces of unpleasant emotions that lingered after a person passed, and while she couldn’t pair it to a person, she could differentiate between them, so could work out rough numbers. It sure is a versatile element. No wonder I can’t learn it, I have no understanding of it at all. Eri really is lucky having an affinity, I guess.

“I suppose I should investigate.” I smiled, remembering a popular game series I had played a few years back. “At least there hasn’t been a murder yet and no two-tone bear popping out. I could sure use a Super High School-Level Detective about now, this isn’t my area of expertise. At least I have my Eye to cheat with…”

So, the clearing was clearly the site of some spatial distortion. If I had to guess I’d say it was the way that the Wild Hunt was cheating the Territory barrier and Fae Stones. After all, if they move here directly from elsewhere using a rip or fold in space, they never actually pass the barrier. Interesting. But how is less important right now than why.

Pulling out some of the trampled grasses revealed footprints, most of them small, and I used earth magic to harden the mud into solid rock, cutting them free. There were some others as well, larger and more bestial, and by the pattern of prints I judged that several of them were on four legs. Interesting, by the size of these paw-prints, there were two different creatures here as well. There also seems to be some dust…

Elementally rich ash – This ash and dust is expelled by the many volcanoes and fumaroles to the north of the Seelie Court. It can be used in crafting or a source of…


The rest of the information was worthless to me at the moment, but the dust itself was interesting. I spent a good hour searching the rest of the area, and as expected, once I moved a distance from the clearing, all traces of it disappeared. So it couldn’t have come in naturally. Whatever is on the other side of the spatial distortion is to the north then.

The footprints also had varying levels of dust in them, indicating that this spot had been used several times. It was then I found a scattering of blood on some torn grasses, followed by signs of something heavy hitting the ground and being dragged off. After a while the trail disappeared, but there were two heavy depressions in the ground instead, as if something massive was standing there.

Fae blood – This is blood from a Fae creature, relatively fresh.


That wasn’t terribly helpful, but it was indicative someone was injured here or worse, and recently. There was no body, and the dragging stopped quickly, so either the person recovered and walked away, which there were no footprints to support, or the body vanished. Eaten, or… taken?

It looked like I had gleaned all I could from the suspicious area, so I returned to the mansion. My keen nose picked up a faint scent, probably the chemical that Ixitt had prepared for me, and projecting a little flame energy I channelled it near several doors, and the chemicals reacted to the heat, displaying the fingerprints of anyone who had touched them recently. Yeah, the store room where our gear is kept has been entered, and I know Shaeula told them this was off-limits. Our bedroom too. That’s more understandable, but even so…

I wiped the door handle to Shaeula’s room clean to hide my investigating, only to come face to face with Velna, looking at me with wide eyes. There was another maid, one of the mansion's staff, further behind us, emerging out of one of the distant rooms. Crap, what did they see?

Before I could make excuses, Velna surprised me. She clutched her face and put on a tragic expression. “You wish me-me to service you, master? Since the princess is away, you wish to indulge with my body? How cruel, but…” She let out a long sigh, speaking abnormally loudly. “… I have no-no choice, the princess expects me to show you due respect.” She bit at her lip, tears forming, and stepped towards me. “Saeca, you carry on cleaning. I… I shall satisfy him so he does not seek you out as well.”

What. The. Hell? For a moment I got the urge to retort that I had asked for no such thing, but I wasn’t an idiot. She must want to speak to me in private, though I wish she didn’t have to trash my reputation to do so. “Yes, well, I have to admit…” I draped an arm around her shoulder, and Velna flinched at my touch but held firm. “Perhaps a threesome would actually be rather amusing…” I committed to the ruse, leering, and the other maid, Saeca, shook her head.

“I have-have to clean, I… farewell Velna, I pray to the moon your sacrifice is rewarded!” And with that she was off, so I pulled Velna into Shaeula’s room, slamming the door behind her and tossing her on the bed.

“Wait-wait!” Velna squeaked, afraid. “I was just using it to scare away Saeca, I was not suggesting…” She blinked away tears. “If-if you must ravish me, toy with my body cruelly, at least-least hear me out first! Please, I worry for the princess…”

I sat down beside her on the bed. “Oh come on. Do I look like the sort of guy who would mess around with the servants? If I was I’d have been banging Hyacinth by now. You gave me a bit of a shock, but I quickly worked out your plan. I doubted very much you really wanted to seduce me, considering the contempt all you maids have for me.”

Relieved, Velna nodded. “It-it is… complicated. How could it not be?” she sniffled. After drying her tears, she shuffled a bit away from me on the bed, keeping her distance. “Our sweet little princess. She was so-so cute when she was born, with her amber fur and eyes. Small too, compared to her powerful siblings. Like us all-all, I was so proud when I was chosen to serve and care for her as she grew up. She was such an inquisitive, curious child, she used to love watching her brothers and sisters as they trained, riding on the shoulders of Master Ulfuric. But-but life is not fair. The Seelie Court is a debauched one, but Fae supremacy is common.”

She glared at me then. “Her mother is not Fae, but a foreign being from the land in which she now dwells. So her existence became a magnet for criticism, as a way-way to hurt her father and his influence. Prince Shaetanao is envied for being the Prince of the Beastkin and guardian of the Eastern Borders. His enemies would take any opportunity to replace him. So the princess was an easy tool to discredit him.” She bit her lips, eyes anguished. “So Risha and some of her other maids, like Saeca, they suggested we needed to teach the princess to be proud of herself, to show the world she was as good, no-no, better than anyone. Only then could she be happy!”

“It didn’t work though, did it? Instead you just taught her to be arrogant and selfish, to drive away those that genuinely cared about her. And worse, to aggravate and anger those who talked against her. More fuel for the fire, right? After all, arrogance and pride without the justification is simply unpleasant.”

“It should have worked, Risha said so-so.” Velna shook her head. “We all agreed. We just hated seeing the princess hear such slanders. I thought if she believed in herself she could shrug them off-off.”

“Sadly, that was never going to work. You’d have done better showing her gentle kindness, teaching her that people loved her despite the lies and whispers. But things are different now.”

“No, they are worse now!” Velna declared angrily. “Now not only is her mother not-not a Fae, her chosen husband is a mortal! She will be further hated, a laughing stock! You wonder why we hate-hate you? How could we not?”

“Making the same mistake again, I see.” I sighed. “Think about it. When Shaeula triumphantly reclaims the Spring of Clear Reflections, you think a few slanders about her love-life can overturn that? What she needs is for those that love her to support her, and help her prove to the doubters and most of all herself, that she is not what they say, but has worth. Look, isn’t she happier now, here with me?”

“I cannot deny I have not seen-seen her in higher spirits since she was a child. She smiles again and does not seem in such a hurry to prove-prove herself. As for the Spring… we thought you mad, that she would surely die. But you venture in day after day and return, even saving a Dryad, a feat worthy in its own-own right. I hate it, but I have to accept that the princess loves you.”

“Good. And I love her. So help me. The behaviour towards us you are all displaying is saddening her. She realises her past mistakes and wants to repair her behaviour and the strained relationships between you. But unless you meet her halfway, she can’t do that.”

“I know, I want things to be the way they were before her exile, before the whispers.” Velna muttered, forlorn.

“So, this can’t be why you sought me out. It’s about the changed atmosphere in here, isn't it? We know something is going on, something dangerous. Someone has been slipping out of the mansion and meeting some enemies of the Fae. I’m not sure if it’s the Wild Hunt, but that’s my first guess. You noticed something was up, didn’t you?”

“They lied about the Warning Bell. And Klena has disappeared. Either she or I have been here the whole time, and neither of us heard the Bells. She lied, and Risha agreed with her when I asked her later. Now Risha is gone too, and I cannot find her either.”

“I see. That is suspicious. So, have you been in the room where we keep our protective gear? We told everyone to stay out, right?”

“No, I have not been in there…” she answered slowly, eyes widening.

“All right. I’m sorry to do this to you, but we need to put on a bit of a show. Just bear with it.” I reached out and messed up her hair and fur, as well as disarraying her dress. I then pulled her up, and with lewd laughter I dragged her out of the door, pawing casually at her as we headed back towards the storeroom. Several maids peeked out at us, looking sympathetic, but every time I sensed them I pulled the shaking Velna close, touching her some more.

As we reached the storeroom I grinned lewdly, before pulling open the door. “I can’t wait any longer. Let’s have some more fun.” I dragged her in, slamming the door behind us. Lights flickered to life and I released her, shaking my head. Well that pretty much sucked. “You can relax now. But I do need a witness. I’m going to check our gear. I get a bad feeling. And it isn’t just my Foresight.”

It didn’t take long to prove me right. As we inspected the rubber-style protective suits I found that cuts had been made to the insides very carefully. From the outside they looked undamaged, but any rapid movement would quickly cause them to tear clean through. My outfit was riddled with such damage.

“This does not make any sense-sense!” Velna was crying. She had examined Shaeula’s suit, only to find the same sabotage. “Having you die-die, I can understand that.”

Wow, thanks! I’m really feeling the love right now. But I agree.

“But to sabotage the very-very items the princess needs to survive the danger is unthinkable!” she sobbed, emotion overwhelming her.

“Yeah, it does seem to go against the stated goal. It wouldn’t have worked though, not on us at least. Ixitt would definitely have been in trouble, Grulgor too probably.” Opening up the barrel of cream I could smell a faint foreign odour in it as well. If I wasn’t looking for it, it would be easy to overlook. “Pretty certain this has been ruined too.”

“So what do we do-do? This does not make sense at all!”

“Sure, it doesn’t in isolation, but if we put everything together I’m starting to see a pattern. A quick question, if I may?”

She nodded, wiping her tears, so I asked her my question. “I am nearly certain that some maids have been travelling into the forest to meet with someone with spatial magic that has been avoiding the Fae Stones. I found unusual footprints and some blood. I had thought it possible someone had been killed there, but now… do you know about Shaeula’s Kin Restoration?”

Velna nodded. “The princess used to boast about her ability frequently, as it was proof-proof she was special. Everyone knew about it.”

“I thought so. In fact, I have my suspicions that is one reason her enemies hate her so. A Skill like that, if Shaeula grew up to be powerful and respected, she’d able to use it to the fullest.” I shook my head, disappointed as pieces were starting to slot together in my head.

“I guess Fae aren’t any better than mortals when it comes to treachery and betrayal. Stupidity neither. Shaeula could be the key to prosperity for the entire Seelie Court. Though I guess it would be hard to exploit, as Shaeula wouldn’t consider any kidnapper or enemy kin… not easily at least.” I shuddered at the thoughts I had. Really, with the right brainwashing techniques or by breaking her spirit, it could work. Though it seems Grulgor was sent to kill her. At least one enemy isn’t thinking that cruelly.

“I don’t know how much they know about her Skill, but I’m guessing the other maid who was suspicious like you was lured away by the missing Risha. And I doubt the maid is dead, in case Shaeula considers her kin. That would be too much of a giveaway when her spirit-light appeared. They probably know about her Eyes too… damn.”

Velna seemed a touch relieved at my pronouncement. “But does that mean Risha is working with our enemies?”

“If only it was just her. I am suspicious of all the maids that encouraged Shaeula to behave badly from the very beginning. Sure, you agreed, but it wasn’t your idea, was it?”

She nodded, horrified. “But that would mean…”

“Yeah, it means they can’t be trusted. One more question. Do you know anything about the mountains to the north of the Seelie Court? I found ash from there in the remains of the clearing.”

“The north? Duke Formor and his Giants ward the north against our enemies, since the loss of Salamandrastrae and the northern forts.” she said slowly. “You don’t suggest…” Her voice trailed off as she thought about it.

“Duke Formor, huh? Wouldn’t be the first time, but this seems a bit clever for him alone, if you compare it to the plan with Grulgor. Still, if he guards a border, then getting in Wild Hunt or other enemies would be easy enough, I expect.” The clues are starting to come together, but next question is, what do we do about this?

“I think we need to confirm a few things. All we have is circumstantial evidence. But we do have some ways we can resolve this. But first we need to gather the others.” Foresight was buzzing now, and as I pulled together the clues, it rose in intensity. Yeah, the danger is here. I’m both relieved and afraid. At least with it in front of my eyes, I can deal with it…


Two Hundred And Ten


“I’m going to have to dishevel you a bit more, I’m afraid.” I apologised, pulling at her clothes, leaving the maid outfit mostly unbuttoned. It wasn’t as much of a shame to her as it would have been for a human maid, but when I started messing with her fur and hair again she squirmed and snapped at me. I’m not doing this because I want to. But we need to make this convincing.

“Look, just bear with me, I have an idea.” Scooping out some of the tainted barrier cream from the sabotaged barrel, I eyed it. Yeah, this will do perfectly. Damn, Shaeula’s never going to let me hear the end of this, I can imagine her joking about it even now.

“Smear some of this on your face and … well, on your thighs.” Seriously, I can’t believe I’m saying this. This is sexual harassment at an extreme level. Seeing my gaze, she looked at the slimy liquid, then back at me. Tears formed anew in her eyes, but she quickly dug a hand into the barrel, before rubbing it in her hair, around her mouth, across her belly that was exposed by the unbuttoned uniform, and along her thighs.

It was accompanied by her making some very upset noises, which I supposed only helped our ruse if anyone was listening. When we were done, I tugged at my own clothing, making it look like I had hastily dressed, and explained she was to play along with my acting and I’d get her to Shaeula where we could plan our next move.

Pulling open the door I dragged Velna out behind me, only to find three maids waiting. On seeing the state Velna was in they looked horrified, and I put on my most malicious grin. “Oh, there you girls are. I’ve had such a good time with Velna here that I was going to have another go outside, but she’s starting to get tired, so I was thinking one or two of you could help out.” I stared at them suggestively, though I was really using the opportunity to observe them with my Mystic Eye. Again, they all check out as they should. Strange. “Where’s Risha? Since she’s usually together with Velna I thought a threesome would really get me excited.”

The maids, especially Saeca, who I had my suspicions over as one of the most likely traitors, along with Risha and the maid that was responsible for the escalating amount of sauce on the dinners, all looked horrified, but Saeca also looked nervous in a different way, as though she was hiding something. “I am sorry, Risha had to go-go out and deliver a report to prince Shaeraggo. Do not worry, we have not broken our word to the princess, we have not-not told him she is here, but we are ordered to make regular reports.”

“I see.” Yeah, pretty sure that’s another lie, and not the best one at that. Hyacinth already checked around the Ring Gates for activity, not that they know she has the ability to do so, and she knows we won’t check with Shaeraggo, obviously, so as a lie it isn’t utterly terrible, I suppose.

“In that case, do send her over to me when she returns. I’ll probably have finished with Velna here by then. Come on, I’d like to do you out under the moon, it’ll be fun!” And with that I dragged her outside, the other maids scattering. I made sure to paw and grope at her to keep up the façade until we were out of sight, though I avoided any areas that were too intimate. When we were away from the mansion she finally collapsed, legs going out from under her.

“Ugh… I am ruined. I can never show my face-face again.” She whimpered, hastily wiping the mess from her body as best she could and rebuttoning her outfit. I took pity on her and used aether to remove as much of the cream as I could, and she looked up at me, surprised.

“It’s obvious I didn’t do it because I wanted to. At least for now we threw off their suspicions, even if I look like a right bastard. Still, we can set the maids straight, if they turn out to be innocent. Now come on. We need to speak to Shaeula and plot our next move.”
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Hyacinth was taking a break, lying on her back and staring up at the sky, frustrated. Several prisoners Shaeula had caught were once more tied to the Fae Stones, and Shaeula was glaring at them as they struggled, mushrooms and toadstools spouting all over them, but doing little harm. Ixitt was inspecting the contents of the vacuum and moving it into various clear glass vials. On seeing me he brightened, only to see Velna behind me, who was still teary-eyed and looking at me nervously.

“Oho, what have we here?” He grinned, tail swishing. “That maid seems rather conscious of you. The princess might not be happy if you have indulged yourself.”

“Yeah, very funny. I had to get her out without alerting the other maids we were suspicious of them, so I had to tank my reputation.” As I spoke, Hyacinth and Shaeula both noticed me. Hyacinth jumped up, rushing towards me, arms open wide, only to stop as she saw Velna, hissing.

“Why is the bad maid with yooou? Hyacinth is much better, I will dooo anything you need, master! I have been wooorking hard, even if they still will not die! But soon, I prooomise! All the Myconids will rooot away!” Yeah, she can say such frightening things so easily. I know she means well though…

“Enough.” Shaeula rapped her on the head, and she clutched at it, pouting. “You are doing good-good work, and Akio will praise you. Later. I suspect your investigations have borne fruit?” She then eyed Velna. “You do indeed look as if-if Akio has been toying with you. I can not-not say I mind, but I am sure there is more to it than that, knowing him? He is rather shy when it comes-comes to voicing his desires.”

“He… we had-had to pretend he was defiling me, princess, to throw off suspicion. The mansion is… it is full of liars, princess.” She bit at her lip, more tears scattering. “Risha and another maid are gone without explanation, and I fear-fear the worst. Besides…” She looked at me then, and I relayed the grim situation.

“Our gear was sabotaged. All of it, even yours, Shaeula.” I shook my head sadly. “That stuff Ixitt whipped up for me worked a treat, and it showed that a maid had been in our storeroom. The butler would have bigger hands, I think.” As I explained the damage, Shaeula’s face flushed with anger, her eyes glittering with rage.

“To think my maids-maids would betray me! Unthinkable.” she snarled, causing Velna to hide behind me, which was a strange reaction. “I had-had thought they were merely as stupid and naïve as I, and as overbearing as my siblings. Instead, I find them plotting-plotting against me?”

“Not-not me, princess!” Velna curtsied so low she was touching the ground, though the effect was spoiled as she was still using me as a bulwark for Shaeula’s rage. “I have always cared for you-you! I find it hard to believe the others would do-do so either, but the evidence, the lies…”

“It sounds to me like the sauce is a preparation to accustom you to tastes so strong they could mask poison or drugs.” Ixitt observed thoughtfully. “Crude, and it would be far easier to slip in while you were sleeping and strike then. It seems very roundabout.”

Shaeula flushed from a different emotion then, and I scratched at my cheek, embarrassed. “Yeah well, to be honest neither Shaeula nor I need much sleep with our stats anymore, so… let’s just say we had other things to enjoy.”

“Hyacinth was always listening toooooo!” she declared unhelpfully, squirming fitfully, hands on her red cheeks. “Master and mistress seemed sooo happy inside, I was mooost jealous! I did see useless servants several times, but I thought little ooof them.”

“So, it seems we were saved by our appetites and a pervert.” I observed, Ixitt chortling heartily at the irony. “Though I’m not even sure they could have killed us in our sleep if they tried. You aren’t very strong, are you, Velna?” I asked, and she shook her head sadly.

“I still do not-not see what they have to gain.” Shaeula frowned. “My stupid brother was trusting them greatly with our secrets, so the prestige and rewards should have been-been most adequate.”

“I think there’s a lot more to it.” I relayed the information about the spatial remains, the ash and the blood, as well as the missing Risha and Klena, and the lies about the Warning Bell.

“This is troubling indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “The evidence points to Duke Formor, and indeed he has tried-tried to kill me before, and he and Duke Vulpatrius hate my father with great-great passion. But Duke Formor is loyal to the King and Queen, and the Seelie Court. I can not-not believe he would consort with the Wild Hunt and allow them through our borders. There must-must be more we are not seeing.”

She turned then to Velna. “I thank you for coming to Akio with this. There is hope-hope for you yet! But this situation is volatile. We could-could perhaps solve this problem by sending away all the maids and the butler, but if they are involved in some foul-foul skulduggery, we need to know how deep-deep it goes. I owe it to my father and siblings.” Her gaze hardened. “To that end, I must ask you a question, Velna. If you are truly-truly loyal to me, if you see me as your princess, submit to my befuddling winds so I may be certain what you speak is the truth. And then I shall-shall forgive you for your mistakes, as I made them too-too, and you can truly take your place serving me and my chosen husband.”

Yeah, using the winds is one way to help resolve this mess. As I thought that, Velna nodded, face resolute. “I still cannot believe anyone would betray-betray you, princess, but… it looks bad.” She then turned back to me. “Master, please look after the princess no-no matter what happens. I fear she will be hurt by whatever truths you unearth.”

“Sure thing.” I promised, instinctively reaching out to rub her head. She was surprised for a moment, letting out a squeal, before holding firm. Oops. Instinct again. Plus I’ve already been touching her, even if only for a cover story… Shaeula was looking at me wryly, while Hyacinth was jealous as always. Ignoring them I removed my hand, speaking in a kind tone. “Shaeula is more important to me than my life. I’ll never let her come to harm. I hope that one day you’ll accept me as her husband.”

Velna nodded slowly. “If-if you can prove to me that the princess will be happy and respected under-under your care, I shall no longer resent you.” She grimaced, steeling herself. “Now, princess. I have naught to hide!”

“Very well.” Jade and emerald energies swirled and the wind blew, soaking into Velna, who made no effort to resist, her eyes wide. “Now-now, tell me all about this conspiracy you know-know, and tell me, have you ever worked against me?” Shaeula demanded.

“No, never!” Velna declared, wide eyes going slightly vacant. “I have only ever done what I thought was in your best interests, though master has-has convinced me I was mistaken, that we chose the wrong path. I fear that Risha and the others may have tricked me into supporting their schemes, though I do not know-know why.”

Velna confirmed all we had discussed earlier, unable to resist Shaeula’s commands, and after a while she dismissed the winds, leaving Velna dazed and exhausted.

“So, what is our plan to resolve this mess-mess?” Shaeula asked, and as I had been considering it, I explained my thoughts.

“Well, Velna is clean, so I want her back in our Territory. We need to let Ulfuric know there could be problems and bring some forces over to surround the mansion. I know he can be trusted. We won’t leave our Territory undefended, but we can definitely spare Ulfuric and some elites. We’ll call back Grulgor from his patrols too. Though it is a worry his Oaths to us and Duke Formor might clash. If so, at least we have Ulfuric ready to aid us.”

“Very well-well, I approve.” Shaeula agreed. With that we took Velna to the Ring Gate…
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“A grim tale indeed. I did think it strange when you changed so, princess, but nobility becoming rebellious and overproud is hardly unheard of.” Ulfuric rumbled angrily, upon hearing our tale. His hard gaze fell upon Velna, who cowered, but his tone turned gentler. “At least you learned the error of your ways. It is never too late to make amends.”

He shrugged, massive, muscled shoulders twisting under his golden armour. “I trust the troops I command here, I doubt there are traitors amongst us, and it does not seem to be Duke Formor’s way, but once the issue is resolved I shall be thorough in my investigations. We cannot let such infighting stand without condemnation while the Seelie Court languishes more every moon.”

“Probably wise.” I agreed. He was looking at me, his eyes keen, so I asked what was up, and he grinned, an unusually animated expression for the taciturn badgerkin.

“I see you have finally consolidated the skills I have taught you. Good. Good. However, do not grow arrogant. The hard path begins now. Once the muscles are trained and the basic techniques are fully mastered, only then does the true martial path begin.”

After leaving me with those words and slapping me reassuringly on the shoulder, Ulfuric left to gather the troops. Time was flowing faster in the lower Astral, so we needed to be quick.

“You shall remain here-here.” Shaeula advised Velna, who looked worried, but nodded.

“Please, princess, master. If you can-can, protect those like me who did not know we were being misled, and give us the chance to serve you truly, to make-make amends!”

“We shall do our best.” Shaeula promised. “And now-now for the other matter that has cropped up. We have too-too much to handle all at once. This is most frustrating.”

No kidding. On our return to the Territory, Azuki had been waiting. She was going to head to the mansion, but our return was well-timed, so instead she was ready to deliver her message now. The doll-like Zashiki-Warashi seemed more relaxed since Hyacinth was absent, so kicked her little legs as she sat on a chair near us, sipping some juice.

“All right then, what’s the message?” I asked.

“There are several. But most importantly, a woman came to the shrine looking for you, princess. She was… let me see, ah yes, Konoe Ichika! Apparently what you gave her wasn’t enough, and she is in danger? She’s staying at the shrine for now, but that Hinata girl wants to know what she should do while you are absent.”

“Those villainous scum.” Shaeula spat, enraged. “Is Ichika well? If they have hurt her I shall render them down to dust-dust!”

“Calm down.” I pulled Shaeula close, stroking her hair and mollifying her. She’s always so protective of those she counts as friends, especially now, when her closest childhood companions, her maids, might have betrayed her. “I am with you, we’ll help her! So, is Konoe-san all right?”

“I believe so. Upset and shaken up, Hinata says, but unhurt.”

“Great. In that case…” I nodded to Shaeula. “We have to deal with the maid situation, that can’t wait, but as soon as we are done, we can spare a day back in the Material to crush those scammers and bitches who tried to force her into such vile work so thoroughly they’ll never get to do it again. Azuki, tell Hinata and Kana this. I have a number in my phone for a Detective Kato.”

Azuki nodded, still not quite grasping phones, but knowing they would know.

“Anyway, he owes me quite the favour, and he should be happy to deal with such a blight on Tokyo. Get them to give it to Karen-chan and get her to brief him on this situation, and when we are ready to strike, he can clean up the mess and take the credit.”

“Understood. There were some other matters. First, Hinata… your fiancée, yes? Another one…” Azuki scoffed, and I nodded, embarrassed. I’m starting to get used to the idea. I guess I’m doomed.

Azuki continued, passing on Hinata's messages that she and her grandfather had managed to secure several promising locations. None of them fitted all my criteria, which admittedly were hard to match, but even so they had done really well.

“Great, you can tell her I’m very pleased, and when my current messes are sorted out I’ll liaise with her about them.”

“She’ll be happy to hear that.” Azuki snorted, finishing her juice and hopping to her feet. “I get the feeling she was desperate for your praise, poor girl.”

“Praise from Akio is worth much. I do not-not blame her for wanting his approval.” Shaeula smiled, though I could still see the shadows of worry on her face.

“It’ll be all right. We can deal with everything together.” I reassured her, and after handling a few more details, we returned to the mansion, setting Ixitt and Hyacinth to their tasks, before heading to the mansion to resolve the mess and put the looming Foresight to rest…
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“Just why-why are we all gathered here?” Saeca asked, and the maid that had dropped the dinner nodded beside her. “And where is Velna?” We were in the dining hall, Shaeula and I sitting on some chairs, Grulgor looming menacingly behind us.

There’s seven of them. That isn’t right. Risha and Klena are here, and my Eye says they are who they say they are. Risha might be, but I’m almost certain Klena was the one that was dragged off and who the blood was from. Also, the butler is missing…

At her tone, Shaeula raised one eyebrow, annoyed. “Is that-that any way to speak to your master? Disappointing. You learn slowly, it seems.”

“My apologies princess.” Saeca curtsied in apology, and I held in a smile. Excellent. We need to delay them until Ixitt and Hyacinth conclude their investigation. Also we need to gather what information we can.

“No, it’s a fair question.” I said, mollifying Shaeula, taking my time caressing her hair and face. “Velna is resting. I quite wore her out. It was an enjoyable time though.” I leered, and several of the maids looked sick, especially those that had seen the state we had faked as I pulled her outside, all covered in goop.

“You know, I think after this meeting is over, I might just pick a couple more of you to fool around with. I’m getting the taste for maids now. Risha, how do you fancy having a threesome with Velna? It’ll be good practice for when we are back in our own Territory.” I put on my most repulsive grin.

For a brief moment she stared at me with malice glittering in her eyes, before realising she was supposed to look scared, and suddenly started to sniffle nervously. If my perception wasn’t so good, I might not have noticed, it was so fleeting.

“Klena too.” Shaeula blew her words with wind silently into my ear, as she was also observing their reactions to my cruel play. “She was always one of the most-most timid of my maids, her reaction is abnormal, but my Eyes show nothing. They appear to be who they claim to be. I do not-not understand it.”

Me neither. Still, the mystery goes deeper, I’m sure. “Don’t cry, you should be honoured to be chosen by the husband of your princess. Anyway, I asked everyone to be here, so where is the butler? Isn’t he supposed to be overseeing this whole mansion? This is dereliction of duty, and we are most displeased…”

I continued an embarrassing rant, channelling the sort of classic despotic magistrate that was common in old Japanese dramas. I’m certainly being lewd enough to be one… I managed to waste several more minutes, before the maid that had been in charge of our food answered.

“The head butler has to report regularly to prince Shaeraggo. I expect he will return soon.”

Oh really? That’s a lie. Wasn’t I told earlier that was where Risha went? That makes no sense, though maybe you don’t know Saeca told me that. When I voiced that out loud idly, Saeca quickly interjected. “Oh, it was about the Warning Bells. They seem-seem to be acting up, so it is a matter of urgency to get them fixed. It is the duty of all border estates to have working Bells.”

“But were they not-not working the other day, at your word?” Shaeula asked. “Most curious, most curious indeed.”

“Yes, but… well, Velna did not hear them, right? There were definitely problems.”

“It wasn’t just her. You didn’t either, did you?” I asked, making sure to look in the direction of, but not at Klena, instead eyeing a confused maid next to her. For a long moment there was a strained silence, before Klena’s tail twitched.

“Oh, me? Yes I forgot. Sorry, I had a lot on my mind.”

Bullshit. My Eyes were registering everyone as maids and weaselkin, but it did manage to detect a small trickle of aether striking Klena on her tail. Even more suspicious.

“So, if there is nothing else, master, princess, we have a lot of work to do.” Risha curtsied, but I noticed the movements being slightly off. “We have to prepare dinner as well, so if you must choose someone to sate your lusts, it should be those of us who have lesser duties.”

There was protest in the eyes of the indicated three maids, but they hesitated to go against her directly, and I made a grand show of considering it, stalling until the doors to the dining room burst open, Ixitt and Hyacinth entering boldly. On seeing me, Hyacinth broke out into a bright grin, before turning her vicious gaze on the maids, most of which quailed before her. No, all of them did, but two were a beat slower…

“Dinner will have to wait, I fear.” Ixitt grinned, bringing out a bright yellow vial, which my Eye identified as...

Nigawarai venom – the poison from a powerful Yōkai of this species is incredibly bitter, and can only be masked by similarly overpowering sweetness. While lesser Nigawarai venom only causes intense pain and suffering, and actually has some minor beneficial properties if used properly, this potent brew will lead to significant damage to both the Material and Astral subtle bodies of the victim at the least, and potentially even death.


“Would you happen to know what this is?” Ixitt continued, eyeing all the maids. As they all shook their heads, Hyacinth stepped forwards, glaring at the one who had been spoiling our dinners with intensely sweet yellow sauces.

“I think you dooo? Why else wooould you ruin the meals sooo? Confess, or I shall wring you tooo death! Cook the meals, make the beds, clean the hooouse. Not poooison the master and mistress! That is Unseelie wooork! Hyacinth hates it!” Her hands were shaking, and I could see the pain within her as she fought against her new Boggart tendencies. “It was hidden in yooour room too!”

“You went in my room?” the maid declared angrily, before stopping herself. “You put it there, didn’t you, vile Unseelie! I knew you couldn’t be-be trusted!” She turned to Shaeula, curtsying frenziedly. “Don’t listen to these liars. We’ve served you ever since you were a young child, I would never do such a thing, I just thought you’d enjoy sweeter food since you had been away from the Seelie Court-Court so long…”

“Yeah, there’s only one problem with that.” I snorted, shaking my head. “I know it wasn’t Hyacinth. Besides, that’s a Yōkai venom, not a Fae one. Where the hell did it come from? This smacks of conspiracy. Care to tell me where the real Risha and Klena are? Oh, the butler too, I guess.”

“Real? Princess, your consort is-is quite crazy. I have no idea what he is talking about.” Saeca shook her head frantically. “We are being set up-up by this ratkin and the Unseelie! They cannot be trusted!”

“Yes, I have no idea what you are talking about.” Risha denied my accusation. “If this is some sort of game so that you can have your way with us, I do not approve. Please, princess, rein in your errant consort!”

“Rein him in, when he is so-so clearly right? I know you believe me a fool-fool, my dear maids, but you are sorely mistaken. I have grown indeed, far-far away from your gaze.”

“Let’s see. You react a beat too slow each time I say something threatening. The other five react appropriately. You also don’t have the usual speech quirks, no doubled words. Most importantly, I’m pretty certain Klena at least was taken to Duke Formor via spatial means.” At those words of mine, Grulgor jolted, finally looking interested. “Shaeula, if you would.”

“Blow, my winds. You will answer us honestly. Have you betrayed your Oaths?” And with that she unleashed a green gale, filling the room with energy, slamming it into the maids.

“I betrayed no Oaths.” Saeca grated, compelled to answer. “For I swore to Duke Vulpa…” Another maid covered her mouth, stopping further words, but even as she did so, horrified, she began to confess her own sins.

“I was paid well to encourage your arrogance, making sure…” She bit down so hard her mouth was filled with blood, trying to stop her treacherous tongue, but she began again, and other maids chimed in as well, saying how they were either Oathsworn before their service began, or they had been recruited.

All except Risha and Klena, I see. Either they are innocent, or more likely…

“I expected this. How could I not-not?” Shaeula mourned, as I hugged her close, reassuringly. “But to hear from their own mouths I was either never truly-truly loved, or that I was betrayed for mere-mere baubles and trinkets, it does-does pain me. If I did not-not have you now, Akio, I fear I might weep!”

“I have never betrayed you, princess!” Klena said loudly, and beside her, Risha agreed.

“Your consort is a fool to distrust us. I state as well that I have not betrayed you!”

“Yeah, well, I’d believe you more if you didn’t phrase that so precisely. Very Fae-like, but I’m not sure you even are.” I sneered. “It’s not a betrayal if you never were her maids or allies, am I right? Try telling us you mean her no harm or ill-will.”

They exchanged glances, ignoring the befuddled maids, before Risha sighed. “Well shit. I thought this would be easier. The little princess has grown, sure, but her and her consort should have been easy prey. We shouldn’t even have been needed. Come on sis, we might as well do this.” Her tone changed completely, becoming masculine and harsh. Then she changed, into a massive golden cat, with deep green eyes and a ferocious energy radiating from it.

“Fine. Brother, you are such a pain. I only tagged along as I could get something nice, nya.” She too became a giant cat, though leaner and silver in colour, with azure eyes. She then breathed in, drinking in the energies of the befuddling winds. “Oh cool, I’m stealing this for now.” the cat giggled, before transforming into a humanoid figure with cat ears and tail, naked barring some silvery fur covering her chest and groin. The maids immediately stopped spilling their guts, the winds dispelled.

A cat-girl? What the hell? Beside her the other cat changed into a similarly naked male, his golden tail lashing, his other tail barely covered by his golden fur that wreathed his legs and lower body. Fuck, I’m glad that didn’t scar Shaeula’s eyes. Damn, cat-girls I can get behind, but cat-boys? No way!

“My winds have been usurped.” Shaeula whispered, shocked. “They do not answer me.”

“Of course they don’t. My sister is the archetype of the thieving cat.” The golden cat grinned unpleasantly, flexing his ample muscles as if ready to attack. “I greet you, daughter of one I hate so very much. When we were offered the opportunity to strike you down, I leapt that the chance. My sister too, though she has different wants.”

The cat-girl licked her lips lasciviously, dancing with jade energies. “Yes, I heard tell you have some wonderful Skills indeed. Skills to kill you for. I’d rather steal them though!”

“You know my mother? Who are you and how-how did you get here? You are not-not Seelie, Unseelie or even the Wild Hunt! What does Duke Formor and Duke Vulpatrius have to do with this?”

“Questions. So tiresome. I will give you my name at least before you die. I am Kinneka, Bakeneko and proud member of the Night Parade of A Hundred Demons, the Hyakki Yagyō, the Ninetieth. My sister is Ginneka, the one who steals.”

“Charmed.” Ginneka purred, eyeing me. “You’re a handsome one, pretty boy, nya. I don’t mind taking a tumble with you and draining you dry before I kill you. I haven’t had a man in weeks, nya.”

“I draw the line at scum like you!” Shaeula snapped, clutching me close. “My Akio will only have the finest-finest of females, not gutter-trash whores.”

“So brutal, nya!” she meowed, unconcerned, playing with the long silver claws that sprouted from her fingers. “But why do you care? You’ll be dead soon, anyway. Why not let your man have some fun before he dies, as a last happy memory before Yomi, nya?”

“So, I don’t get why everyone is so intent on killing Shaeula? Makes no sense to me. But I know one thing.” As anger built within me, I readied my swords. “It’ll be over my dead body!”

“Excellent.” Kinneka grinned savagely, his massive golden fangs gleaming as sharp as my own blades. “This wouldn’t be any fun if you didn’t fight back!”


Two Hundred And Eleven


“If you are going to insist on fighting, can we take this outside?” I asked, and Ginneka looked at me curiously for a moment, before turning to her brother.

“What’s he talking about, nya? I’d have thought he’d have more of an advantage against our speed in here. I don’t get it, nya.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I interrupted them. “I don’t want the mansion ruined, it was a precious gift to Shaeula. I’d feel bad for Shaeraggo. Of course, I’d prefer if we could just talk this out rather than fight. Shaeula isn’t her mother.”

“Well isn’t that something?” Kinneka smirked, flexing his massive muscles. Beside him the maids, freed from the winds, were huddling together, the situation having wildly escalated out of their control. “You think you have the leisure to worry about a damn house? The dead have no need of material things.” Golden claws grew from his nails to match his sister's silver ones. “And talk it out? Hardly. What’s to say other than with claw and fang, the way of the Bakeneko?”

“I must say I’m rather shocked that Duke Formor could commit treason just to kill Shaeula. He’s supposedly loyal to the Seelie Court.” At my words, Grulgor, who was looking very conflicted, began to scratch at his head, thinking.

“Treason, nya? So dumb. What treason? The Night Parade may be on… difficult terms… with the Seelie Court, but we are not enemies, nya!” Ginneka sighed, as if lecturing an idiot. “We are not supposed to be here, yes, but your Duke kindly allowed us passage. I even got to borrow a lovely Skill, nya!”

“My sister speaks true.” Kinneka sneered. “After all, I don’t believe that she…” He scowled at Shaeula, who met his harsh green gaze with a calm, amber one of her own. “… is supposed to be here either, is she? Nobody is calling that treason.”

True. Damn. I doubted I would have any time to get information out of them during the fight, so this brief lull before the battle was my best chance. Plus it gives Ulfuric time to set up. If anyone has noticed this, it’ll be him… “Even so, Duke Formor clearly wants Shaeula to…”

“My, not at all, nya.” Ginneka shook her head, silver tail lashing. “Duke Formor never said he wants the girl dead. No, indeed, he has been sending her lovely gifts apparently, nya. He is most frustrated they have not been properly received.”

Yeah, that’s a euphemism if ever I heard one. I was about to speak when Grulgor came to a realisation, stomping down on the floor in glee, putting a hole in the floorboards.

“Of course, Grul is known to not understand things. Grul must have been mistaken. If Duke Formor has no wish to kill the princess, Grul has no need to hesitate.” He raised his heavy mace, before looking at Shaeula. “Duke Formor is like Grul, hates weakness, especially those in power. Too many Fae dead because our leaders were weak. Little weasel was worst of all, all talk, pathetic. But now, princess, you have grown strong. I will talk to Duke Formor, he will like you now! Until then, we crush and break these useless cats! Then Grul worry about Oaths and what the right thing to do is.”

Really? I don’t think Grulgor is as stupid as he claims to be. He’s found a way to reconcile his Oaths, which helps us. As for Duke Formor, he clearly intended Shaeula to die, but… politics. I’ll worry about our response and revenge later. For now…

“So, nya. We might as well…” A loud booming noise interrupted her, and she staggered, a volley of heavy shells from Ixitt’s shotgun peppering her side, drawing small scatters of ruby blood. “Ow, that hurt, nya!” she glared, but as she moved forwards the wooden floorboards began to sprout buds, before they erupted into thorny vines, snaking out for her.

“Bad kittens must be punished!” Hyacinth declared, following Ixitt’s lead. “Master can tooorment you suitably later. Hyacinth gets sooo excited thinking abooout it!”

“Stay out of this, you…” Kinneka roared, but Grulgor was there then, mace swinging to block him. “Insolent creature!” Kinneka caught the mace, muscles straining, but he was pushed back, digging furrows in the floor.

“Shaeula, rescue the maids!” I cried, ready to make my own move, but as Ginneka struggled out from the thorns she tossed her head, annoyed.

“This isn’t fun, nya. This is supposed to be two on two!” she declared huffily as she tore free, scratches on her skin already healed. “Guess I stole this for a reason. Go to sleep, nya!”

The jade energies of the befuddling winds surged over us like a tidal wave. The maids fell first, unable to resist, and Ixitt staggered, slumping back against the wall, shotgun falling from his hands. Hyacinth remained standing, but her eyes slid shut. I felt an overpowering urge to close my eyes, and perhaps I would have faltered before, but with my Determination and Resilience higher than ever, I took a moment to fight it off.

I could feel Shaeula beside me, equally determined, but unfortunately Grulgor was not so lucky, toppling with a great crash, smashing through the nice table, sending wreckage everywhere. Shit, yeah, he’s weak to mental attacks, isn’t he? It’s how he was beaten in the second Trial…

Refocusing my eyes, I could see that in those brief few moments the two Bakeneko hadn't attacked, but had instead each seized a maid, holding them by the scruffs of their necks. The maids had awoken, and were now crying out in terror, trying to protest that they were on the same side.

“I suppose we should try matters the easy way.” Kinneka growled. “Much as I’d love to spill your blood in battle, I’m not here to have fun. Though I do want to.”

“Nya, yeah, I’m not big for fighting, brother. I much prefer to do my wresting under the sheets, nya.” She was holding Saeca, who was crying uncontrollably.

“Put me down-down!” she cried. “I’ve always been loyal to Duke Vulpatrius, done what he wanted! This isn’t the plan!”

“What do you aim-aim to achieve here?” Shaeula asked, her voice cold, but I could hear a tremble in her tone. Her maids had indeed betrayed her, but even now she must have carried some affection for them still. “I do not-not understand.”

“Simple. If you don’t lay down your arms peacefully, we’ll rip apart your pretty little maids.” Kinneka smirked cruelly. “You really made a mistake here. When word spread you were successfully making inroads to that lost, blighted land, you became an eyesore, a problem.”

“Yep, nya!” Ginneka laughed, shaking Saeca, causing her to whimper and cry out in pain. “We were supposed to throw your body in the forest and pretend you died there. Guess it’ll be harder to cover up when the house here is wrecked, nya. Oh well, not our problem. I just came to steal your Skill.” She looked at Shaeula, licking her lips. “A mix of the Night Parade and the Fae. Quite precious, nya.”

“So, enough of this. Don’t you have any regard for your maids? Sure, they may have been working against you, but aren’t servants closer than family to a princess, always with you? Weak and pathetic, but that is how you noble creatures are.” Kinneka pressed for our surrender.

Surely Ulfuric must have noticed by now. He should be getting set up… how much longer?

“Just lie down and die and we can even let your boy-toy go, nya… no, you wouldn’t believe that. I get it. You will all have to die, but you’ll die anyway, nya, so why not at least save your maids?”

“I … they betrayed me. I will not-not put the others at risk for them.” Shaeula denied that offer, but I could feel her indecision.

“Yeah, but only you have to surrender, nya.” Ginneka purred slyly. “We’ll let the maids go, then fight pretty-boy here. If you believe he can beat us, then he might live, right?” Her words were persuasive, too persuasive.

“No, I… Akio. If it was Eri or Aiko there, what-what would we do…?” She shook her head slowly, before she jolted, as I grabbed her hand, squeezing it painfully. Our amber eyes met, as I had been using my Eye to see.

“It isn’t Eri or Aiko. And even if it was, losing you for them isn’t what they or I would want.”

“But… but...” she began, and I kissed her, still keeping my perception strong, in case the cats tried to attack us while I strengthened her resolve.

“But nothing.” I declared, as our lips separated. “If that day comes, we’ll deal with it. But today isn’t that day. Wind Eating Breath!” I whispered then, and her eyes widened as she realised.

As her hungry winds devoured the subtle traces of befuddling winds that had been hidden behind the strong command from earlier, Ginneka clicked her tongue. “Nya, was worth a try. Guess you get your wish after all, bro. You always did love the taste of blood on your claws, nya.”

“True, but as a matter of principle, we don’t make idle threats. A shame. At least it won’t haunt your nightmares for long, bastard daughter of the Night Parade.” Kinneka proclaimed coldly.

“Wait, no, princess, I never wanted to kill you! All I did was sell some info, make you think-think some…” her maid's frantic words were cut off as Kinneka tore off her head, dropping her bloody corpse to the floor.

“This is all your fault, princess!” Saeca cried. “If you hadn’t been…” With a savage bite, her head was severed too, Ginneka changing her own head into that of a giant cat momentarily to devour her.

Shaeula looked away, feeling pain in her heart as the corpses fell. The other three maids raced for the door, but a lashing golden tail from Kinneka slammed into them, breaking bones and hurling them to the corner, where they lay limp.

“Bastard scum.” Shaeula growled, her own lip dripping with blood, her nails digging into her palms likewise. “They may have hurt me, but they needed-needed to make amends, They were… still my kin.” she whispered, eyes going wide, and as I felt what she did, I masked my own grin. It wasn’t time for that.

“Brother, let us just dispose of all these other fools and we can get to it, nya.” Ginneka purred, moving towards Hyacinth, only to scream as Hyacinth snapped her silver-violet eyes open, her mouth gaping, a spray of mist leaving it. She blocked the spray with one arm, only to yowl in torment as fungus and mushrooms began to sprout, devouring her flesh.

“Punishment time, Hyacinth enjoooys this!” she chortled.

“Shit, nya. Careless.” Ginneka tore off her infected arm, letting it strike the ground. She then blurred, and was suddenly whole again. “That was a pain.”

“Sister!” Kinneka made to move in, only to have Grulgor’s massive mace slam into him. He shrugged off the blow, staggering a little, but it bought us enough time for me to call out to the awakening Ixitt, before charging in myself.

“Ixitt, a couple of the maids aren’t dead! Get them out, we’ll need them for evidence later!” Besides, Ixitt isn’t a fighter, especially not up close. He’ll only get killed.

“I am on it.” he promised. Ginneka raced his way, only for Shaeula and Hyacinth to block her, while Grulgor and I stepped in front of Kinneka. It was then that suddenly the mansion was filled with music, uplifting and majestic, and fresh strength flowed through us.

“Nyaaaaaa! Such annoying caterwauling!” Ginneka snarled, her ears lying flat against her skull, tail standing on end.

“I find it rather charming.” Shaeula disagreed, yellow and green energies forming around her. “Though it is not-not as good as the songs in my favourite anime.”

“I wish I could hear that toooooo!” Hyacinth muttered, the wooden wreckage in the room twisting into a cage of vines.

“Perhaps you shall, soon-soon enough.” Shaeula reassured her.

Meanwhile, I was facing Kinneka, Grulgor beside me. “You shouldn’t have killed the maids.” I declared, pissed off. “I hate those who betray their allies most of all. Besides, doing it to hurt Shaeula… I have to repay you tenfold!”

“So brave.” Kinneka scowled, also discomforted by the music. “Such a loyal mate. Pathetic. If the death of some traitors can wound her, I do not see the resemblance to her mother at all.”

“Grul says shut up!” He threw a meaty grey fist. Kinneka blocked it and retaliated, claws ripping deep furrows in Grulgor, but he ignored the injuries, his acidic blood burning the floor and the exposed skin of our enemy. He then struck again, and Kinneka dodged, only to run into my Twin Fangs, blades slicing into his shoulder deeply. Fuck, he’s fast, as fast as me. So I missed his throat.

“I can’t concentrate with this fucking racket, sis!” he cried, leaping backwards, blurring momentarily as his sister did, closing his deep wounds. “Call the Hunting Cats!”

“But… nya, fuck off!” she snapped at Shaeula, as a wind blade ripped into her chest, showing bone for a second before she healed mysteriously. Tearing free from the thorns, her skin bubbling up painfully with toxic spores before she once more sliced them free, wincing, she called a warning. “I still have the Skill I borrowed, but how will we get home without it, nya?”

“We’ll manage somehow!” her brother snapped back, clawing at me, but I leapt away and parried, severing several of his golden claws. A punch from Grulgor rocked him, and he spat blood, eyes wild with rage. “The music is making them stronger and I can’t keep my balance. We need to shut it up!”

“Nya, fine then. You owe me, bro. I hate using up Skills. Though I guess I’m getting some good ones… nya, stop interrupting me!” She miaowed in pain as flames licked over her fur and flesh.

“Who-who waits for their enemies to stop speaking?” Shaeula scoffed. “I am not-not some idiot villain waiting for a transformation sequence to end.”

“Bitch.” She spat, smoking blood staining the floor. “Fine. Now everyone outside will die too, hope you are happy, nya!” With that the cat-girl leapt backwards, getting some distance, before her eyes turned a deeper violet. A slash in space opened, slicing apart the far wall of the mansion, showing the sky and the sight of weaselkin troops, musicians and Ulfuric all formed up, before dozens of large cats poured out, looking like panthers, only with keen, intelligent eyes. “Go kill them all, kitties! Nya, wade in blood!”

“Grulgor, go back them up!” I cried, seeing the host of cats racing towards our troops. The first was met by Ulfuric, who cleaved it in two, but more were rushing past, running into a wall of weaselkin with spears, mages behind cleaving them with blades of wind launched over their allies.

“Grul says this cat is strong. Can you kill it?” he gurgled.

“Can I? It’s not…” I ducked in close, spears of rock shooting from the floor, piercing Kinneka's flesh, though several stray shots flew higher, wrecking the ceiling, a rain of furniture tumbling down to shatter on the ground. “…whether I can, but how I do!”

“Grul understands. Grul will smash stupid kittens.” He strode over, grabbed his club and rushed out of the wrecked mansion, his mace smashing the spine of one cat, his free arm grabbing another by the tail and flailing it around, crashing it into several nearby Hunting Cats.

“Your arrogance will be your undoing.” Kinneka snarled, leaping at me, talons flashing. My Eye shone, helping me read his movements, and I met his attacks, bolstered by the buffs from our musicians. Despite that, I was pushed back a little, judging his physical strength to still be a little higher than mine. Still, I have other tricks than mere brute force.

The ground below us rippled into mud, and he clawed at it fitfully, struggling to escape. My swords flashed and I would have struck a fatal blow, except he transformed into a small cat, freeing himself. Rushing at me, growing larger in an instant, using his sudden greater mass and four-footed stance, he drove me back, and I suffered some nasty claw wounds in my thigh, though Ether Healing was already starting to repair the injuries.

“This was supposed to be easy, nya. I’m pretty mad right now!” Ginneka snapped, her tail splitting and multiplying until there were a half-dozen behind her, lashing out like whips. Hyacinth took several hits, her blood scattering, but she was undeterred, turning her spilt gore into spores, forcing tails to disappear as they struck her, devoured.

Shaeula took that opportunity to bathe Ginneka in more flames, and her silver fur smoked under the intense heat. “But this is no fun. Still, for the Skill I want… for now, I’ll take this, nya!”

Shaeula stumbled, her fire element usurped from her. Even so, she had been through numerous battles now, and resorted to using fine vibrating wires of wind. Ginneka stumbled, her legs sheared clean off, and she toppled, surprised.

“Are you trying to draw Akio’s eyes with your awful body on show-show?” Shaeula scoffed. “Why would he even look at you, when he has-has me?”

“And me toooooo!” Hyacinth joined in with the taunts. Ginneka hit the ground, before she was suddenly in her silver cat form, growing in size until she towered over the girls.

“Brother, this is very fucking annoying, nya. I think I’m more interested in killing them than I am in their Skills now. Though I’ll still steal, of course!” She spat, which then ignited into a gush of flame that scorched the area, setting the mansion ablaze. Hyacinth protected us with a wall of vines, but under the intense heat they were starting to fail, flames leaking through, poisonous smoke rising. “I’m going to eat these bitches, nya!”

“I quite agree, sister!” Kinneka growled, engaging me with blow after blow from his massive paws, which I desperately parried, his golden claws striking sparks from my blades. “It’s very personal now.”

“It doesn’t have to be.” I cried, leaping onto his back and stabbing my swords in, trying to sever his spine. The golden fur was tough to cut, but my blades rent space, and suddenly I felt a crunch, his back legs and tail suddenly going limp and dragging. “Call this off and we can talk. But this is my final offer, before this is to the death!” I don’t want to kill other intelligent beings who could be our allies unless I have to, but these fuckers make that resolve hard…

I was thrown off as Kinneka blurred once more, assuming human form, his shattered back healed. He cricked his neck, eyeing me with absolute contempt. “You think you can win this? We are having more trouble than we had planned for, but the cornered mouse often tries to bite the cat. And the cat is always winning in the end.”

“Oh do shut-shut up!” A burning lance of indigo light nearly beheaded the cat-boy, only his quick reflexes saving him. Shaeula was brandishing her dagger of light in his direction, while Hyacinth was holding off Ginneka, her maid outfit torn and bloody. On seeing me looking she wiggled her bottom, the torn skirt hiding nothing. Still a pervert I see, but I’m starting to find it endearing. I must be sick myself.

“Weasels are not-not mice.” Shaeula grinned, a second burst of light flashing out. The sounds of fighting outside was intense, but I could hear Grulgor and Ulfuric bellowing and shouting, so I trusted it was in hand. The music was still playing, after all.

“Fucking bitch, nya.” Ginneka shrank, slipping through the vines, before enlarging and turning cat-girl again, just with one massive arm that struck Hyacinth aside. She made to strike down Shaeula too, but just as she had aided me, I returned the favour, rocky bullets filled with Foehn and propelled by wind striking her, the bullets piercing into her flesh before shattering, tongues of the greedy flame burning her cruelly.

Her yowling was a shock to our ears as she screamed in agony. She tried to brush off the flames, only spreading it, before changing form to scatter them away. Even so, some were still clinging to her, scorching her flesh and fur. Her eyes glowed, and suddenly I felt a wrench within, as Foehn and my elemental flame was pulled from my control. My body and Chakra network ached, the solar plexus Chakra churning. It hurt, my body and abilities working far above their limits, and worse, all the energy was going to Ginneka.

“Shit, even when I take it, it still doesn’t stop burning me, nya…” She sliced at her flesh, carving the remaining flames away before she was pristine again. “But it seems a really nice flame. And better…” She eyed me like a predator looking at prey. “How is it you have her Skill too, nya, the one I wanted? Guess I can take it from your corpse then, lucky me!”

“Swap opponents!” I cried, unwilling to let Shaeula face Foehn. She glanced at me, troubled for a moment, before rushing to engage Kinneka, her blades of wind slicing out, scoring great gouges in his flesh. Even so, he powered through, and Shaeula only barely managed to evade, more vibrating wires slicing deep into him as he rushed her, seemingly heedless of injury.

“Burn away, nya!” Ginneka breathed out a tide of Foehn, supporting it with flame energy she had stolen from me and Shaeula. I was already moving, but even so, some flecks fell on me and started burning painfully. The whole back half of the mansion exploded in bright citrine hellfire, and I idly though of the butler. If he’s still here, he’s dead for sure now…

“No thanks. Stealing isn’t a good thing. Didn’t you learn any better?” I thrust rock spikes from the ground into her, again causing significant injuries, but she quickly healed. More flame shot my way, and I blocked them with more walls of stone.

“Annoying, nya. Why won’t you just all die?” Ginneka rushed me, shrinking to leap over the wall before sprouting multiple mouths within her torso in some horrific, poor Cerberus imitation, to spew a rain of Foehn down. “As for theft, the strong can do as they wish. That has always been the way of all worlds, nya.”

My stone defences failed quickly, but I had used my speed to get behind her, blades slicing her clean apart, but again she blurred into cat-girl form, seemingly unharmed. Fuck, we’ve killed these bastards three times over already but they just keep fixing themselves.

Meanwhile, Shaeula was having a hard battle against Kinneka, her speed and strength being below mine and her fire energies having been stolen. Regardless of those disadvantages, using her wind she was giving a good account of herself, shocking and frustrating the golden cat.

One paw slammed down on her, and Shaeula coughed blood, but then a wind prison formed around them both, filled with an array of slicing strands. For a moment I couldn’t see what was happening within, but then the barrier shattered. Shaeula was clawed down her face, her cheek laid open and one arm dripping red and silver, but the giant cat was once more unharmed.

“Futile. No matter how many times you wound a Bakeneko, we can always recover.” he growled, fang-filled maw opening wide, tongue lolling out. “Still, I admit you have impressed us. The blood of your mother runs within you indeed, must as I hate to admit that.”

“I appreciate that-that. I would appreciate you dying more!” She pulled out her jade bells and the collapsing, flaming mansion exploded outwards, her wind surging in a fierce gale.

I have to take advantage of this moment. But how? I struggled to come up with an instant solution, but the battered Hyacinth wasn’t done, unleashing a spray of black spores that engulfed Ginneka.

“This again, nya? Just stay down and die peacefully, useless idiot!” Ginneka said, changing shape to shed the spores, before she sneezed, her nose red and dripping. “Wait, what’s this, nya? NYA?” Her eyes met mine, and changed from her bright azure to a murky navy colour, drool dripping from her mouth.

“No, no.” She shook her head, breathing heavily. “I do want to have some fun with you, pretty boy, but I need to kill you and steal that Skill, nya.” She shook her head again, as if to clear it, buying me a few moments as I could feel flame energy and Foehn being pulled from my body at an alarming rate. “So few worth keeping, nya. Though here’s one I stole a long time ago. Void Motion.” She disappeared, and suddenly I was thrown back, landing heavily, her paw on my chest, pushing down. Slobbery drool was landing on me, and her breath was hot.

“That one hurts to use, nya. But it was one of the few worth making a part of me permanently. Brother, have you finished her yet, nya? I itch inside, I need to mate!” She looked at me, licking my face with her large, rough tongue, her arousal plain even in her giant cat form. “I can take this flame Skill and the copy of hers after I’m done.” Her rumbling purrs sent vibrations through me.

“The bitch is proving annoying! But it won’t be long.” In cat-boy form he had broken Shaeula's arm, the bells lying on the floor, surrounded by Foehn, so she was unable to reach them. Indeed, the bottom of her bloody yukata was starting to catch fire, and the situation looked grim, but her eyes were showing no fear of defeat as she clutched her dagger. “Stop fucking about and finish him!” Kinneka roared.

“Fucking, nya. No, no I can’t!” she sneered, shaking her head, trying to dispel the darkness element that was eroding her reason, inflaming her passions. “Sorry handsome, but your Skills are going to be mine. I can only hold a few within my spirit permanently, nya, and you have two worth keeping.”

I felt a wrench within, as Kin Bonding and Restoration flowed into her. As I felt my connection with Aiko, Eri, Shaeula and her weaselkin diminishing, I snarled with the pain and the cruel sensation. No fucking way I am letting it end like this…

My swords flashed, slicing through the leg that was pressing me down. Ulfuric would kill me if I dropped my weapons, even taking an unexpected hit from this stupid bitch if a cat. Even then Ginneka barely flinched, and she roared, flames pouring down on me, the glittering wave of Foehn devastating.

“Burn away, so I can make your Skills mine, nya!” she crowed as the air filled with searing heat, the floor caving in, the foundations of the mansion collapsing. “With these, I can easily climb the Night Parade!” She purred in satisfaction, only to grunt as a heavy weight, my weight, slammed into her, eyes shut from the flames, relying on the vision of my Mystic Eye, which could work even when my eyelid was shut, apparently. I was ablaze with Foehn from head to toe, far worse than when I had fought Shaeraggo, and only the insulating layers of wind and mud I had expended most of my remaining strength to cover myself with were able to keep me alive.

“What, why won’t you die, nya? I don’t like persistent men, I’m the hunter!” She tried to throw me off by changing her shape, shrinking to the size of an ordinary housecat, but before she could use her Void Motion I caught her tail, wreathing it in flame as she cursed and cried out. Another shapeshift and she was free, teleporting away, only to run into a cage of vines that sprung up, Hyacinth moving her burned and shredded body forwards, heedless of her injuries.

Two can play at that… Aether flared and I moved at a similarly blinding pace, scattering burning droplets in my wake like a river of burning stars. Even as my body protested the savage speed, I slammed into Ginneka, throwing us towards Hyacinth, who was grinning, rising waves of nature energy gathering.

“You wouldn’t, nya! He’ll die too!” she protested, suddenly massive, cracking my bones with a savage twist of her new momentum. Undaunted, I seized her ears firmly, holding on as if my life depended on it. Even as she flickered smaller again, I was still grasping her, resolute as she bit and clawed at me, the Foehn burning around her scorching hot.

“If your shapeshifting is so good, why are you only around ninety in rank?” I scoffed, even as a cloud of the most lethal spores Hyacinth could muster washed over us. Many of them ignited around me, but some were finding their way through the flames that clung to me, settling in the mud I wore as insulating armour, sprouting, roots digging into my flesh.

“Nyaaaaaa, help me brother! Kinneka!” She cried out as the spores began to devour her, virulent toadstools and fronds of sickly red and white fungus rippling free from her flesh. She changed her form often, shrinking, growing, sprouting new limbs and tails freely, but one thing only changed in size and shape, never vanished.

“Your shapeshifting sure is one hell of a cheat, but you always have to have your head.” I mocked, as the cat mewled, one eye already consumed, vile white froth spilling from her throat. “You shouldn’t take what doesn’t belong to you, bitch. And threatening Shaeula is even more reason for your death.”

“Sister!” Kinneka roared, seeing her pitiful state. He surged towards us, only to stumble, all four legs severed by Shaeula as she lashed out with whipping wires of air, mimicking her pinwheels. Legs sprouted again, four, eight, a dozen, looking like some sort of hideous centipede, before a bolt of light struck him in the head, staggering him, sending him sprawling into the flames of Foehn that blazed around us in the ruined mansion.

“Nurarihyon will… never… let me go unavenged, nya!” Ginneka coughed, teeth falling from her rotting body. Even as she changed forms, shrinking and growing, the new areas began to corrode at ever-increasing pace, sprouting toadstool towers and milky growths. “And my brother will… kill…” Her words were cut off as I slammed my burning fist through her rotting skull, exploding it viciously, the iron-hard bones that protected it from normal injury now porous and spotted with fungal roots.

“Ginnekaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!” Kinneka howled, slamming me, heedless of the flames burning around me. Even as he drove me backwards, my bones shuddering from his force, I felt energy surge into me, my Chakra network receding to normal, Foehn returning to my control, the Kin Bonding and Restoration slamming back into my soul, a heavy weight coming with it.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Fifty-eight to Sixty. All of your Material Statistics have increased by Eighteen. Aether has increased by Forty.
Your Skill, Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze has advanced from Rank 3 to Rank 4, having grown ever hungrier in the hands of a consummate mistress of theft. It has absorbed traces of Spatial Element, making the blaze harder to halt and control.
Your Skill, Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame has advanced from Rank 4 to Rank 5. After being forcibly usurped by a thief and pushed to its limits, Your Solar Plexus Chakra now generates significantly more Flame Energy and is better able to handle variant and unique Flames, such as Foehn.
Your Skill, Kin Bonding And Restoration has advanced from Rank 3 to Rank 4. Your Bonds were usurped, but remained unbroken, clinging on with all their strength to not shatter. Now retaken, your Bonds are stronger than ever, and you will more rapidly restore those who fall, Astral forms reknitted from your Aether and the strength of your sorrow. Your ability to share strength and knowledge with your Bonded Kin grows, and all Skills that strengthen Bonds will grow in power.
Your love for your kin has soaked into the Bond as you fought to reclaim it and protect those precious to you. You have learned the Skill, Lovers’ Link. This Skill has been subsumed into Kin Bonding And Restoration. You may now share a Rank of Lovers’ Link with anyone you love deeply enough to have true Bonds with. Something unexpected has also occurred, a ??????????????????? which has remained within the cage of Bonds.


Those images burned through my Eye in a mere moment. There were others, an increase in affinity for flame and spatial elements, and a few others, but none of that mattered right now. The battle was still ongoing.

“I shall flay you to the bones and throw your skull before Nurarihyon, praying he can keep your spirit chained for eternity so I can…” Kinneka was roaring.

“Shut up!” I exploded the Foehn away from my already lightly-cooked body, even the multiple layers of wind and earth insulation not enough to prevent me taking significant wounds. Despite that, the pain was bearable. Like being out in the sun for hours with no sunscreen, just way worse.

Flames and boiling mud showered him, and even as he shrank to avoid it, Shaeula channelled all of her strength into a single Emerald Wind Prison, the cutting edges keeping him trapped, the whirling edges like deadly grinders.

“You are-are strong, true.” Shaeula breathed, hurt worse than me, but still standing proudly. “Stronger than I, if not-not much more than Akio. But all you have is strength and your ability to recover from great injuries. You are naught but a more-more frustrating Grulgor.” She mocked him as he was trapped within the sphere, unable to use Void Motion like his now-deceased sister.

Some faint growls and words were coming from within the sphere, but the words were trapped by the winds, unheard. I took a moment to look around. Grulgor, Ixitt and Ulfuric were all wounded, but they were surrounded by mounds of slain cats, bodies piled everywhere, and the musicians were still playing, even though their throats and fingers were raw. I guess Ulfuric’s training was worth it. The buffs we had received had made quite a difference.

“Yeah, that bitch of a sister was far more threatening with her stealing. But in the end, it’s just like the stories. Bakeneko and other Yōkai cats are cunning but are always less threatening than they appear.” Something stung at the back of my head, and I ignored it. “In the end, they were assassins, when it came down to straight fighting, we have the strength to overcome most enemies now.” I’m almost sad the bitch didn’t rob more of my Skills, all the ones she took were powered up when I got them back. Though I guess if she took my wind or earth, the Foehn would have roasted me.

Hyacinth rushed over and hugged me, and since we were both wearing mere shreds of clothing it was rather stimulating. Still, I didn’t have the heart to throw her off, as her spores had saved the day, definitely. “So, Shaeula… are you sure?” I asked, ignoring the ache within.

“They killed my maids, traitors though they were-were, and would have killed you, despite your offers of negotiations. I have no mercy for such fools, none-none at all.” With a grimace she clenched her fist, and the wind-orb contracted, blood and ether scattering.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Sixty to Sixty-one. All of your Material Statistics…


The remaining cats immediately surrendered, and the weaselkin rounded them up. I felt a heavy weight enter me, and Shaeula shuddered, energy playing around her, changing her subtly. It looked painful, so I investigated her with Ether Healing and Chirurgery, only to find her Chakra network had slightly changed, some of the paths rerouted, minor Chakras glowing brightly. My Eye inspected her, and I gasped in shock. Seriously?

“So, it is over then.” Shaeula breathed, looking up at the sky, which should have been impossible as we were in the mansion, but now all that was left were a series of burning walls, flames sending sparks into the endless night sky like shooting stars. “I fear Shaeraggo will be most-most wroth with the way his gift was treated.”

“No kidding.” I scratched my head sadly while Ether Healing worked on me. “But… well, I know some Kobolds, they do fine work. Maybe we can renovate the replacement to our tastes a bit more?” Well, this puts a bit of a dampener on our conquest of the Spring, doesn’t it?


Two Hundred And Twelve – Contains Status – Shaeula 7


We strode out of the collapsed and burning mansion, tongues of Foehn greedily licking up the skeleton of the once stately abode. The sparks drifting up into the black velvet of the Fae skies were pretty, but as I watched them sourly, helping the injured Shaeula and Hyacinth out, my arms around their shoulders, I couldn’t help but feel aggrieved. Sure, we can rebuild it, but even so… that was a nice mansion, and I do have some good memories there now.

“It is indeed a great-great shame.” Shaeula muttered, her amber eyes reflecting the conflagration as she turned her head. “Still, I would rather lose a mansion than anyone else I care-care about, even with Kin Restoration. I would not-not wish to rely on it too fervently, as there is no guarantee it is perfect, and to be reckless because we can-can restore my kin, only to find we were mistaken…” Her eyes narrowed. “… I would not-not wish to live with that guilt gnawing at my spirit.”

Beside me, Hyacinth nodded, still covered in little more than bloody rags. “Mistress is wise! Hyacinth has seen toooooo much loss over these looong years. It hurts to see the hooome destroyed.” She shook one fist at the burning wreck, frustrated. “It hurts sooo badly. The hooome is to be cherished, cleaned, proootected. But Hyacinth thinks we can rebuild, better than ever, sooo long as we all still live, yes?”

“Good sentiments.” I agreed, feeling warmth not from the flames, but from the camaraderie and bonds I shared with my companions. And speaking of bonds… “It was damn awful when that cat-girl started to steal the Kin Bonding Skill from me. I could feel our bonds growing fainter, and I hated it.”

“Silly Akio.” Shaeula kissed me then, and in addition to her normal flavour, I tasted blood and smoke. Her tongue sought mine, and we reassured each other we were still here, still alive, with the heat of our bodies. As we parted, flushed, a thin line of saliva bridging us, she clutched my hand, squeezing it for reassurance. “Our bonds are not-not merely some Skill. They are formed from love. Though even so, I would not-not care to lose that Skill, whether we need it or not-not. It is the legacy of my mother, changed by my love-love for you, and no bitch will ever take it from me.”

“Sooo jealous.” Hyacinth pouted, her usual routine, but after her heroics facing Ginneka, I felt warmer towards her than ever, so I leaned in and kissed her gently. On the cheek of course. I’m not going to take her lips. I’m sure Eri and Hinata can forgive me this much. For a moment Hyacinth froze, before going bright scarlet, her eyes wide, hand on her cheek where my lips had touched her.

“I think-think you broke her. Still, she does indeed deserve a reward. Though seeing first-hand how terrible her ability to use this biological warfare is, I am more-more sure than ever you must bind her to you and never-never let her go.”

Shaeula’s right. I’ve created a monster indeed, and Hyacinth isn’t exactly… stable. I’ll need to take responsibility. I think that when my second Throne reaches Rank two, she’ll have to take one slot for sure.

“Enough of that.” Shaeula said, surveying the battlefield, as Ulfuric and Grulgor came rushing over to us, relieved we were largely unharmed after our several frantic minutes of vicious combat. Weaselkin had died, even in this brief skirmish with the Hunting Cats, the survivors of which were now under guard, surrounded by thickets of spears. The spirit-lights were glittering around Shaeula, slowly drinking in trickles of our aether, but the number of lights around her seemed a little higher than the casualties, several of them bobbing around uncertainly, barely drawing in any power at all

Still, my musings on that and the irregularities I was experiencing had to wait, as Grulgor spoke, still dripping with silver and red blood from the many cats he had slain. “Grul says you killed those lying cats?” he boomed, and Shaeula nodded.

“Indeed we did-did. Akio took care of that unpleasant female, while I slew the male one. I do so hope Duke Formor was not-not expecting them to return.”

Grulgor looked troubled at that, before letting out a cavernous sigh. “Grul will speak to Duke Formor! It is strange to fight one another when we can crush treacherous fungi, take back our lands. Grul says you are not weak, not anymore. The Duke will listen, Grul is one of his mightiest followers!” He slammed a fist on his stony body, the sound thunderous.

“I hope so.” I sighed, remembering the Oaths I had sworn to him. “I did promise to be proportionate, so if he goes too far then I’m afraid…”

“Grul will stop him.” he promised, cutting me off. “But for now, Grul is happy stupid cats are dead.”

I felt a pricking at the back of my mind. Luckily it was not Foresight, the nagging sensations having faded away, and I was once more relieved I heeded them and took precautions this time. See, I can learn! If we had been less suspicious of the servants at the mansion, or wrote it off as mere dislike of me, we could have ended up poisoned, assassinated or dead to the Myconids when our gear broke. Although again, I’m not sure whether it would have been enough to take out me or Shaeula, even with their schemes. Maybe. But Ixitt, Hyacinth, Grulgor, they were vulnerable…

“So, just what happened here?” Ulfuric asked. “We were setting up perimeters around the Ring Gates, as well as the mansion, in case the Wild Hunt launched an attack as we suspected was possible, but then from inside the mansion battle erupted, and we were flooded with these creatures.” He turned to glare at the captured cats, who prostrated themselves on the ground, survival instinct overcoming their loyalty to their former masters. They immediately began to mewl excuses, that they were forced to come, until Ulfuric silenced them with a shout. “These are not from the Wild Hunt though, are they?”

I shook my head and explained the events that led us to this pass. Ulfuric listened intently, occasionally asking a sharp question or seeking further elaboration. When I was done he frowned, expression grim indeed. “The Night Parade? I see. I know little of them, though your mother was one of their number, princess. If Duke Formor, and likely Duke Vulpatrius, are trafficking with them to destabilise your father, princess, then everything does make a great deal of sense. Likely there are those within the Night Parade who are dissatisfied with your mother, just as we have here with Prince Shaetanao. The matter of long-hidden servants who were working for Duke Vulpatrius worries me more though. Ixitt has stabilised the survivors, and now the battle is over he has no doubt returned to tend to them. We will need answers. But first…” Ulfuric peered at Shaeula. “You have changed, princess. There is something about you now that seems… different.”

No kidding, I’ve noticed it too. It happened when she slew Kinneka. I nodded, my Eye gleaming as I invoked the powers replicating Kin Examination it held within. “Yes, you’ve grown stronger, and also…”

[Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan] [Noble Fae][Kamaitachi] [Wind And Flame Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might                    287 467 (+5)
Fortitude               286 466 (+5)
Intellect                322 502 (+5)
Resilience             288 468 (+5)
Alacrity                 334 514 (+5)
Precision               303 483 (+5)
Aether                 1507 2146 (+5)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                   17 20 (+0)
Majesty                     9 12 (+0)
Charm                     18 20 (+0)
League                   10 12 (+0)
Determination         7 10 (+0)
Foresight                   4 7 (+0)
Fate                           1 3 (+0)
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 6
Aether Manipulation Rank 4
Aether Combat Technique Rank 3
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 4 Rank 5
Ether Healing Rank 6
[Elemental Skills]
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 6 Rank 7
Wind Manipulation Rank 5
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 3 Rank 4
Flame Manipulation Rank 3
Lunar Chakra Of Wind And Flame Rank 2
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spatial Perception Rank 2 Rank 4
Kamaitachi Dagger Technique Rank 2
Combat Technique Rank 2
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank 5
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 5
Blessing Of Fortunate Winds Rank 4 Rank 5
Blessing Of Befuddling Winds Rank 4 Rank 5
Foehn, Wind-Eating Breath Rank 3 Rank 4
Lovers’ Link Rank 4 Rank 6
[Level] 22/23 40/41
[Classes]
Great Wind And Flame Fae 15/20 19/20
Pledged One 8/10
Demon Of The Hyakki Yagyō - Ninetieth 2/30
[Mastered Classes]
Wind Fae 10/10
Pledged One 10/10


You know what? I think we’ve kept our promise to Shaeraggo, and we still have plenty of our days remaining before the three moons he promised us is up. Seriously though, her stats have nearly caught me up again. It’s a touch bittersweet. Still, having my girls stronger is always a good thing!

“You’re a full-fledged Kamaitachi as well now. Neat. I guess the bloodline of your mother is shining through.”

Shaeula nodded. “I do indeed feel a little-little different.” She grinned broadly, then suddenly changed back into her weasel-form, looking as adorable as ever, but now she had gleaming daggers of brilliant jade metal sprouting from her wrists and ankles, shimmering with verdant wind energies, wreathing her form like an empress in a rich cloak.

“You look… impressive, princess.” Ulfuric was almost lost for words at her regal transformation. “Your mother and father will be very proud. With your current strength, I daresay you could put up a decent fight against your sister.”

“Would I beat her?” Shaeula asked, changing back to her human form and clinging to my arm, seeking praise, so I stroked her silky hair.

“It is not impossible. Though her long years of training and great skill would likely give her the edge. Even so, I feel your exile could be rescinded should you so choose.” Ulfuric didn't coddle her, speaking honestly.

“No.” Shaeula shook her head. “Not-not until we have recaptured the Spring of Clear Reflections and I can return in great-great glory, blowing away all the doubts about me and my father. We can do this, can we not-not, Akio?”

“Of course. This setback hasn’t changed anything. Ixitt and Bjarki can fix our gear, and even if we have to slum it in tents here while the mansion is rebuilt, we can manage.”

“Grul agrees. If you and the princess prove your might, Duke Formor will surely be pleased and have no reason to oppose you. Besides, Grul hates leaving the battle unfinished. Many puny fungi left to crush!” He laughed, his voice booming between his slab-like teeth, causing the captive cats to cower harder.

Well, I’m not sure how much I should trust Grulgor at his word. I can think of many reasons Duke Formor would want us dead even more now. But there’s no point shattering his illusions. We are close to pulling him into our camp completely. Just a little more…

“Your Chakra network has changed again.” I observed, Eye glowing amber. “And after we had just finished those paintings. Now we’ll need to redo them.” I sighed, thinking of the effort ahead.

“You would take any-any excuse to see me naked, would you not-not, Akio?” she laughed, lightening the mood, shaking off our doubts about the Duke.

“I don’t think I need to have an excuse, do I?” I teased, to more laughter. Hyacinth would normally be joining in now with her jealousy, but she was still dazed, holding her cheek, making me feel a little bit bad for her. “Anyway, here is the extra information I have. I can’t get Class or Type yet at Rank one, but even so…"

A Chakra network integrating the elements of both a Fae and a Yōkai Chakra Network together. This allows for increased affinity with Light and Darkness Elements, and overall higher performance. Balancing this is a miracle, as ordinarily two contrasting Networks should interfere with each other, leaving the bearer weak and unable to realise their potential, though strange powers can often be created in the junction, between worthless and wonderous.


“Well, that explains why half-blood Fae such as yourself are weak, and also why you have such great Skills.” I observed. “Your networks were clashing from birth, then you moved more down the path of a Fae when you met me, suppressing your Yōkai half, growing as a Fae, but now you’ve reclaimed your mother's heritage.”

“Indeed.” She gave me a brilliant smile, tears of emotion in her eyes. “I do hope when I finally meet her again-again, she will be proud of me.”

“I am sure she will be. And looking at your Class, I think our chances of meeting her are rather high. It looks to me like you stole Kinneka’s qualification to be one of the Hundred Demons when you killed him. So… I guess you are a member of the Night Parade now too? I wonder if someone will come to invite you.”

“Worry not-not.” she sniffled, scrubbing away her tears. “I shall not-not leave you for the Parade. Nor the lands of my father.” she reassured Ulfuric. “I am a greedy female now. I wish to have it all-all. Still, it would be nice if my mother would come-come and advise me on these matters.” She eyed me then, her own eyes glowing. “Did you not-not join the Night Parade yourself, Akio? You did kill Ginneka, after all.”

“Nope, didn’t get a Class. Either she wasn’t one of the Hundred Demons, or I’m not qualified somehow. I guess it doesn’t matter. We gained enough. We can learn a lot from your Chakra network, and affinity to light and darkness elements seems great. That could really help Eri out if we can harness it.”

“Yes, Eri needs-needs to be stronger. Aiko too. If only it was as easy-easy to strengthen her.” Shaeula mused.

“Don't worry, I think she can grow a bit stronger.” I reassured her. “Lovers’ Link has changed, since that meddlesome cat purloined it. The description on it says…"

For each Rank of Lovers’ Link the bearer possesses, they will gain access to one percent of the Statistics of their lover, up to the maximum of matching their lover.


This seemed to be the change in the Skill I had been notified of when Kin Bonding returned to me from that thieving cat. “I think Eri has it at Rank five, doesn't she? Five percent of my stats is a very decent boost.” Shaeula was getting the boost as well, pushing her stats even closer to mine. Our chances of being able to handle the Myconids is significantly higher now. Greater Skills means we have higher sustain in the field, which is key to our attrition plans.

“Do not-not tell me you are finally going to give in to your carnal desires and ravish Aiko?” Shaeula grinned, only for me to flick her forehead gently, chiding her.

“Come on, be serious. She’s my sister. I don’t think of her that way. I know I said the same about having a harem, but… that’s very different. I know you are only joking but…” I shuddered. “Seriously though, I can now grant a single Rank of it to anyone I love enough. I have no interest in my sister sexually, I’m not a deviant, but in terms of love for my sister, I’m right up there with your idiot brother!” I gave Shaeula a thumbs-up, only for her to flick me back, laughing.

“Whatever you say, Akio. I shall not-not question you! Hmm, so, a single rank? It is not-not much, but would be a nice boost. Six levels and five or six points to each of her statistics as well? She would be much-much safer.”

“That’s what I was thinking. It’s a start, anyway.” The upgrades to my Skills weren’t all I acquired either. In addition to the fire and spatial affinity I received, I also increased my Determination by two, Charm by one (which made very little sense) and more importantly, I had seen these amber letters cross my vision.

You have gained access to a fragmentary Skill, Void Motion [Class: Unknown] [Type: Unknown]. The shattered remnants of this Skill are currently unusable, as you have little understanding of it, or access to the Spatial Element required to utilise it.


Even so, Void Motion. It just sounded so awesome. And Ginneka was able to use it to great effect, so the thought of me being able to do likewise… I’m definitely going to have to work on this somehow.

“While I think about it, the Skills Ginneka took from you have gone up as well, haven’t they? Damn, she really was the gift that kept on giving. You are at Rank seven with your Heart Chakra too. That’s awesome!”

“Indeed.” She puffed out her chest proudly. “I now have a far-far greater understanding of the wind, and the wall that has been blocking my mastery of it is crumbling. Soon-soon I shall grow stronger, I know it!”

“Great. You can help me out then too!” I chuckled. Anyway, everything else other than the Kamaitachi Dagger Technique, which was a style that seemingly just blended powerful wind attacks with blade-work, were just simple upgrades, so it was time to turn our attention to weightier matters.

Passing by the cats, on smelling the blood from Kinneka and Ginneka on us they initially panicked, before something strange happened. The largest of the surviving cats gingerly padded to the edge of the ring of spears, and even as the weaselkin there tried to thrust it back, it didn't move, only raising its head to peer at Shaeula. When she turned at this commotion, the cat crouched low, tail between its legs, ears flat against its skull, face pushed to the ground.

“We surrender!” the cat declared meekly. “Kinneka and Ginneka are dead, their place in the Night Parade lost. Yet you… you are one of the Parade as well, as strong as Kinneka!” It let out a rumbling purr, echoed by all of the other captive cats. “Please, we will serve, lest we lose our place under the Parade! The Night Parade is ruled by the strong, you are qualified!”

At this Shaeula looked troubled. “I am no cat, I am a proud weaselkin.” She transformed again into her new Kamaitachi form, and the cats spoke excitedly.

“A Kamaitachi! She is one of the Night Parade!” one cried, and others echoed it excitedly.

“How about this, then?” I proposed. “You cats can cooperate with our investigation and tell us everything you know, and if so, Shaeula can take you under her wing.” I turned to her. “After all, more troops is never a bad thing, is it? And needlessly disposing of followers of the Parade might cause problems when you look for your mother.”

“Fine.” Shaeula conceded. “Listen well to my chosen husband, cats.” she warned. “Disrespect him and I shall show-show no mercy. Prove your sincerity and you may move-move my heart to accept you!” As the cats adopted submissive poses, purring out their thanks and promises of cooperation, we headed to where Ixitt had put the badly-injured maids. On seeing us, he raised his head, grinning broadly.

“That is quite the fetching form you have there princess. If prince Shaeraggo could see you now he would likely weep a river of joy!”

“Very amusing.” Shaeula snorted sourly, restoring her human form once more. “So, how are they?”

“Gravely wounded. I have done what I could. One did not survive, alas.”

Shaeula nodded. “I know. Poor foolish idiot. I hope-hope it was worth it, trampling on my trust and betraying me.” Her eyes strayed to the side a moment, before she bent down, looking at the two battered and broken maids. “Akio, I know-know you are tired, but can you aid me?”

“Of course.” I nodded, immediately starting to work Ether Healing with what remaining aether I could muster. At least we topped off a bit from the bounty of ether the cat twins dropped. Soon, under our ministrations, the first maid awoke, her face still filled with pain from her injuries. On seeing us her eyes went wide, and she tried to look around, only for her wounds to stop her in her tracks. She let out a screech of pain, and I let a little more Ether in, alleviating the worst of it.

“What… happened?” she managed, the last thing she remembered was being slammed into the wall, her bones shattering. “How am I alive-alive? Is… what happened to everyone else?”

“Most are dead. All barring you two-two.” Shaeula sighed bitterly. “Though I know not-not where Risha and Klena are. Dead perhaps, but I doubt it.” Her gaze once more wavered, before she went back to her work.

“Don’t forget, Velna is safe back at our Territory. That’s one silver lining.” At my comforting words, Shaeula nodded slowly, brightening a little.

“So now, it is time-time for questions.” Shaeula spoke, hardening her heart. “Perhaps I was not-not a good mistress, I accept that, but it was your schemes that moulded me that way. This betrayal stings my heart, I do-do admit. And worse… attempting to kill me with poison or by sabotage…” She shook her head once more, amber hair cascading over her face, hiding her expression and no doubt her tears from view.

“The poison wasn’t me-me!” The injured weaselkin maid protested, gritting her teeth against both pain and shame. “All-all I did was to encourage you to behave badly as Risha asked, and in exchange I was promised rich rewards and many privileges when Duke Vulpatrius replaced your father as Prince of the Beastkin Fae!”

“I do not-not understand.” Shaeula whispered. “What rewards could you want that I could not-not give you?”

At that the maid fell silent, mortified, looking away. We could have used the winds to press her, but that could wait. The second maid was also up, and she sang a similar story. Risha was the one who had started it all, and was working for Duke Vulpatrius long before her service to Shaeula’s family, along with another of the maids, who was now dead.

“Yeah, this is why companies need background checks, I guess. Although… I’ve been hiring staff without due diligence. Shit. Guess I’d better be more careful in future. This was a good lesson, if a strange one.” I said inanely, the tension of the moment getting to me.

“So, where did Risha take Klena and why?” I asked the two maids, who were now out of danger, if still quite injured. I’m pretty sure I know the answer, but let’s see how cooperative they are.

“Klena and Velna were getting suspicious. I think Risha had some way of-of communicating with the Duke, and your progress in fighting the Unseelie was unnerving him. So her measures were growing reckless. I swear I knew nothing about the poison or the sabotage. That was Risha and the other two!”

“Yes-yes, all I did was spy on you and teach you wrong!” the other maid whimpered. “I didn’t want to see you die. I think Risha left to bring in those two-two monsters. And she was spared their rampage.” She spat then, the effort paining her, silvery saliva tainted with blood. “To think we were tossed aside like that, used up like trash. Perhaps the moon did not smile upon our actions.”

“Why would they?” I shook my head. “An impressionable young girl like Shaeula relied on you to guide her properly. Instead you betrayed her trust. And the thing about betrayers is, they always seem to end up betrayed in turn.” I pulled Shaeula close, rubbing her head while she cried in my chest, her tears muffled. “We need to find a way to get Klena back, even if it’s through diplomacy. And as for Risha… well, I intend to have a nice long talk with her one day.”

“So, what-what will happen to us?” The maids asked together, the dire situation they were in finally dawning on them.

“Well, that’s not up to me. But if I were you, I would suggest being extremely forthcoming with Prince Shaetanao.”

“I shall handle matters.” Ulfuric rumbled, having settled the cats under the watchful eye of his troops. “The matter of the method of communication is interesting. Chances are she took it with her when she fled, but if it still remains it would make good evidence.” He gazed at the mansion, which was now little more than burning rubble. “We must search the wreckage for…”

“I left my bells in there!” Shaeula exclaimed suddenly, bolting from my lap, startling everyone. “We must-must retrieve them immediately. I pray they remain undamaged!”

“Damn, losing them would be a blow. Let’s go!” I declared, and we rushed over to the mansion…
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“So, no sign of any device or the butler.” I said to Ulfuric as Shaeula cradled her bells in her arms, thankful they were undamaged, not having been consumed by Foehn. “I suppose the butler could easily have been killed and turned to ether by now, but…”

“Yes, the maids insist that the butler was not part of their schemes and they would have no reason to lie. Besides, he was one of prince Shaeraggo’s servants, not yours, princess.” Ulfuric agreed. “Risha might have killed him, it would be a small risk, but your Skill likely would not have gathered his spirit-light.” Ulfuric mused, knowing well how it worked since he joined our forces as an advisor. “Even so, it seems rather too clumsy.”

“Everything they did these last few days was stupid.” I disagreed. “Although our greater strength than they anticipated and our… other actions…” I flushed a little, remembering. “… stopped their little schemes dead. Still, there is one person who knows for sure, and some others that might.”

“That terrible, wooorthless servant Risha!” Hyacinth snarled, having returned to us after recovering from her earlier shock at my kind gesture. She had found a new uniform from somewhere and had brought us some wine salvaged from the basement of the mansion. “I shall wring the truth ooout ooof her!”

“I am quite-quite keen on dragging the truth from her myself.” Shaeula was more composed now, having faced the reality of her servants’ betrayals, though she was glancing to the side and over her shoulder regularly, eyes glowing, seemingly unaware of it. Yeah, healing the pain will take quite some time. But I am here for her, Eri and Aiko too. Karen-chan, Hinata, Konoe-san… she has friends now who care about her. And Konoe-san needs our help now. It’ll give Shaeula something to take her mind off this…

“I would also wish for information on why those foolish cats hated me so-so.” Shaeula continued. “I understand that ugly bitch wanting to steal-steal my Skill, but Kinneka had quite the hatred for me.”

Not letting my attention be drawn away, I sighed. Ugly, huh? I wouldn’t say that, though she definitely wasn’t the cat-girl otaku dreamed of. Too murderous and slutty. Not that I can judge her for that…

“We’ll untangle it all, we have several possibilities to go on now. But this has been one hell of a time. I suggest we head back to the Material and deal with Konoe-san’s issue once and for all. The break will do us good and clear our heads. I want to speak to my sis and Eri anyway. I should probably thank Hinata and her grandfather too.”

“Yes. It does me no-no good to dwell upon these matters.” Shaeula agreed. “What I have-have learned from you is doing will always beat wishing. I wish to speak to Hinata and Eri as well-well.”

“Ulfuric, can you handle matters?” I asked, and he agreed. “Grulgor, you can have a day off and crush some enemies around our Territory if you want. As for you, Ixitt…”

“Please, I simply must visit the Material world with you!” he begged. “I will not cause any trouble, but even a single day of reading and studying there is worth much to my Mortal Engineering!”

“Fine.” I sighed. “Sorry I can’t bring you as well, Hyacinth.”

“Nooo, I shall miss master and mistress, and am eager to meet the new mistress, but I am happy enooough.” She smiled, surprisingly gently. “Master will return, I knooow this. Hyacinth will nooot be alone or back in the booox again.”

“No. never.” I promised, patting her head. After finishing up a few more details, such as requesting troops to clear the rubble of the mansion when the fires finally died down, Shaeula, Ixitt and I all returned to the Material…


Side Sixty-Six – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“Watch out! They are coming from the other side too.” Eri called out, hefting the black and deep blue crescent-moon axe she was so fond of, a bright, excited smile on her face that would have been unthinkable before the summer festival. “I’ll handle them, can you take the big one?”

“Who do you think you are talking to?” I shouted, feigning indignation, yet my palms were sweaty as I pulled back on the bowstring of the crimson bow big bro had gifted me. Well, big bro and Shaeula, I guess. Ugh, why do I still sweat when I don’t have a physical body? I don’t get it. Big bro was moaning about that too. Well, breathing anyway…

Even as parts of my thoughts were running wild, I had instinctively withdrawn an arrow from the beautiful crimson quiver I had also been gifted, fitting it to my bow. I took a long, deep breath, stabilising myself as I would during Kyūdō, before loosing the shaft, feeling the glow of heat on my face as it blazed into flame, streaking forwards like a yellow shooting star.

Not bad. But just to be safe… As the arrow struck the charging cicada, which was the size of a small pony, flames exploding, blowing a hole in the faded yellow chitin that covered it, a second arrow was following, this one striking the same spot, burrowing deep into foul flesh before bursting with a dull roar and wash of heat, the now-headless beast collapsing before starting to disintegrate slowly into a small sea of silver and rainbow lights, the pretty stuff my bro called ether.

Exhaling a long breath, I sighed, grounding myself after the successful shots. From behind I could hear the sounds of battle, something heavy striking bone, and on turning I could see Eri in her gothic-lolita battle dress, the hem fluttering to match her long black hair as it streamed behind her. She was dancing, it was the only way I could describe it, swinging that stupidly large and heavy axe as if it was merely a plastic replica for a festival or school play. If Eri was a guy, I’d say she was compensating for something.

Seeing Eri move like that at clearly superhuman speeds was still a shock. Her axe flashed, and two smaller cicadas just flew apart, bodies sliced. A last one turned to flee, but a deep blue light flickered around Eri and the cicada stumbled, mind going blank. She was on it a moment later, and after a single strike, the battle was done, Eri turning around cheerily and grounding her axe, resting on the metal shaft. On seeing me her eyes lit up, and she grinned broadly, another expression I wasn’t used to seeing on her, other than lately, of course.

“You took it down then? Well, I expect no less from you, Aiko.” Eri approved. “We might as well scoop up the ether, we don’t have the endless capacity Akio and Shaeula seem to have.”

True. If Eri was a superhero, then they were both Superman, the king of superheroes. I hadn’t seen much of their actual prowess, but from what Eri had told me about their battles, they made her look weak, and right now, if Eri was to be attacked by a gang of delinquents like in some of the bad stories those two creeps from class talked about, it’d be the delinquents ending up in hospital. It’s… well, not irritating, not exactly, but I feel like I’ve lost my place a little. It always used to be me who looked after Eri, who fended off boys and girls alike, but now… I feel… complicated.

As I began to suck in the shining motes around us, my body feeling warm prickles spreading through to relight the dimming heat of my Chakra network, I shook my head. “You think I’ve got that Aether Manipulation Skill yet? It does feel a lot easier now.”

“Without Akio, we can’t check. It’s annoying.” Eri pouted, looking gorgeous even doing that, the rich variation of her facial expressions recently only adding to her charm. Seriously, my bro is such a lucky dog. Eri. Shaeula. Both of them are stunning and so in love with him it’s disgusting. Even so, he’s not satisfied. I don’t know what to think.

The strange thing was I could feel a tiny sensation constantly, a small link to my bro. It wasn’t as if we shared thoughts or feelings, or anything like that, but it was a comforting presence nonetheless. I’d spoken to Eri about it, of course, and she had the same sensation. It was a mark of Kin Bonding, apparently. Eri said she even felt another, more intimate one, where occasionally she could feel his emotions towards her. She always treasured that when it happened, apparently. Typical Eri.

“I know you’ve been working really hard. I bet you have managed it. Now we need to Rank it up, as well as our other Skills. It’s the best way to grow stronger right now.” Eri had taken out the mirror and was pouring inky-blue energy into it, practising her darkness element, another thing Eri had that I didn’t.

Really, it’s not fair. I want to help big bro and Shaeula too, but I’m just too weak. I feel… left out. Like I’m reaching out with my fingertips, only barely able to brush the back of Eri’s skirt as she pulls away from me faster and faster. No, this is unproductive, instead we should talk about something else…

“Hey, Eri. Are you sure you are okay with the way things are playing out?” I asked again, rehashing a conversation we had several times recently. “If… if you had put your foot down and said no, my idiot moonstone of a big brother would have listened. I know I wanted him to help those noble girls, but… more marriages. Now it’s really a harem and I feel bad for joking about it. I’m not sure whether to be impressed with him or angry and disappointed. He promised he’d never make you unhappy, and…”

“… I’m not unhappy.” Eri spoke, sighing, closing up the mirror, pulling free her axe and resting it on her shoulder. “Well, not really. I’ve told you this, Aiko. When I found room for Shaeula in my heart, I changed. Akio too. He was so stubborn, even though it was just hurting him and Shaeula, and me too. I knew then that he would keep his promises to me, even if it ended up breaking him. But… Shaeula.”

Her expression turned impish. “I see her as a sister now, just like I do you, Aiko. Sure, we’ve not spent anywhere near the length of time together, but what we have shared, the density of it… it’s filled my heart. I’m not going to make tasteless jokes like Shaeula does, but say that you were Akio’s cousin, rather than his sister. If nothing else was different, you’d totally be aiming for his heart too, wouldn't you?”

Wow, where did that come from? “No way, creepy! Me and big bro are siblings, not cousins. Blood-related, no question. This isn’t some anime…”

“Way to miss the point.” Eri giggled softly, her obsidian gaze meeting my sapphire one. “It’s overreactions like that which causes everyone to tease you. Look, this is a what if, right?”

“Yeah, okay, sure. I get it.” I changed my mindset, imagining if I was a cousin, or say just another childhood friend like Eri, hanging around my bro as kids growing up. The weight of the small bond we shared at the back of my mind felt hot, heavy, and as I considered it, I nodded. “Feels icky thinking about it that way, but if I was a cousin… yeah. I’m pretty sure I’d be into my bro like you are. Which I’m not! I feel the need to say that again.”

“So if you were… just think how awful it’d be to compete with each other, knowing one of us would be heartbroken? I… sure, there’s a voice inside me that wants him all to myself. It gets worse when I use darkness sometimes.” Eri admitted, solemn and earnest. “But when I think of Shaeula, all alone, bitter with envy as Akio and I left her behind, I just imagined what it would be like if Shaeula and Akio left me that way. I wouldn’t be able to do it to you, Aiko, and I can’t to Shaeula either. Besides, Shaeula is right. We’ll live long and happy lives full of excitement and wonder, so I can spare some of his time for others. After all, we need to hang out, don't we Aiko?”

She smiled at me, and my heart skipped a beat, even though we were both girls. Yeah, damn my bro really is a lucky guy. “I’m not going to be one of those shitty friends that disappears when she gets a boyfriend. After all, we’ve been together forever, and you’ve always had my back. Now it’s time for me to have yours!”

“Wow, yeah, if I was a guy, I’d totally have fell for you then.” I muttered absently. “Shaeula I get, okay, before you even compared her to me. I love her too, she’s just so… well, disgustingly friendly and cute and magical, and totally into my bro. I’d be an idiot to dislike her. But, what about Hinata-san and Motoko-san? That I don’t get.”

“Look at where we are, what we’re doing?” Eri gestured to the strange world of the Boundary and the mysterious skies overhead. “It’s like the world is some manga now, don't you think? And who stands at the heart of that, like the protagonist? Akio does. He’s marrying a princess of the Faeries, he talks to Kami and fights mighty foes, yakuza and foreign powers.” She flushed then, ears and neck pink. “He’s also kind, loving, handsome…”

“Wow, don’t tell my bro that, he’ll get a big head.” I warned, but she laughed it off.

“I know. Maybe I don’t see his flaws as much as I should. He’s too easy to push around, though I’d call that kind, too forgiving and too ready to accept apologies, and he has a serious wandering eye. But even so, Akio will be the most sought after man in the world when all this comes out. Like some sort of idol, politician and billionaire all in one. That worries me a bit. After all…” She shrugged, nervous. “… all I have going for me is how much I love him, and the fact I’m his childhood friend. Girls like Shaeula, Hinata… they can give him what I can’t.”

“I think you are forgetting how beautiful and kind you are.” I muttered, but Eri having a lack of confidence was nothing new, even if she was improving a lot lately.

“I know. I’m finally proud of myself. But you have to see I’m on the back foot. Even so, I refuse to lose. I was his first kiss, his first love, his first… well, you know.” Her blush increased in intensity, her face scarlet. “And I will learn to be as strong as Shaeula, and if he needs a business-minded woman like Hinata, I can do that too. But… that won’t be enough. Akio is going to shine brighter than anyone else, and I want to be there with him. I can allow a few other stars in his constellation.”

Cute metaphor. At least she’s given it serious thought for her own sake, not just accepting it because my bro asked. That wouldn’t be healthy. “So, you can tolerate them, then?”

“I think so. Like you, I saw how pitiful these noble girls are when we had the sleepover. They are raised to be perfect wives and daughters, knowing even less about adult matters between men and women than we did. They are basically just prizes to be won, offered for the sake of their family. And that’s shit. I don’t know about Motoko-san yet, but Hinata… she genuinely likes Akio. I’m not an idiot, I can tell. I’m always watching him and those around him. She’s a girl who would always respect me, and Akio could use her, so I’ll swallow up my tears of jealousy and let her in. But in doing so, I’ll make her owe me. I’m not losing out!”

“So bold!” I declared, impressed with her thoughts. “If you’ve thought it through, I’m not going to blame you. Besides, I liked Hinata-san too. She was cute and funny, and she’s stinking rich.” I grinned. “With her as another sister-in-law, I’m set for life.”

“Cheeky!” Eri snickered. “Shaeula never lies, except when pulling pranks, so if she says we’ll live a long, long life, barring mischance, I believe her. So I have faith in Akio, that he’ll still show me love and joy for years, decades, more to come. The things we’ve done and seen since he returned to Nishimorioka, in only a few weeks, we will be doing that for centuries. Imagine it. So I can allow a few others to share that love, if they are good girls that Akio likes and needs. I’ll always be number one though! Always!”

“Fine, I can’t argue with that. I wont complain anymore. But do you think it’ll stop with just Hinata-san and Motoko-san?”

Eri sighed. “I doubt it. Even if you discount Natsumi-san, like I said, there may be others that will shine in this new world, but I still believe Akio will burn the brightest. There’ll be lots more. That’s why I need to get Hinata and Shaeula onside, so we make sure no trash or parasites that just want to leech off him get in.” A blue haze rose around her and her eyes darkened, causing me to swallow nervously.

“Well, enough of that.” Eri changed the subject. “We might as well keep working. Even if we can’t Level anymore, we can train our Skills.”

“Yeah, gotcha.” I agreed, grabbing my bow. “By the way, mom and dad have been really mad since you told them. Uncle and auntie too. Do you think Akio will be all right when he comes back?”

“That’s his own problem!” Eri laughed, her good humour restored. “I accept it, understand it, but I still think he needs to feel the wrath of our parents for being unfaithful!”

With laughter ringing out in this strange world, we continued deeper into the mountains behind Chairoakitara shrine…
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I was concentrating on trying to manoeuvre my arrows with aether as I was shooting at a tree. It was really difficult, but I had better results after going through the stages of Kyūdō for preparation. Even so, the effort was causing my head to ache and my whole body to burn uncomfortably. If I figure that it’s like exercise or lifting weights, doing harder tasks is going to make me stronger quicker. Of course, this kind of sucks. Levels sure are cheaty, I wish I could get some. An element too…

Eri was still engrossed in using her mirror. After filling it with darkness element, she then sucked it out, played with it a bit and then fed it back in, trying to minimise her losses and gradually increase the amount she could control. She goes at it like she does schoolwork, really serious and aiming for high marks. I don’t have time to be jealous! I’m not getting left behind…

I concentrated, imagining an arrow perfectly, even down to the details on the fletching, and it appeared, aether draining out of me like hot water out of a leaking bottle. Maintaining my focus on both the arrow’s existence and my archery stance was a mental burden, but I was determined.

Taking up my stance I aimed, though I was pointing off-centre deliberately. Steadying my breathing, concentration still intense, I slowed my breaths, before letting the arrow loose. As it flew, getting further from me, it was harder to maintain the existence of the arrow, aether use increasing.

But this isn’t enough, I need to go further. Willing the arrow to turn towards the target despite flying to the side, the aether flooded out of me, and the arrow did finally turn, slamming a few centimetres away from where I had aimed, before fading out of existence, my concentration spent.

Wow, I nearly did it perfectly that time. Just a little off. But now I’m out of power. I collapsed to the ground, staring up at the strange sky once more. On seeing that, Eri came over, concerned, but I waved her worries away. “I’m fine, just used up most of my aether. It’s so damn hard. I don’t know how big bro does it.”

“He’s worked harder than anyone.” Eri said, lying down beside me, turning to face me, expression serious. “From his very first moments, with nobody to help him, all the way until now, where he can guide us along the path he blazed. I’m so proud of him.”

“Yeah, I guess I am too. Though when I first found out, I got really mad and couldn’t think straight, accusing him of just being in it for the money and the harem. Funny how that worked out, isn't it?” I smirked as Eri pouted, defensive. “I know, I’m just messing with you, wow, lighten up.” I gathered my thoughts. “I just… it’s hard, you know? Seeing you roar ahead of me like this, Eri. A real role reversal. But, you know me! What does everyone say about Aiko, that I have my cheerful energy if nothing else! I won’t stay down, I’ll crack it and get so powerful big bro will be begging me to join his battles!”

“I didn’t know it bothered you that much. I think the same, looking at Shaeula.” Eri admitted. “Perhaps… I know you don’t get on very well with darkness element.” she mused, and I recalled the embarrassing times I had tried to draw it in, only to get painful spikes of dark emotion that made me cringe to remember. “But if Akio allows and we are really careful, I know where there’s a lot of fire element naturally occurring. I think you’d suit fire, Aiko.” She grinned again, teasing me. “After all, you are hot-blooded, excitable and passionate. Cute too!”

“Wow, all this praise is making me blush!” I did feel hot. “Still, fire huh? Akio did tell me to study the basic elements, fire, water, earth and wind. I know you have been as well. Fire… doesn’t seem too hard to understand, and I’m already using it with my bow. A fiery archer. Yeah, that sounds great.”

As we talked about it, I suddenly felt something… unpleasant… inside. It was as if the gentle bond I felt with Akio was being pulled away from me, stretching near to breaking point. Eri had bolted upright, clutching her axe, and she too was feeling something, her face pale.

“Akio, he’s in trouble!” Eri declared. “There’s someone trying to claw their way into our bonds. Some woman.” She spat the word, eyes going blank, in what I liked to call yandEri mode, jokingly, though she was damn scary when she got mad nowadays, darkness element only making her passions run deeper, it seemed.

“Yeah, I can feel her. Fleetingly.” It was strange, but the woman was quite unpleasant, I could tell that much. Inside my mind, I reached out, trying to cling to the comforting feeling that had always been with me recently. Beside me I could see Eri doing the same.

“He won’t lose. Not Akio. Not my big bro.” I reassured her, and Eri nodded, her teeth clenched together so hard I feared her jaw would shatter.

“This is just another dog threatening what he loves. He’ll see it off, even if it kills him. Which it won’t.” I assured her.

“Yes, I know how strong he is now.” Eri growled through gritted teeth. “Besides, I can feel him through the other link I share. His fleeting emotions. He’s thinking of us, I know it, and he’s not given up!”

Yeah, bro was always a wimp who would back down if you pushed at him, always eager to please, seeing the best in people, never going for what he really wanted, but when his back was against the wall and one of us was in trouble, he’d change. There’s no way he’d let himself lose… I gasped them as the bond snapped back into me, the foreign presence that had attempted to tear her way in rejected, mere fragments of her influence left amidst the warmth of my brother and his care for us.

“See, I told you so…” I began to say, before I noticed Eri was crying, big droplets running down her pale cheeks. Wait, what? Bro won, so why?

“It’s so strong now.” she whispered, and I realised her tears were that of joy. “My love, my link, I can feel even more of how he adores me.” She continued to cry happy tears for a while, leaving me incredibly embarrassed, until she finally wiped at her damp cheeks.

“Sorry Aiko, that was embarrassing. But the Lovers’ Link, it strengthened so much all of a sudden. And I’m pleased whoever that unpleasant bitch was that tried to come between us was kicked to the curb. Hinata I can handle, but… she was bad news.” Eri stood, hefting her axe in wonder, her movements even more fluid and swift than before. “Wow, it’s so light now!” she crowed, giving the brutal axe a few gentle test swings.

“Hey, don’t be stealing my individuality! My existence is already thin enough as it is.” I pouted. “So, let me guess, Akio powered you up again? Lucky.”

Eri nodded, before looking down, chagrined. “Sorry Aiko, I know we were only just talking about how you felt you couldn’t catch up, and here I am gloating at more power I haven’t worked for. It is great though. I feel more than ten percent stronger all around! Oops, I’m doing it again. I’m being a bad friend…”

Not really. I get why any gift from my bro makes you happy, and being stronger is always a good thing. I can’t say I’m not frustrated though! “Well, turnabout is fair, as I was a bad friend when I told you to accept Shaeula as bro’s girlfriend too, so we are even.” I shook my head to clear away the stray thoughts that were souring my mood.

“Well, come on then, may as well test your new awesome Skills. Just keep it in check at school, all right? The teachers are already suspecting you are loading up on illegal performance enhancing drugs to set your new times in PE class.” I grinned to show it was a joke, though Eri did need to watch herself. Luckily she was only performing as well as I did, though even then she wasn’t making an effort to look tired enough.

“I’ve got it. I don’t want to get Akio into any trouble.” Eri giggled. “Sure, we might as well have one last run around the mountains…”

Yep, I prefer this to her YandEri mode for sure. As a great sister and fabulous friend I’ll swallow my own tears and cheer her on…
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Eri and I were in our school uniforms, all ready to head off, when my phone rang. “Oh, its big bro.” I observed. “Wonder if it’s about what we felt last night. Hello, what’s up bro?”

“Hi sis, hope I haven’t caught you at a bad time. I just had something to discuss.”

“No, we have time.” At my look, Eri nodded her agreement. “Although shouldn’t you be phoning your fiancée rather than me? You’ve been out of touch for a few days.” I know compared to how it used to be, complaining about a few days is silly, considering it used to be weeks between calls and texts, but even so… “Something happened, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, but no need to worry. Shaeula and I are both safe. Some thieving cat tried to take what wasn’t hers, but she got squashed.”

I burst out laughing at that, the image amusing. “Eri will be very happy, she does worry about thieving cats.”

“I think she means a different sort than this one. Though…” He trailed off, before changing the subject. “Never mind. That doesn’t matter. Anyway, you felt it, huh? I guess that makes sense, as she was trying to usurp the Kin Bonding and Restoration that connects us.”

“Yeah, Eri really felt it. Apparently your Lovers’ Link is simply gushing love into her right now. Pervert.” I joked.

“I’m not a pervert… not in that way, anyway.” He complained defensively. “So, Eri is feeling stronger, right? I got boosts to the Skill after everything panned out.”

“She sure is, faster, stronger, fitter, smarter. I’m feeling really left out. I don’t have an element, I can’t Level. This is discrimination, bro!” I was joking, but as before, it did sting a little. Still, it took him a while to answer, and when he did he was serious.

“Yeah, I worry about it too. Not just you, sis, but all our family, my friends… I know everyone can’t be as strong as me, but I want everyone I care about to have options if they need them and the ability to defend themselves. I get the feeling the world is only going to get more dangerous, even if you aren’t involved with the Boundary. Besides, if I know you, sis, you’re champing at the bit to get stuck in beside Eri and me.”

“You know me too well, bro.” Eri was giving me a thumbs-up as well. “Say, brooooooooo.” I put on my most wheedling voice, asking for a favour. “I can’t get on with darkness element unlike Eri, but she says she knows where there’s some fire element we can plunder. Don’t you think your sis would be hot, pardon the pun, if I was able to boost the firepower of my bow?”

“That’s right.” Eri spoke into the phone as well. “I know you don’t want us exploring that area as it’s a bit far from safety, but I want to help Aiko. She’s frustrated and wants to do more.”

“I see.” My bro went silent again for a moment before his voice returned. “Aiko, I think I have a way to get you Lovers’ Link, and…”

Wowowowowowowowow, what? My mind went blank for a moment and I missed most of what my bro said, the keywords Lovers’ Link all I could process. I immediately started burning up, my face, no, my entire body flushing. My mouth fell open, and words gushed out of me, so rapid they were blurring into each other. “No way bro, seriously? I’m frustrated and pissed off sure, and I hate the fact that I’m watching everyone race away from me, but that’s too far! That isn’t like having a harem, that’s normal! No, wait, it isn’t, but you know what I mean, normal in comparison! Incest is wrong, immoral, what would mom and dad say, or auntie and uncle! We’d be disowned! We’d have to move far away! Eri would stick by us, but even so, I…”

“Give Eri the phone.” My bro sighed, and I moved automatically, my brain still a fog, handing her the phone. She shot me a flat look, stepping away, and listened to what my bro said. I… no. just no. Not even to be as strong as Eri. I love my bro, but there’s lines I won’t cross. I’m not a pervert. I know I’m super cute, but I can’t believe big bro would seriously consider that. Though he’d only do it to benefit me, not because he…

“All right. I will.” Eri said, moving so rapidly I couldn’t respond, before flicking me hard on the forehead, enough to leave a bruise. I reacted, hands clutching my head, tears in my eyes, and she held the phone to my ear.

“Dumbass little sis sapphire.” he mimicked me. “You seriously think I’d defile my precious little sister, even for that? I’m not sure whether to be hurt than you think I’m such an irredeemable sexual deviant, or flattered that you think I’d go so far to help you, throwing away my conscience and morals. Like I said, my Skill has evolved thanks to the trouble with that cat, so apparently I can grant a Rank one Lovers’ Link to anyone I truly love. I don’t believe it needs to be in a sexual way to work, but I guess it might not be a success, so don’t get your hopes up too much. I doubt you can Rank it up, either. Even so…” He took a deep breath, and I could hear him muttering, though I couldn’t make it all out. “… fancy thinking I would do my own sister. I’d kill for her, but that… only if it was life or death, literally…”

“I couldn’t quite catch that, bro.” I said, still mortified and so hot I imagined steam was rising from my skin.

“Never mind. I’m just amazed at the way your brain works sometimes, sis. You let Shaeula’s jokes poison your mind. Anyway, if it does work you’ll get a percent of my stats, which should be five or so, and a chunk more for Aether, and should be able to gain six Levels. All told, that should strengthen you nicely, especially as the jump from zero to one sometimes unlocks Intangible Statistics. Just don’t… ever… mention you have that Skill to anyone, as I can’t bear to face the same misunderstandings you just had again.”

Gods no, I certainly don’t want that mess. I’m already embarrassed enough I could die. Still, that sounded like quite the buff, and if it was only the Skill, without having to actually be a lover, well, it wasn’t the answer to my prayers I was seeking, but it’d take me a step closer to the backs of Eri, my bro and Shaeula. “Fine. Do it, jerk. Do I have to come to Tokyo to see you? That’d be embarrassing.”

“No, I don’t think so. In fact… here.”

My eyes widened as the weight of his presence within me suddenly split off, another bond forming. I instantly felt my senses sharpen, my mind clearing. “Wow, I can feel it, I’m definitely stronger… wait, I do feel it. Bro, seriously?” I know what Eri means now. This bond… I’m not sure if I should have accepted it after all. Well fuck, this is embarrassing.

I didn’t swear too much usually, even in my head, but now I felt the need. I could sense a little of his emotions, and while I knew my bro loved me a lot and would risk his life or fight anyone for me, being able to feel it was enough to make me squirm. I can see why Eri would like this though. She’s always had a yearning for affection, to know tangibly just how great his love for her is must be sweet. No wonder she’s confident enough to accept Hinata. She knows how deep their connection goes…

“I guess it works then. In that case, spend a day or two making sure you have all your Levels.” he said, ignoring my complaint. Oh fuck, I hope it doesn’t go both ways. If so he’ll know too… embarrassing! As he continued talking, ignoring my inner turmoil and shame, he advised me to study certain details about fire first, and then dropped another bombshell.

“If you can’t do darkness, then how about light element? It’s a long shot, as when the energy is gone it’s all gone, but Shaeula was loading the mirror up with it before. If you just twist the frames…”

Once he had finished explaining, I was quite excited, and fortunately the extra emotions that had flowed into me had died down, leaving only a second point of connection behind in the back of my mind. That’s a relief, if I had to put up with that all the time I’d not be able to sleep. “So, light huh? I think that’s fitting for me. But it seems hard to understand.”

“No way.” My bro laughed, a touch annoyingly. “Light is actually easy from our science standpoint. You’ll only get one shot at this for the foreseeable future, so I’ll get you the data sent over. Some of it is pretty high-level stuff, but just comprehend what you can, raise your chances. Unfortunately I think light and darkness are much more spiritual elements, from what I’ve observed, but I’ll send you what I have anyway. Don’t get your hopes up, but… well, you can try it. Can I speak to Eri again now?”

“Sure thing bro. and… thanks.” I meant it. I’d made a fool of myself again, it seemed like I was doing that too much lately, but big bro was the big bro we’d always had, looking out for us, making sure we could fulfil our dreams. Light, huh? Spiritual? Like… good against vampires and evil spirits?

As Eri chatted away to Akio, looking extremely happy, I shook my head, elated at the chance to grow stronger. One thing is right though. No way I’m ever telling anyone about having this Skill. Not even Shaeula, as she’ll never let me hear the end of it!
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“So he says he’ll be out of touch for a while again, after he’s helped out a friend of Shaeula’s who is in trouble.” Eri explained, taking her seat. “It’s frustrating I can’t be there in Tokyo, but as soon as we finish our exams next year I’m going.”

“Eager as ever, I see.” Not that I blame her. “So, this friend is a girl, I'm guessing?”

“Yes.” Eri shook her head, denying my implication. “But there’s nothing between them. He’s just a friend of Shaeula to her.”

“Uh-huh. Right.” I replied, unconvinced. My bro is a charming little Casanova at the moment. I hope you are right, Eri. There’s too many rivals as it is. “Well, we can’t do anything about it from here. I want to concentrate on getting stronger now.” I pulled out my seat, but as I was about to sit down, an idea came to me. Ignoring the surprised look from Eri I strode to the back of the class, stopping in front of the pervert duo, who looked at me, surprised I was approaching them, especially after Eri and I had socially murdered them several times recently.

Well, I’m a magnanimous girl. Besides, I’m determined to seize my chance and master the light element. Nobody else has that one, so I could be proud of it!

“So, uh, Aiko-chan, what can I do for you?” The first said, and my eyebrow twitched at his familiarity, but since I was asking a small favour I let it go.

“A quick question.” I said, catching their interest. “Make yourselves useful for once and tell me about light magic.”

“Light magic?” the other asked, puzzled. “You mean like… in games? Manga? That sort of thing.”

“Yep. “ I grinned broadly. “What’s it usually like, what does it do, how is it used? I want to know it all.”

“Uh, why?” the first one queried, but at my gaze he faltered. “I mean, sure, we can tell you, it just seems… odd.”

“Well, you let me worry about that. I’m giving you a chance to score some points with the girls in class, which you sorely need, so come on, spill!” I pulled a notebook out of my bag, ready to take notes, while behind me Eri looked on warmly…


Two Hundred And Thirteen – Chapter Contains R18/Adult Content


It was early Monday morning when we returned to the Material, all of our tasks in the Boundary and at what was left of the mansion now completed. The sobbing maids had still been protesting as they were tied up and taken away by Ulfuric and some of the weaselkin, begging Shaeula to protect them, but as she merely looked on, eyes watery, I held her hand, reassuring her everything would be all right.

There’s no way I can forgive them for what they did, betraying Shaeula and her trust like that. Even if they weren’t involved in the plot to kill her, I still can’t forgive them. I don’t know what fate they’ll face when her father gets his hands on them, but I doubt it’ll be a kind one. Ulfuric was going to have to be quite careful with what he said to Prince Shaetanao, but if anyone could handle matters it was him. Besides, if there were other traitors embedded within the weaselkin servants, this was an opportunity to find them. I was sure the Prince would spare no efforts in making them talk.

Yawning, I opened my eyes, stretching muscles left stiff and sore by my long stay in the Astral, the longest single trip I had taken yet. Shaeula woke beside me too, still looking downcast, so I ruffled her hair messily, conveying my affection once more. “Cheer up. I know it hurts, but you have me now. And all your other friends here. One of whom really needs our help right now, so you have no time to mope. Just let me spoil you. I’ll do whatever it takes until you can smile without sadness again.”

“Oh, Akio.” She sighed, embracing me and pulling me back down onto the bed. “I must-must have been born to meet you, for you always-always know just what to say to comfort me.” Our lips sought each other greedily, and I reached out for the obi belt of her yukata and tugged it free, exposing her flushed body. There’s still time until morning, we can’t do much now, anyway…

“You make-make my heart feel warm again.” Shaeula muttered, in between her efforts to suck frantically on my tongue. With her yukata untied her bare, flushed skin was visible, her nipples already stiffening at the thought of my caresses. Not wanting to disappoint her, and my own blood up due to the fierce battles at the mansion, I first softly stroked her hair, my touch feather light and gentle, my kisses now bare brushes of her lips. The gentle ministrations inflamed her, but I didn’t harden my caresses, tickling her ears, cheeks, nose and neck, first with my fingers, then with my lips.

“I see-see what you are… doing!” Shaeula panted, eager and squirming. “You are quite-quite the seducer.”

“Oh, how so?” I winked, my touches and kisses trailing down to her breasts. Just as she was getting used to my gentle kisses, as I made damp noises, sucking on her chest, I changed things up, lightly biting her nipple, making her groan. Running my tongue over the hard nub, I nibbled harder, while my other hand more firmly fondled her other breast, and my free hand slid down her belly, through her small thicket of golden-amber hair, reaching her clit. I flicked past it, making her grumble with disappointment, but my teasing was only temporary, as my fingers crept down her pussy, slipping inside, scooping out some of her dripping, sour love nectars.

“You know-know… ahn… uh… how so!” Shaeula moaned, as my now damp fingers retraced their steps, gently exposing her clit, the touch of air on her ruby bead making her shiver. My sucking and fondling of her chest sped up, becoming more fervent as she wished, and as Shaeula’s pale skin darkened to a ruddy pink, she moved her head, hair cascading over my shoulder and down my back.

Her amber eyes narrowed, and with a muffled snort of amusement, she sank her small teeth into my shoulder, giving me a love-bite. “There-there! You are mine!” she declared, and I realised why she was acting that way. It’s only natural, after all, her maids betrayed her, she wants to feel safe and secure, loved and treasured.

“I don’t mind being yours…” I agreed, as I continued to lick at her stiff buds. “…but sadly, you’ll have to try harder to mark me.” Ether Healing was already reducing the redness, and Shaeula took it as a challenge, her teeth sinking in, her tongue soft on the slightly painful sucking bites she dealt to my shoulder, neck and cheeks. Her playful yet needy kisses were interspersed with her damp groans, as my fingers on her clit were speeding up, and dribbles of sour liquid were seeping from her loosening pussy.

“I can see-see… ahn… oh… this is not-not going to work. I do not-not… ahn… wish to devour you… in this… ah… manner!” Shaeula’s body underneath me bucked a little, riding up on my fingers, and they slid down into her dripping slit. Taking advantage of her shuddering, I hooked my fingers, gently probing her insides, her walls eagerly twitching, trying to tighten on my fingers, but they were smaller than what normally entered her, so she wasn’t satisfied.

“I feel… ahn… empty. So fill me!” she moaned, her tongue hanging out, and now my kiss was savage, scooping up her tongue with mine, our deep entanglement ferocious. Her tongue was probing my mouth, and mine hers, feeling her damp warmth. We parted after a lengthy embrace, thin lines of saliva that connected our hot mouths scattering, and her amber eyes were now as moist as her tongue, looking up at me tearily.

“Don’t worry…” I moved my hand from her pussy, pulling my fingers free with a wet scattering of droplets, and grasped her hand, entwining our fingers together. My other hand caressed her head, after freeing my dick, which was already hard. Obviously it would be. At the best of times, Shaeula’s cute, sexy and desirable. Now… her needy, desperate demeanour provokes a desire to soothe and protect her, and… also to dominate her.

“…I’ll never betray you, or let you go. After all, you’re mine, and…” I pushed my dick to her pussy, sliding the folds open slowly as I inched my way in, making her shiver and twist her body restlessly. “…I’m also yours. You never need fear betrayal or abandonment from me!”

The rubbing of my glans on her inner walls was stimulating my own juices, and precum was oozing, foaming out along my shaft. Shaeula groaned and moaned damply, her voice hoarse with lust, and as my cock pushed deeper, her hand clasped mine tight enough to hurt my fingers. I didn’t stop stroking her head though, keeping her calm, even as her breathing became erratic, her flesh hot and pink. One final push, and I was in completely to the root, filling her up, and Shaeula leaked a little saliva from her slack lips, which I quickly licked up.

“Delicious.” I approved, and she managed a giggle.

“What-what is?” Shaeula teased, and I kissed her again.

“Your body.” I grinned. “Your kisses taste of the cool darkness under the moon. Your hair…” I sniffed it, making her giggle again. “Smells sweet.” I teasingly pretended to take a bite of it, and she batted at me with her free hand, embarrassed. “Your breasts…” I continued, sucking on her nipples, nibbling away at them teasingly. “…I like them!”

“I know-know you do!” Shaeula batted at me again. “Eri says so as well-well. Mine are not-not so large, but… ahn…” As I moved a little, my cock poked her restless insides and she moaned seductively, and somehow my dick got bigger. “…a smaller frame has charms, too. Perhaps… I too… should… uh… ahn… wear a school uniform and let you… take-take me!”

That’s not exactly a fetish of mine, but… you would look gorgeous in a short summer skirt and clean shirt, or elegant in one of Hinata’s Hanafubuki uniforms. “Eri told you about that, huh? I’m embarrassed.”

“Of course. We have no-no secrets.” Shaeula grinned lasciviously. “Soon, Hinata too…”

“Enough of that.” I didn’t want to think of Hinata now. I silenced her with a fierce kiss, not that Shaeula minded it, in fact, she desired it. “Right now, I’m only thinking of you!”

“Then show me through deeds, not-not words!” Shaeula whispered, and I needed no further invitation, the subtle squeezing of her warm insides on my dick a sweet torment to endure. My hand stroking her hair slid down her back, grasping her tight, springy ass, and with that I thrust, my cock sliding back out of her and pistoning back in with a damp squelch. I let out a little gasp, matched by Shaeula, and as she squeezed our interlaced fingers, I stared into her beautiful amber eyes with my grey ones, trying to impart my love and support to her.

“Faster, harder… ahn… deeper!” Shaeula pleaded, and I was unable to resist, not that I would have wanted to. Her pert bottom was being kneaded and massaged, hard enough to leave faint red marks on her already pink skin, and with every motion of my body I swooped in and out of her pussy, each thrust reaching her deepest insides, which clung to me hungrily.

“Harder!” Shaeula insisted, her free arm coiling around my back, and I pulled her up to a sitting position, and she now used her body to force me deeper. I moved my waist, and so did she, and with every deep piston she gasped, drooling.

Seeing her body shudder in pleasure and comfort, I switched speeds, going fast and hard, or sometimes slow and gentle. The dichotomy inflamed Shaeula, who was seeking a forceful, ferocious sex, but soon the yearning for release that I was teasing her with became pleasure in itself, and she was rocking her body, eagerly rubbing my cock across her sopping insides, seeking new sensations to bring her joy.

Her moans were lewd as I found a sensitive spot, and she twisted her legs around me, holding me tight, as I thrust in deeply. With a wry chuckle, I kissed her forehead, but that wasn’t enough for her, and so after more kisses she demanded, her lips eagerly searching for mine, I patted her head.

“We can’t have sex if you hold me so tightly…” I teased, and she flushed.

“I simply wish-wish to never let go… but I fear I must…” She loosened her legs, and I began to move again. Shaeula’s moans rose in intensity, matched by my grunts of exertion and pleasure, and I could feel my balls were hot, molten fire rising. Shaeula’s body, which I had enjoyed a number of times now, was also reaching its peak, as evidenced by the damp gasps I could hear, and the minute trembles of her body as her pussy clamped down on me.

“I feel… ahn… uh… it! The warm light!” Shaeula moaned lewdly, inflaming me still further, and the gentle teasing of some of my thrusts was forgotten, as I seized her body tightly with my free arm, going hard, each grinding motion piercing her deeply. “Now-now! Fill me… uh, ahn… with love-love to replace what was lost!”

Shaeula’s back arched, her legs going around me again, pulling me deeper. Her whole body convulsed, and a sour yet adorable smell filled the room as liquid splashed from Shaeula’s clamping pussy. Her womb trembled, walls tugging, seeking for something not yet there, and despite being held in her tight embrace, I managed to move my lower body, and with several more pistons, each bringing me closer to pleasure, I too was moaning, and a hot jet of indescribable sensations was unleashed from my cock, jammed against her wriggling, contorting insides.

“Shaeula, I love you! I’ll never leave you.” I promised, even as I was filling her insides with my cum. Trickles were leaking out from her pussy, staining our bed and her discarded yukata, but she sought my tongue and continued to move her lower body, keeping me ejaculating, even as the effort brought her both fatigue and pleasure. In the end, we collapsed down beside each other, my cock pulling free, cloudy semen drooling from her twitching pussy, and Shaeula rolled, placing her head on my arm, gazing into my eyes from so close our breaths merged.

“That was… reassuring.” she said at last. “I know-know in my head I have nothing to fear, yet…” I silenced her with a hug, and she huddled within my arms for a while, before continuing, her tone tinged with melancholy.

“Yet I still shake. After all, were my maids not-not those the closest to me in my youth, barring my own-own family? If they can betray…”

“Don’t even say it.” I assured her, my arms around her, though she giggled as I got a little handsy to distract her, fondling her gently, enjoying her near scalding bottom, back, breasts and tummy as I pleased.

“Stop-stop, this is serious!” she protested, and I nodded.

“I know. That’s why I’m making sure you don’t get too tense. Nothing helps one relax like a bit of lewd fun.” I shocked myself saying such words, as up until only a short while ago, I had no experience myself. I guess it’s true what they say. Guys do get conceited when they graduate from being a virgin…

“You just-just want to toy with my body again, I can not-not be fooled!” Shaeula grinned, nibbling on me once more, though she seemed a little sad her previous love-bites had healed.

“You’ve caught me. Honestly… you’ve seen my heart, we’ve loved each other in the Fae way, and the mortal way. I’ll never betray you, and I’ll always love you. And… I’ll help you get through this.” I kissed her softly, in a gentle, kind manner, but Shaeula quickly turned it rough, wrestling on the dirty bed, love nectar, sweat and semen mingling on the sheets and on our sodden, hot skins. Her small hands were around my dick, and soon she had teased it back to attention, my stats making me able to perform again so soon.

“I know. I know!” Shaeula agreed. “But my heart is sore-sore. Still…” She reached down, one small hand opening up her delicate slit, more semen spilling free. “Deeds, not-not words. Why not-not continue to love me, until thoughts of betrayal are gone from me, and all-all I can think of is your cock, and the hot seed you release inside me, making me a female!”

Needing no second invitation, I pinned her down beneath me, and she squirmed and mock-fought me, growing more aroused, until I penetrated her once again, driving my cock deep into her inviting pussy, and the both of us set aside our worries, exulting in each other’s bodies and hearts, every time I weakened, brought back to life by the frantic Shaeula, until our bed resembled a warzone, and Shaeula’s thirst for me was quenched…
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“I love you too. Bye.” I said my farewells, hanging up my early-morning call with my sis and Eri. “It worked.” I explained to Shaeula. “Aiko can get a little stronger, at least, and she’s going to try for light and fire elements. I don’t know if she’ll succeed, but I’d feel more reassured if she had those to fall back on.” I’ve glossed over just how I’m powering up Aiko, I don’t want to tell Shaeula it’s via Lovers’ Link or she’ll mock me endlessly, but I think she knows…

“Yes, I suppose if she fails, we can-can simply reclaim the mirror from Eri and refill it, though having Eri practise her darkness element is a worthy cause too.”

Shaeula was looking a little brighter after our frenzied night of lovemaking to fill her aching heart, so I made us both a pleasant breakfast, more Western-style than normal, with eggs, cuts of meat and fried toast, as well as sweet pancakes. Like something mom would make to cheer up Aiko and me when we were feeling down as kids. Shaeula enjoyed it, which made the extra effort worthwhile, and while she was cleaning up the dishes, I made a call to the next person I needed to speak to.

“Good morning to you, Akio!” Hinata greeted me brightly. “This is a pleasant surprise, to have you call me in the morning. I trust you received our messages then?”

“Yeah. Thanks for taking charge of the situation, I really appreciate it. Shaeula’s having a tough time right now, so if her friend was to come to harm too, it’d be bad.”

“Think nothing of it.” Hinata replied, and I could hear the pride and joy in her voice. “A good wife is always thinking of how to support her husband, on that the nobility and Shaeula both agree. So, is she all right?” she asked, and I reassured her Shaeula was well.

“Yeah, she’ll get through it. We’re here for her. But wounds to the heart from betrayal are often worse than physical injuries. We’ve healed those up already. We also lost a gift from her brother, which stings.”

“I see. You’ll have to tell me more about it later.” Hinata said. “Please pass on my sympathies. Was there anything else you wanted? Not that you need a reason to call me, of course. We are engaged, officially now, the news is out!”

And so my fate is sealed. But… right now it doesn’t seem so bad. She’s cute and cheerful, and Shaeula is right about one thing. If I saw her married off to a man that didn’t treat her right just because of the nobility, I’d feel rotten. I’m such a greedy bastard… “Well, there’s a lot to organise, and my parents are rather angry, so… that’s for later.” Yeah, Konoe-san, the Myconids, sorting out our Territory and rooting out traitors all come first. “I wanted to thank you for looking into that land for me. Is… is it expensive?”

“Some of it was almost free, as we listened to your description of how your power works and managed to call in a few favours with local politicians to get a token ownership deal. As for the last one… it wasn’t cheap, but supporting you with money is the least I can do, and grandfather contributed significantly. He told me to tell you he wants to see return on that investment though!” She laughed merrily at that.

“No problem. Speaking of, will you be at the training school tonight?” I asked, and she said she would be, so I continued. “Great. Well, this is a bit hard to say, but… if you can handle a bit of pain, I believe tonight we can perfect your Chakra network like we did for Kana. It’ll still require you to work hard to grow it, but I think the boost should be well worth it.”

“I’m not keen on pain, but…” she sighed, resolute. “… I don't want to ensure Kana-san lording it over me any longer. After all, she isn’t one of your fiancées. I’ll do it. Kazumi too. If I am entering that world alongside you, Kazumi must be there beside me.”

“Yeah, I think we can manage two.” I grinned. “Assuming we finished up our troublesome little problem, of course. Oh, by the way… this invitation to Fujiwara Miyu’s house at the weekend. That’s a big deal, right?”

“It is indeed. I do need to find out more details, such as the dress code, who is attending, what gifts to bring, many important matters. But I’ll handle that, you just worry about your own problems. I am not a girl who makes trouble for her husband.” I imagined her smiling. “Even so, I’m nervous. I’ve been to visit Mayumi many times, and Sakura is my cousin, but Miyu-sama is very quiet and keeps to herself. Still, she’s the oldest daughter of Fujiwara house, even if she is behind the line of succession to Honoka-sama. I can’t help but be nervous and wonder what she wants.”

Her voice wavered, before she shrugged it off, her natural cheerfulness coming back. “In any case, it could open doors for you. Being known to have been invited by Miyu-sama will make the nobility more conscious of you and perhaps even win a little respect.”

“I’ll be relying on you to stop me from screwing up my high-society debut. As my fiancée.” I finally said it out loud, and there was a long moment of silence, before she shyly asked me what was on her mind.

“So, you accept me? I was worried that you thought we were too forceful, and you only agreed to spare my feelings. I can live with a marriage of convenience, the noble way, where we are merely useful to each other, but… having met Shaeula, and Eri, and seeing what they have, I want love too. If I can.” Her voice was tense, her breathing fast, as she waited for my answer. There was no way I could lie.

Considering how clever and brash she is, I forget she’s a young girl, younger than Eri. She must be nervous and insecure too. I need to be the mature adult here. Besides… “Well, I’m not going to lie, you did push me into it. It was sudden and shocking, and I still have this feeling of inadequacy inside me that makes me wonder why me? But you are a kind, smart girl, and Shaeula and Eri say they’ll accept you, so I can too. I’m not going to say something again like ‘if you find someone else you can…’”

“Good, don’t.” she interrupted me. “I told you. I’ve made my choice.”

“Yeah, I get that. I’ve made mine too. No matter how it started, how we were pushed together, if you are going to give it your all to love me, to get along with Shaeula, Eri, my sister and family, well, I can do no less than return the favour, and if anyone asks me, I’ll tell them proudly that I bagged Fukumoto Hinata, the girl who is going to shake the very nobility itself!” This time I’m not going with the flow. It’s not how things start, but how they end, and I want this ending to be a happy one.

“I’m glad.” she whispered, and I could hear her sniffling gently, so I gave her a minute to recover. “Good, good. Now that you’ve realised my worth, there was one more thing.” She hesitated for a moment. “I hope I haven’t overstepped my bounds, but as I said before, I want to use all my knowledge and talent for you. So I tied up all the participants in your training with proper contracts, making sure they can’t cheat you. Oh, and I’ve done the same with your staff. You’ll need to have a talk with them, bring them up to speed, but Karen-san at least is worth keeping, I think.”

“I see.” Yeah, I had planned to tell Karen-chan about this and offer her training too, once she was settled and had got over her last employer and his vile harassment. As for the possibility of me being betrayed or cheated by those I’m training, Shaeula’s servants prove that isn’t impossible. No, it could even be likely.

“Are you angry?” she asked quietly, and I realised I had gone silent, thinking.

“No, I’m not. I was just remembering the events Shaeula has just endured. I think you were wise. I expect your grandfather has been helping you with that?”

“Of course.” she laughed, relieved, and we made some more casual, relaxed conversation about light, harmless topics, before it was time for her to leave for her own school. After a surprisingly charming farewell, her feelings plain, I once more shook my head wryly. I’m not sure how I earned the affection of these great girls, but I’d be a monster to trample on their feelings now.

“All right then. Konoe-san is staying in that room, huh. Shaeula, it’s time. Are you ready?” I called, and she appeared, face set sternly, ready to take her anger out on those harassing her friend. I fired off a text to the Detective, and with that we headed for Konoe-san’s room.
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“There’s a strange man here saying he works for you and Shaeula?” Karen-chan was saying, my phone having started ringing before I could reach my destination. “Raethe-san… um, all right, all right. Sorry, he says to call him Ixitt, a weird name. Even stranger than Shaeula. Anyway, Ixitt-san is asking for access to a computer and all our documents, but he seems rather odd. I worry he might be dangerous.” she whispered. “And I don’t like the way he’s eyeing me!”

Dangerous? Not in the way you are thinking. “He’s probably just marvelling at your mobile phone. He’s a tech junkie, but… shit, it’s too hard to explain over the phone. Get him some printouts on how to use the internet and our PC, then just let him do his thing for a bit. Once I’ve spoken to Konoe-san I’ll come over and make sure he doesn’t cause you any problems. Oh, and Karen-chan?”

“Yes?”

“We need to have a talk ourselves. I know Hinata has spoken to you. I didn’t mean to keep things from you, I was waiting until the right time. I promise.”

“I know. You aren’t like my last boss… hey, put that down! Akio-kun says I can sort you out in a minute! Damn, he’s annoying. Anyway, Akio-kun, you had better bring us some of the good booze for this talk, don't you think?”

“You know it.” I laughed, and before hanging up I asked her to do one more task for me, which Ixitt would likely enjoy as well.

“Right, I forgot about Ixitt. Considering my memory is so good I have a bad habit of putting stuff out of my mind. I guess you took priority, Shaeula.”

She smiled at that, taking my hand. “I would-would hope so. But thank you, Akio. I do greatly appreciate your love-love. When you need me, I shall likewise be there for you!”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” We stopped outside the door to the room Konoe-san was using. “You ready?” I asked, before knocking on it gently. A few moments later the door opened slightly to reveal a rather ragged-looking Konoe-san. She had bags under her eyes and her skin was pale and greasy, as if she had barely slept. On seeing us she sighed in relief.

“Oshiro-san, Shaeula. Thank the Gods you are here.” she muttered wearily, and would have collapsed if Shaeula hadn’t reached out a hand to steady her.

“Can we come in?” I asked, and she nodded. “Great. I’d like to hear everything that has happened while we were gone. So I can work out how to crush these bastards, root and branch.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula said, releasing my hand and helping Konoe-san over to the bed, sitting her down. “These fools will learn just what-what it means to trifle with our friends. Though they will not-not have long to regret the lesson…”
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“So, just to be clear.” Detective Kato was saying. He and his assistant, Officer Usui, had turned up at my request shortly after we entered Konoe-san’s room, and while she had been nervous at first, Shaeula and I reassured her that everything would be fine, that involving the police would allow us to resolve everything all at once. “These artworks you purchased, they gave you nothing in writing to state categorically they were of the value they stated?”

Konoe-san shook her head sadly. “No, we just talked about it. They had a portfolio, of course, and they said I was going to get a copy for my records, but they never gave me it in the end.”

“And you didn’t find this suspect?” Officer Usui grumbled harshly, shaking her head. At her stern tone Konoe-san teared up, and Shaeula growled, causing Officer Usui to go pale, waving her hands in apology. “Sorry, sorry! I know these things can be tough. Just… without the written proof of what they sold you, it’s going to be near impossible to prove fraudulent selling.”

“But this portfolio exists, does it not-not?” Shaeula smiled, though there was no humour in it. “If you tell me which females are involved, I can-can secure a copy.”

“No, you can’t use any sort of coercion or strange powers.” the Detective warned us. “I’m grateful you saved my life, and I agree with your long-term goals of having the police able to enforce exotic crimes, but if you use those, you are as bad as the criminals.”

“Exotic powers? Saved your life?” Konoe-san asked, puzzled, and the Detective winced, realising he had overstepped.

“It does not-not matter, Ichika.” Shaeula patted her shoulder gently, reassuring her. “Simply know that Akio and I will resolve your issues. You are my friend, I will not-not stand for such mistreatment!”

At her bold words, Konoe-san hung her head, before she started crying, long heaving sobs that shook her body. Seeing that, Shaeula pulled her friend into a hug, while Detective Kato, Officer Usui and I all stepped back. “I think you are wrong.” I disagreed with him, and the Detective raised an eyebrow, questioning me.

“How so? It’s only natural to do things fairly, else there is no law.”

“I get powers shouldn’t be abused, but consider this. Should CCTV or DNA evidence be dismissed, simply because it’s new? The world changes, and we have to change with it. I agree we shouldn’t use things like Shaeula’s befuddling winds to force confessions or twist people to do our bidding.” It was bad enough using it on her maids.

“After all, with such powers at our disposal, it would be all too easy to create false testimonies and cause serious miscarriages of justice. But we need them, if only to counter those that will misuse such powers. I don’t know how many will, but it could already be happening all across Japan, no, the world.” I shuddered at the thought of someone evil with mind-control powers. That would be the worst-case scenario. “I think this investigation will be good for you. You can see with your own eyes how power can be used responsibly, and why we will need it in the future.”

“I think he’s right.” Officer Usui spoke up suddenly, surprising me. “Simply using it to reveal where evidence is hidden would be a legitimate use of it, to my mind. Though it might fall afoul of the laws on coercive behaviour. It’s hard to know. But yes, as the world changes, laws need to change with them. There’s no universal law, you taught me that. Though justice is unchanging.”

She frowned then, clearly angry. “Look at the poor girl. Fraud, loansharking, blackmail. All these crimes are routinely ignored by the police, as they are considered the fault of the victim.”

Shaeula was still comforting her friend, and it made me very angry, seeing her suffer so. After all, I was weak to the tears of girls, although this time that was the sensible, human response.

“I think it would be good to send a message. That the Tokyo Police Force won’t stand idly by and let scum prey on the vulnerable.” the Officer finished, facing the Detective boldly.

Detective Kato nodded slowly. “Very well. I’ll keep hands-off as much as I can when it comes to your choices. But if you intend for me to support you in dealing with supernatural crimes, you have to show me I can work with you. My gratitude will only carry you so far, if you become criminals yourselves.”

I nodded, and we discussed a few more details of the plan, until Shaeula had finally calmed down Konoe-san. “I… thank you.” Konoe-san sniffled, eyes and nose red from crying. “I just don’t get why you are helping me so much. I took money from you when we barely know each other. I’m not a good friend at all!”

Shaeula stiffened, annoyance flashing in her amber eyes. “What does-does the length of time we have spent together matter?” She was angry, and Konoe-san flinched back. “If I say you are my friend, then you are-are my friend! And I would not-not forsake any friend of mine! Barely know each other…” she growled. “The length of time I have spent with Akio is but-but a fraction of our entire lives, yet I love him deeply and shall never-never part from him. Length of time means-means nothing! It is the bonds, the emotions, that matter!”

Officer Usui let out a long whistle, face red, and Detective Kato barked a laugh. “That’s one hell of a brag there. You must be ever so happy she thinks so highly of you.”

“Oh I am. And I don’t disagree. Shaeula’s been starved of friendship most of her life, and those she thought were… turned out to be bad people. She understands what it is to be tricked, so she is more eager than ever to solve this.”

“Akio is right. I too-too have been betrayed by those close to me. I would not-not allow you to suffer as I have!”

“But…” Konoe-san looked at me then. “You say you love him? What about the other woman?”

Yeah, that’s a normal reaction. I’ve almost forgotten those, with the strange circles I’ve been moving in recently. Before I could answer, Shaeula shrugged. “Other-other female? You mean Eri, or Hinata?”

“How can you trust him, when he’s cheating on you? He might be as bad as those…” A loud clap rang out, and Konoe-san found herself clutching her reddening cheek. Shaeula had not struck her hard, but even so, she teared up.

“How dare-dare you compare my Akio to thieving scum that would force females into selling themselves. Eri is as a sister to me, and Hinata is not-not a bad girl. Far better to have some of the love of the greatest of males, rather than be lonely, bitterly regretting. Akio has never-never let me down, and he will not-not start now. I will not-not hear this, even from you!”

“All right, calm down ladies. We are straying from the point.” Detective Kato took charge, probably well used to domestic disputes. “You shouldn’t hit a woman.” he warned Shaeula, and she scoffed.

“I barely touched Ichika, it was merely gentle-gentle chastisement. But some things can not-not be laughed off.”

“I’m sorry.” Konoe-san whispered. “I… I just feel so angry right now, angry and scared. It’s men who put me in this situation. I haven’t forgotten how you saved me from those thugs. Twice. And I am grateful, but… I’m lost. I don’t know what to do!”

At the murmurs of “I knew it!” from the Detective at mention of the thugs, that reminded me. “Yeah, those thugs? Were they part of the gang that is blackmailing and extorting you?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“Not really, though I think they might have been put on to scare me a bit. Either that or I’m really unlucky.” she sniffled, still rubbing at her cheek.

“I see. So they may have other connections.” I mused. “Well, lending money at more than twenty-nine percent is a crime right? Without written contracts it might be difficult to prove, but bank statements listing payments in and out should be indicative, and they probably have legitimate account books somewhere. Running prostitution is definitely a crime, when the girls are coerced.”

“Yes, but proving all this is the hard part.” Officer Usui chimed in. “I’d love to take these scum down, who knows how many other women they’ve ensnared, but it won’t be easy.”

“Well, this is where we work together.” I grinned. “Look, recordings are admissible evidence in Japan, right? I got Karen-chan to send someone down to Akihabara to pick up a load of hidden cameras and microphones. It may be an anime mecca there now, but there are still some great tech shops if you know where to look.” Ixitt was probably a pain, but he knows better than to cause me trouble if he wants to come back here. “We can use those, and a bit of gentle work from Shaeula, and gather all the evidence we need.”

“It might be dangerous.” Konoe-san warned. “They… they are scary men. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Nonsense.” Shaeula scoffed. “Akio and I, hurt by some mere-mere thugs? I am almost offended.”

“Yes, I don’t think you need to worry about that.” Detective Kato agreed, a wry smile on his face as he remembered the battle at the shrine. “Unless they bring a tank, he’ll be fine. The girl too. Even if they have that sort of firepower, I’m still not sure it’d be enough.”

“Don’t remind me.” Officer Usui shuddered. “The pair of them are monsters.”

“Yes, but we are good monsters!” I protested. Still, I projected confidence to Konoe-san, reassuring her. “Just leave it to us and we’ll handle it. I don’t know if we can get back your money, but we can at least leave you free from this burden. So, here’s the plan…”

As I outlined the audacious scheme, Konoe-san looked at me, first with an expression of worry, then shock, then puzzlement, and last, a slight sense of hope. Shaeula is right. It doesn’t matter how long you know someone, it’s what you’ve shared, how you feel. Thinking about it that way, I really don’t feel too bad about Hinata anymore. I had made up my mind before, but now I actually feel good about it.

I remembered her smile, alternating between shy and prideful, her eyes gleaming as she talked about her dreams and hopes for the future. I want to be there when she finally creates the world she wants to see. I think it’ll be a wonderful one. After all, the girls in the nobility are trapped too. I wouldn’t dare be so crass as to compare it to the horrible cruelty the other girls who were tricked like Konoe-san are subjected to, but the whole system doesn’t sit right with me. And if I have power… I don’t have to let things that upset me slide anymore, do I?

“I can-can do that. It shall be my pleasure.” Shaeula grinned wolfishly. “I should very much like to meet-meet these women who betrayed you!” she told Konoe-san, who nodded slowly. As Konoe-san opened up her phone and typed a message to one of the women that had initially sold her the worthless art, I considered something else.

Hyacinth. What to do about her? I know Shaeula made her that promise, but I’m not going to follow through on that just because Shaeula asked me to. After Hinata, I resolved myself to be stronger. But… I definitely feel bad for her, and she’s rather endearing, in a crazy pervert sort of way. Oh well, it isn’t a decision I need to make now. But I’m definitely going to give it some thought…

No, now was the time to deal with this mess. Clenching my fist, I resolved to take out my confusion on the bastards that were hurting women here. it was good not to have to think difficult thoughts, to have a clear path of right and wrong before me. And if all goes well, I’ll take the first step in showing the police how crime needs to be handled under the new world that’s coming…


Side Sixty-Seven – Princess Eleanor Elizabeth Diana Windsor


This isn’t awkward at all. Eleanor bit down on a sigh as she looked around the ballroom. Dozens of important guests were here, from politicians to fellow people in the line of succession. Her brother Richard was there with his wife, looking as regal as ever, and as he caught her gaze, he smiled and waved lightly, causing Eleanor to look away.

I don’t want to talk to you right now. I have too much on my mind. She realised she was again holding her side, which was making her walk awkwardly in the elegant powder-blue ballgown she was wearing, her hair piled up more regally than she usually wore it, the sapphire necklace and earrings she wore a gift from her grandmother to match her eyes, and when Eleanor had done a quick search on Wikipedia she had found they were royal heirlooms, and worth an eye-watering amount. Not that she was any stranger to extravagance, being a Princess, but even so it wasn’t often the Queen lent out the old treasures. I need to calm down and stop spacing out. Deep breaths, deep breaths.

Pulling her hand away from her side, she found it trembling a little. Of course, it was easy to understand why. She had memories, vivid memories, of being stabbed in the side by a foul Goblin-like creature, long black knife penetrating the green armour she wore. It was as if she had been thrust into the fire, her body in agony.

She had panicked, sword she held slashing out, and the creature had been beheaded. After that she remembered very little, only regaining her senses a while later, covered in vile blood and with many disintegrating corpses lying all around her.

Yes, my wound closed, this blessing, or perhaps curse, that I’ve been granted allowing me to recover from any injury, but that doesn’t diminish the pain or fear I felt, no, I still feel.

“A penny for you thoughts, princess?” a refined, stately voice said, and she jumped, jerking around to address the speaker, who was laughing deeply, though without malice or mockery. He was an older man, in his fifties, but still tall and powerful, muscles straining under the elegant suit he was wearing. Running a hand through his still bushy silver-white hair, he took her hand and kissed it, like a knight of old.

“Sir Arthur, as foolish as ever I see.” Eleanor pouted sourly, Sir Arthur one of the few people she could be herself around. Despite that, she was in public, so after a mere moment of indulgence she restored her face to its practised mask of stillness. “This farce… I can’t believe you agreed to be a part of it.”

“Why would I not, princess? After all, this is an important step for you, and your grandmother, may God protect her, asked my aid. I think this is surely God's will, or why else would an irascible old coot like me be chosen for this grand task?”

Sir Arthur Dumbarton, the son of a long-time friend of my Grandmother. To think he’d be chosen too, destined to protect the United Kingdom. I have to admit, it’ll be comforting to have someone I know with me in the future, but even so. He’s old…

“I know what you are thinking, princess. How rude. I’m not old, I’m in the prime of life. There’s strength in these bones yet, I assure you!” He laughed again, snagging two glasses from a nearby servant, handing her one. Eleanor took it, sipping at the strong liquor and feeling the warmth spread through her body. “So, how are you holding up? I notice you are favouring your side? I hope you haven’t been injured, marring the skin of our Princess is a shame that would make Angels weep.”

“Stop teasing me.” She sighed loudly. “I’m fine now. Not a scratch remains. But… I can’t get over the fear. My confidence is shot. I’m not cut out for this. It should have been my brothers. Not me.”

“Well, ours is not to question the will of God, or the turning of destiny. We just make the best of what we can. Look around us, Princess. So many people here who know nothing about the way the world has changed. Politicians, celebrities, billionaires, other nobility. They believe the world will go on as it always has. There’s comfort in that, to be sure, but little safety. At least we know what is coming.” He waved to two people who were talking to each other, looking out of place amidst the finery and wealth of the Palace.

On seeing them, the two came over, the lead person, a younger, short girl of Indian descent, looking particularly starstruck to be meeting a Princess. Behind her was a young man, wearing black horn-rimmed glasses and looking delicate like some sort of artist, his big blue eyes taking in everything around him.

Aditi Mistry and Donovan Patterson. I recognise them from the data grandmother dug up for me. This is the first time I’m meeting them though. I’m quite nervous. Really, I shouldn’t be, I’m used to appearing in public and being the focus of the press. But that’s that, and this… this is me meeting people I’ll be entrusting my life to, going forwards.

“Princess, it is a great honour to meet you!” Aditi chirped, curtsying quite well. She’s obviously been practising. “This is quite the event. I must admit to feeling rather out of place. Still, I must confess, finding out I was not alone was a wonderful shock. I thought I was going crazy, bringing shame to my family. Even so, the pressure of being your guard is mighty indeed, Princess.”

Donovan reached out a hand for a handshake. He then paused, going pale, realising just who he offered her hand to, but Eleanor was well used to such things, so she merely grasped his hand gently, pumping it twice before releasing it. He’s blushing. That’s… kind of adorable. “I’m never washing this hand again, Princess.” Donovan grinned shyly.

“No, please do wash it, else I won’t be able to be near you. The smell would be terrible.” She made a joke, and Sir Arthur guffawed, slapping Donovan on the back, and nodding to Aditi.

“Indeed, I understand that. Our Eleanor is quite the beauty, but no funny ideas, all right boy? I’ll be watching!” he warned jovially, and Donovan nodded rapidly, as though his head was on a spring. “Of course I get it, sir! I’m only here to fulfil the request of the Queen, and to get the money on offer… no, not the money, ugh, ah…” He looked down, mortified, and everyone laughed.

“Oh, now I do not feel so nervous, so thank you, Donovan.” Aditi smiled reassuringly.

“So then, have you met my brother yet?” Eleanor asked, and they shook their heads. “In that case...” she continued. “You simply must. I don’t want to be the only one at this party everyone is looking at.”
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“That was quite nerve-wracking. Your sister-in-law, she is very nice, as the papers show her to be.” Aditi murmured, fanning herself as they sat in the corner, trying to avoid notice.

“Yes, she’s very sweet.” Eleanor agreed. “And with her and Henry’s girlfriend in the picture, I don’t get so much attention as I used to. Still, that will change, won’t it?”

“Aye, it sure will, Princess.” A fiery redhead who they had picked up earlier grinned, her Scottish twang thick. “A warrior princess indeed. And t’think I’ll be there alongside ye. I be getting chills.”

“That’s damn stupid and you know it.” A man a little older than Eleanor snapped, and she struggled to keep calm. David Reckless, the boyishly handsome yet sour-faced speaker, was a choice she had been reluctant to make, but under advice from her grandmother and Sir Arthur, she had accepted him as part of her team. But ever since meeting her, the martial artist, who was known for fighting in UFC and had a stellar record, had done nothing but talk angrily at her, not even hiding his disdain.

“You are a fool, Sarah.” he continued, draining the glass in his hand, the smell of alcohol on his breath intense.

I’m not used to dealing with this. He was quieter when Sir Arthur was still with us, but since he’s talking to my brother still, it’s like David’s been let off the leash. I don’t get why he’s so angry. Still… She swallowed, trying to calm herself. It isn’t like fighting in that shadow of London. That is more frightening. I can put up with some anger, so long as he does his job.

“Seriously. Think about it. We were chosen by the Gods themselves! I’m the heir to Caturix, the true War God of these Isles! And now I have to give up my chance of growing stronger to babysit this idiot of a Princess?”

Idiot? No-one has ever been so rude to me before. One hand went back to her side, feeling the phantom pain of her injury, while the other went to where her sword would be belted. Her fingers grasped for it futility, and she looked down, flushed with shame and nerves. Luckily no-one but Aditi had noticed, and she was too well-mannered to make anything of it.

“It isn’t like we had no…” Donovan began, before wilting under the fierce glare David shot him.

“The kid be right.” Sarah McLaughlin shot back, her own fiery temper sparking, as bright as her hair. “I nay know why ye be complaining. Money, support, we’ll have it all. We’ll be heroes, y’hear me? Damn heroes!”

“I’d rather blaze my own way, like I did in the UFC, relying on my own power. But I was careless. Breaking those punch-force world records openly was foolish. Still, I’m not the only fool. That Scandinavian weightlifter did it too, and nobody knows where he is now. He probably had the same sort of offer we did, and he said no. You think we walk away from this, knowing what we know, being who we are now, redhead? Are you as thick as you look? It’s true, girls with big tits are dumb.”

“Hey!” Sarah protested, arms covering her chest.

“I think we should remain calm…” Aditi began, but David ignored her. All around them, the crowd was starting to pick up on the disturbance. This is a nightmare. We need to get out of here. Everyone is looking at us, judging us. I’m bringing shame to grandmother.

“The only way once we were found out was to sign up to babysitting the Princess. At least she’s beautiful. That’s the only saving grace. Have any of you even fought before?” he grunted a bitter question. “I have. Years in the Octagon, before that in the boxing ring. And I’ve fought in this new world. I’ve blood on my hands. I’m not destined to be a babysitter!”

“That’s quite enough of that.” The last of her companions said, after having observed everyone in quiet silence for a while. She was a woman of few words, older than all of them barring Sir Arthur. Mary-Jane Smith. Age forty-two. Married with two children. A Schoolteacher. Eleanor remembered the data on her. Choosing her had been as problematic as David Reckless, but for a different reason. It’s not right to force a woman with children to fight. But her ability…

“I understand why you are upset, Mr Reckless, but taking it out on a younger girl isn’t very manly, is it?” she chided, her hazel eyes somehow both stern and kind under her silver glasses. Her short brown bobbed hair and womanly figure made her seem like a comforting old matron, of the sort Eleanor used to know as a child. “And as for your question, you would have been told the same as we all were. The Princess has fought. Life or death battles. As it happens, I too…” She clenched her fist. “… well, it seems like something out of a storybook that I would read to the children, but this is reality now.”

David looked like he was about to argue when Sir Arthur returned, her brother Richard in tow. As they joined the group, the eyes of the watching dignitaries were drawn from her to her brother, and Eleanor felt some relief. Sometimes I think that these public engagements are even harder than battle… no, who am I fooling, I can’t even make that joke to myself.

“There’s no trouble here, I trust?” Sir Arthur questioned, and David met his gaze for a moment, before looking away, sourly.

“No, just a heated discussion.”

“That’s good.” Richard agreed, as poised as ever. He made a small gesture to the surrounding crowd. “Now that you are all together and have experienced this gala, it’s time. Grandmother would like to see you.”

At that Eleanor could see the expressions on everyone’s faces. Some were excited, but most were nervous. Me too, me too. Grandmother was kind and she loved her well, but she was the Queen, and meeting her was never without drama…
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“So, in conclusion.” Her grandmother spoke, Richard beside her, as well as their father, Charles, who gave her a look of mixed worry and support. The group was seated in a more intimate chamber of the Palace, rather than the main throne-room, but the Queen was still on an ornate throne, radiating power and dignity despite her increasingly frail body and advancing age.

“The fate of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and perhaps the very world, hinges on securing London and preventing the darkness from spreading. Those of you who have been given this heavy burden are pitiful, yet also blessed. The Crown and this great nation will spare no expense nor effort to support you few we could find. All we ask is that you work together and save this country. As a Queen. As a grandmother…” Her regal tone changed, and now she was the mischievous grandmother Eleanor knew well. “… we ask you keep our precious granddaughter safe. Those of you who are parents will understand.”

Beside her, Mary-Jane nodded, having children of her own. Several others, Aditi, Donovan and Sarah, gave their assent, awestruck by the force of the Queen’s personality. But then David spoke up, shocking everyone.

“That’s all very well, but… we aren’t the only ones that you have found, are we?” He snorted bitterly. “I want to know what happened to the others, who aren’t standing here now.”

“Mr Reckless, show some respect!” Mary-Jane began, but the Queen waved her to silence.

“A fair question, young man. The answer is simple. Most of them are being watched carefully. We have had a hard decision to make, not to reveal to the world that the end times are coming for the United Kingdom. Not yet. Though it is but a matter of time, such secrets can only be kept for a short while. Still, some refused our call, and we cannot force them, though we might wish to. Not yet, anyway.”

“Really? Watched carefully? Not killed, then?” David asked, his tone sharp.

“Two were.” the Queen admitted, surprising everyone. “It turned out that they were irredeemable criminals. One a notorious gangster. The other a murderer. Why they were chosen, we know not. But they were too dangerous to be left alive. We shall bear these sins, but those who misuse their powers will only find death waiting at the end.”

At her harsh proclamation, Donovan jumped, looking scared, but Sarah patted him on the back reassuringly. He’s such a mouse. I wonder how he’ll fare against the Goblins…

“Is that legal? I don’t think so. There’s no capital punishment in this country anymore.” David scoffed, and it was Eleanor's father who spoke up, running a hand through his thinning, greying hair, looking troubled. Father has always been under the shadow of Grandmother. And with the prospect of him being King growing every year… to think he’ll have to weather this crisis. I hope grandmother lives on. She’s always said she is too stubborn to die until I’m married.

“Under old Law and Charter, these are military, not civil matters.” Charles explained. “In fact, you will all be given military and noble rank. Anyone with these powers is under military law, and thus criminals abusing them can be summarily judged and court-martialled, with the maximum penalty being death.”

“That’s merely tyranny.” David scoffed. “Besides, if the world is really at risk, shouldn’t you be getting the news out? It’s damn selfish not to, right? Hard decision, my ass.”

“We do find it hard. In our heart, we wish to spread the truth, but we fear the panic it would bring may be worse than not knowing.” Her grandmother raised a hand, stopping Charles and Richard from protesting at David’s rudeness. “We must bear that burden, a different one to what you all must bear. If what we, as head of the Royal Family, understand is known widely, there will be chaos, riots, worse. We are working with the right people to prepare for the revelation. As for tyranny, we have responsibilities. Every Royal House for the last fifteen-hundred years has passed on the secret, even to their worst enemies, usurpers or foreign conquerors. We will not shirk the responsibility of ages.”

She looked down, frail, careworn, and Eleanor felt sorrow for her grandmother, who was usually so indominable. It isn’t just me who is suffering. Grandmother is too. The weight of seventy million lives, no, perhaps that of the eight billion people worldwide, rests on her.

“We beg you, do not turn away from the world in these troubled times. We ask you to risk much, give up much.” At her words, David nodded, but he was listening. “You may have to stymie your ambitions for now, but in return…” The Queen gestured, and the Armour of the Green Knight that was Eleanor’s was brought out. “… the ancient treasures we zealously guard shall be yours, to defend this fair isle from all threats!”
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After Eleanor had donned her armour, they had been shown to the secret Underground Station under the Palace, which was routed directly to another under the Tower of London. There, in the secret basement, the amazed comrades her grandmother had found for her were sifting through the collection of old swords, axes, bows, armour and faded banners that was the legacy the Crown was sworn to protect. Watching the group, overwhelmed by their enthusiasm, even David, who at the thought of a powerful relic of his own was suddenly far more compliant, she gave a slight smile, pulling her hand away from her side once more.

“They’ll be all right.” Sir Arthur promised, beside her. He had found his chosen relic earlier, and the rusted steel sword was belted at his waist. Apparently he just knew it was the one for him. Apparently there were ancient runes carved into the blade, though centuries of rust and decay had obscured them. Still, in the shadow of London, it will likely blaze again, like my armour.

“They are a motley collection of fools, but all of them, even young David, will realise what we have to do when they see the dangers we face. Some of them may have already set foot in the shadow Britain, the dark mirror of Avalon. But what they will have faced there will pale to what you have battled, Princess.”

She nodded, remembering the foul Goblin-beasts, the small, dark archers with their bows of bone, the vile hounds which were the size of ponies, and shuddered.

“That’s why the Queen, God protect her cunning soul, had you all meet at her gala, filled with the great, the good and the famous. It was to impress on them the magnitude of what they do, and the rewards of success. She’s a wily old bat, as always.” Sir Arthur chortled, watching as Aditi pulled out a stringless bow, looking at it dreamily.

At his irreverence, her lips quirked into a smile. She surveyed the group of strange bedfellows once more, and the thought that she would finally not be alone there was warm. Even though there might be difficulties ahead, clashes of personality, squabbles and trials… not being alone will be truly wonderful! Her hand quivered, but for once it did not return to her side. Instead, she clenched her fist firmly, promising herself she would step up and lead these companions safely through the battles ahead...


Side Sixty-Eight – Konoe Ichika


“So, this art is guaranteed to appreciate in value, you say-say?” Shaeula asked, licking her lips with her small tongue, looking as if she was greedily considering the money she could make. “Art is of course a passion of mine, a respectable pursuit for a fine female such-such as I.”

“Yes, you do seem a very refined young lady.” The young woman sitting in front of Shaeula and Ichika said, laughing happily, running a hand through her dark brown hair which was streaked with pinkish-blonde highlights. Before, Ichika had rather enjoyed the laughter of her one-time friend, but now all it did was set her teeth on edge, her eyes threatening to spill more tears. No, I can’t. I have to do this or it all goes to waste!

She had sent the message to one of the girls that had scammed her, one who she had thought was her friend. It was exciting, being away from home the first time, going to university, making friends, meeting new and exciting people. The girl who had betrayed her was Kaya-chan, one of the first friends she had made, who saw her drinking alone one day and struck up a conversation.

She was so bright, so fashionable, a real big-city girl, and Ichika had been swept up into her pace, meeting other similar young women outside of university too, partying and having fun. Of course now I think she probably picked me out because I was stupid and vulnerable. There have been others too, I know that.

The message had said, in very careful language, the scary-looking Detective advising her on what to say so she wouldn’t be incriminated in any further investigation, that she had another friend who had money and was gullible, and she was willing to let her get sucked in, if Kaya-chan would help her write off her debts. Even though it was a lie, she had felt sick typing it. What happens if Shaeula gets pulled into this too, ends up where I am, or worse? I hate this…

“Yeah, you sure are a cutie.” Kaya-chan was saying, buttering Shaeula up. Before, Ichika would never have noticed, but now she watched from the outside she could see all the tricks, the careful way Kaya-chan was presenting her body language, every gesture designed to entice. “That yukata looks really expensive. And you don’t see many old-fashioned girls like you nowadays. That hair too.” Kaya-chan reached out and stroked it. “Love the colour girl, you have a really great fashion sense. Are those contacts too?”

Shaeula trembled as her hair was touched, and Ichika swallowed nervously. She’s furious, I think. I can see her hands on her lap, clutching at the hem of her yukata. I don’t… I don’t understand. The first time she had been saved from the thugs by Oshiro-san she had run off, leaving her purse behind. Then Watanabe-san had returned her purse and she had been surprised, but even so, she wasn’t ready to trust a man, not with the threats she was receiving. Ugh, even thinking about it makes me want to curl up into a ball and hide. How could I have been such a fool? My parents warned me to be careful, but I thought they were just being overprotective and I knew better. How wrong I was.

“I assure you I am-am entirely as nature intended.” Shaeula sniffed. “Now enough-enough about me. Ichika here advised me that investments in your art would prove most-most profitable. I am not-not averse to securing further money. Living my life is seldom cheap.”

“Of course. I get you. Still, let a girl praise you, seriously! That hair is totally gorgeous, I wish I could get mine that colour!” Kaya-chan continued to butter her up.

The second time she had been accosted by the same thugs, Ichika was almost ready to just give up. If I’m so unlucky, I might as well give in and surrender. I remember thinking that. Still, once more she had been saved. By the same man again. It seemed impossible. In fact, she had thought it was probably another set-up, another trick to ensnare her, and she had never warmed to Oshiro-san. It wasn’t like in a story, where she was grateful to be rescued. In fact, she almost resented it, and him. Does that make me selfish, I wonder? Or am I just a bad person? Still, this time he had a woman with him, a beautiful girl who was inquisitive and kind. For some reason Ichika ended up asking for her number, and after that they became friends.

“So, you see this?” Kaya-chan asked, and Ichika tensed, realising Kaya-chan had pulled out the glossy brochure that she had been shown before, full of beautiful-looking but worthless trash, along with fake testimonials and lies. She adjusted the scarf she was wearing nervously, the hidden microphone and camera within, and luckily Kaya-chan was too busy spinning her lies to notice. “I recommend this one, at only a million yen, you should be able to sell it for two or three times that, this time next year.”

“A million, you say? That is quite-quite the sum. I would have to forgo my winter yukata…” Shaeula mused.

“Well, it sounds like you have a bit more spare cash than I thought. In that case it’d be a shame not to make bigger returns…”

A million yen? Hah, she started me off on fifty-thousand yen pieces. I almost feel insulted. Of course, then she talked me into borrowing money to go for larger profits. I should have realised then. I’m such a fool. But when I took the loaned money, my fate was sealed…

“I see. That is quite-quite the sum. I would have to cut back on expensive whiskey for a while if I was-was to buy that. But it does-does sound a good deal.” Shaeula acted, tilting her head cutely to one side as she pretended to consider the lies Kaya-chan was peddling.

To think that after our chance meeting, Shaeula never stopped contacting me. She genuinely seemed to consider me a friend, which made no sense to me. We had barely even met! But she would send me endless pictures of her and Oshiro-san, looking so happy. Then she went on holiday to Las Vegas, and I got more and more pictures of her luxury trip. How I envied her then. Yet, it was a welcome distraction from my own situation.

Ichika had been borrowing money from the few friends she had who weren’t involved in the scam, but quickly that well ran dry. There was only so much she could take while giving nothing back, after all, and some other girls she knew had fallen victim too, and were likewise scrambling for money, before they disappeared, likely… no, I don’t want to think about it! Poor girls…

“I see-see.” Shaeula said, and Ichika thought she saw green light fill the room, though when she blinked it was gone, though her clothes were rustling gently, as though they were in a breeze. I must be imagining it. Just like with the thugs that time. “This seems too-too good to keep to myself. I know some other females who would likely be interested in easy money. Do you have any other friends who could-could handle their needs?”

“I sure do! There’s Ema, Satsuki…” As Kaya-chan began to rattle off the names, Ichika was shocked. I know she is only giving first names, but even so… As Shaeula pressed her, gently picking up the brochure from the table in her hands that were wearing delicate lace gloves to prevent her leaving any fingerprints, Ichika marvelled at her manipulation. Maybe the money on offer has made Kaya-chan too greedy?

In the end the art was worthless, and the interest on the loans she had taken from the lender Kaya-chan found her was far higher than stated, or legal. She had tried to complain, but then the threats started, multiple big, angry men telling her to pay up or else.

It was at that time, as if mere helpful advice, Kaya-chan had pointed out ways pretty girls like her could earn plenty of easy money, and all it would cost her was… everything. My body, my dignity, my hope. Still, what else could I do? They threatened my family! Even so, I refused to give in, searching for a way out, desperately. That was when I remembered Shaeula and how rich Oshiro-san seemed to be…

She had tried to deny she was having problems, as Shaeula was only a casual friend, but in the end she had no-one else to turn to. To think that she would not only open her purse on the spot and empty it out for her, giving her a fistful of bills, but she would even talk Oshiro-san into giving her more, and even promise to help her deal with this mess once and for all. I feel so awful. To think she thought of me so warmly. And that Oshiro-san would help me despite the fact I clearly never trusted him, even though he saved me twice. It made me feel even worse. But I couldn’t give up the hope.

“I’m just going to call Satsuki, she’ll be perfect for your friends.” Kaya-chan agreed, stepping out back and shutting the door behind her, but it didn’t close, and Shaeula rolled a small microphone in gently, it somehow making no sound.

“It will be all-all right.” Shaeula promised. “We have the proof your art was sold on lies now.” She flourished the brochure, pleased. “This Kaya female shall not-not get this back. Now we just need to snare her friends. It sounds like there are four-four more females involved.”

“Yeah, I’ve met Satsuki-chan and another one before.” Ichika nodded. “Even so… it’s the moneylenders that worry me. They… they make bad threats. And I believe they could do it.” She swallowed, feeling sick.

Before Shaeula could answer, Kaya-chan came back. “Great news. Satsuki is free right now. Are your friends?”

“Of course. Rich young females like us are always-always free.” Once more the green glow flashed, and this time Ichika knew she could feel a breeze, her hair was fluttering. “But one-one will not be enough. You should call the others too. I have summoned my friends, but they are proud-proud females, they will expect one-to-one service!”

“Makes sense. I’ll get them to tip me for the referrals anyway!” Kaya-chan giggled, her eyes a touch vacant. “Just going to make another few quick calls.” With that, she popped out again to the back room once more.

“Just how are you doing this?” Ichika hissed, and Shaeula shrugged, grinning.

“The power-power of friendship. I believe that is a thing here in your land, no?”

“Only in make-believe!” she shot back. Why am I complaining? I don’t get it.

“In the world Akio and I see, all-all evil shall be banished, and all my friends will-will be happy!” She declared boldly, and Ichika felt she meant it.

“That would be nice, but it isn’t possible. The world is full of bad people.”

“For now. To be around Akio is to know-know joy. For me, he has done the impossible. Eri too. Hinata as well will be happy in his arms. I understand you do not-not think I am wise, allowing Akio other females. Eri was the same. But your thinking is shallow. What matters, but love-love and friendship? If we are all happy, I care not-not what anyone else thinks. I shall introduce you to Eri and Hinata. You will like them, I am sure-sure.”

Ichika bit her lip, tears starting once more, but she angrily dashed them aside. “How can you say that? I’m not a good friend. Not at all…”

“Nonsense. Now dry-dry your tears.” Shaeula patted her head, surprising her. At her look Shaeula grinned.

“I always feel better when Akio does this-this for me. Now the past is dead. If you feel you have not-not been a good friend to me, then start again and do-do better. But for now, do not-not cry and allow me to catch these vile females who betrayed you. Then Akio shall protect you from the males who seek-seek to harm you.”

“All done.” Kaya-chan grinned, coming back. “They’ll be here soon. Is there something wrong? You look tense, Ichika dear.”

Damn, I can’t waste this work Shaeula has done for me. “I’m fine. Just tense, I was hoping you hadn’t forgotten…”

“Oh, what I promised? Of course not, Ichika dear. I’ll speak to them for you.”

“What is this-this?” Shaeula asked, playing along, and Kaya-chan waved it off.

“Nothing you need to worry about, Shaeula dear. Now, my friends will be here any minute. Why don’t we have some tea while we wait? Or maybe something stronger?” She grinned wickedly and Ichika managed to stammer a reply. I hate you! How can you smile like that when you betrayed me and so many others? Well, I hope you get what is coming to you!
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“So, if I invest five million, I’ll see twenty million back next year?” Officer Usui was saying. She had changed out of her suit into a hastily purchased dress that was rather expensive, and was playing the part of one of Shaeula’s rich and stupid friends, as she looked over the catalogue Satsuki-chan had placed in front of her.

“Of course babe, us girls have to stick together, so I can’t keep this to myself!” the tanned blonde-haired friend of Kaya-chan’s was saying, lying through her teeth. It was all so easy to spot with a critical eye.

Meanwhile Shaeula had somehow tricked Kaya-chan into popping out for a supply run, and was now playing the part of a different girl with Ema-san. Worse, this was the second new girl she had fooled, and Officer Usui had also dealt with a previous girl too.

And the moment those girls had left… she looked down at her phone, eyes going wide in wonder. That’s three down. We have them in custody. Just the last two remain. That was what the message from Oshiro-san read. It seemed impossible, but somehow Shaeula had continually fooled them, and the girls who seemed so clever when they exploited Ichika were acting like idiots, believing everything Shaeula said. Still, none of the girls met Shaeula at the same time, so it’s barely plausible…

“So I want to be clear. There’s no chance this goes wrong?” Officer Usui asked, looking coquettish, which didn’t suit her. “If I spend my trust fund money on this and I lose it, I’d have to go crying to daddy for more, and that’s such a drag. You get it, right girl?”

Oh my God, seeing a police officer act like that is hilarious. Ichika stifled a laugh as Satsuki-chan fell for her trap. “Yeah, that sounds hard.” Satsuki-chan lied. “I wouldn’t do that to you, girl. Yeah, no question, this stuff is guaranteed to go up in value. Twenty million is lowball, dear. You might well see more! Just sign up and you won’t regret it, I guarantee it.”

“I got it. Pass me the contract.” Officer Usui said, and as Satsuki-chan passed it over she seemed surprised to see herself handcuffed.

“Uh, what’s up, babe?” she muttered, shocked.

“You are under arrest for fraud, coercion, facilitating illegal loansharking, aiding and abetting forced prostitution and more. I advise you to think very carefully about what you say next, babe.”

“Wait, what? No way, the prostitution is Kaya’s business… oh shit!” Satsuki-chan realised what she had said, the shock forcing it out of her, and immediately clammed up.

“I see. Well we already have her, so we’ll find out in due course. If you really aren’t involved, I think you might want to start spilling your guts before one of your friends does.” The door opened and Detective Kato strode in, going to the back room where Shaeula was, dragging out the other girl. When Satsuki-chan saw that she went deathly pale.

“After all…” Officer Usui finished. “… we have the other three girls, and very shortly we’ll be dealing with these loan-sharks and pimps. There’s only room for the smartest to confess and lessen their sentence.”

“Uh…” Satsuki-chan bit her lip, meeting her friend's desperate eyes as she was hauled off, Shaeula chuckling behind her viciously. “I can get a lawyer first, right? I know my rights.”

“Feel free. I encourage it, babe.” Officer Usui smirked, while Shaeula retrieved the cameras and microphones that were scattered about the place. “Just be swift, as that other girl looked like she’s a squealer.”

As Officer Usui hauled off the suddenly very thoughtful Satsuki-chan, Ichika slumped down in her seat, the tension leaving her. That’s over. Thank the Gods. Shaeula strode over to her, patting her head once more.

“You have done well, Ichika. They shall not-not betray others like they did you. I despise those who break-break faith. Now for the most-most important part. This will be hard for you, I know-know. But Akio is with you, so even should the armies of darkness be arrayed against you, you should fear-fear nothing.”

Armies of darkness? Such a strange, yet somehow very Shaeula phrase. I wish I had as much faith in him as she does, but they did pull this off so far, so… I’m committed now. I either accept this or give in to their demands. With trembling hands she dialled a number on her mobile, and when the person on the other end picked up she spoke tremulously.

“Oh, Matsuhide-sama, it’s Konoe Ichika. Yes, yes. I know, I’m calling about the money. Can we meet? I need to talk about that…”
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“It’ll be all right. Deep breaths.” Oshiro-san spoke beside her. Looking at him, as calm as could be, Ichika felt a little braver. Shaeula believes in him. And he did beat up those thugs before. But they were just street-toughs, not… not these men.

The door opened, and the two burly men that were flanking them showed Ichika and Oshiro-san inside. The door closed behind them and they took their position on either side of the door, a clear threat. The office was small, and most of it was occupied by an expensive-looking wooden desk, behind which sat Matsuhide-sama, the man she had borrowed money from at the behest of Kaya-chan. And the one that says I can pay him back if only I’d work for him… as a prostitute.

He was a big man, six feet fall, and his sharp suit bulged with his muscles. An ornate heavy paperweight sat on his desk, and beside it was a matching letter-opener, which looked like a dagger, and was probably used as one, if he was upset. I don’t feel well, I don’t think I can do this… She glanced at Oshiro-san, but he merely smiled reassuringly.

“So, Konoe-chan, you said you wanted to talk to me? Strange that, as I wanted to talk to you. What you owe us is a very large sum. And not paying us back, well, you can see how that puts us in a tough spot. I have business partners who are asking me where the money is. I can’t put them off forever. You can either pay me, or we can start asking your family to take responsibility. Or you can work it off.”

Ichika started to tremble at his intensely threatening stare. Once more resisting the urge to throw up, she took a deep breath. It was then Oshiro-san spoke.

“That sounds awfully like a threat to me.” He said mildly. “Surely a big strong guy like you shouldn’t scare a lady?”

“A threat? Hardly.” Matsuhide-sama grated. “And who are you? She said she was bringing someone who wanted to talk to us about her debt. I hope you have money, punk. I’m a busy man.”

“As it happens I do have money. Plenty of it.” He laughed, not showing any sign of nerves at the intimidation that was being thrown at him. “So I’ve come to discuss payment. But I’d need to see the loan agreement.”

“Oh, is my word not good enough?” he replied, menacingly.

“Sorry but no, it isn’t. Every official loan has to have a loan agreement or it’s illegal. I also have some qualms about the interest rate you are charging. I believe it’s bordering on usury.”

“Such slander. You’ve really brought an idiot here.” Matsuhide-sama snarled. “I’ll have you know it wasn’t as if we forced Konoe-chan here to take our money. She came to us!”

“Do I look like I’m disputing that? All I’m saying is, I am here to pay, but I want to confirm everything is above-board, and legal.”

“Brat, do you know who you are dealing with?” one of the other men growled, incensed. “You don’t disrespect Matsuhide-sama!”

This is bad, the situation is turning scary! Still, even as she was terrified, Oshiro-san seemed totally calm and collected, unmoved by their threats yet again.

“I fail to see how asking to see the loan agreement before paying it off is disrespect. If anything, this refusal is making me suspicious my friend Konoe-san here is being cheated.”

“Enough.” Matsuhide-sama raised his hand. “I’ll level with you. We do deal with… exceptional requests. Those who would not get loans in a more traditional way. Konoe-chan is one of those. So our rates are slightly above a lawful rate. I hate the term illegal. I would say we are changing market rate for her circumstances. Unfortunately she wasn’t able to pay us back, so when you add on penalties, collection fees, consultation charges… well, it all mounts up.”

“I’m sure it does. But should you be confessing to criminal behaviour?” Oshiro-san said. “That seems foolish.”

“Hardly. After all, you wouldn’t be stupid enough to think you can go to the police? I’d feel very sorry for Konoe-chan here if that happened. We may not look it, but our business partners are very connected. No, Konoe-chan pays what she owes, or she works off her debt. I hear the working conditions in soaplands and hostess bars are pretty good nowadays, a young attractive girl like her should be able to clear her debts quickly if she tries hard.”

“Connected huh?” Oshiro-san mused as Ichika felt cold, clammy fingers of dread down her spine as the harsh reality of her mistakes was put upon her again. “You mean like yakuza? That sort of connected?”

“Let’s just say our good brothers would not like to see us disrespected.” Matsuhide-sama drawled, and the two guards laughed crudely. “So, did you bring the money? If you’ve wasted my time that’ll get expensive.”

“Let me make a phone call.” Oshiro-san demurred, as cool as if he was doing business with a shop assistant in a supermarket. He pressed a button as Matsuhide-sama watched on with amazement. He had it on speakerphone, so the ringtone was shockingly loud in the sudden silence. After two rings, someone picked up, a cheerful if nervous voice ringing out.

“Akio-san, to what do I owe the pleasure? Nothing… bad, I hope?”

“Nothing you’ve done anyway, so relax.” Oshiro-san laughed brightly. “I just had a problem and I thought of you, Sato-san. Now, I know you are totally above-board and not involved in any criminal activity, but I also know you have a keen ear to the ground, as it were.”

“Yes, I am totally not involved in yakuza business. That was all Kondou-san.” The accountant declared. “I’m glad you understand that. So… it can’t be the Matsubato-kai again, surely? While I have nothing to do with them, of course, an acquaintance of mine did say your message was received.”

As Ichika stood there, open-mouthed, the rest of the room was silent. “No, probably not. I wonder, you are in accountancy, so have you heard of the Matsuhide firm? It’s in…” he rattled off the address, and Sato-san answered quickly.

“Oh, them? Yeah, they aren’t yakuza, technically, but I hear they are connected with a family under the Inagawata-kai, a front for money laundering and loansharking. They have an unsavoury reputation in securing young ladies in dire straits too. I hear Kondou-san availed himself of some of their ventures. They aren’t nice people, I hope you aren’t messing with them, Akio-san.”

“That’s a lie, a slander!” Matsuhide-sama shouted, his voice hurting her ears, and Ichika bowed her head, unable to keep up with the situation.

“What was that, who…” Sato-san began, before Akio spoke, hanging up.

“Don’t worry about it. You’ve been a big help. Bye.”

“My patience has ended. Merely money won’t calm my anger.” Matsuhide-sama growled, standing, slipping a brass knuckleduster out of his drawer. His men also drew weapons, knives and batons, and the door opened, four more men coming in. “Konoe-chan, you made a mistake bringing this fool here. Starting tonight you’ll be working in a hostess club. No complaints. They are high rollers, so please them, or else.” As she slumped to the floor, her legs giving way, she noticed Oshiro-san still looked calm and in control.

“As for you, I’ll take your money and after I’ve battered you enough to soothe my rage I’m going to take you to a club. You’ll love it. Drugs, young women, we’ll photograph it all. You’ll be my cash cow as long as you play it smart. But if not I’ll ruin you. Or your family will pay the price. Like I said, I’m connected.”

Ichika shuddered, and not from fear. Not fear of Matsuhide-sama, anyway. The moment her tormentor mentioned family, Oshiro-san froze, his gaze blazing with anger.

“Counter-offer.” He announced, deathly calm. “You give me your loan-book, detailing your illegal transactions, as well as which women you’ve sold to those bastards. I might consider forgiving you for your threats then. If you show sincerity.”

“This guy is an idiot.” Matsuhide-sama sneered, rolling his eyes. “Don’t go easy on him, boys.”

“Stay out of the way.” Oshiro-san told her, and Ichika crawled away, but made sure her hidden cameras were still recording. “So, you are attacking first. I have no exit, and a vulnerable victim to protect. I fear I must defend myself.” He said in monotone, loudly.

As Ichika crawled to the corner, she started sobbing. This wasn’t part of the plan! Where the hell is that Detective? Surely we have enough evidence now!


Two Hundred And Fourteen


“Idon’t think you should be attacking us, that is clearly illegal.” I declared loudly, making sure the microphones would pick it up. In addition to recording, we also had a short-range streaming camera and mic, so hopefully that would be being picked up by the Detective and Shaeula, who would be waiting as backup nearby. Though if not we’ll still have some video evidence anyway.

“Shut up, wiseass!” one of the newcomers bellowed, swinging a telescoping baton down at me from above, as he was another tall guy for a Japanese person. I heard Konoe-san yelping in fear, but I had no time to worry about that now.

I slipped past the strike and retaliated, a quick blow striking a vital spot in his shoulder, cracking bone and numbing his arm. He let out a cry, dropping his baton, and as a second guy moved in behind me I spun his comrade, allowing him to take the hit, before slipping past the falling criminal, to disable the second man with a pinpoint kick to the guts. And that’s two. Keeping the speed and power at reasonable human limits is hard, but also necessary if I am going to impress the Detective.

“What the fuck are you clowns doing?” The boss, Matsuhide, cried out, face in an angry scowl, his fist still raised, knuckleduster shining a dull bronze. “He’s just one small… guy…” He trailed off as I put my shoulder into the chest of another attacker, flipping him over my body and down heavily into the wooden desk, his head smashing off it with quite the noisy impact.

As he stood there dumfounded, I dodged a swing from an aluminium bat, kicking the guy quickly in both knees and twisting his arm savagely as he fell.

“Four down.” I said in satisfaction. “However I am not one for violence, I only came here to help Konoe-san. Call off your unprovoked attack and we can talk about this like civilised people.”

“Are you serious?” Matsuhide said incredulously. “If I let you walk out of here now my business is as good as done. If it gets out I’m easy to push around, I’m finished. Luckily for me, I have good brothers who will be sure to help me clean up any messes.” At that he made a move for Konoe-san as she hid in the corner, still filming bravely despite her tears and trembling body.

“Wrong move.” I sneered, darting to block him. A baton spun at me, but I took it on my forearm, barely feeling anything. The man that struck me let out a pained yelp, the recoil of striking my obscenely tough body jarring him. He staggered, blocking the path of the last remaining thug, and I was upon Matsuhide before he could reach Konoe-san. I caught his punch in my hand and squeezed, metal bending and cracking, along with his fingers.

He howled in pain and staggered back, slumping down in his chair. I saw his gaze go to the knife-style letter opener and I shook my head. “Really, that would be a step too far. Until now you can use the defence you were only going to beat me up, but pull a knife and it’s attempted murder, yes? Besides, you know it wouldn’t work, surely?”

The remaining two thugs who were still standing exchanged glances with their boss, who let out a long, pained sigh. “You seriously don’t know who the fuck you are messing with. That guy you called knows. The Inagawata-kai controls most of the families in the Kanto region. You think they’ll take this lying down?”

I bent down and helped Konoe-san up. She was looking at me in a mixture of wonder and terror, which made me fairly uncomfortable. Yeah, this is a far cry from beating up those street-punks before. She wasn’t forced to pay attention then, for one thing, so she didn’t take it all in. “So, is that an admission you are yakuza?” I asked loudly, for the benefit of our hidden microphones, and he scoffed, still clutching at his badly bruised hand.

“Hardly. But we do have connections. Everyone in the moneylending and adult services business do. And when the families involved find out you’ve been causing trouble, they’ll pay you a visit, and you won’t…” He paused as I kicked the desk, and the large structure quivered under my blow, thick, solid wood splintering. As it hit the ground with a crash, Konoe-san wasn’t the only one that jumped, the thugs and Matsuhide did too.

“Looks like it wasn't just me not listening to Sato-san.” I shook my head, irritated, knowing that there would be even more problems now. I doubt they’ll go after my family, not since they are quite some way from Tokyo, and even if they do, we have Fujiwara Security Services staff on hand, and Eri is more than capable of defending herself. Hopefully Aiko too soon. Even so, there are a lot of ways they could cause me trouble. Maybe it’s time to… “The last yakuza family that tried to interfere with anyone that I care about can tell you how well it went for them. Of course, you’d need to visit them in hospital or prison. Some nearly ended up in the morgue.”

Beside me, Konoe-san looked up at me when I said that, a little fear in her eyes, but I merely smiled back at her reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Konoe-san. I hate violence and only ever act in self-defence. But if those precious to me are threatened, I’ll show no mercy. So if the yakuza try anything, they’ll end up destroyed. Perhaps it’d be a good opportunity to disband them. Japan has no need of organised crime, now least of all.”

“How arrogant you are.” Matsuhide scoffed, as Konoe-san spoke shyly.

“Am I someone precious to you? I barely know you, yet you’ve saved me over and over again.” She shook her head, looking troubled. “I’m not worth it, you know.”

“Are you not?” I said, genuinely puzzled. My hand reflexively went to her head, rubbing her hair gently, and she froze. Oops, did it instinctively again. Still it’d be weirder to stop now. I’ll just pretend I didn’t notice. “Sure, I don’t know you that well at all, but firstly why do we need to have a reason to do good deeds? My sister, my girlfriends, my friends… if any of them were in dire straits I would hope and pray someone could help them. Besides, most importantly, you are precious to Shaeula. And anyone Shaeula cares about matters to me.”

Before I could answer, a message beeped on Matsuhide’s phone on the desk. He looked down, and on seeing the contents his eyes went wide. I see. A message saying a warrant is out for his premises and to hide evidence, huh. My eyes were easily good enough to read it from where I was standing. Before he could snatch his phone and delete the message I had it in my hands, though no-one could work out how, merely blinking, confused. “I’ll have that. I think a friend of mine might want to see this.” He made to rise but I kicked the desk once more, and he slumped down, defeated.

“But… I barely know Shaeula too.” Konoe-san whispered hesitantly. “And I’ve not been a good friend to her. She told me it didn’t matter and just to be better, but it does matter!”

“This probably isn’t the time for it, but Shaeula has recently discovered that some people who have cared for her for many years were working against her and wished her harm. So she values her bonds more than ever now. I get it, I do. Shaeula can be hard to understand. But I do understand she has a lot of love inside to share and craves affection and friendship, so just live with it and be friends. She’ll never let you go now.”

As the thugs exchanged glances, as if to say ‘why are they talking about this right now, have they forgot about us?’ there was a knock on the door, and a familiar voice called out. “This is the police. We have a search warrant for this building in relation to illegal loansharking, running prostitution, and coercion. Open up immediately and stay where you are!”

And here we go. Grinning I strode over to the door and opened it, none of my opponents daring to stop me. As the door clicked open, Detective Kato strode in, followed by Officer Usui, who had changed back to her suit, and a couple of other Officers I didn’t recognise.

Shaeula followed them in, and on seeing me patting the flushed, tear-stained Konoe-san’s head she grinned slyly. Striding over she added her own head pats, while looking at me approvingly. “Well said, my Akio. I do indeed-indeed wish for friends I can trust.”

She turned back to Konoe-san. “Now I know you have suffered, but was I not-not correct? Just rely on Akio, and he can-can and will resolve any problems you face. After all, he has destroyed all my fears and worries, one-one after another.”

“I think you might want this.” I tossed the phone I was carrying to the Detective. He caught it in surprise. “I saw a message flicker up about a warrant? I’m no policing expert, but I’d say someone tipped our guy here off about this. A shame it was too late and we were already here.”

“You can’t, I know my rights!” Matsuhide shouted, shocked at the series of events that had occurred one after another.

“He’s right.” The Detective nodded. “I’d need a separate warrant to investigate…” he began, but Shaeula, still comforting her friend, sneered. A flicker of green flashed, and the room was stirred by a gentle breeze.

“… hey, don’t do anything…” Again the Detective tried to speak, but Shaeula waved him off.

“I am doing nothing wrong-wrong at all. I am merely going to ask this man very-very nicely to cooperate and allow you to access his phone. You will grant us access, will you not-not?” She glared at Matsuhide, amber eyes full of anger at the one that had tormented her friend.

“Sure, I can do that. The passcode is four-five-nine-zero.” he declared, his words a touch slow, and Officer Usui giggled.

“You heard him, Detective. I heard and clearly recorded his consent.” All around us the thugs he had on staff, who were being handcuffed one by one, started to panic, but Shaeula ordered them to be quiet, and they did so, silenced. “Have you ever considered joining the Police?” the Officer continued. “You’d clear up the streets in no time.”

“I don’t think we should be encouraging her.” Detective Kato shrugged. Still, he had unlocked the phone, and on seeing the message he scowled. “Yeah, definitely a leak. To think we’d have rats within the Tokyo Police Departments. I’ve been very careful about who I informed of this, since it is well outside my usual wheelhouse, but even so… well, this evidence should help us root out corruption, so I guess I should be grateful.” He turned to Matsuhide. “So, who’s the mole and who does he report to? Well, I guess it could be a she too.”

“I think you want to answer every-every question the Detective has, to the best-best of your ability.” Shaeula warned, motes of jade and emerald springing to life around her, but luckily no-one was observing her, instead looking at Matsuhide. “I also wish to know-know where you keep your loan books, the details of the females you have tricked, and any further-further evidence of wrongdoing!”

“Yes, it was…” Matsuhide tried to struggle, his will holding firm for a moment, but the befuddling winds were too strong in Shaeula’s hands, so he confessed to two staff in the Criminal Investigation Bureau, one a ranking Officer.

Detective Kato was shocked and disgusted. “Seriously? A serving Detective working for the yakuza on the side, revealing warrants and destroying evidence? We’ll need more than just your word, but cleaning up the force is a worthwhile pursuit.”

“So, where-where is the rest of the evidence?” Shaeula demanded, and Matsuhide fiddled with his desk, a hidden drawer sliding out, revealing the loan books and more. He then opened up a hidden safe in the floor, revealing further evidence and significant money, which Officer Usui bagged up.

Idly flicking through the loan book, Detective Kato whistled dryly. “Your name is here, Konoe-san. You really got cheated. This is more than enough to put him away for loansharking. But harsher crimes also need stronger proof. Still… I think we have enough here. The money will have to be taken as evidence for now. You will likely get some back in due time, but…” He trailed off, uncomfortable, knowing how dire her finances were. “At least you don’t have to pay this slimeball anymore. Damn, seeing all these women’s names here and their fates really makes me want a smoke, but after my brush with death I gave up… ” he complained.

As Officer Usui collected the cameras and microphones, she winked at us. “Good job. With this we should be able to bust a lot of scum that prey on women and rescue the debtors. But your job here is done for now. Why don’t you go take a break? Poor Konoe-san looks wrung out. It must have been tough.” she commiserated.

“Yeah, you could use a break, right?” I stopped stroking her head and she nodded, still flushed. “Fine, we’ll go get some lunch. I worked up an appetite, legitimate self-defence is hungry work.” I then spoke to the Detective. “So, do you see the benefits and necessity of what I proposed?”

“I do, though I also see the dangers.” He eyed Shaeula with a mix of respect and wariness. “Times have changed though, and we need to change with them. First we need to root out corruption in the force, then destroy organised crime. Then from there… well, another day. I want to save the girls involved in this mess as soon as possible.”

“Yeah, some of them were friends of Konoe-san too, weren't they?” At my words, she nodded, teary-eyed, Shaeula still comforting her. “In that case, we’ll leave you to it. Good luck!”
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Twenty minutes later Konoe-san, Shaeula and I were sitting in the quiet corner of a rather nice café, enjoying some tea and sweets, though Konoe-san’s hands were still shaking, her teacup rattling. Even so, she managed a smile. “Thank you. Oshiro-san, Shaeula. I don’t deserve it, but at least my nightmare is over now, right? Well, I’m still out of money, but at least, at least…” She looked down, and I pretended not to see tears dripping from her eyelids once more.

“Yeah, depending on the number of victims and where the money is, you may not get it all back.” I looked at Shaeula and she nodded, bringing out her pretty orange purse. At that, Konoe-san’s eyes went wide.

“No, I can’t take anything more from you! I feel bad enough as it is. I’m always taking, not giving anything back! My pride can’t stand it!”

“Nonsense. As I said before, that does not-not matter to me.” Shaeula snorted, and I decided to interpret for her.

“Don’t let her brusque demeanour fool you. She’s overjoyed she’s able to help you. Besides, we will be away for another few days, dealing with some… difficult… business, so being able to help a friend puts her mind at rest.”

“Indeed! Akio is correct as always!” Shaeula leaned into me and I gave her a gentle kiss, stroking her hair. “So Ichika, take-take enough to at least pay back the friends you borrowed from. Perhaps it is not-not too late to save your friendships.”

“Fine.” Konoe-san sighed. “But I’ll pay you back, even if it takes me forever!”

“If that is what you need to do to feel-feel better, I have no objections.” Shaeula agreed, still snuggled in my arms, and Konoe-san, having taken a significant sum of money, started laughing, relief finally breaking through her nerves and fears.

“It is. Honestly, I still feel awful. But better I feel awful and selfish than end up like the others.” she sighed mournfully. “But then you two really are very close. I’m surprised.” She bowed to us then. “Shaeula, Oshiro-san, no, Akio-kun, I guess?” At my nod, she smiled again, through the remains of her tears. “Shaeula, Akio-kun, this is three times you’ve saved me now. I’d be terribly ungrateful if I didn’t appreciate that. I’m sorry I didn’t trust you, Akio-kun, and I’m sorry I’ve been a bad friend. I’ll do better, I will! Though I am still shocked that Shaeula likes you so much when you have other women. I don’t get that.”

“Me neither.” I admitted. “But it’s similar to why you don’t understand why Shaeula sees you as such a close friend. She’s… hungry, I guess, for those bonds. I feel pretty shitty as a man, but I’ve come to accept it is the only way to make Shaeula, Eri and Hinata happy. I’ll never accept a girl they don’t like or want to be closer to. And I’ll make sure they live in joy forever, and any enemies who threaten them will be crushed. I swear it!” I clenched my fist, and Shaeula grinned, kissing me passionately, which was embarrassing in front of Konoe-san. I can call her Ichika-san now I guess too. And it looks like she’s also a bit mortified…

“Indeed.” Shaeula said as our lips parted, addressing the crimson Ichika-san. “I am glad-glad you realise what a fine male Akio is. I have no complaints, none-none at all. He supports me with my dreams and shows me great-great love, brings me friends and sisters one-one after another.” She then smirked. “If you are looking for a fine-fine male, why not ask Akio? I am sure you would find him pleasant indeed!”

As Ichika-san froze, her mind overheating at that proclamation, I rapped Shaeula on the head, apologising. “Don’t mind her, Ichika-san. She always does this with every cute, nice girl she knows. I wouldn’t say she’s only joking, but you should definitely pay her no mind.”

Shaeula pouted at me, rubbing her head, and Ichika-san only managed to warble out “Cute? Me?” before she rebooted. “Uh, never mind. I’m flattered, Shaeula, but… I’m off men for now. You understand, surely? I was nearly forced into things I would never want to do. I’ll concede, Akio-kun seems a good one though, so as long as you are happy, I won’t even criticise him for unfaithfulness.”

“Fine. I do indeed-indeed understand.” Shaeula was once more snuggling in my arms. “Well, if you have any issues, feel free-free to return to the shrine, or seek aid from Karen. That will be fine, will it not-not, Akio?” she asked me, and I nodded.

“Yeah, it’d leave a really bad taste in my mouth if things went wrong for you now. I hope you can make up with your other friends, but when you do, please don’t neglect Shaeula, all right?”

“I won’t. I promise.” Ichika-san shook her head, hand still clutching a fistful of ten-thousand yen bills. “Shaeula, Akio-kun, thanks again. I mean it. I never thought you could solve my problems, even risking going up against organised crime. Though it sounds like it isn’t your first time. I’m shocked.”

“Of course! Let me tell you about the many-many feats Akio has performed against our foes-foes!” Shaeula boasted, though she only told safe versions of the tales, which was good. Watching Shaeula and Ichika-san chatting, the tense and tragic situation resolved, I felt warm inside. Yeah, this is good. One issue is resolved, Detective Kato has seen what we can do, and now we can focus on the Myconids…
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“Right, we might as well oversee the training school today.” I said to Shaeula after we returned in the evening, Ichika-san safely home. “And then we can go back to the lower Astral and start our attacks on the Myconids again.” I also need to check in with Ixitt, I hope he hasn’t caused Karen-chan too many problems today.

As I made to open the door to the training school, which was now fully finished, all construction completed and internal furnishings up to standard, I was beaten to it, the door swinging open revealing a resolute-looking Motoko-san, a nervous Natsumi-san beside her.

I could also see Hinata and Kazumi-san, though they were keeping their distance, but on seeing me Hinata gave me a brilliant, happy smile and a thumbs-up, a gesture she must have copied from my sister or Shaeula, perhaps.

“Motoko-san, what’s up?” I asked, and she bowed, before asking me a question.

“Akio-sensei. No, Akio. I would talk seriously with you, if I may? I hope you can do me this favour.” Beside her, Natsumi-san nodded, her face pleading.

Akio, huh? Not sensei anymore then. I see. This is going to be a difficult conversation. Still, I had made up my mind after Hinata, not to simply be bounced into things. “All right then. I have no problem having a talk.”

“I thank you.” Motoko-san bowed again. “If we could go somewhere private?”

“We can use our room on the top floor. Shaeula is coming too. And… will we need Hinata for this?” I asked, and Motoko-san nodded after some brief hesitation.

“Perhaps that would be for the best. After all, I have consulted with her on this matter, and she has a vested interest.”

“All right then. This way.” Yeah, it’s about us, isn’t it? Time to test my new resolve, I guess. But what… what do I want? No lying to myself, I’ll consider everything honestly, and after talking it through, we can decide together…


Side Sixty-Nine – Treyvon James – Black Wolf Company PMC


“…and one-hundred!” Treyvon muttered, lowering himself from the horizontal bar, his muscles burning, sweat dripping from his bare chest and streaming down his forehead, stinging his eyes. Running a hand through his damp hair, he let out a long sigh.

At least I get to keep in shape. The Japanese are kind enough for that, anyway. He looked around the rather luxurious prison cell he was still occupying. He didn’t have to share, and it was equipped with some gym gear, a luxury that a US prisoner accused of international terrorism and espionage would definitely not be awarded.

Shit, we’re lucky we didn’t end up in some Guantanamo Bay-style hellhole. Even so, it wasn’t as if he would be able to escape easily, even if he converted the bar or some weights into makeshift weapons. Yeah, the guards here all have guns, and against bullets we can’t complete. Well, unless we are that damn guy, anyway.

Taking a bottle of water from the small fridge his cell was also provisioned with, he took a long drink, wishing it was booze. “Although it is probably a good idea they haven’t given us any alcohol, or my sis would be on the rampage about now.” he said out loud, a habit he had picked up over his brief imprisonment. “Shit, it’s not like I’m in solitary, I’m allowed to see Aliyah, Manx and Travis once a day for lunch. I need to keep it together.”

Exercise wasn’t just to keep him in fighting shape, it was a way of remaining conditioned mentally. That was especially important, as the interrogations had been regular. Not that any of them knew very much. Though at least when I mentioned that the team had claimed to have extracted other Japanese citizens before our failures they were grateful, if angry. No, really my sister knows most about what’s going on, and she’s… not exactly calm when it comes to him.

As he pondered this, the cell door opened, and several guards were there, carrying automatic weapons. For a brief moment Trey entertained the thought of trying to overpower them, before giving it up as a fools’ errand. “So, what do I owe the pleasure of this visit? You are early today if it’s lunch.” he asked, and as usual they didn’t reply, either because they were well trained, or as Trey was increasingly suspecting, their English wasn’t amazing.

“”Yes, it is a bit early.” A strong voice agreed in near-perfect English, and Trey was surprised to see an old man in an expensive-looking suit behind the guards. “I thought this would be a good time to have a talk. You have been forthcoming, to an extent, but now I have a greater interest in some… clarity.”

He was muscular, looking like a fighter, with close cropped grey hair and dark, piercing eyes that seemed to evaluate every aspect of Trey, searching for value. I guess this guy is important. Military too, judging by his bearing. I guess the top brass are finally ready to interrogate us, though if they planned to soften us up by confinement, they sure have been doing it wrong. We could give them a few lessons.

“A talk, huh?” Trey kept his face impassive, unwilling to concede the initiative. “I don’t see what’s to talk about. Other than the unconstitutional detainment of me, my sister and our men. I know you Japanese have your own Constitution, don't you?”

“We do indeed, and we are very fond of obeying the law.” The old man chuckled, seemingly in good humour. As Trey allowed himself to be cuffed and led out, a grey tracksuit top draped over his bare torso, the old man continued to talk to him. “Still, we also can’t overlook terrorist actions on our soil, now can we? And alas for you, while the United States did reclaim that rogue cell of agents that unfortunately went on a rampage in a friendly country…” He chuckled at the clear fiction involved. “… when it comes down to private citizens such as yourselves, they were most unwilling to even acknowledge your involvement. So what can we do, other than see you as armed terrorists?”

Figures. That’s the whole point of employing PMCs. Deniability, and we can be cut off like a lizard shedding a tail when shit goes south. I can’t say I wasn’t prepared for this, but it still stings. “In that case, shouldn’t we be having lawyers and shit, getting ready for trial?”

“Yes, you can have a lawyer and shit…” the old man agreed, his grin belying the abject lack of humour in his eyes at that. “… though going down that road is not one I would recommend. You should talk it over carefully first.” They arrived at an interrogation room, and the door opened to reveal more armed guards, soldiers all, as well as his sister, looking ill-humoured and out of sorts in the grey prison tracksuit she was wearing. Travis and Manx were similarly attired, and sat meekly to the side.

“Hey Trey. Lunch is early, it seems. Though I think they are going to try and feed us shit.” She eyed the old man sourly. “Looks like a big boss has finally come to talk to us.”

Come on sis, I know you are pissed off, but getting angry isn’t going to help us here. “Yeah, I’d say so.” He sat down beside Aliyah, and they did indeed provide lunch, bowls of rice heaped with meat and eggs. It was decent enough, but Trey missed good old American food.

His sister agreed, as while Aliyah was shovelling forkfuls of the bowl into her mouth, she was muttering about ‘missing a steak and all the trimmings’. On seeing their bosses eat without seemingly a care, Travis and Manx did likewise. It’s all a front though. We need to show we still have some control of the situation, even if it’s a lie.

When they were done, his sister burped noisily, before speaking. “Damn, you could at least give us some booze to wash it down with. What happened to Japanese hospitality?” she sneered, her blue eyes cold.

“Well, considering the hospitality that you tried to show our upstanding citizens, I would think you would be grateful you are not washing down your last meal with a body full of lead.” The old man said darkly. “Still, since your spirits are still so… buoyant… I think we will be able to have a good talk here.”

One of his men pulled out a chair and he sat down, regarding them. At this Trey straightened, and his sis did the same, realising the time for jokes and bitter sarcasm was over. “I am Tsumura Katsuro, and I happen to be Minister of Defence for this nation. And I think it is time we talked about just what to do with you all.”

I knew it. This is going to be a tough negotiation and we have almost no cards in our hands.

“A big-shot huh?” Aliyah snorted. “All the way down here for little old us? Nobody died, well, nobody on your side anyway, so why the fuss?”

Trey winced at her tone, but agreed with the sentiments. “I have to agree. At best you could argue illegal importation and carrying of firearms, attempted kidnapping and maybe attempted murder. I know crimes are rare in Japan, but a Minister taking personal notice of that?”

“Come now. There is no point playing the fool. We all know what was going on. The targets, Oshiro Moonstone Akio, and Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. They are special people indeed. As apparently were the Japanese citizens that have already been abducted, and the US refuses to return. They offered us all sorts of other concessions, but deny our request for their safe repatriation. Why do you think that is?”

“Well, they are either already dead, or too valuable to return.” Aliyah replied bluntly.

“Yes. Quite.” Katsuro agreed. “Value is subjective, but let me be blunt. Your value is in question here. This goes one of two ways. You agree to answer our questions fully, holding nothing back, and perhaps we can find a use for you, until such time as the US returns our citizens. Or we can get you that lawyer and shit, but speaking of shit, you will all be swimming in it, without a lifejacket. Japanese courts are brutal. You might see the outside again, but you will be my age then at best.”

Manx and Travis looked troubled at that. They were soldiers, well, mercenaries, and death on the battlefield was a constant concern, but one thing that worried all operatives was the prospect of a life lived poorly in jail. I don’t want it either, but… the USA isn’t perfect, but it’s home, and I don’t want to betray it.

“Yeah well, if we squeal, we are done. Nobody will hire the Black Wolf Company again, and our old comrades in the other Companies will be tasked with sealing our mouths. Not much better than prison, am I right? Shit, might as well get me that firing squad you hinted at earlier, unless you got a sweeter deal.” Aliyah shrugged.

“A deal, you say? Well, funny you should ask for that. I am a grandfather, after all.”

Grandfather, what the fuck has that got to do with it? Still, talk of a deal focused their attention. “Go on.” Trey said slowly.

“First, why not talk to your other colleagues?” He gestured to the hardwired phone in the corner of the room. “We will be listening in, of course, but you can call internationally. After that, we should talk. About your two targets and what you know.”

“I have a feeling you know more than us, but sure.” Trey nodded. Talking to the Company would take a load of worry off my mind. I’m not sure how our paymasters will have taken our failure. I mean, it was their squad that blew it, but even so…

As the soldiers left, they looked at each other, before Aliyah snorted angrily. “Fuck Trey. This ain't the glorious ending I was expecting. I thought we were going to die when he started killing those agents, but instead all he did was beat us like we were a stepchild who spilled daddy’s homebrew. That guy…” she ground her teeth. “Fuck. I thought he was a professional like us, turns out he’s just an amateur who doesn’t know how to play the game properly.”

“That’s a good thing though, right?” Manx spoke suddenly, the big man surprising them all. “This guy, Akio, yeah? It isn’t like he doesn’t know you. Maybe… maybe you could try seducing him? When you keep quiet, you’re a real fine looking woman, boss!”

Trey could see the veins twitching in her forehead. “Me? Seduce who? Are you fucking crazy, dipshit? If we weren’t in prison right now I’d knock your teeth out. Besides, I don’t think I’m his type. His other girls were the cute sort.”

You sure, sis? I remember you moaning he was checking your rack out at that casino. Still, yeah, having you play the femme fatale is more likely to get us killed than not. But… asking to talk to him might not be a bad idea. He might have some leverage. But what can we give in exchange?

“Fine, fine! Just a thought!” Manx muttered, holding up his hands placatingly as Aliyah grumbled nastily.

“I wouldn’t mind seducing Shaeula though.” Aliyah surprised them by saying. “Still, she’s a real bitch even if she looks cute, mean as a fox. And she’s into him too hard. A waste. That fucker is hoarding cute girls, it should be punishable by death!”

“All right. We’ll take this up after we’ve spoken to the crew.” Trey used the phone to dial a number from memory. After a while, an accented voice spoke up. “Hello, who is this?”

“Luciana, it’s Treyvon. Stay calm, but we are all in prison right now.”

“Santa mierda, I suspected it would be so!” she declared. “Yet, I am relieved to hear you are alive. We feared the worst after no contact for so long…”

“Yeah, well the mission was a complete fuckup from start to finish. Anyway…”

Trey discussed the situation, with interjections from his sister. Once Luciana had been appraised of their situation, she elucidated on how poorly the Black Wolf Company was faring.

“… so yes, we have no important jobs coming in. Our access to the bulletins has been obstruida, nothing coming through. For now we are making do with the money we had, but keeping the Company paid… our cash, it is flowing away, like through a leaky sieve. Unless we start securing missions soon, I fear there will be resignations.”

“You tell those fuckers Aliyah James is still kicking, and any bastard that quits will regret it.” Aliyah snarled down the phone, and Luciana paused.

“Si entiendo, I get it. For now I will do my best. But… since you are calling, do you think you are nearing release?” she asked, a mixture of doubt and hope in her tone.

“It isn’t looking promising unless we can offer something worthwhile that doesn’t get us labelled as traitors.” Trey sighed. “Anyway, we’ll try and call again, if they let us. You’re doing a good job. I know the situation is difficult. Fuck, we’ll find a way out of this mess.” After they had terminated the call, the four of them exchanged loaded glances. “So, what’s our call? If we don’t do something soon, even if we get out we’ll have to start the Company from scratch again, with our name already smeared with mud and the trust in us compromised.”

“Well, we only have the knowledge we know to offer now.” Aliyah mused sourly. “What we know about that Akio, and also the other targets. That ain't a lot, but information is hard to price up, as it depends a lot on what the buyer needs.”

“We have one other thing. We know Akio’s character.” Trey mused, thinking hard. “And whether we are enemies or not, knowing how he thinks is an advantage.” Before he could explain though, the door opened, and Katsuro returned with his guards, an annoyingly composed and satisfied smile on his face.

“So, struggling to make ends meet? It’s only to be expected.” He sat down again. “Right, down to business. Oshiro Moonstone Akio. Tell us what you know. And do not even try to lie. The first lie any of you tell us, and you can take your chances in court.”

“I’d say you know more than we do. At first we thought he was just an agent for some strange organisation called Seelie.” Trey grimaced, shaking his head.

“Seelie? I believe you misunderstood. Still, I can see why you made that mistake. It is not Oshiro-san that is part of this Seelie, but Shaeula. And it is not what you think. But that is hardly relevant. What is…”

“His powers, right?” Aliyah spat. “I’m not saying he could stand up to a concerted attack with snipers, and even if he could, as long as you didn’t mind the collateral damage, you could launch some cruise missiles from a warship and blow the whole block he was occupying apart. It ain’t like he’s a superhero or anything, but shit.” She cursed, knuckles straining as she clenched her fists. Sis always gets worked up when it comes to him and this Shaeula girl.

“How could you stop him hijacking a plane? No way. Or assassinating some big-shots? I remember when he threatened to kill the President, in so many fucking words.”

At that, she got a reaction, Katsuro’s eyes twitching. “Oh, do elaborate. That seems out of character from what we know of him.”

“No it fucking ain’t!” She shook her head, beads jingling. “How is it I know him better than you dumbasses? I said we’d kept his family out of it, but that they could be in danger, and the fucker went mental. He said if anyone ever even attempted to harm his family or friends he’d hold everyone responsible, even up to the fucking President, and said he’d get them no matter how long it… huh. I never noticed that before.” She paused, frowning.

“Noticed what?” Katsuro seemed relieved at her words, but now he had a curious gleam in his eyes. Sis, if you have something good, now is the time to share it. Technically we haven’t agreed a price for our help, but we are in the weak position here so fuck it. Show ‘em what you’ve got!

“He said he’d get stronger, until he could take revenge, no matter how long it took. And I don’t think he meant like hitting the gym. He was a lot faster and tougher when we fought him than he seemed to be in Vegas too, though he could have been… nah, ain't no way that careless shit would fake it. He’s not savvy enough. If his powers aren’t fixed, but grow… nah, surely there’s a limit. But if not…”

“If not, perhaps one day missiles would not be enough. At that point…” Katsuro said, nodding, satisfied. “Perhaps these potential Astral Emperors, as he called them, will truly be the rulers of the world.”

Astral Emperor? What a fucking joke of a title. Still, if he’s calling it that, either he knows to do so, or that is a declaration of his intent. But knowing which is vital to how to deal with him.

“My granddaughter did corroborate some of this, though she was surprisingly reluctant to give details when she asked to speak to me this morning.” Katsuro mused.

“Your granddaughter?” Aliyah perked up at that, bringing smiles and slight chuckles from Travis and Manx. Trey quickly waved them to silence. “What does she have to do with anything?”

Katsuro ignored the question, merely leaning in conspiratorially, his smile light and kind. Though it’s clearly a front. Still, the old bastard is personable, I bet he was a handsome one back in his day. “What do you do with a man with power beyond what you can understand? That’s the question, is it not?”

“Depends on the man.” Aliyah piped up. “If he’s a bastard, an evil man, well…” She drew a finger across her neck, the gesture clear to interpret. “If he’s someone you can work with, you do, but even then… control.”

“Power is dangerous. But then so is blindly oppressing those with power. Especially…” Yeah, why are these people with strange abilities popping up all of a sudden. Will it continue? What does it mean? Is worse to come? “… without knowing why.”

“I do so like smart people.” Katsuro smiled. “You must have some inkling of the way the world has changed?”

The four of them exchanged silent communication again, before Aliyah nodded. Biting down on a sigh, Trey spoke. “Look, we are professionals, and citizens of the United States first and foremost. We won’t betray that, even if we get fucked here. Hell, we became private military contractors because our lives were shit, and it was the only way we could think of to use our strength to have a better life. So if you want us to roll, might as well get us that lawyer. But what we can say…” He paused for a breath, before continuing. “… is that we all know there are others. We captured one before, your guy knows about it, he was there too. And we had a list of names worldwide. You must know of more in Japan too. I don’t know why, but… I’m sure you have an idea.”

“We do. Oshiro-san has provided information, as have the shrines and temples through Takakura-san. Ichijou house has rooted out a couple more, and while they all seem to have varying degrees of knowledge, everyone agrees that danger is coming. The Apocalypse. Ragnarök, Armageddon. The End Times. Many names, the same implication.”

“Sounds fucking crazy, but I watched him shrug off bullets and slice apart a heavy metal pole with a wave of his damn hand. I’d believe any shit after that.” Aliyah shook her head, “So if we need these people to fight off an invasion, or a zombie uprising, or the second fucking coming of Jesus, we can’t just get rid of them. No, in fact they’ll be able to name their price. Shit. And it’s only a matter of time before it can’t be hidden anymore.”

“Indeed, best to deal now before the world knows. Still, naming a price. What does a man want?” Katsuro mused, though Trey knew he already had the answers. Granddaughter. I get it. Bold.

“Money, respect, love, comforts. Sex. Lots of things.” Trey answered, and Katsuro agreed.

“Indeed. My granddaughter is a warrior, a fiery girl, which is strange as the nobility only sees girls as beautiful ornaments and bearers of new generations of children. Mothers and wives, nothing more. So she does not fit in, wishing to fight with the Tsumura weapon Arts our family has carried for a thousand years.”

“She sounds like my kind of girl!” Aliyah smirked.

“Obviously I want my granddaughter to be happy, so I considered a marriage to Oshiro-san. That way we could tie him to the nobility, as well as my family and the military legacy we carry. That seemed the best option. But… I was torn. I love my granddaughter, and I want the best for her.”

“That guy really cares about his family, and his girls.” Aliyah muttered, surprising everyone. Her expression was complicated. “He’s a cheating bastard, it seems, but if you can live with that, I think he’d look after any girl of his. When I saw them in Vegas, they all seemed to adore him. Such a damn waste.”

“Indeed. Multiple wives and mistresses are hardly unheard of in the nobility. That was not my concern. He was the first we found, and so he was the first considered. I now wonder if others might perhaps be better suited for her, but surprisingly, my granddaughter seems resolute, though it seems securing his agreement is the problem now.” He sighed at that. “But that is not so relevant. What is relevant is, I want to know everything about Oshiro-san, and everything else you can share. I shall not push you to break faith, but if you think of the future…”

“Fine. My sis met him a few times and knows him best. She’ll fill you in. But… can we see him too? I want to talk with him again, sort things out. I don’t like where we left it.” Besides, if we can persuade the victim to forgive us, our chances of getting out of this jail increase a lot.

“It seems today is a day for coincidences.” Katsuro smiled. “Oshiro-san would rather like to see you as well. Though not immediately. My granddaughter says he has an important project on at the moment. But I daresay in due time you shall get your wish. However.” His gaze turned flinty. “Unless we get something to compensate both Oshiro-san and the Japanese state for our troubles, then here you will stay. Our allies spat on us, and if we show weakness they will only do it again. Besides, if I let the man my granddaughter has fallen for be cheated, I would be a poor grandfather, would I not?”

“Fuck, another cutie in his grasp.” Aliyah moaned, before letting out a booming sigh. “Fuck it. Fine. I first saw the stupid prick in a casino. He was ogling me unpleasantly. He has a wandering eye, so best tell your granddaughter that! Anyway, the idiot is lousy at keeping a low profile, and…”

As he listened to his sister tell a story of mixed complaints, rants and genuine respect, he closed his eyes, thinking. The info we have on that guy isn’t going to be enough. And I’m not leaking info on the other targets. So what else do we have? Money, nope, we are burning our cash right now, and with our failed mission costing the US dearly, we won’t be getting top jobs any time soon. Information? Already discussed. Love?

He looked at his sister, before dismissing that instantly. No fucking way. If anything, she seems to have a rivalry going on with him, like he’s a little brother or something. Still, she doesn’t hate him as much as she claims, the way she’s talking about him. But still, no good. What else? Manpower? That’d be problematic with our backers in the US, and also… trust. We have no basis to be trusted at all. Still, what else can we do?

By the time Aliyah had got to the true story of what had happened that night Aliyah and Luciana had met him at a bar, her angry glare shutting up the grinning Manx and Travis, Trey was certain. Barely listening, he considered their ultimate option. Only one choice, if we are to get out of this without prison or being an enemy of the US. But it’s a fine line to walk. Still…

It wasn’t impossible, if the Japanese were prepared to make demands. And if this Akio guy is prepared to accept… still, considering what they did to my sis, he’s got guts, the girl too. Damn, I bet he’d be a real good guy to hit a bar with, smash some beers, look at some hot men. Well, I guess he could take the girls. More handsome men for me, I guess…


Side Seventy – Ulfuric Ral Salamandrastrae


“So, let me be clear-clear?” Prince Shaetanao Gar Shae Dannan, ruler of the Beastkin Fae, declared, his deep blue eyes blazing with fury, his silver-furred hands digging into the metal armrest of his chair, effortlessly deforming the dwarven-forged steel. The aura of elemental energy he was unleashing as his emotions spiralled was shocking, and motes of various shades of green and dark indigo were dancing in the air of the small greeting room. “These… these vile betrayers tried to slay-slay my beloved daughter?”

The two maids of the princess who had survived the attack by the Night Parade cowered. One had fainted, her eyes rolled up in her head from the pressure, while the other was trembling so much one of her teeth had cracked as her jaw rattled. She tried to form words of denial, but all that came out were terrified stammers.

I cannot blame them. The Prince has a powerful presence indeed. The rulers of the Seelie Court, second only to the King and Queen, were not just Princes and Princesses because they were powerful, but they were powerful because they had the seats, the energy of the noble Territory of the Seelie Court focused on them, adding to their grandeur.

Of course that is one reason Duke Vulpatrius eagerly seeks to usurp the seat from the Prince, leading to this current mess. A foolish errand. Now more than ever, the Seelie Court must pull together, united to face both the changing mortal realm and our common enemies. His thoughts went once again to the princess and her consort, the human Akio, as instead of trying to defeat their foes, such as Grulgor, they made them friends, and he found himself smiling, an unusual expression for the stern badgerkin.

“And just what-what do you find amusing, old friend? Surely not this treachery?” the Prince roared. At that the second maid fainted, her feeble resistance spent as a tornado of wind energy whipped through the room. “To think-think that Duke Vulpatrius would stoop so low. Sadly, even with these betrayers as proof, it would just be seen as politics.” He spat sourly, his fist slamming down, caving in the side of his throne.

“The Aggressor faction is stuffed with fools-fools, eager to expend precious effort seizing power, rather than their stated goal of crushing the Unseelie. The Isolationists are even worse, and their voice is ever-ever louder, as the Wild Hunt grows ever bolder, and we lose more and more land.” At that the Prince paused, shaking his head. “Apologies, Ulfuric. I know-know the losses and failures to reclaim our stolen Territories burns you more than most. I spoke poorly.”

At that, Ulfuric shook his head, denying the apology from the Prince he had chosen to serve, to bury his past. “It is of little matter. And nowadays, I find that flame burns colder and less furiously.” I surprise myself. Perhaps Ixitt was right, and seeing the princess try to reclaim the Spring of Clear Reflections, one of our three great losses… perhaps it has moved my heart, if only a little. It still seems impossible, but perhaps I can still dream. “More importantly, I suggest you investigate all your other servants. One that got away seems to have been sworn to Duke Vulpatrius long before the disputes even began.”

“I shall. And to that end, these two treacherous maids shall suffer-suffer until they have divulged every morsel of information they hold. I may not-not be able to censure that troublesome fox, for he has more allies than I do, but it will still-still weaken his position. And I need that now more than ever.” He scowled, showing his fangs, which were capped with jade and gold.

Well, some information you will not be able to extract. The princess had used her winds upon them to prevent them talking about her secrets, in the end. Perhaps they should have been used to rip out all the information they held, but the maids were fragile and tormented, so it might have shattered their minds. It will have to be enough. Prince Shaetanao will make sure the maids spit out every truth and secret before their end, of that I have no doubt. Attempting to murder the princess will leave his heart without mercy for them.

As guards dragged away the unconscious maids roughly, heedless of the injuries they were accruing as they were pulled along the ground, Ulfuric dismissed them from his mind. After all, now he had his own worries. And what his Prince said next fed into those. “So, Ulfuric, just how-how did you come across these traitors? I do not-not believe that I sent my daughter with any of her maids to her… her exile.” He spat the word, the other side of his chair now equally wrecked by his anger. “Besides, are you not-not fighting on our borders? Though I did have-have a visit from the High Marshall of the Way-Wardens, saying something about Shaeraggo’s guests defeating an incursion? Welcome news indeed, but do you know-know of this?”

With the Price of the Trial of Three binding us, what I can say is sorely limited. Even so, I would not betray the princess and her wishes. She has no intention of relenting until she is able to stand proudly in front of her father and the whole Court. So until then, I shall not speak of her. “Indeed, I do. Shaeraggo dotes on his sister, more than any except perhaps princess Shaeranna. I fear he broke your decree and went to visit her, taking the servants with him, as he felt that it was too cruel an exile without them.” I dislike lying greatly, but this is close enough to the truth. “It was then this treason was discovered.”

“I see-see. Quite the fortunate turn. Of course, my precious Shaeula was born under a lucky starfall, though I oft did-did wonder…” He shook his head. “I had no wish to separate her from her maids, but … she needed to shed-shed her selfish pride, to grow in the land of her mother. Ah, her mother…” His gaze went distant, reminiscing. Once he returned to the present, he looked at Ulfuric, downcast. “So, my Shaeula. You have seen her, right-right?” he asked. “Is… is she well? This must have wounded her greatly, I fear her fragile spirit is injured beyond-beyond repair.”

At that, Ulfuric struggled to restrain another smile. Wounded? Yes, the princess was gravely hurt by the betrayal of those she trusted. Beyond repair? Hardly. Her spirit is no longer so fragile, for she has found her reason to fight, and those that would stand by her, becoming her strength. In fact, the aura of strength radiating from the princess was very reminiscent of her father, the Prince.

Not in terms of sheer power, for of course he significantly outclassed her, but in terms of the strength of will. When you finally see the princess again, your shock will be immense. As was mine, when she fought me to the end in the Trial of Three.

“Indeed. She is pained, though more so that one maid who has remained loyal seems to have been kidnapped. If you wish to heal her heart, perhaps retrieving her, if possible…” He trailed off, knowing the task was likely fiendishly difficult. “… well, the princess has grown up. Perhaps you owe those who pushed for her exile an apology, my Prince. For it has achieved the desired result.” Even saying such shocks me. Yet it is true, if not for the reasons they wished.

“So how-how is she?” The Prince asked, but before Ulfuric could formulate a safe answer the door crashed open, nearly falling from its hinges, as a tall, black-furred weaselkin burst in, her green eyes fierce. She lowered the foot she had used to kick open the door, before fixing Ulfuric with her hot gaze.

“Master Ulfuric, well met, good greetings! I hear you have seen my little Ula. I simply must, surely have to know how she fares! If she has been hurt, even a scratch, I shall take my spear and ram it right up that shit-eating fox's arsehole until he craps metal, shits steel!”

“Mind your language, daughter!” the Prince warned, unsurprised by her sudden intrusion. “I did not-not summon you. Why are you here?”

“How could I not be here, father?” she shouted, stamping her foot angrily. “I tried making Raggy talk, but the coward will say nothing, speak naught! To think my brother would try and keep secrets from me!” She crossed her arms under her chest, and Ulfuric noticed her knuckles were still bloody and raw. “But you will tell me, Master Ulfuric? You would never keep secrets from your prized pupil, beloved trainee!”

“All I can say is the princess remains well, if dismayed by the betrayal of her maids.” Ulfuric replied, and at that princess Shaeranna flared up, enraged.

“Father, I told you, warned you this was a foolish idea! Sending her away to the land of that bitch with barely any escort and no trappings of comfort she deserves, she merited! It was as if you were accepting her death!” Shaeranna raged. “I would rather accept the offer that fucking fox has thrust at us than allow my precious Ula to come to harm, be hurt! Maybe if I do, I can cut his fucking throat and solve most of our problems. All it would cost is, the price would be…” she trailed off.

“Do not speak of her mother that way-way!” Prince Shaetanao was cold, and his daughter realised she had overstepped, hastily backing off. “I know you liked her little-little, and your mother still hates her, but… when I saw her, I knew-knew I had to have her. She was so-so beautiful, fur like gold, eyes like jade, her form so like ours, yet different. Alas, she is gone from me now, and my heart weeps.”

“I agree little Ula is a wonder. That is the only good that female ever brought us. It cost you too much influence, father!” she complained, and Ulfuric found himself nodding. The Seelie Court is in a mess, with the King moribund, the Queen locked away with her lovers and barely deigning to show herself more than once in a parade of moons, and the factions pulling the Court in three sperate directions. To say nothing of the growing threat of the Wild Hunt penetrating our borders seemingly at will, and the Unseelie always waiting for our weakest times to strike. Involving outsiders who have more in common with the Unseelie merely empowered the Aggressors, reinvigorating Duke Vulpatrius, and now…

Shaeranna must have been thinking the same, as she continued. “If this keeps up, it continues, we will lose the seat of Prince of the Beastkin Fae! I doubt that the crap-furred shit-breathed excuse for a Fae would do anything so foolish as start a purge when he usurps your seat, but tragedies like the exile, the banishment of our little Ula would be all too commonplace. At the least, we would have to fight at the front of every battle, each war! My spear does hunger for blood, but not as an expendable pawn!”

“All is not so dire.” Ulfuric decided to calm things. “With the recovered Lantern of the Red Caps that we seized and passed to the Way-Wardens, as well as knowledge of how to bypass their cruel defences, we have gained much praise.”

“Yes, I heard about that. Some Way-Warden acquaintances of mine were saying, were mentioning some guests of Raggy defeated a Barghest as well?” Shaeranna was excited by that. “Do I know them? I did not know my little brother had such warrior friends!”

“I do not believe you know the one that killed the Barghest. I was not there myself at the time, but even so, I was impressed by the tale of valour. And to find a weakness in these new Lanterns… and more. I have other information we can use.” Yes, Akio suspects that they are using spatial element to bypass the Fae Stones and Territory barrier, perhaps via the Lanterns, or some similar method. If such is true, then we can take precautions and minimise future incursions.

“I see-see. I would welcome some good news.” The Prince admitted, looking down and realising he had mangled his chair. “Oh, I have been careless again. Your mother will surely-surely scold me.” he muttered sheepishly, and his daughter laughed harshly.

“Yes, she will be most angry, quite furious.” Her expression changed again, her emerald eyes burning. “No, this does not matter, not at all, at all! Ula is what matters! Raggy knew nothing about the maids who betrayed her, I know it, declare it! So how did this whole mess come to light? Was it you, Master Ulfuric?” she asked and at that he winced inwardly. Explaining this will be quite challenging indeed…
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“I still cannot believe this, accept this.” Princess Shaeranna declared, blood and sweat streaking her body as she rested on the shaft of her long ash-wood spear. “A Trial of Three, so he cannot talk? Pathetic.” She shook her head, irritated. “And you are bound by his loss too, defeat as well?”

“All I can tell you is, the princess, your little sister, is quite well. Better than well, in fact. Even though she has suffered a harsh blow, she will not yield, and were you to see her now, you would doubtless weep with joy.”

“I would not weep, fool. Not me, never me.” She looked down, embarrassed. “Though I would dearly like to see little Ula again… wait, you no longer call her little princess.” she noticed. “For you, Master Ulfuric, to drop such endearments…” She paused, frowning. “Has Ula truly grown up? If so, can she not return, come home? After all, whatever the intent of the exile, the stated purpose was to reform her character and grow her strength.” She spat onto the muddy floor of the arena they were in. “At least that bitch lent her some followers, else I would have tracked her down, found her, and rammed my spear up her…”

“Enough. Do not speak ill of her mother like that.” Ulfuric rumbled. “I know you dislike her, and that your father lost much wooing her. But she loved him in her own way, never doubt it, and she loves her daughter well. She has many enemies of her own within the Night Parade, of that I am certain. Besides, if you love her daughter, your precious sister, can you not spare her some of your affection?”

“I guess I am all out, bereft of affection right now.” She sighed, looking worn down. On seeing that, Ulfuric tried to comfort her, his big paw resting on her shoulder. Shaeula seems to enjoy it when Akio touches her on her head, but I could never be so informal with one of my pupils. The princess looked at him in surprise, jade eyes going wide. He then spoke, his tone strangely gentle.

“Is the matter settled? It is in some ways as cruel as the exile of your sister.”

“Do not be foolish, Master.” She shook her head. “Ula… well, I should rejoice you say she is safe. To think that my little brother Raggy had the nerve to risk our honour, our pride. Still, I do understand. I too longed to go see Ula, find Ula and mop up her tears. She always was a coward, relying on her maids. I hope she does not cry too much now, too greatly.”

I fear someone else has taken her tears now, princess. Perhaps you would even be jealous. Though envious too, no doubt. Your sister, she does not know. Her grasp on the politics of the Court is shallow. Perhaps it is best that way. I would not wish her to try something foolish, not now, when she is so close to her goal of being able to return in triumph.

“No changing the subject, princess. I wish to know your honest thoughts. Perhaps… perhaps just as your sister surpassed expectations, you could do the same?” I am skirting the Prices with some of the things I say, but if she knew what princess Shaeranna felt, she would forgive me, I am sure.

“It would take more, require greater than even a Barghest or two right now.” She snorted, her face a false mask of brittle good humour, as she tried to cover her feelings. “I suppose there is but one upside. I do rather like Talaisha. She is the only decent foxkin I have ever met, ever encountered. Fighting beside her against the Unseelie and Wild Hunt is quite the thrill, so at least… well. You understand. Besides, now that I know Ula is well, I can harden my resolve, steel my will.”

“As your master and instructor in the spear and combat arts, I approve of your resolve indeed.” Ulfuric rumbled. But having seen her sister and how she has changed, as someone who has watched you grow up, I cannot say I wish to accept this. “However… do you think anyone else wishes this? Would the princess, your precious sister?”

“When I wished, I begged that she be spared her exile, were my pleas answered?” She shook her head. “By the Moon, wishes are for children and the weak. I am strong enough to bear this, carry this. Even so, it is not like I am going to die, is it?” This time her smile was more genuine. “Besides, Ula is such an innocent child, she likely does not understand, not comprehend these things.”

At that Ulfuric nearly choked. Oh princess, if only you knew. I believe your sister has gone ahead of you in these matters. Far, far ahead! “It is not my place to tell you what you must do. All I would say is, perhaps another way will present itself?”

“That would be quite lovely, rather wonderful.” Shaeranna agreed, taking up her spear once more, ready for more sparring. “If I could return to the Way-Wardens and battle alongside Talaisha once more, yet again, politics forgotten, I would be most pleased. Even better if sweet little Ula was back at my side.” Her expression turned dark. “And I would just love to present her with the heads of her treacherous maids, their faces frozen in expressions of the merest fraction, tiny portion of grief they have caused her!”

That would hardly please her. The princess is rather forgiving, even more so now that his influence has rubbed off on her. Still, mercy in victory can be a good thing, unless carried to dangerous extremes. As Ulfuric parried a blow from her spear, he found himself grinning. Tomorrow I shall return to the princess and Akio as promised, and then… onwards to the Spring of Clear Reflections. If that could be retaken, then…

His gaze softened, and he was almost taken unawares by the spear flying at his face. As princess Shaeranna laughed at his clumsy parry, saying he was becoming slow in his old age, Ulfuric stepped up his pace, driving her back. If one of the three great defeats could be avenged, that could change everything. Even the Aggressors would have to laud such a feat… He put aside such extraneous thoughts and lost himself in the joy of combat, spears clashing, his worries temporarily forgotten…


Side Seventy-One – Tsumura Motoko


Motoko's feet, clad in tabi socks for grip, slid gently across the polished floor of the combat dojo in her family mansion. Her blue and white hakama fluttered as she swung her sword, the heavy bamboo of the practice blade, which was weighted with lead inside, whistling menacingly as it slashed down at the shoulder of the girl in front of her, likewise attired, her pretty face, framed by short brown curls, twisted into an expression of intense concentration.

“Hah!” The girl, Natsumi, her student and long-time friend, cried out, bringing up her own weighted sword. They clashed, the sound shockingly loud in the quiet training hall, before Motoko slid backwards, gaining a position where her blade could sweep in from the side after the parry, finishing the fight. Still, for once it was not to be. That was… excellent!

Natsumi was breathing heavily, her muscles trembling under her white sleeves, yet somehow she had managed to get her sword up to parry, and the blades were locked in a cross shape. The move had been swift indeed, and was not entirely the traditional forms of Tsumura swordplay, though it bore some similarity to many of the counters.

“I… managed to block you, Motoko!” she declared, before losing her grip on the sword as it slid from her sweaty palms, the effort too much, holding the sword so awkwardly. “But I guess I still lose. How frustrating.” She pouted, sinking to her knees, spent.

Even so, you look happy. “You do not look too frustrated.” Motoko observed, lowering her own wooden sword and reaching out, helping Natsumi back to her feet. “That move. It was the third form of the reverse counter, was it not? Still, the angle is different. It reminds me a little of…” She paused, face hot. I must have exerted myself too much, I am very warm.

“Yes.” Natsumi nodded. “What Akio-sensei showed us before. The angle of the blade. He isn’t terribly skilled, but he has good instincts. I just thought… the only way I would make it in time to block your strike was to angle the third form differently.” She flushed, suddenly nervous. “Is… is that wrong?”

Motoko shook her head. “I do not think it is. It is still the third form, and even if it was not, if this was battle, what use would it be taking the stance and parrying when you knew it would be futile and you would die?” She brushed her hime-cut straight bangs out of her eyes and mopped at her sweat with a blue handkerchief, before untying the matching ribbon that tied her long hair back into a ponytail during practice. “Sometimes I envy your short hair, Natsumi. But mother and father say nobles should have long hair to show status. It does get in the way of practise though.”

“Well I think you look lovely.” Natsumi disagreed. “My hair just looks stupid if I grow it out, it’s too curly. And considering that my family makes antique kimonos and wedding gowns from traditional Japanese textiles and techniques, when I wear them for catalogues and exhibits I don’t look right. Japanese girls should have long hair.” She smiled then, impishly. “Besides, I believe Akio-sensei likes long hair on girls. Eri-senpai and Shaeula-sensei both have long hair.”

Motoko felt her face flush then, the temperature increasing despite her no longer exerting her body. The girls at his hometown talked about this. It is… embarrassment, no? Ignoring the urge to cover her reddening face, Motoko managed a poised nod, her pupil and bodyguard-in-name smiling kindly at her. “That… that does not matter, does it? We declared out intent when we knelt before him, asking for the boon of marriage. Whether I have long hair or not… well, I suppose it does matter, as it is a wife’s task to appeal to her husband’s tastes. Perhaps I should be grateful.”

It is quite complicated, these feelings. I had my resolve, and I knelt, imploring. I asked Eri-sensei for her blessing as well. Yet since then I faltered, my surety vanishing as it came time to make the irrevocable decision, something which seemed so easy, so right, becoming frightening when it came time to set it in stone, no going back…

“The news is out. Hinata-san has officially become engaged with Akio-sensei.” Natsumi sighed. “Despite you taking the initiative, Motoko-san, you have let it slip. It isn’t as though I don’t understand why, but… I don’t like to see you so uncertain.”

Yes, I am uncertain. Not regarding my wish to marry someone who will allow me to keep both my family honour and the path of the warrior. That is my dream. But that Akio-sensei is the one. Yet... if he is not, then who would be?

“This isn’t like you, Motoko-san. You are always so resolute, so bold. It is why the other daughters of nobility look up to you, especially from the Three-Hundred such as my family. You are kind and approachable, never condescending to those below your family. You took me on and treated me not only as your bodyguard, but as your friend. And I adore you for that. So please, if I can help, tell me how! What’s wrong?”

Yes, what is wrong? “That parry.” She changed the subject, though it did have some relevance, and would help order her thoughts. “Even though it is not the Arts of our family, not purely, it still has value. Our Arts must change if we are to pass them down. Your family techniques are still as they were hundreds of years ago, correct? Yet the dyes, the patterns, the cuts, they have changed to match the tastes of the era.”

“Yes, we make some very nice modern dresses too now, and even Western-style bridal outfits. I would like to see you in one, Motoko-san!”

“I would be happy to wear it, if it was made by you, Natsumi.” Motoko sighed again, looking down at her practice sword, and her hand, which was not the soft hand of a noble girl like Hinata, or even a normal schoolgirl one could find anywhere like Eri-senpai. “Still, I must be honest with myself. He… Akio-sensei. He does not wish for us, does he?” She looked down, feeling mortified and shamed. “The look on his face when we knelt to him was unpleasant, and every time we have broached the subject… it hurts both my pride, and… what use a wife that only drags her husband down? I would shame myself, my family, our ancestors… even the Arts we wield.”

“So that’s what you’ve been thinking. I see.” Natsumi said, fetching Motoko-san a towel and even fussing over her, mopping her sweat. “I should have guessed, after all, no-one else knows you better than me!” She declared. “Can I be honest with you, Motoko-san?”

“You can, always.” she protested. “And I am sure I told you simply to call me Motoko now. After all, we are both to be wed to… oh.” She trailed off, and Natsumi giggled gently.

“Well, I was overly hasty. My situation is… not quite… as grim as yours, Motoko.” She omitted the honorific, flushing, her eyes moist. “Our techniques are carried on by skilled artisans the family has hired. I need to know them, of course, and must have children to carry on the family, being the heir and only child of our house, but compared to the pressure you feel, my family is humble and my responsibilities mere trifles. But still…” she pressed on. “I’ll be forced to give up the Tsumura Arts when either of us marry, and when you graduate school I’ll no longer be your bodyguard. We’ll be separated, and I’ll rarely ever see you again. and I hate that.” Natsumi declared vehemently. “Motoko, I can’t imagine being without you. Training together, spending time together, it’s the happiest I’ve ever been.”

“I feel the same way. Having someone who shares my enthusiasm for the family Arts, someone I can talk honestly with despite the difference in rank, a friend. I treasure you, Natsumi.”

She nodded. “That… that was why I asked Akio-sensei to marry me also. That way I could stay by your side, we could always be together. We would carry forth your family Arts and teach them to our children, and use them in battle, side by side.” She sighed too. “What you are feeling, I feel it a thousand times more keenly. I am a bad girl.” She looked down, and Motoko felt the urge to hug her consolingly, although that was not what a refined, noble girl would do, so she refrained.

“So, you have no liking for Akio-sensei?” Motoko asked, curious. “That is not necessarily a problem for arranged marriages, but…”

“… but like you, it makes me feel awful.” She conceded. “Still, I wouldn’t say I have no liking for him. He seems kind, I can tell that by the girls he loves. A cruel man wouldn’t make them smile so when they talk of him. He is strong too. I would hate to marry a man weaker than myself. He seemed a decent choice, and when you expressed your desires I made up my mind. I would marry the same man as you! Still, if he was put off by your proposal, mine must have positively dismayed him. After all, your house has much to offer, Motoko. I am merely a hanger-on. And it seems he believes in love.”

Yes, I noticed during our trip to his hometown, and the more I have considered it, the more sure I am. He is not concerned about what rewards and profits a marriage will bring, unlike the nobility. No, he genuinely adores Shaeula-sensei and Eri-senpai. I do not think there is any room for us. She said as much, and Natsumi actually embraced her. She stiffened, wondering what was going on, and Natsumi giggled mischievously.

“I always wanted to do this. Seeing the play of normal girls made me wish we could be more open. They were so lively. Though their choice of conversation was often baffling. Sex. After all, is that not just to please our husbands and beget children to continue our lines? I thought so, but apparently Eri-senpai was delighted to spend her birthday with Akio-sensei, and Shaeula-senpai said she loves it too.”

“Yes, I admit to being curious. But it is not something we can simply ask, is it?” Motoko could feel the warmth of her friend, and gingerly reached out her own arms, hugging her too. Natsumi sighed, her giggles dropping in volume, before she stared right into her eyes, serious.

“No, but it also shows we don’t know everything. if you truly want Akio-sensei to accept you, then you need to be honest. I for one still think it is the best choice. And not just because I’m selfish. I have my pride too, and I’ll be a wonderful wife, the match of Eri-senpai, Shaeula-senpai or even you, Motoko. So he does not love us yet. To us, that should be no worry at all. Instead, we should be more like Hinata-san. After all, she’s been very happy since the engagement. We should speak to her. And your grandfather. But first… Motoko. I tell you honestly. I want to spend my life with you, together, and I want to continue training. I’ll learn Tsumura Arts, and I’ll take what I learn from others and make Tsumura Arts even better, just as a kimono my family makes today might have modern dyes, contemporary patterns, and yet it’s still a traditional Hori-style kimono. I’ll be a wonderful wife, and raise strong and beautiful children. I want everything, even things it should be impossible to have together. I don’t love Akio-sensei yet either, but I never expected to love my husband, not right away.”

She paused then, gathering her final thoughts, while Motoko watched on, her own thoughts churning, as they were wrapped in each other’s arms. “I do think he’s worthy of loving though. And if things were different and my parents had brought him to me as my arranged partner, I could have been happy with it, lessening the sting of losing you. So, even though he hated the idea, I’ll win him round. Besides, he does find me pretty, I know that.” She giggled again. “So, Motoko. Do you want this? If so, tell me, and I’ll help you!”

I never knew Natsumi felt so deeply about everything. I was a fool. But I do not wish to be parted from her either. The weight of all I could gain, all I no longer have to lose… perhaps it is crushing me. “Natsumi…” she began, hesitantly at first, but growing more confident. “I believe I was jealous of Shaeula-sensei and Eri-senpai. Jealous that they had everything they wanted, without the weight of responsibility we feel. Perhaps I was wrong, and selfish, to think so. After all, Shaeula-sensei is more noble than the Tsumura house, in a way. Her burden cannot be a light one. Besides, she told me she only knew Akio-sensei for a short time, yet she won his heart.”

“Go on. This is the time to be honest, otherwise our chance might fade. If we lose everything, after having hope it could all be ours, it would be crueller than never having hope at all.”

“I honestly wish to be the perfect wife. I want to be loved. It sounds so foolish when I say that. To demand a strong man who will cherish and love me, allow me to practise my Arts and pass it on to the children, to allow you to stand by my side, equally happy. To bring honour to my family, for grandfather, father and mother to smile at my wedding, and for the daughters of the great houses, Fujiwara, Ichijou and Takatsukasa to bless me, perhaps even look on with envy. To know that even when he takes another concubine or mistress, that I am still loved and valued. And that they would all be good, kind girls I can befriend. It seems impossible. It is impossible for a daughter of Tsumura.” Motoko cried. “But… but if it is not… if I could have it…” Her voice broke, and she felt arms tighten around her, feeling the heartbeat of her closest, perhaps only friend. “… I want it.” she whispered, her voice so quiet it was barely audible. “But the more I see I can have it, the more I fear losing it. Ouch.”

Motoko let out a yelp of pain and stumbled, realising that Natsumi had let her go, and also rapped her on the head with her knuckles. As she rubbed at it, Natsumi grinned, bright tears in her own eyes. “I saw Akio-sensei do that to Shaeula-sensei when she was talking nonsense.” Natsumi was smiling warmly now, content. “And the Motoko I know is never afraid of anything. After all, you have fought against the wishes of the nobility all this time. Now, when victory is in sight, and Tsumura Arts will be finally useful again, used to save Japan, you falter? No. Tell me honestly. Do you want to marry Akio-sensei? No… I think we should call him Akio now. Love or no, do you want him?”

Motoko nodded. “I do. I do not even really know what love is, but when I am with him, together with you, I feel my heart race, and when I watch him swing a sword or spear, crude though it is, my face feels hot and I feel a yearning inside. Perhaps there might be another way for me to grasp most of what I wish for, but… I want this way. I wish for what Eri-se… Eri and Shaeula have. Hinata too, it appears.”

“Good.” Natsumi clapped. “In that case we should get cleaned up and speak to your grandfather and parents. You have been putting it off too long. I need to make a phone call as well. Perhaps more than one.” Natsumi ushered Motoko into the shower, and as she was pushed in, she realised she had finally shook off her indecision, thanks to her friend. Thank you Natsumi. I was too hasty, yet too cowardly. I should never have pressured Akio so suddenly. I am a daughter of true nobility, that was a failure as a woman. No, this time… I shall be honest, and proclaim my intent to win him over, not for what he can gain or what I can offer, but because he will wish me to be his!
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“So, Hinata, why are you here?” Motoko asked, a little puzzled. Beside her, Natsumi apologised.

“I thought it would be for the best, Motoko. Now that your resolve has returned, I thought we should seek advice from someone who has proved far more adept than us at winning his heart.”

“I’m flattered.” Hinata giggled. She was dressed in Hanafubuki’s uniform, and her bodyguard Kazumi was likewise attired behind her, looking at them all with a wry expression. “Still, I’d hardly say I am adept at it. Though I’ll admit, I’m a greedy girl, and I want more than just to be a wife, I want to be a wife that is loved. Besides, I think I’ve liked him ever since I first laid eyes on him. Love at first sight. We are warned about such foolishness at school, but to think it’s really true.” She blushed, yet looked ahead without shame. “Still, we’ve talked, and while the way he accepted me was… well, I’ll be honest, we bullied him into it. I still feel bad about that.” she sighed wistfully. “That doesn’t matter. What does is, we’ve talked. Genuinely. And I understand him now. And I understand myself. So, do you both finally understand yourselves?”

“Wow, really? This?” A voice came from the screen of the phone Hinata had propped up on the table beside them. “I’m going to be late for school sorting out my bro’s polygamous love-life? Wow, life sure does throw you fastballs, right Eri?”

Beside her, the other girl on the display snorted sourly. “It isn’t like we didn’t know this was coming, Aiko. Still, I’d rather be involved now to prevent problems.”

“I really appreciate this.” Natsumi bowed politely to the screen. She had obtained the phone number of Akio’s sister when they had visited, as her interest in archery and beautiful Kyūdō stance had impressed Natsumi and Motoko alike. “I would say it is for Motoko, but… honestly, I am warming to the idea of marriage more and more anyway.”

“I really liked the idea of marriage too. Especially when it was just me.” Eri spoke acerbically, but even so, she did not look away from the truth, and Motoko could respect that.

“Sorry, sorry!” Aiko slapped her hands together in a gesture of apology. “I know I helped push Shaeula and big bro together. I’m a bad best friend, like I said!”

“No you aren’t.” Eri sighed. “Akio would have refused Shaeula, despite it hurting them both, for me. I would have been overjoyed for a while, but in the end it would have poisoned my happiness. I have to accept it…” She looked at everyone crowded around the screen, and Motoko felt suddenly nervous, as if she was facing her grandfather in the dojo with bare blades. “… we have to accept it. The world is changing, and Akio… he has changed most of all. He’s out, even now, trying to save some other poor woman in trouble. Shaeula says there’s nothing going on, but I don’t trust her. With my life, sure, but with other women, never!”

“That is noble of him.” Motoko exclaimed, though admittedly, the thought of more rivals, when he had dismissed her, was a painful one.

“Yeah, my big bro is just overflowing with the need to save girls, it seems. Still, it makes me feel a bit less special.” Aiko snorted, expression sour yet proud. “More to the point, he’s a soft touch. And a soft touch that somehow has the ability to make girls stronger if he loves them. Well, maybe he could do it with guys too, but wow, no way I want to see my bro going down that dark road!”

“If he does, I will stop him!” Eri avowed, clenching her fists resolutely. “I’m already up against half the world, I don’t want the other fifty percent as rivals too!”

“That’s your reason? Really?” Aiko sniggered.

“We are getting off-topic.” Hinata said. “I too spoke to Akio this morning, and he is likely going to be at the training school tonight with Shaeula, before they head off for more of whatever it is they do in that other world. So if you plan to make your move, it is tonight.”

At that Motoko found herself breathing faster, her heart beating out of her chest, her palms sweaty. It was then Natsumi flashed her a reassuring smile and whispered that she was nervous too. Swallowing down her fears, Motoko steeled herself for what was to come. I am strong. I pride myself on it. I will not let myself rush ahead carelessly, make mistakes and then retreat like a coward again!

“So, Eri. I have talked about it. You know I wish to marry Akio. You already have prior claim. But to the nobility that would not matter.”

“Yes, that is apparently true.” Eri agreed grumpily. “But we aren’t nobility. Still. Me. Shaeula. Hinata too it seems. When he accepted Shaeula, having him for my own was dead, and now he’s found room in his heart for Hinata as well, it’ll be difficult to deny him others. But I will.” she warned ominously. “If the girls aren’t right for him, or if they don’t know how to share properly. I love Akio with all my heart.” she declared and beside her Aiko cheered annoyingly.

Eri shot her a withering glance, before carrying on, ignoring her. “I seriously do. So I naturally want to spend a long life making happy memories with him. I dare say you want more out of him than a marriage in name only, just bearing children, don't you?”

“I do. I want what you have, Eri. To stand at his side, seeing everything the world has to offer and more.” Hinata agreed. “So, what do you two want?”

Natsumi held out a hand, and Motoko took it, giving it a reassuring squeeze. Thank you Natsumi. Together, we have the courage. “We want the same. We want everything. A loveless arranged union, even if it gives us most of what we want, just seems so hollow now we have seen the potential for so much more. And like you, Eri, our happiness would just be poison, if he does not love us. Even if we could stay together, continue our Arts, satisfy our noble pride and family honour, without love we would never be complete.”

“Fine.” Eri sighed. “You pass. On my birthday, I told Akio I could accept you if he needed you, and that’s true. But if you were content just to be a transaction, a marriage of convenience… never. That will only hurt Akio. You too. And us. Love needs to be the foundation. So make him love you. He’ll never love you as much as he loves me, though!” Eri couldn’t resist a smug dig at them. “After all, childhood friends are something special.”

“We’ll see.” Hinata rebuffed her. “I happen to think I’m rather loveable myself. Shaeula is a tough opponent too.”

“So, I think we need to come up with the rules everyone has to follow.” Aiko said suddenly. As everyone looked at her, she flushed. “Not me, wow, damn, I’m his sister! But I think if everyone knows where they stand, and what is off-limits and how you need to all get along, everyone will be happier. I mean, my bro probably deserves it, but being as I am the best sister in the world, I don’t want him to end up living with five women who are always fighting and he’s stuck in the middle.”

“Five, huh? Optimistic. I’d say Kana at the shrine is pretty suspicious if you ask me. She’s cute too, and apparently has a really useful talent.” Hinata said shrewdly, and Eri shook her head.

“No way. I don’t like her! She’s false and sneaky and mercenary. The wrong sort of girl for Akio!” Eri declared, putting her foot down. “This is why we need rules. Aiko is right! And more importantly, we need to force Shaeula to follow them! She says she respects me as first wife, and I know she loves me as a friend, but when it comes to other girls it’s as if she wants everyone she meets to fall in love with Akio! You need to help me rein her in!”

“Yes. It isn’t like I have a problem with Akio having other women. He’s going to rule this world and others!” Hinata declared, wisely saying nothing more about Kana-san. “But if he has so many there is no time for us then what’s the point? I think that is what worries him the most, isn’t it?”

“I like you. You seem to understand him.” Eri agreed. “That’s exactly it. He feels guilt at what he sees as a betrayal of me and Shaeula, as well as he worries that he won’t be able to make us all happy. Foolish.” Eri shook her head angrily. “Every moment I’m alive now, whether I’m with him, swinging my axe, or just sitting around daydreaming, I’m happy. Anyway, if you want him to love you, you need to allay those fears. I would suggest…”
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“So, we’ll speak to you all tonight! Later!” Aiko waved her hand, Eri beside her, and the phone went blank, the call ended.

“Well, that was interesting. We’re going to be late for school, which is a pain, but I hope you feel better about everything now?” Hinata asked, and Motoko nodded, Natsumi also agreeing.

“To think he is that simple. He isn’t a noble at all, is he? I thought we knew that, but I guess it’s hard to change our mindset so quickly.” Natsumi marvelled.

Yes, is it really so simple? If it is… well, there would be no hardship following the path to his heart, and it explained the sorrow and disdain he had when they knelt before him, pressuring him to accept them. “In that case. I am once more resolved. Hinata, I apologise as the announcement will likely steal your thunder, but I shall speak to grandfather and my parents directly.”

“It was nice to show up Sakura, but that was only a bit of fun.” Hinata acquiesced politely. “So… you can come in now.” And with that, the doors to the room opened, and in stepped Motoko’s grandfather, mother and father. Her grandfather looked both stern and proud, while her parents had very mixed expressions.

“Motoko, my granddaughter.” Her grandfather spoke solemnly, looking her in the eyes. “So you have finally made up your mind? It does not have to be him. There will likely be a need for the nobility to tie others like him to our cause. Perhaps we could find one you would not have to share…”

“No. it will be him. I have finally decided. Natsumi has decided too. Hinata, Shaeula and Eri have accepted it. All I need to do now is to approach him honestly, not regarding what he can gain, but simply with why he should love me and hate to miss out on me.” She didn’t back down, meeting her grandfather head-on. When he merely smiled, she turned and bowed to her mother and father.

“I am sorry. I have been a difficult daughter. But the Tsumura family, our Arts, the sword, the spear and the bow… I have loved them too much to ever give them up. And I believe now, it was all for this. I trained for this day, so I could stand beside the husband I chose, watching his back in battle, soothing his cares in the home, raising strong heirs.”

“I too!” Natsumi declared. “I refuse to be left out!”

Motoko smiled at her friend. Left out? Surely not. We will serve Akio together, as his wives. The thought of it makes me happy. And it will not just be us serving him. No, from what they tell me, Akio will return our joy tenfold. I find it hard to understand, but I look forward to discovering what they meant.

“Mother, father. Grandfather.” She bowed to them once again, this time in martial arts fashion, as per her family traditions. “I ask you support me in arranging my marriage and confirm it with both the Three Grandfathers, as well…” She swallowed nervously, finding it hard to speak, which was unusual, as normally she thought herself fearless. “… as well as Akio’s family. We must do him the courtesy of seeking their agreement too. Apparently they know enough of his circumstances to accept the way things are. Natsumi and I… we must do the rest, and capture his heart.”

Her mother pulled her into a hug, surprising her, as the Tsumura’s were not a tactile family. Looking up, wide-eyed, she saw her mother was crying. “Every mother wishes to see her daughter happy. I married your father and found joy, so I hope you too can succeed, my Motoko. Even if it is not what I had hoped for. I will try to be accepting, as best I can, of him.” She then released her and hugged Natsumi, who flailed in shocked protest. “You have always been a support for my daughter, which she has needed, being so different. I thank you, and it is reassuring to know that you will stay by her side. I hope you find happiness too, as best as you can in this situation.”

“He is a hard man, Akio.” Her grandfather said, surprising them. “If anyone threatens those he loves, he will show no mercy. I approve. He even said he would kill a President if he had to.” He chuckled dryly. “But he is also rather old-fashioned, it seems. I hardly think he will make a bad husband at all for my beloved granddaughter. You tell him from me, if he turns you down, I shall come and punch him in his idiot face!”

“Grandfather! No coercion! That is the wrong way to deal with him!” Motoko protested.

“That’s true. I have no words.” Hinata apologised, forgotten in the family drama.

“That’s not coercion, merely the words of one man to another. You tell him this from me. ‘Would your heart not burn with jealously when you see another man taking the arm of my Motoko, leading her to the altar? Would it not shake with anger, should you see her looking downcast, without life in her eyes? Would you not feel great satisfaction, taking her hand on your wedding night, leading her to the bedchamber, ready to…’”

“Father-in-law!” Motoko's mother protested, face burning, and Motoko knew how she felt. Turning, she saw Hinata and Natsumi were equally red, flushed with embarrassment, and perhaps something more, a deep heat inside them. I do not know what it means to have sexual intercourse, only the little we were taught. But from what those girls said, it was something amazing, a true act of love…

“So, you know what to do then, sister?” Hinata asked, and Motoko felt a different sort of flush at that.

“Yes, sister Motoko.” Natsumi joined in impishly. “You just have to be honest, confess that you like him, and win his heart! If not, I’ll tell him just how good you look when you are changing after practise, and…”

Under laughter from the room, Motoko flailed her hands, trying to shut Natsumi up. Even so, the laughter felt warm, and for some reason, the hard calluses on her hands didn’t seem to bother her so much anymore, instead seeming like marks of pride that she could use to show her dedication to her Arts, that she could be by his side during the toughest of battles, when she took his hands in hers…


Two Hundred And Fifteen


“Well, here we are then. Make yourselves comfortable.” I offered, gesturing to the chairs around the penthouse-style room at the top of the training school.

“I thank you.” Motoko-san replied, sitting elegantly on one of the chairs, looking very comfortable in her shrine maiden outfit. Which makes a lot of sense considering she wears hakama normally for training, I guess. Natsumi-san sat beside her, while Shaeula and Hinata took up positions on the other side. Only Shaeula was dressed differently, in her usual yukata. Still, she was grinning, and that filled me with some disquiet.

“Would anyone like tea?” I asked, and at their nods I went to the kitchen area and started preparing. I couldn’t help but cast sidelong glances at Motoko-san and Natsumi-san while I worked. The two of them were good girls, definitely, but I found their presence difficult, at the least. When they had taken dogeza before me I was shocked, and rather upset, really. I don’t like being pressured, especially by girls. I find that… difficult.

Hinata was the same, though despite her being a noble daughter, she was more upfront and impish, and I actually felt that she did like me, even if she was a bit tsundere about it. But Motoko-san and Natsumi-san, as far as I could tell, they had no particular fondness for me, and were just interested in what they could gain from a marriage of convenience.

I suppose it isn’t like I blame them or anything like that. It’s they way they were raised, and let’s face the truth. If I didn’t already have Eri, Shaeula and now Hinata, and two girls as pretty, elegant and charming as them were proposing to me, even for fairly bad reasons, I’d have jumped at the chance, wouldn’t I?

Ignoring the little voice in my head that said if I didn’t meet Shaeula and reconcile with Eri, I would still have found a way to turn them down, I considered it as the kettle boiled. Objectively speaking, Motoko-san is an elegant martial arts beauty, from an excellent family, and Natsumi-san is a mixture of refined and cute. I’m cursed with a wandering eye, and if I saw them in the street I’d certainly look twice. But none of that matters. No, there was one woman on my mind right now, and she wasn’t even human.

“Here you go.” I passed them the tea, not failing to notice Motoko-san’s hand shaking as she took it. I gave the next cup to Natsumi-san and she shot me a brilliant smile, her brown eyes bright.

“Thank you, Akio.” she replied, and the lack of honorific surprised me.

“Yes, I should thank you as well. Akio.” Motoko-san spoke, catching me off guard despite my suspicions. After she took a sip she smiled charmingly, her face red, quite unlike her usual composed appearance, closer to when she had tried to propose to me. “This is not bad. The tea seems expensive, and you have prepared it well. Still, I am well trained in tea ceremony and would be pleased if you would try some of mine?” She looked me boldly in the eyes, quite unlike the way she had been rather nervous around me recently, during the few times I had trained with her in the school before the Myconids had taken up all my focus.

“Here, you are busy.” Shaeula interjected, taking the remaining cups from me, passing one to Hinata, who was watching, an approving expression on her features. “I shall-shall help. Yes, this is quite nice.” She took a sip as well. “Though I would rather have-have some whiskey or beer. Perhaps after this talk?”

“Perhaps… maybe some sake?” Motoko-san mused, surprising me again. “It might be appropriate to toast… no, I am getting ahead of myself. I must be calm. Tsumura Style requires the finishing blow to be precise and without distractions, the mind clear.”

“Oh, Motoko.” Natsumi-san giggled. “Calm down, you can do this. But maybe I should go first?”

Yeah, I don’t like this. It seems the same as before. I had better head this mess off. I am resolved not to be pushed around anymore! “Motoko-san, there’s no need to stress over this. I’ve told you before, you don’t have to marry me just to carry on your legacy. I want to help you, sure, you are a nice girl, but I can do that many other ways. We can find you a husband you love who will accept your Arts.”

“But you are marrying Hinata.” Motoko-san pointed out, before draining the rest of her tea, the cup rattling on the saucer. “Did you not make her the same offer?”

“I did, but… well, it’s a bit different. Hinata seems to like me for some reason, and… she was hard to turn down. But I’m only falling for that once!”

“They way you say that, it sounds like you don’t want to marry me. I’m hurt!” Hinata pouted, though she didn’t seem truly upset, probably as she knew I had made my resolve.

“You know I want to.” I promised. “It isn’t how it started, but how it ends, remember.”

“Exactly!” Motoko-san bolted upright, before bowing deeply to me. Oh no, I hope she isn’t going to propose again. I think I’ve been making it clear enough. Regardless, her next words managed to surprise me again.

“Akio, I am deeply, truly sorry. I shamed myself before, with my own impatience and selfishness. Natsumi, you apologise too!” With that, Natsumi-san was also bowing beside her, and I felt panic rising as Shaeula chuckled. Seriously, I look like a true villain, browbeating pretty girls into apologising to me, nearly crying.

“You don’t have to…” I waved my hands frantically, but Motoko-san lifted her head, and at her gaze, strong and yet full of unshed tears, I shut my mouth, unable to say anything else.

“I do have to.” She shook her head, exasperated. “I was utterly wretched and selfish when I prostrated myself and begged for your love. I was not thinking of you then, I admit it, only the answer to my prayers, the chance to snatch my dreams. I did you a grave disservice.”

“Yes, I was selfish too. I didn’t want to be separated from Motoko, and becoming your wife too was the best way I could see for us to remain in each other's lives. I didn’t look at you as a person, which is wrong. Can you forgive us?” Natsumi-san also apologised.

“If not, I shall understand.” Motoko continued. “But trust in me, I am looking at you now, Akio, my teacher in this strange new world. And I am rather pleased by what I see. I am also looking at myself critically, and that… that pleases me less.”

She took a deep breath, and I saw her hand snake out, to be grasped by Natsumi-san’s. “If we may have one selfishness, could I ask that you forget everything that has transpired, all the pressure we put you under, the potential for arranged marriage my grandfather wished for. Everything. I would start afresh, as your pupil only.”

“I ask as well. Please forgive Motoko. And forgive me too.” Natsumi-san pleaded beside her. “Although if you can’t, because I was even more selfish, then at least forgive Motoko.”

Well damn. This is both better and worse than I was expecting. Now I feel guilty that I’ve been sort of avoiding them, not being as nice as I could have been. They know what they did wrong, so…

Shaeula coughed behind me in a terribly fake fashion, and I stifled a bitter grin. I know, I know.

“Fine, raise your heads. Please.” I reached out, grasping their hands and pulled them up. As their eyes met mine I could read a mixture of sadness, hope and yearning. “I admit, I hated the pressure. I’m… oh Gods, it’s laughable to say it now, but I still see myself as an ordinary guy. It was hard enough to accept Shaeula, and I think I’d loved her for a while beforehand. Hinata, well, that was a problem too. But now. I have three women. And…” I can’t tell them I am considering a fourth, the poor creature.

“I understand. What we assumed was normal, is clearly not for you.” Motoko-san sighed. “Again, I am sorry.”

“I forgive you. I am partially to blame too. I should have shut this all down when I realised it was a likely possibility. Instead, I got hurt, you got hurt, everyone got hurt. So, it didn’t happen. Are we all agreed?”

“Fine by me. Just so long as you don’t try and tell me our engagement is forgotten.” Hinata joked, and I waved it off.

“I do not-not like to see you sad, Akio. Nor these two, they are good females indeed.” Shaeula also approved, and the two sighed in relief, sitting down again.

“Fine. Shall we get down to business? Hinata, you can call Kazumi-san and we’ll start…”

“I have a question first, if I may?” Motoko-san asked, interrupting me, which was unusual for her.

“Sure, fire away.”

“I am very curious. You have known Hinata only a brief while longer than you have us. So why do you seem so pleased to have accepted her?” Motoko-san asked, and I considered it.

She does seem like she genuinely wants to know. I wish I knew myself, really. It’s for a lot of reasons, though too many of them make me seem shallow. Still, the most important is…

“When I thought about her looking sad, on the arms of someone else that didn’t appreciate her, not seeing her drive, charm, willingness to go against the nobility itself, I felt bad, angry even. The fact that she’s cute helps too, and that she sees who I am, as well. I guess I’m selfish, considering I want to keep Eri, Shaeula and Hinata all to myself. I still worry about the fairness of that, you know.”

“Foolish Akio. Always worrying about what does not-not matter.” Shaeula snickered fondly, and Hinata echoed her, saying she was more than satisfied to share.

“I see. Thank you for being honest with me.” Motoko-san nodded, understanding. “Yes, I now see my mistake. I only saw what I could gain from you, not your own spirit, which is noble.” She smiled then. “In both ways. Your strength is something I deeply respect, and your ability to capture multiple women is something we recognise as noble.” She smiled once more, and Natsumi giggled gently at her joke.

“Well, I’m happy I could help…?” I trailed off as Motoko-san stood once more, reaching out for my hands. I could easily have dodged, as while Motoko-san was quick on her feet, being trained, she paled compared to me. Still, her hands hesitated, before moving to grasp mine, so I allowed it, and her warm palms clasped me, still faintly trembling.

“Akio. I… would it not pain you to see me taken by someone that did not appreciate me? I have the drive to fight alongside you, no, not the drive, the desire. I have spent long years training my charm, learning to be a good wife. My very existence denies the way the nobility treats their daughters. I am supposed to be a flower, to be admired and then placed in a vase behind glass when I am not needed. But I am a rose with thorns. And… it pains me to say it, for I am modest, but I think myself beautiful.” She smiled shyly then. “And I see who you are. Now I do. I am looking.” She stared deep into my eyes, her head wandering closer. “I feel jealous myself, when I see you smile at Hinata. I thought I was being bold, brave and decisive, aiming for what I wanted. Instead I was mistaking cowardice for wisdom.”

Oh man, she’s close to me, her breath is tickling my face. But she is looking at me. Ugh, my heart is starting to beat, in a different way to when she threw herself on the floor and pressured me. At the time I managed to talk them out of requiring any immediate commitment from me, and though I thought they misunderstood, Motoko-san started acting far more nervous around me, taking distance. But now…

“Motoko-san, I think…” I began, but she again interrupted me.

“Please, call me simply Motoko. I… I am not going to lie to myself anymore. Grandfather could have found me another man to marry, another like you. Ichijou house has apparently found several, and there are even some within the Three-Hundred that have been unearthed, though they are likely being chastised by Fujiwara-san for trying to hide it.”

“It’s true. Mayumi was bragging about it, saying they would be better than you.” Hinata sneered. “I laughed in her face, of course. Better than you, Akio? That’s foolish, isn't it Shaeula?”

“I should-should say so indeed!” Shaeula snorted, fiddling with her orange phone idly, as she watched Motoko and I hold hands. “Akio has defeated Kondou Kazuo, armed assailants from a foreign land, many-many powerful opponents such as one of the Night Parade, and he will lead-lead us to victory over the Myconids, reclaiming the lost-lost lands of the Fae. Better. Such foolishness.”

“I think the same. I turned grandfather down.” Her breath was hot with every word, and I noticed her lips were trembling as she spoke, her expression tense. “I want to wield my weapons, but not just to keep the Tsumura Arts alive. I want to use them for something meaningful. For someone meaningful. You never mocked me, were supportive, even when I hurt you, pressured you. And so I think… wielding them for your sake would be joy for me. For you, I would cut down any foe.”

“Oh wow, she’s doing it!” Hinata squealed, face flushed, but I barely noticed. No way. She’s confessing again? But she asked me to forget everything, start over from scratch… wait. I still wasn’t the sharpest when it came to love and romance, I knew that. It was odd to say for a cheating harem bastard such as myself, but I still had a tendency to deliberately tell myself things were more innocent than they were, or that I was misreading things.

It’s still only been just over a month since I started dating Eri. I’ve changed a lot, we all have. But we are still the same inside. We can’t change who we are so quickly. So if she asked me to forget the past, as she realised what she had done then wasn’t so much a confession as a business deal, wrapped up in gain and loss with no love, happiness or romance, only a cold cudgel of forced sympathy designed to make me yield… then is this time…?

“I too want a husband that respects me, but has the respect of the nobility. But more, one that I can respect. You are strong, willing to fight for what you want, those you love. I am so envious, wishing that someone… no, not someone…” She shook her head, her long brown hair tickling me as she bit her lip hard enough to draw blood, angry at herself. “I suppose I was still lying to myself. I thought I merely had positive feelings for you, but it seems I was wrong. It all seems so clear to me now, like a light within my mind. I do not want someone to fight for me, I want you!”

Yes, that’s definitely a confession. And… a good one. My own treacherous heart was beating fast now. This was different. There was no force implied, no pressure from her family, like with Hinata. The rest of the room seemed to fade away as we locked eyes, our faces almost close enough to touch, as she shared her true heart with me. And it’s delicate, fragile like glass. Hinata had strength despite her youth, but Motoko, despite being older and a warrior… she’s made of crystal, which looks strong and beautiful, but with one cruel blow will shatter, forever destroyed.

“I want a husband who will cherish me, not because I am a Tsumura, or because I am beautiful, or even because I am strong! I want love! Is that so wrong? I want… I want your love!” She started to cry, deep heaving sobs that made her chest shake under the hakama.

“Hug her, fool-fool!” Shaeula snapped behind me, and I moved instinctively, pulling Motoko close. She stiffened, unused to being touched by the opposite sex, having always been conditioned to avoid men, so that her husband would be the first to ever touch her. Shit, the nobility is vile to women. Sure they get to enjoy wealth, privilege and more, but at what cost? The nobility may do a lot of good for Japan, but Hinata is right. It needs reform. We can keep and reinforce the good, but the bad… it goes.

“I… I…” she sniffled, tears and snot running down her face, a display she had likely never shown to anyone before, a crack in her crystal heart letting out what dwelt within. “It has been so hard. Only Natsumi understood me. Even grandfather… he only thinks of tying you to us. I only thought of that. That and myself! How I would finally be free to follow my heart. But what use is a heart if it is empty?”

“Oh Motoko.” Natsumi-san sighed. She stood, her own mind made up and walked over, putting her arms around Motoko, before pulling me in as well, pressing me up against her body. She was lobster-red, embarrassed, and teary, but also making her stand.

“I was even more selfish. I would understand if you hated me. I think I hate me.” Natsumi-san whispered. “I didn’t even have the excuses Motoko did, that her family wanted it, that it would stave off all the cruel rejections and laughable marriage proposals she was burdened with. I didn’t even tell my parents I offered to be your concubine.” she admitted, surprising me. “All I thought about was this is my chance, I can stay with Motoko forever, continue the happiest times I’ve had, not lose them to marry someone who doesn’t care about me.”

At that everyone was shocked, and she tilted her head cutely, though I could see the pain in her eyes.

“Seriously, you never said that when we talked about this.” Hinata frowned. “So does that mean…”

“It does.” Natsumi-san insisted. “I don’t care anymore. Akio. I’ll not lie anymore. I do want to stay with Motoko forever, and I love the Tsumura Arts. I love learning from you too, and the thought we will fight together, our lives having meaning. But I know you could give me that without marriage. You are kind, too kind, and everyone here has sorely taken advantage of that, of you!”

At that Motoko murmured her agreement through tears. Hinata also agreed, shaking her head. “No question, I set it up with my grandfather knowing you’d find it hard to refuse. I’m not stupid. I feel bad, but… I want your love, and I’ll give you mine. A fair trade for a businesswoman like myself.”

“I indeed have prevailed upon your kindness from the moment we first met-met.” Shaeula also shook her head, but there was no guilt on her face. “I should have been slain by you, or worked as a slave-slave. Instead you have shown me joy I shall never-never forget. But I have no guilt. None. For I have and will-will repay you more than I receive, because I love you!”

“That’s right. I love you too. You chose me when you could have walked away, you always did. I’ll never let you regret it.” another voice said, surprising me.

“I don’t want to just take advantage anymore.” Natsumi-san said. “Nor does Motoko.” At that, the crying girl nodded fiercely, and some of her tears splashed onto my face, trickling down to my mouth, tasting of salt and sadness. “In fact, just like Motoko… I want you to take advantage of me.” She smiled wanly. “I don’t care what my parents say. I’ll give it all up, abandon the Hori house, if I can only stay with the two of you forever. No, not the two of you! All of you!”

“Natsumi…” Motoko whispered. Then her eyes turned to mine. “I shall do it too.” She swallowed, choking back her tears. “If the only way to make you forgive me, make you jealous of those who would take me, to make you wish to cherish me, is to show I value you… I will throw everything away. My house… my pride. If you need more, I shall do it.” The words seemed dragged out of her, and it was my heart that shattered.

I seriously don’t get how these girls are prepared to throw that away for me. It was the whole reason Motoko needed me in the first place. I think…

“Are you a moron?” I heard a familiar voice, though she didn’t often criticise me like that. “Kiss her Akio! Damn, even I feel sorry for her!” Eri? What the… Still, she was right. I needed to do something to stop her tears. So I leaned in that fraction closer and pushed my lips to hers.

Motoko’s eyes snapped open as our lips met, and her mouth gaped in surprise. Instinctively, I thrust my tongue inside, into her damp warmth, and her hands that were still holding mine clenched me tightly. Wet slurping sounds could be heard in the sudden silence, and as Motoko flushed, she began to respond, having no clue what she was doing, her own tongue licking back clumsily, tangling together.

For what seemed like an age but could only have been a mere thirty seconds, I greedily stole her first kiss. It’s different to Shaeula and Eri. The tongue, the texture, the taste… Separating, a thin thread of silver saliva connecting us momentarily, I breathed out, a long sigh. Motoko too was breathing heavily, her face flushed. She released one of my hands and brought it to her lips in wonder, touching it delicately.

“A… my kiss. I was supposed to save that for my wedding night.” she muttered, dazed, and behind me Hinata was pouting.

“Hey, I haven’t even kissed my fiancé yet! Motoko beat me to it!”

I ignored the buzz of conversation behind me, focusing on the girl in front of me. It was difficult, as Natsumi-san was still holding us, but I gathered my Determination and Resilience, pushing everything extraneous aside. Motoko. Everyone has been telling me she wanted to marry me. Motoko herself, Natsumi-san, Hinata, Shaeula. But I don’t think she really did. She only thought she did, to get what she wanted… no, to protect what she had already. But now she seems different, honest. But what do I think about her?

Motoko was a girl any man would be happy to marry, that was for sure. Beautiful, dignified, brave, yet with a surprising fragility underneath it all that made one want to protect her. “You… well, you shouldn’t go kissing people for no reason, as it’s an intimate act, but you certainly don’t have to wait for your wedding night for that.” I reassured her as I thought about it. Yes. If I heard that Motoko was getting married, how would I feel? Could I be happy for her, knowing what I now know, or would I just feel sad and jealous?

“Even so, a kiss. It is a declaration of love, is it not?” She was scarlet with embarrassment, still touching her lips, but her eyes were wet with passion now, not tears, and I liked that look more. It suited her better, a scrap of her usual boldness and strength shining through her fears. “I… I certainly believe so. Does this mean you have accepted my sacrifice? Will you…”

“No I will not!” I declared firmly, and everyone froze. The look of hope on her face crumbled away instantly, and I immediately felt awful. Seriously, how can someone supposedly so intelligent as me make the same mistake constantly? Before the situation could spiral further, I continued, fixing my words.

“Sacrifice? Fuck that.” I swore. “You think I’m fighting against terrible enemies, training every day, doing all this, just so that my friends and those around me have to sacrifice?” I shook my head. “Look, Natsumi-san, can you let go, please? This is serious. I know you are trying to make your own case but… Motoko. We have to talk calmly.”

Natsumi-san nodded, releasing us. She was suffering too, but understood my intentions. Meekly she slid away from us, yet hovered close, ready to leap to Motoko should she need her support.

“I’ll… I’ll talk to you in a moment.” I thanked Natsumi-san, before giving the surprisingly frail girl in front of me my full attention. She didn’t know what to think, and I hadn’t helped with that. So I needed to set things right.

“Motoko.” I declared, squeezing her hand that was still clasped in mine. “The one thing I would never do is ask for you to give up things that are precious to you. That’s insane and makes no sense. If I was to accept you, I’d want you to have more joy, not less. So never talk about abandoning your family or your pride, or worse. If it matters to you, it matters to us, right?” I looked around the room and everyone nodded. I could see Eri on the screen of Shaeula’s phone, and she looked… more composed than I had expected. Even so, seeing her face reminded me of the fact another girl was confessing to me, and it hurt, like iron bands constricting my chest.

“If… you were?” Motoko muttered quietly. “So, even with this it is not enough.”

“I don’t get it. I really don’t.” I shook my head, confused. “I’m not worth all this struggle, all this sorrow. A beautiful, elegant girl like you, who is looked up to by everyone… you can do…”

“No, I cannot!” she declared angrily, and this time it was her kissing me, her tongue clumsily licking at me, her chest pressed against me through the cloth of her hakama. As Shaeula whistled sarcastically, I considered for a moment pushing her away, but to do so would be to dismiss her resolve. Though kissing another girl in front of my fiancées… ugh, could I ever complain if they cheated on me? Not with a clear conscience, that’s for damn sure…

As we parted again, Motoko spoke, licking her damp lips. “A declaration of love. I think… no, I know… I love you!”

“But that doesn’t…” She stopped my protests with her mouth again, and she seemed to be a quick learner, as her kissing was becoming better, more passionate. As she pulled away, her eyes looked deep into mine, and she smiled then, somehow both full of sadness and joy.

“Just stop that, Akio. You do not get to tell me how I should feel! Not unless you truly wish to be a noble, treating me like something to bend to your will.” She shook her head, still pressed against me. “At first it was admiration and respect. Worthy emotions, and ones a fool such as I would feel were enough to justify marriage. Perhaps they are enough. I am a clumsy girl indeed. But then I grew confused, worried, as you did not seem to want me. I felt hurt, angry… that you would not jump at the chance to take me! If I was to give up the Tsumura Arts, any nobleman would propose to me in a heartbeat.” She sighed, her frustrations finally being freed. “I hate it, and I hate them! The one thing I would never do is ask for you to give up things that are precious to you. You are the only one who would ever say that to me, to us!”

“Right.” Natsumi-san agreed. “I know you were speaking to Motoko then, Akio. But you meant it for me as well, didn't you?”

At that I nodded. Whatever happened, Natsumi-san was my friend now, a comrade at the training school, and the last thing I wanted was for her to do something foolish like toss away her family. Family was important.

“Hinata says she fell for you at first sight. I did not, though I admired you. But when Hinata was declared your fiancée, my already faltering resolve wavered further. Luckily Natsumi was here for me, to push my back. I… I did not love you then, but I do now. As we talked, as I realised how kind you are, how strong, how you would do anything for those in your heart, it was as if I could finally see you clearly, and everything I liked about you seemed to grow, looming in my heart like mountains.”

Uh, damn, that sounds an awful lot like… Before I could finish the thought Shaeula was speaking to Eri and Hinata. “Akio is indeed very much-much like a Fae now, a noble one at that. His League and Charm are great. Those who fall for him will fall very-very hard indeed.”

“I don’t think it’s that. Well, maybe it helps.” Eri said, surprising me. “It’s just… we talked, didn’t we, Motoko-san?” Eri continued, and she nodded. “At the time you gave me good advice. I do need more. And I’ll find what I wish to do. Though being by Akio’s side will never change. So in return let me tell you something important. You noticed Akio believes in you, without caring for what he can get from you. He’s a fool, a terribly kind fool, and that’s why I love him. You were yearning all this time for someone who will acknowledge who you are, what you are, what you love, and not just acknowledge it, no, believe it to be worthwhile! Damn his Charm or League or being a Fae or any of that bullshit. Aiko and I loved him long before he had any of that, when he was just a normal, foolish boy who would not just die to keep us safe, but would somehow live so that we wouldn’t have to suffer from the guilt. You like him, no, you love him because when he looks at you, he sees the true you, no, the you that you wish to be!”

Oh Eri! I love you too! Her speech was passionate, from the heart, and I once more realised perhaps just why Eri was suited for the darkness element. From being so quiet and withdrawn as a child, to only opening up to Aiko and me, to now being able to rage, cry, laugh, fight and even give advice to others. Her emotions were always so deep.

“Yes, you are correct, Eri. I thank you. and I apologise for being harsh to you. I think I was jealous of you as well. After all, you are my goal. You are growing stronger every day, and you have everything I want. Family, love, pride. Please forgive me.”

“What’s to forgive? If you need anyone’s forgiveness it’s Aiko, as I was supposed to be helping her Level up and look for some fire element for her, but instead I’m here doing this.” Eri snorted unhappily. “Still, we will be sisters, so consider this advice from an older to a younger sister. Don’t ever miss out on happiness. I nearly did, and it is the only thing left in my life that scares me, that I’ll one day wake up to find this last month has only been a dream.”

As Motoko looked at the phone with tears in her eyes, of gratitude now, not sorrow, I had to ask. “Eri. Does… does that mean you want me to accept Motoko? I… I just feel so wretched. Not that I dislike Motoko, she’s a nice girl, and now I’ve seen her sadness, I want her to be happy. But… shit, I feel like I’m the worst guy in the world, and that you’ll all cheat on me in return, and I wouldn’t be able to complain.”

“Well, you should worry about it!” Eri sighed. “Though don’t be stupid. A man other than you is only a cockroach.”

Ouch, that’s harsh… but very Eri, I guess. My sis does joke she’s a classic yandere and even has the axe for it now….

“But if you think hard on that and it stops you picking up random girls, I’d be more than happy to let you worry just a bit. I’m not Shaeula, I don’t enjoy you having other women. But… well, that fucking Tyr, right?” She swore vehemently. “Who the hell gives you a power that makes it so that you attract women and make them stronger? It’s basically saying to save the world you need to have a harem. Fucking shitty God! Why couldn’t you be chosen by Okininushi-no-Ookami, or one of the other Gods of monogamy and faithfulness? It’s enough to make me a damn atheist!”

“Well, actually, I kind of got it from…” I began, but Shaeula was shaking her head, laughing. “Well, never mind then.”

“So, yeah. Akio, if you like Motoko-san, Natsumi-san too, then fine. We five will keep a close eye on you. I know your biggest worry is you don’t have the time to love us all properly. I get that.” Eri continued, as first wife speaking for the others. “It worries us too. Of course we want to spend as much time with you as possible. But Motoko-san was right. We all need to have lives as well. Shaeula is going to rule the lands of the Fae, right? I’ll… well, I’ll do something!”

“I want to be your businesswoman, in charge of your financial and property empire!” Hinata smiled.

“And Natsumi and I will have many duties, as well as battle.” Motoko agreed, understanding.

“In the lands of the Fae, time runs far-far faster, usually. I would invite you all to our mansion there, except it got burned down-down by some troublesome cats recently.” Shaeula sighed.

“That sounds rough. Want to talk about it?” Hinata asked, curious.

“Later, perhaps. For now-now, this issue. We must resolve it.” Shaeula waved a hand, amused.

“When I look into your eyes, I see reflected the me you see.” Motoko mused. “And that is the me I wish to be. The pressure I have been under all these years. If not for Natsumi, I believe I would have broken. But even so, Natsumi and I cannot fight alone against the tide forever. Not alone. So I ask you again, not just you, Akio, but Hinata, Shaeula, Eri. Please, I would be yours. I pledge my sword, spear, bow, my strength, my lips…” She flushed and let out a shy giggle. “… and my heart. Let me be your strength, as you shall be mine.”

Well fuck. There’s an awfully large piece of me that is thrilled at this development. The Motoko in my arms is a beauty too. Different to Eri, Hinata and Shaeula, but gorgeous nonetheless. And my conscience is screaming at me that I can’t let Motoko break down, crushed by the weight of the world. But just as much of it screams at me that I’m being unfaithful and betraying those I love. Fuck, this is one hell of a Morton’s Fork. Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. but if I’m damned… I’ll damn myself by doing. I can always spend my life making reparations to the girls, but if I let Motoko go to suffer alone, that I can’t fix.

“Are you really sure? You’ve been uncertain, reckless. But… there’s no going back.” I warned.

Her answer was another long kiss, and as we tangled tongues, my hands went to her back, stroking her long hair. As we separated, she looked up at me, and her expression was so very beautiful, her resolve shining through, the warrior woman I first met, just without the shadow in her eyes, and the hesitation in her heart. “Eri said it best. Don’t miss out on happiness. I will not miss this chance again. After all, you do not wish me to sacrifice anything.”

“No, I guess not. So… uh, my best regards about being my fiancée then.” I said lamely, and there was laughter, except from Natsumi-san, who was fidgeting restlessly. When everyone looked at her, she shrugged.

“Well, I’m very happy for you, Motoko! And you too, Akio! You are lucky, having Motoko finally understand she likes you. but… after her confession and that deep moment, I feel kind of left out. What do I do?” She shook her head. “I like you too. No, seeing the way you’ve considered everything about Motoko, I don’t just like you. I know I’d be happy with you. But…”

“Foolish.” Shaeula snorted. “Just say your feelings honestly and ask-ask Akio to embrace you. Then kiss.” She smiled.

“No way!” Hinata decreed, leaping up. She raced over to me, stood on her tiptoes and pushed her lips to mine. Motoko stepped away, a benevolent smile on her face, as Hinata’s soft lips sucked on mine. She widened her eyes as my tongue darted inside her opened mouth, but she quickly found it pleasurable, and we hugged, until she ran out of breath and parted from me, flushed and gasping.

“I could get used to that.” Hinata giggled. “And there’s no way I could be the only one who hasn’t kissed. It’s pretty amazing. I can see why our parents and teachers warn against it.”

“A kiss is nice-nice indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “But it is not-not a fraction as good as sex. Besides, you can grow stronger with Lovers’ Link.”

“Only with Akio.” Eri broke in. “Don’t confuse them, Shaeula. Most men are garbage cockroaches. Stay away from them. Your teachers have it right.”

“Lovers’ Link, huh? I guess I want that, but… my parents would never approve. Sex is for the wedding night.” Hinata shook her head sadly.

“There’s no rush.” I replied, hugging her once more, before we separated. She straightened her clothes, before looking at Natsumi-san.

“Sorry to interrupt, but I wasn’t going to let anyone else get ahead of me.” Hinata smirked. “Natsumi, if you really want to join us, and are prepared to honestly love Akio and get along with us all, show it with deeds, not words.”

“I see. Excuse me then.” She blushed, but stepped up to me. “I’m sorry if I’m not good, but I’ll learn.” And I received yet another kiss, her cute face flushed red and her breath hot. Her kiss was different yet again. if Hinata was aggressive, and Motoko slow and elegant, then Natsumi was quirky, her tongue going in strange directions, licking at my teeth, lips and more. I hugged her too, and as we broke apart, drool scattering, Natsumi smiled. “So, I’m a wicked woman now. You’ll take responsibility, won't you?”

I nodded. “I will. Natsumi, Motoko. We’ll be together a long time. I’ll be sure to make you both happy.”

“I already feel it. But hearing you speak my name like Motoko's, without any honorific, it makes it seem real. As does the taste on my lips!” she grinned, tossing her head, cute curly locks bouncing. “I would be honoured if our wedding gowns could be made by my family. I’ve always dreamed of seeing Motoko married wearing one, and I’d quite like to do so myself.”

“A wonderful idea!” Shaeula declared. “The five-five of us, all matching, would be most-most delightful!”

“So, do you like Japanese-style, Shaeula? You are almost always wearing yukata. But sometimes I think Western-style is good too.” Natsumi inquired.

“Why not both?” Eri said suddenly. “We will likely have to hold several weddings to make things work.”

“So, that would be ten gowns, and we would probably want yukatas for the after-ceremony reception as well…” Natsumi began, the girls all talking so delightedly about it, a world men didn’t understand.

I really hate to interrupt, but this is the time for honesty. “Well, this is… hard to say, but… it’s probably going to be six. Not five.”

Everyone paused, and Eri was the first to speak. “I… ugh. That Kana. I knew she was trying to seduce you. Does it really have to be her?”

Kana? Why? She’s a nice girl, but she’s set her heart on marrying a rich man who’ll cherish her and doesn’t like the idea of sharing. She’s told me that often enough. “No, not Kana. Well, there’s this girl, and… well, I do feel sorry for her, but it’s not like I’m picking up charity cases, I don’t choose my women just for that, honest!” I protested pre-emptively. “She’s… well, she’s cute, if crazy, and there’s just something I like about her. She’s also doing something very difficult for us, something so cruel and monumental she deserves happiness in exchange.”

“Hyacinth. I see-see.” Shaeula nodded. “But she is a servant, she would be pleased enough just-just receiving some of your love on occasion.”

“Servants?” Motoko frowned. “Having relations with the servants is nothing unusual, but it can definitely cause complications. There are many stories at school of houses brought low by the servants becoming pregnant.”

“If Shaeula knows about her, she’s not a human, surely?” Eri asked, and Hinata agreed, saying she suspected as much.

“She is a pitiful creature indeed. A Brownie that has-has fallen to Boggart, an Unseelie. I did not-not warm to her at first, but I admit, she has proved herself. Besides…” Shaeula looked at me, her amber eyes warm.

“I get it.” Eri took over. “I love the way Akio is so kind, even if it does make me so jealous. She’ll have to follow the rules though, right? As a servant she should be used to that?”

Rules? It doesn’t matter. What does is that I’m being honest, and there are no more girls for me to spring on them. Six girlfriends. No, six wives. Damn. I’m going to have to work myself to death to keep them all happy.

“I’m relieved though.” Hinata seemed pleased. “Akio, you need to be more strict in getting paid for your efforts. You can’t give without limit. Just like you realised what this Hyacinth is doing for you requires your love in exchange, you need proper compensation.”

“Isn’t that too mercenary?” I asked. “Charity is a thing too, isn’t it?”

“For others. Not for you.” Hinata shook her head. “You told me that the future of the world depends on you. So don’t let yourself be torn apart by the greedy hands of the billions of people in this world. If you give, you should also receive.”

“Yeah, well it isn’t like I can take as my wife every girl I help. Otherwise I’d have to marry all the shrine maidens here, as well as Karen-chan, Ichika-san, Asha…” I shook my head, irritated. That would just be stupid. There’s only one of me, I don’t have a damn Shadow Clone Skill to multiply myself!

“That is not-not what she is saying.” Shaeula chimed in. “Though if you offer aid to a female you like, and she is receptive, then you should definitely take her. It is only-only fitting!”

“Shae-u-la!” Eri complained. “Stop that! But… I don’t disagree entirely. Shower your love on those of us who deserve it, don’t waste it on others. A little charity is fine, as I love your kindness, and an Akio that isn’t kind isn’t right. But save your strength for those you wish to help because you like them. You aren’t a God. If you have to save the world, you won’t be able to save everyone. So you’ll need to learn to choose.”

“Yeah, that I do understand.” I admitted. It was something I had been thinking about. Even now, all around the world, people were suffering, and I could only help those within my sight. Even Asha would have died eventually if not for our chance encounter. “So, what about men, huh?” I asked, a touch sarcastically.

“No, I don’t care what other men do, if they want to love each other, that’s fine!” Eri decreed. “In fact, they should all pair off! But you need to stick to girls! I’d love it if you made do with six, but… I don’t hold out much hope.”

“No, I seriously intend to keep it to the six of you now!” I protested, though to be honest, one more girl did come to mind. Though it would never happen. She’s too… well, they did say I should spend most of my help on those I like, so it fits.

“For men you help and girls you aren’t interested in, you still need compensation. Money, favours, support, their strength in battle. Whatever. Just don’t let yourself be exploited. If you do, those in power will look down on you and won’t respect you. As your wife I shall never allow that!” Hinata lectured me, the others joining in, and I had an uncomfortable time listening to a long listing of my flaws they would have to manage. Damn, nobody needs to be subjected to that, but to be fair, I just doubled my fiancées in about an hour. I had it coming.

“All right then. Shaeula, I’ll trust you can bring this Hyacinth to heel. Now, Akio, time to get out. Us girls need to have a long talk.” Eri proclaimed, and the others nodded. Shaeula strode over, grabbed me and dragged me to the door, opening it and throwing me out.

“Go check on the training for a while-while.” She smiled, amber eyes glittering with mischief. “This is not-not for you to hear.” And with that the door slammed shut. I see. Well, I should be thankful they are all getting along, I guess? Idly scratching my head, I headed down towards the lower floors…


Two Hundred And Sixteen


“So, they threw you out?” Kazumi-san grinned. She had been waiting outside during the discussions we had been having, which was quite the concession, considering how fervently she took her bodyguard duties. I guess it must be a sign of her trust in us now?

“Yeah, apparently it’s time for the girls to talk alone.” I said wryly. “Are you going to wait here for Hinata? And don’t worry, we haven’t forgotten we are going to adjust your Chakra networks again. It’s just… other stuff came up.”

“I think Hinata will be fine. After all, it’s just sisters in there now, right?” Her smile broadened as she poked fun at me, and I was once more struck by the change in her demeanour since I had accepted engagement to Hinata.

“You got me.” I raised my hands in defeat. “But this time I made my own decision. They didn’t pressure me into it. Well, not much, anyway.” The fact that Motoko and Natsumi seemed genuinely interested in me, for myself, not for their gains… that changed things. Perhaps I still could have refused them, but really, other than my own gnawing sense of guilt, why would I? Even Eri seems to accept them. She even seems a little friendly with Motoko, surprisingly enough. I guess when they hung out at Nishimorioka they got closer than I thought.

“Congratulations then.” Kazumi-san laughed. “You really are an important man now, marrying a Tsumura daughter. There’s no escaping from the nobility. But seriously…” Her jovial good humour vanished, and she looked at me calmly, eyes determined. “… don’t just get sucked into the world of nobility and fall into their biases. Hinata is so lively now, excited at how she can show herself to be the equal to Mayumi-sama and the other noble daughters, eager to make you proud of her. She’s putting all her drive and hopes into you. If you betray that trust I’ll kill you. Well, I guess I’ll try, not that I actually could.” She shrugged wryly.

“Yeah, don’t worry. I can’t exactly say I’m a good man, since I’ve just accepted more fiancées. But what I can promise is, other than my abject lack of faithfulness, I’ll do everything in my power to make sure they all achieve their dreams and live happily ever after. And I hope ever is a very long time.”

“I’ll hold you to that. And I’ll always be watching, won't I, since you are going to hire me? I haven’t forgotten that.” Kazumi-san answered my pledge. “Anyway, there’s no point standing out here. Haven’t you work to do?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I might as well see what I can do to help.” And with that, we headed down towards the training gymnasium, where outside I saw a rather unusual combination. Ren-san and Hiroto-san, huh?

On seeing me coming Ren-san paled, making his excuses to Hiroto-san before scuttling back inside. He did give me one last look as he did so, and I could see nervousness in his eyes. I guess he really didn’t enjoy the torment of the Chirurgery. Damn, I need to make it as painless as possible for the girls later…

“Just what has him so worked up?” Hiroto-san asked, shaking his head. “Oh, well hello, brother-in-law.” He smirked at me. “So, Hinata told me that you’d be getting engaged to Tsumura-san finally. Was she right?”

That Hinata. Of course she knew. Everyone knew. Except maybe Shaeula, but then why would she be calling up Eri if she didn’t know? Was I the only one in the dark? Still, no point worrying about it. One thing Resilience was good for was that once I genuinely accepted something, even if it was difficult or frustrating, it did seem to significantly reduce the amount of annoyance or guilt I felt, placating it.

Though of course that raises other problems, but I’m definitely still me. My thoughts may be a little different, but my decisions are still my own. Anything that calmed the sting of my guilt was welcome too, and though it was still a weight in my chest, the stronger, positive emotions outweighed it.

“Yes, she was right.” I conceded. “Motoko and Natsumi... this time it was for the right reasons. I couldn’t turn them down. I didn’t want to. I still feel a right bastard though.”

“Hori-san too, I see? Well, don’t worry about it. You’re living the dream, brother-in-law.” He clapped me on the back heartily. “Who wouldn’t be jealous of the five beautiful girls you have now? Though just be sure to treasure Hinata, or else I’ll have to take action.”

“Don’t worry. Hinata wants to be my special businesswoman, if I upset her, she’d take all the money and run!” I joked to lighten the atmosphere, and Hiroto-san managed a laugh.

“I guess so. I can see my sister doing that, she’s very passionate.” He shrugged. “Seriously though, Hinata has been very happy recently. I like to see it. And it’d be great to see her one-up the other noble girls. Not that there’s anything wrong with noble girls.” He corrected himself, realising I was about to marry some. “I am hoping to get one for myself now that Fukumoto house is on the up. Just… well, damn, you get it, right Kazumi?”

She nodded. “I have told him much the same. We will not tolerate him neglecting Hinata.”

“Right. Grandfather would have his head too, even if he had to bankrupt Nichibotsu to get it. Speaking of, what the hell was up with those land purchases?” he asked, and so I started to explain…
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“Thanks. I kind of get it now.” Mio-san was saying, as I trickled aether into her in the direction she needed to draw her own energies. “You’re quite a good teacher, you know that?” She winked. “Still, it feels funny in my belly when you do that, you know? All hot and tingly.” Her smile turned impish.

“Mio-chan, don’t be lewd!” Kana scolded her, from where she was sitting with her classmates and the Hikawa twins. “This isn’t a joke, all right?”

“Yeah, I get it, I do!” Mio-san laughed. “Just having some fun. I still don’t really understand what this is all about, but I signed the contract and am even getting paid, so for a part-time job this is pretty cool. The perks are good too. Want to go swimming later, Kana-chan? Or use the sauna? You can come too, big brother.” Her tone was suggestive, but I knew she was joking.

“Sorry, but I’ll pass. I have far too much to do.” I saw Marika-chan working with several of the shrine maidens from the shrines Hikawa-san brought in recently. I was pleased to see her getting along with everyone. I definitely have to make time to make sure she’s happy here. Damn, there aren’t enough hours in the day.

And there were others, including Kana’s father, who were clustered around a white-haired man, his eyes bright with curiosity, his outfit a strange set of overalls filled with pockets and loops to which he had attached various devices such as mobile phones, an obsolete handheld gaming console, some torches, and endless hammers, screwdrivers and even some power tools. Honestly, It was comical. I wonder how much money Karen-chan gave him to buy all that junk? It looks like he raided Akihabara’s back alleys.

“So, Shaeula is indeed someone important in the world of the spiritual, the land of the Kami, then?” Daichi-san was asking, and Ixitt nodded.

“Oh my, yes, the princess is a descendant of the noble Prince of the Beastkin, as well as a daughter of what you call the Night Parade, I believe? She has quite the pedigree.” He continued to extol her virtues, and I shook my head, perturbed.

“So, I was meaning to ask.” Kana said, coming over, surprisingly trailed by Kikuchi Maiko-san and the shy girl Takagi Hisano-san. Perhaps this has helped bring classmates together. So Shaeula’s meddling hasn’t been all bad. “Just who is that crazy man that’s been roaming the shrine all day? Karen-chan said that he was like Shaeula. So he’s kind of like a Kami?”

“If Ixitt is a God of any kind, then the universe is quite the joke.” I laughed. “Still, yeah, he’s a Fae, like Shaeula, though he’s a ratkin. He’s also a scientist of what he calls Mortal Engineering, which combines Fae magic with our technology. Some of his stuff is quite good, and I guess being here is very stimulating for him. Still, if he causes any problems, let me know and I’ll banish him back to the Boundary for a while.”

“Speaking of the Boundary…” Kana was saying, giving me an upturned look, artfully arrayed to look as cute as possible. Kana? Why did Eri say I was going to go out with Kana too?

“Hey, Akio? I know I’m cute, but there’s no reason to blush.” she muttered quietly, turning red herself. Maiko-san looked away from the scene, while Hisano-san was also turning pink. I could hear Mio-san and Asami-san making jokes as well, saying Kana was 'winning the battle' which only made me flush a deeper crimson, my treacherous body betraying me.

“Yeah, I know you are cute.” I admitted. “But I was thinking of something else, I promise. So what did you want?”

“Huh?” Kana made a displeased noise. “Not that I’m bothered, but it’s rude to think about other girls when you are looking at me. Still, I’ll forgive you, if you listen to a teensy request of mine?” She adopted her pose again, and I sighed, defeated.

“All right, let’s hear it.”

“Thanks Akio.” she gushed. “I’ve been raising aether, as you call it, since you mercilessly and cruelly toyed with my body, not even taking responsibility.” She stuck out her tongue innocently as she slandered me. “I’m now full of energy! But you said I couldn’t go to this Boundary without supervision, and you’ve been gone a while, so I was wondering… will you take me there?”

Maiko-san and Hisano-san looked perturbed at Kana’s joke, backing away from me a little, which felt a little bad, but the loud laughter from Kana’s two best friends was drawing everyone’s attention. Ixitt brightened as he saw me, and was going to come over, so I decided to finish up quickly.

Fine, let’s take a look. I focussed aether into my Eye and the faint flecks of amber within started to glow, brightening until the orange brilliance was visible even under the artificial lights of the training hall. Several watchers gasped, but I paid them little heed as I inspected Kana. “Yeah, I see. You look like you’ve accumulated plenty of aether. I think it should be all right. But in exchange, you’ll have to be in charge of leading any others in who manage to raise the required aether, and you have to follow the rules I lay down. No exceptions. All right?”

“I can do that. Thanks Akio!” She actually threw her arms around me in joy. I let it slide for a moment before slipping free from her grasp, leaving her pouting.

“Calm down, it isn’t that big of a deal.”

“Maybe not to you, but I’m just ordinary.” Kana disagreed, before pausing. “That eye. It’s kind of awesome.”

“That undersells it a bit, Kana-chan.” Mio-san joked, and her friend echoed her. Now everyone had gathered around, and I realised I had been a little careless, showing off my abilities in front of everyone. Still, everybody here knows we are working on training them to use aether, and Hinata got them all to sign the contracts and made our position clear, so I guess it’s no big deal. I haven’t said what it does.

“You have the ability to see things too, right Kana? Work hard and you might be able to have magical glowing eyes too. It’s not as cool as it sounds though.” I continued to observe her Chakra network. “I think with the perfected network, if you keep drawing in aether and strengthening it, you should be able to control all your powers at will and much more efficiently.”

“I would also like such improvements.” Marika-chan asked politely, and several others echoed her. Ren-san suddenly spoke up in disagreement.

“No, I don’t think you would.” He pouted sourly. “It hurts a lot and is embarrassing. I still…” He shuddered, remembered pain making him wary.

“Yeah, there is the stripping.” Kana admitted. “The pain was pretty bad, not going to lie. But I’m not a baby, I can handle a bit of pain and shame if I have to. I just wish you’d have been more gentle with my body.” She smiled at me, fake tears in her eyes, playing up her joke.

“Please try to be less misleading. As for the girls, Shaeula can handle you, and I’ll do the guys. In fact, we might as well finish up now, Ren-san. You’ve had enough time to recover!” I reached out and grabbed him, to much laughter all around. As Ren-san protested, his sisters told him to be brave and proud, as befitted Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine, and again there was laughter, even ordinary girls like Hisano-san seeming to find it amusing.

“All right then. Carry on the good work!” I finished, hauling Ren-san away.

[image: image-placeholder]

“It will be fine, Ren-sama. The worst is over.” Chiasa-san was saying, while her twin, Chiaki-san agreed. “Indeed, father will be proud of you, Ren-sama. Besides, if you are not strong now…”

“… who will comfort us when we endure the same?” Chiasa-san finished.

“Huh, fine, whatever. It didn’t hurt too badly.” Ren-san shouted, tossing his head arrogantly, but I could still see the tracks of tears on his cheeks, which made him less than convincing. Regardless, despite there being a few issues with having left it half-done last time, I was able to successfully mirror the male version of the Chakra network within him. My Eye could see that his third eye Chakra where his mutated light element was building, now received a noticeably greater flow of aether.

“Yeah, you did good.” I praised him.

“I know I did. I don’t need to hear that from you.” he muttered, only to have his sisters scold him and apologise to me on his behalf. I merely waved it off, and went to find Kana, who was with Ixitt. On seeing me, he brightened, clutching a bundle of printouts he had.

“Ah, Akio, I am so very thrilled at finally being able to walk the mortal realms! Internet, smartphones, computers, electronics! So many wonderful things! The internet most of all, surely!”

Seriously, I can pretty much hear the exclamation marks at the end of each sentence. You could do with calming down. “That’s great and all, but I hope you didn’t cause anyone any problems?”

“Of course not, I heeded the words of Karen and also Noboru, who graciously escorted me to this wonderful Akihabara place. These trains are quite the miracle as well! I did buy these items with money I was given, but you are rich, are you not? I dare say it is not a problem for you.”

I held in a sigh as I glanced again at the junk attached to his bizarre outfit. “Oh well, if I think of it like you were just some foreign tourist wowed by Japan, it doesn’t hurt my mind too much. So, did you find the day useful for your Mortal Engineering? Tonight it is back to the Myconids, so that'll have to keep you satisfied for a while.”

“Myconids?” Kana asked, and I told her they were plant-like enemies we had to defeat. At that she looked thoughtful, so I returned my attention to Ixitt.

“I believe that my Skills will improve leaps and bounds with even the brief things I have seen here. But more importantly… biology. Genomic sequencing and splicing. Mutations.” He snickered. “So much information that I could only dream of, available to anyone via this internet. We simply must recreate it in the lands of the Fae! Could we not use some sort of link… hmm… the Material To Boundary Connection… no, impossible. But what if…”

“I think he’ll be like that for a while.” I said to Kana, shrugging. “Might as well leave him to it.”

“Fine. Damn, Akio, ever since that day I saw you and Shaeula walking down the street and my ability to see abnormalities triggered, everything has been crazy. It’s not always been fun…” she remembered the yakuza. “… but it’s always been interesting. Seriously. Thanks again, and I can’t wait to finally see this strange world Shaeula and Ixitt come from.”

At her smile I felt myself flush again, so I coughed and looked away. It’s Shaeula’s fault for putting ideas in my head. And as if thinking of her summoned them, the girls led by Shaeula entered the training hall. They all looked happy, except for Shaeula, who looked rather worn out and downtrodden. Whatever they talked about, I’m guessing Eri really let Shaeula have it.

Still, on seeing me Shaeula brightened, though on observing Ixitt rhapsodising to himself, she looked away, scratching at one cheek, perhaps embarrassed by her fellow Fae. “Akio, we have-have concluded our discussion. Now-now we should perform Chirurgery on Hinata, Kazumi, Motoko and Natsumi!”

Four huh? And I’ve already done some with Ren-san. Still, the ether density here isn’t too bad, and my Aether stat is damn high now, Shaeula’s too. I think we can pull it off.

“Bad luck, girls.” Kana said sympathetically, and Hiroto-san approached his sister, concerned.

“Hinata, are you going to be all right? I hear it hurts a lot. Maybe you should let me go first, check it’s safe? Besides…” He lowered his voice. “I hear you have to strip down. I know you are engaged, but it isn’t proper.”

“Seriously? I’m not a little girl.” Hinata sighed. “I guess I should be grateful that you care, brother. But if Akio wants to see my body, he only has to ask. I was sure before, but seeing Motoko and Natsumi realise his charms, I have to step up my game. I want my fair share of his love!”

At that he was stunned, and she continued, her tone losing what gentleness it had. “Besides, brother. You can’t mean to tell me that those girls you are playing around with at university haven’t been in your bed? Come on. I’m not a fool.”

At that he had no answer, only a wry smile of his own. “Well… just think of mother and father, all right? Grandfather might not care, but it’d be a huge scandal if you were to fall pregnant. Our mother is a Takatsukasa, remember.”

“Oh I do remember. I just don’t much care. No, that’s wrong. I do want to be accepted like Sakura, but it’s more important to support Akio and be a good wife. But worry not. I shall only be in underwear.” Her face reddened, her voice trembling a little. “I will be doing nothing improper.” At that her hand went to her lips, fingers tracing it idly.

“Sure, well, whatever.” He shrugged. “Just don’t cry too much from the pain. Or maybe you should. My brother-in-law is weak to tears, right?”

“Brother-in-law, huh? So you accept us then?” Hinata's tone was one of yearning.

“Who do you think I am? I’m your brother, I want to see my sister happy. All this is crazy, but I can tell he likes you. Well, he’d have to be a fool not to. My sister has always been the cutest.”

“You and Akio have a lot in common. Both of you adore your sisters, and for good reason.” Hinata chuckled, the mood lightened. “Thanks, Hiroto. Bring home a good wife of your own so I can praise you.”

“I’ll try my best.” he promised, and with that I led the girls to the portrait room.

“All right then. Kazumi-san, I’ll step out for your … ugh, you can put your clothes back on.” I exclaimed, shocked, as she was already down to her underwear.

“Don’t get the wrong idea.” Kazumi-san shrugged, which caused her chest wrapped within the plain bra to bounce a little. “I’ve no interest in you. But I’m not ashamed of my body either. I’ve no time for modesty. Just get it done. I need to check it’s safe for Hinata and the others.”

Fine. Although Kana and Ren-san are all right, aren’t they?

“If you can lie down on this bed then. And brace yourself. This is going to sting…”
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“… so I really thought that Akio would be soft-soft and spare that thieving cat whore.” Shaeula grimaced, taking a break. Hinata was wrapped up in a blanket, sitting on one of the beds, her face pale. Still, I was proud of her, she had barely cried out at all, even as she spasmed in pain. Kazumi-san was dressed again, moving her body gingerly, trying to adjust to the higher strength she now had, and Natsumi and Motoko were waiting their turn, both equally eager and also a little afraid.

“… really? Was she pretty?” Hinata asked, her voice trembling a little from fatigue.

“She was rather buxom, and wore not-not a stitch of clothing, merely a little fur over her most-most private areas.” Shaeula continued. “But she was not-not a good woman for Akio.”

“Uh, don’t get me wrong, I agree. I don’t want anyone who was prepared to kill you for such shitty reasons. But isn’t it unfair to write her off just because she is a bit promiscuous? It doesn’t seem fair. After all, it isn’t like I’m a one-woman guy, is it?” I felt her disdain was a little harsh.

Shaeula roiled her eyes at me rudely. Addressing the others she derided me. “See-see? Eri was right about this at least. Akio has no common sense, none-none at all. It is not-not that she is a lusty, experienced woman I disliked her. I hardly feel all-all your females need to be virgins when you meet them. No, she simply was a creature of appetites, not-not love. She cared nothing for you as a being, only for you as an outlet of desire. Do not-not pick up any such as her.”

I felt stung by the accusation, as I felt it needed saying again that I totally disliked Ginneka from the instant we met, and I barely even ogled her. My tired Chakra network protested too, a brief feeling of outrage tickling the back of my mind before I dismissed it. Still, it was not me who reacted most strongly, but Motoko and Natsumi.

“That is what we did, Natsumi. We only saw what we could gain. We offered to be good wives, to bear children and to fight, but they were all things we wished to do anyway, it did not need to be Akio.”

“Yeah, I’m feeling pretty bad about it still.” Natsumi agreed. “There's no issue though, we can make up for it now. We’re not dead like that cat.” Her eyes were glittering with interest. “You really fight mythical creatures such as Bakeneko? Motoko, can you imagine it?”

“It’s not all fun, I’d say. It must be scary.” Hinata said. “I’d rather be concentrating on sorting out his finances. Still, honestly…” She looked at Motoko and Natsumi. “I used just as underhanded methods as you to win Akio. I wasn’t even brave enough to use my own body like you two, throwing yourselves in front of him. I tricked him with grandfather. I also understood what I could gain from him. But…” she flushed again. “I guess I did like him, even then. Akio. I do love you.”

She was bright pink now, and the bare legs poking from the blankets were quite alluring. “I want to show Mayumi and the others, sure, but I also want to support you, from the bottom of my heart. I can cover your weaknesses! I… I never asked you to forgive me. Motoko and Natsumi did. I know you hate sacrifices, so I won’t be foolish and say I’ll give up on my dreams for you as an apology. So… instead, what can I give you to show I’m really sorry for being unfair and tricking you?”

Yeah, I guess I did forgive her rather too easily. Though she was very affectionate when I went to her home once the engagement was decided. Like a cute kitten that clearly liked me. It was just so hard to stay angry at people I liked, especially girls. I had fights with Aiko when I was younger, of course, but it was always me who forgave her quickly, even when she was in the wrong. Funnily enough, I don’t think I ever really fought with Eri. In fact, she’s harsher with me now than when we were kids, sometimes. Though she makes up for it when she’s being sweet… Of course, for people who I didn’t forgive, like Ginneka or Kondou Kazuo, no amount of Resilience would dampen that anger. Feeling the sting of annoyance again, I decided on what I should do.

“Fine. I admit it. I’ve been unfair to Motoko and Natsumi. Sorry.” I bowed to them and they waved it away, murmuring that they were in the wrong too. “In that case…” I turned back to Hinata. “How about more kisses, until I feel I forgive you?”

“That isn’t much of a punishment.” Hinata giggled.

“I’m not punishing you. you are giving me something to earn forgiveness, remember?” I denied it, and she laughed, tossing aside the blanket covering her. She was still in her underwear, rather nice blue silk at that, and it was turning a little transparent from the sweat she had shed during the surgery. It was hard to know where to look, so in the end I merely stared deep into her eyes, before scooping her up and leaning in, our lips meeting…
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“… so, please don’t forget that we are due to visit Miyu-sama at the weekend.” Hinata reminded me. She was dressed again, though she was walking on wobbly legs, supported by Kazumi-san. Motoko and Natsumi were now lying down, though they were already starting to recover. I tried not to notice as Natsumi let her blanket drop, her neat white bra suddenly visible, showing her cleavage. Damn, she’s bold.

“Hey, are you listening?” Hinata pulled at my ear. It didn’t hurt, but it got my attention.

“Yeah, sorry. My new fiancée is trying to seduce me, I think.“ I apologised, and Natsumi laughed. Motoko rolled over, her own blanket riding up, exposing her white panties and her legs.

“Everyone is. We’re jealous. But we still have our noble honour to uphold so we have to make do with this.” Hinata pouted. “Unless… Shaeula, I want to speak to you again before you leave. In private.”

At her nod, Hinata turned her attention back to the matter at hand. “I don’t know the dress code yet, but if it’s formal, you’ll need a suit better than you wore to meet Fujiwara-sama. I can’t let you embarrass yourself. I’d be a bad wife if I did that.”

“I have some on order. Maybe you could see if those will be ready.” I remembered the high-end tailor I was recommended, and the combat suit I ordered, as well as a more normal one. “If the dress code is different, they have all my measurements, so maybe you can get me something suitable?”

“Miyu-sama is rather quiet.” Motoko observed, and Natsumi agreed. “I am surprised she would summon Hinata, and even more so a man. It seems unthinkable. Do you think… no, surely not.”

“No way. She’s not suddenly going to propose.” I laughed it off.

“Yes, that seems unlikely.” Hinata agreed. “Still it worries me.”

“Well, this is a very interesting conversation.” Kana said suddenly, from the corner she had been sitting in for a while. “But watching you flirt with even more girls is a harrowing experience. More fiancées. Five now, right? Are you trying for a baseball team of wives?

I winced at that. Yeah, baseball is a little bit of a sore memory. That Kenji was a prick, but I took it too far, taking my wrath out on someone the same age as Eri or my sister. “No, it’s just… well, I’m not going to say it just happened, as that’d be rather shitty to them. They decided they wanted to win me over, and I thought in the end, I’d rather I looked after them and loved them, rather than let them take their chances elsewhere. Selfish as hell, I know.”

“Yes. It is. Don’t forget that. But then, I’m about to meet the White Snake Kami, aren't I? The God our family has worshipped for over a thousand years? Compared to that, the playboy in front of me who went from penniless loser to rich harem king seems almost normal in comparison.” Kana smiled to take the insult out of her words.

“All right then. Kazumi-san, can you see my fiancées home once Hinata has spoken to Shaeula?” I still get a shiver saying that. Well, it has only been a few hours for two of them. Assuming that Natsumi can persuade her family, of course. She never told them she was angling for marriage, after all.

“No problem. I feel stronger and faster than ever!” she declared, flexing her arms.

“Fine then. Ixitt has gone back already, right?” I asked Kana, and she nodded.

“Yeah, but when his lifeless body just fell down I thought everyone would start running for the exits. Luckily Shaeula mentioned something about her body to me before, so I knew we just had to drag it to an empty room. Still, it scared Marika-chan, the twins and Takagi-san something fierce. My friends found it hilarious though.”

“Thanks again for that. Anyway, I’ll see you all on our return.” I gave Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi gentle kisses, nothing deep, just brushes of our lips, then turned to Kana. Before we could go though, Motoko spoke up.

“Good fortunes in battle. I only apologise I cannot come with you yet.”

“Indeed. I’m sorry too. We want to be your strength!” Natsumi agreed.

“You know, I think you should be happy to sit this one out. Myconids suck. Although to be honest I think you’d suit the protective gear.” That thought was quite the endearing one.

“Hey, what about me?” Hinata asked, and I smiled at her adorable jealously.

“Yeah, you too. But for now, just concentrate on mastering the new networks. Kana will take you in when you have gathered enough aether. She’s in charge of that for now. Oh and Motoko, Natsumi?”

“Yes?” they answered.

“I think when you next see my performance with sword and spear, you won’t say it is still still crude.” I winked, and with that, Kana and I left, heading for my room on the top floor, ready to enter the Boundary once more, leaving Shaeula to meet us when she was done with her talk with Hinata…


Side Seventy-Two – Izumi Kana


So, it’s finally time. As Kana lay down on one of the beds in the penthouse at the top of the training school, she glanced out of the window at Tokyo proper, marvelling at the view. To think that the crappy shrine of my family has such a building here now. Everything really has changed.

“Nervous?” Akio asked her, seeing her hesitation, and she shrugged. “Well, a little. After all, I’m going to the world of the Gods, aren't I? Still, you’ll be there too, and Shaeula isn’t scary, is she?”

“Great.” He smiled, his handsome face lighting up at her confidence in him. “Yeah, as long as you stick to my Territory around the shrine there’ll be no danger. You’ll be responsible for guiding Ren-san, Hinata and the others, so it’s a big ask, I know. But you’re a smart girl, you can handle it.”

At his words she flushed, looking down. He really shouldn’t praise me with a face like that, it’s cheating! Still, Kana was not one to be cowed easily, so she put on her best, most amused smile, hitting back.

“Sure thing, Akio. I won’t let your fiancées come to harm. You are a sinful man, snaring beauties one after another!”

“Don’t I know it.” He sighed, looking mournful for a moment, which was odd to her. After all, wasn’t it the dream of every guy to have lots of beautiful girls chasing him? So stupid. He should be proud of it. Though as a girl, I admit it doesn’t please me…

“Anyway…” he continued, changing the subject, and she graciously let him keep his dignity. “… you remember how to enter the Boundary?”

She nodded. “Yes, Shaeula has talked us through it enough. All I have to do is cycle the aether within me, and then focus on the Silver Cord, right?”

“You got it.” he approved, and she closed her eyes, feeling the hot gush of prickling energy within her, forcing it to obey. I never thought about it before, but when I was younger I could occasionally feel a small sensation similar to this, though far weaker. It was often before I could see impossible things, or know what someone was thinking. I guess the root of all energy is the same.

As she felt her mind drift she wondered if this was the way her ancestors had felt, back in the time when Kami and spiritual beings could be talked to. It was a comforting thought, somehow. As her consciousness faded, she felt a brief thrill of excitement. Here I go. I wonder what this will be like…

Her answer came quickly, as she found herself looking around in awe. A large silver needle was jutting into the sky near her, pulling in glittering lights from the strange skies above. That shock of seeing such bizarre scenery masked the feeling in her body, but moments later she noticed, her Chakra network greedily sucking in ether and converting it from the plentiful supply around her. The sensation made her shiver, and her mystical vision began to activate on its own, fuelled by the denser ether around her, coating everything in shining auras.

“It’s beautiful!” she gasped, looking around. There was a magnificent building, a shrine-like structure with beautiful snake statues crawling over it, and a towering tree soaring as high as a skyscraper. Silvery spires similar to the one near her were scattered about, and shimmering rainbows of prismatic energy were collected, shining like a sea of stars.

“It is, isn’t it?” Akio grinned from beside her. She hadn’t noticed him arrive, so engrossed she was in the world around her. “Unfortunately, not everywhere is. But there’s no way Shaeula would want a Territory that doesn’t look good. Speaking of the Territory…” His eyes went vacant a second, as if he was checking something.

“Great. I can make the upgrades I need. The three Barracks rush-built to Rank two, and then I can queue in the Build Queue Anchor Spire upgrade to Rank two… it leaves me largely poor again, but we have a decent income coming in. And done.” He smiled, seemingly well satisfied. “It’s going to take fifty Astral days to finish up, but it's definitely worth it long-term.”

“Uh, I don’t really know what you are talking about, Akio.” Kana admitted. “But you seem happy.”

“Oh yeah, well, basically I’ve strengthened the Territory. We are constantly gathering ether to do so. Maybe you’ll understand a bit better if I show you around. Oh, here she comes now!”

“Master, yooou have returned!” A beautiful girl was shouting, dressed in an old-fashioned maid outfit, her long black hair streaked with vivid green and purple highlights, her words strangely dragged out and slurred in places. “I have missed yooou! But Hyacinth has nooot stopped working hard! Praise me!” She raced over, before pulling to a halt, eyeing Kana warily.

“Hey, who is this maid?” Kana asked, at the same time as the maid spoke.

“Whooo is this, master? The mistress I have heard abooout?”

Mistress? Me? Before Kana could voice those thoughts, Akio denied it. “No, this isn’t one of the mistresses. There’s… a few of those you’ll meet soon enough. No, this is Kana. She’s a good friend of mine, so be sure to look after her, all right? Kana, this is Hyacinth, she’s our maid here. She’s a Brownie, so she adores housework and looking after people.”

A Brownie, huh? Not sure what that is, but that doesn’t matter, it’s still amazing. I’m talking to another spiritual being! Still, what was more amazing was that Akio said she was a good friend. I’m a friend, I see. That’s… well, also kind of amazing. I never thought I’d be hanging around with an older guy like him, let alone seeing things like this. Friends, huh.

Her thoughts were a bit disordered and complicated, but she put that down to being in this strange world. As she exchanged some talk with the maid, other alien beings were coming over, humanoid weasels. Some of them she recognised as Kamaitachi, from old tales, and she was wowed again by the incredible sight.

“Where is the princess?” the lead Kamaitachi asked, before looking curiously at Kana.

“She’ll be here soon. She just wanted to finish up with some business.” Akio explained, before introducing her again. “Oh, this is Kana, by the way. She’s an important friend, and she’ll be leading others here to train and learn. Be sure to let everyone know to keep an eye out for her, okay?”

A friend again. I see. “Uh, I’m Kana, a shrine maiden of Shirohebizumi shrine. I’ll be in your care.”

“That snake’s priestess, I see-see.” The sickle-weasel remarked. “It will be pleased, I expect.”

Oh no, I forgot about that in the moment! Kana suddenly felt sick. She was going to meet their Kami, effectively the God of her family! Akio saw her sudden indecision, and smiled warmly, relieving her. “Yeah, but first I’d like to show Kana around. Can you let the White Snake know we’ll be over later?”

As the weasels left, Akio pointed to the towering tree. “Well, we might as well start there. We can go meet Asha, and I want to explain how to gain elements. It’s just a guess, but I think as a shrine maiden of Shirohebizumi, you might have an affinity for earth element.”

“So who’s Asha?” she asked. “Another girl? You are truly sinful!”

“Well, yes, technically Asha’s a girl. But there’s nothing going on between me and her.” He denied it, but Kana didn’t fail to notice the way his gaze strayed to the maid for a moment. Still, it wasn’t her business, so she overlooked it.

“Fine. I’m curious about that huge tree, I admit.” Kana said as they approached it, amazed at the scale of it. Vivid red energy was filling the air as they closed in, and out of curiosity she tried drawing a little in, only to feel a series of stabbing pains in her network, around her lower body.

“Hey, careful.” Akio warned, grabbing her arm. She felt warmth spread in from his touch, quickly numbing the pain. “That’s earth elemental energy. You can’t treat it like ether, it isn’t good for you.”

“You have returned!” A busty, reddish-haired woman with a pale green tinge to her skin exclaimed, seemingly appearing from nowhere. “I greet you!”

“So, Asha, I’m guessing?” Kana asked, and the woman nodded.

“I am Asha, Dryad of this grove. And you are…? You smell mortal.”

“I’m Izumi Kana.” She felt compelled to introduce herself, the aura of the Dryad rather regal. “I’m a shrine maiden of Shirohebizumi shrine.”

“I see. This shrine is now my home, so I give you my thanks. Compared to my previous hell, it is a paradise indeed.”

“Hell?” Kana asked, and she was regaled by a heroic tale of what Akio and Shaeula had done. It was unbelievable and incredible, and Kana was fascinated, even as the maid kept declaring she was there too, doing her part. It seemed the strange new visitor Ixitt, who had caused such a scene when his body collapsed, was a part of it too, as well as some huge angry Troll, who she was not eager to meet.

While the tale was being told, Akio had started to work on the massive tree, as it apparently was still not fully healed from the corruption it had endured. It was enough to bring a tear to Kana’s eyes, thinking of the Dryad and her suffering. Okay, Akio and Shaeula… I knew they were powerful, but to hear Asha talk, they are really incredible. Seriously, who’d have thought that day would change all our lives so much. If I’d not called out to them, how would things have been different?

As the talk was winding down, Shaeula finally arrived. On seeing her, Akio hopped down from the massive tree, greeting her. “Hey Shaeula. All sorted? So, what did Hinata want?”

Shaeula looked away, and Kana thought she seemed embarrassed. “It is nothing at all-all. Merely some more talk between females. It does not-not concern you yet.”

“Oh, okay I guess.” Akio scratched his cheek awkwardly, and Kana had to stifle a laugh. Seriously, he’s got all these girls all over him, and he’s fighting against armies of hideous monsters, yet he’s still easily flustered by women. It’s stupid, but kind of cute. “So anyway, I was healing the Tree while I was here, but now can you take over? I want to explain elemental energy to Kana so she can train the others.”

“I can-can do that.” Shaeula agreed, seemingly pleased the subject was changed. Akio then gestured for Kana to join him.

“Our Territory has access to earth, wind and darkness elemental energy. I don’t recommend trying darkness yet. It’s annoyingly hard to grasp. Still, the key is your understanding of the element, as well as any affinity. So you should start with earth.”

His explanation was complicated, but under his tutelage Kana spent around an hour drawing in tiny portions of energy and getting a feel for it. It was slow going, but Akio promised her that with study and hard work, she would be able to master it in time. Now I need to study things like this as well as schoolwork. It’s no fun, but I guess it’ll be worth it. I always wanted to be someone special. This isn’t quite what I had in mind, but special is special, I guess.

“Oh yeah, Shaeula.” Kana suddenly giggled. “I met some Kamaitachi. You are a weasel too, right? I’m curious what you look like.”

“I see. I have no-no issue showing you my regal weaselkin form.” With that she shimmered briefly, before becoming an amber-furred weasel with brilliant shining eyes and curved blades of purest jade at her wrists and ankles. She was still wearing a cute yukata, and the dichotomy made Kana giggle uncontrollably.

“You are certainly pretty, even like that.” Kana remarked when her laughter was finally under control. Looking at Akio, she teased him. “But I never knew you were such a pervert, Akio. I think they call people like you furries, am I right?”

“No way. I’m totally normal.” he protested, and seeing him flustered pleased her. Shaeula looked a little hurt at that, complaining that Akio “did not-not appreciate her true beauty” and he quickly changed his tune, pulling her into a hug. That brought more laughter from all of them, but the maid looked envious. Akio paused for a moment, before dragging her into the hug too.

Yeah, that’s bold, in front of me! The maid blushed and squirmed, breathing heavily, and Kana found it a bit off-putting, but Akio merely looked at the maid with warm eyes. Kana saw him looking at other girls like that, such as Mori-san and Shaeula, so it wasn’t too hard to guess his real feelings. Well, it has nothing to do with me. It’s his choice if he wants to get stabbed. Mori-san looks the sort. “I feel better now though. Thanks. I’m all calmed down.” She took a deep breath. “I’m ready to meet White Snake-sama now.”

“All right. We’ll swing past the workshop first, I need to make sure Ixitt is working on replacing our gear.” Akio led Kana towards the main shrine on the hill. Even from here she could see it was magnificent, a royal reflection of the run-down shrine she knew. Although I guess it isn’t so bad now, is it, after all the repairs?

She could see many metallic objects, needles towering into the sky, silver orbs metres across, and more. In addition the shrine was bustling with activity. There were weasels, rat-people, slithering snakes, and even a massive Troll. Kana found herself staring wide-eyed at everything, overwhelmed.

“This is incredible. To… to think it’s all real!” Kana gasped, shocked. “I mean, I didn’t really doubt you, how could I, with everything I’ve seen, but I thought you might have been exaggerating a bit! Gods, this is insane!” Everything we know about the world was wrong! I wonder what Mio-chan and Asami-chan will say when they see this. Or my father. Wait, grandfather really needs to see this too…

“Oh, I know.” Akio looked abashed. “I didn’t believe it at first either. But yeah, it’s all real, and all ours.” He grinned then, and Kana had to look away. “This is why I wanted to own the shrine. I have no intention of cheating your family, but there are real benefits. Anyway, Ixitt, are you there?” he called, and a few moments later a strange rat-person came scuttling out, carrying several strange objects.

“I am indeed. Oh.” He paused, seeing Kana, smiling politely. “It is you, I see. Congratulations on reaching this world. I hope you are as impressed by here as I was by your mortal realm.”

Damn, he’s annoying. “I am. I’m super impressed. But as for you… why did you have to go and leave your body where people could see? I had a hell of a time sorting that mess out! The younger girls were very upset!” It feels good to let out some of the annoyance I’ve kept bottled up recently!

“Oh, I… alas I forgot. My apologies!” he tried to dissemble. “But I had much on my mind! After all, I believe I can now help Hyacinth with her modifications of the spores!”

“That’s great.” Akio approved, and she felt annoyed at his lack of support, but only for a moment, as he then addressed him sternly. “But even so, causing Kana trouble is bad. If you do it again, I’ll bar you from the Material realm for a time, so be warned!”

It was amusing watching a rat go pale, which shouldn’t have been possible, but he was so fearful that even his fur seemed to go whiter. As he stammered apologies, Kana graciously forgave him. A Dwarf then came out of the building, shouting in a thick accent, and Kana realised something. “Err, what language are we speaking?”

Akio paused for a minute. “You know, I’ve no idea. Bjarki here and a lot of the Fae seem like they speak English. Do you understand that?”

“Well, only what I’ve learnt in school.” She shook her head. “I wouldn’t understand a conversation this vast or complicated. Maybe I’m a genius?”

“Well, I do think you are a smart girl, but I think it’s more likely a property of the Boundary. Perhaps we all understand each other here to an extent? I’ve wondered whether Shaeula speaks English and Japanese because I do, and Ixitt had no troubles communicating. Damn, more to look into. Maybe I need to learn another language. Chinese seems an obvious choice. Or maybe Russian. Spanish or Arabic might be good too…” he mused.

“Is learning a language to test something really that easy?” Kana asked, and he shrugged.

“Well, with my stats I doubt it’d take too long. It may not make me good with women, but when it comes to memory and learning, I have no equal.” His smile then was charming, and she had to look away again.

I’d say you are plenty fine with women. But it isn’t like you need more, is it? Still, I’ve felt it myself. Kana had noticed that since she had been worked on, her attention and ability in class had gone up significantly, and while she had adequate grades before, now she was the equal of even the top people in her year, calculations and memory coming easy to her. So now I have to know. “So, just how high are your stats, as you call them?”

“Well, to put it bluntly, I’ve surpassed human limits four or five times over.” He boasted, and Shaeula nodded beside him, still in her weasel form, looking proud, which was quite comical.

“Damn, I thought you were good when you beat up those yakuza. But that’s … well, I have no words.” Kana shook her head, rather awed.

“Yeah, I struggle myself. Anyway, are you ready?” he asked, and Kana looked up at the main shrine. The beautiful marble snake statues and red ropes hung around the richly appointed red, white and gold building were magnificent, and under the dark glow of the strange skies above it looked like something she would only see in dreams. And at the top of the stairs… she could see it.

A massive White Snake wearing ornate robes and a large, pointed hat, surrounded by other smaller snakes, with various items such as rods and bells on coloured cushions before them. Those are replicas of Shinto prayer tools, surely? No, not replicas. Divine originals. She swallowed, her nerves spiking. “That’s the White Snake, right? Our Kami?”

“Yeah, they're a friend and ally, and your enshrined God, so no need to be nervous.” Akio comforted her, and Kana felt the urge to hit him all of a sudden. No need to be nervous? Really? Still, this was why she had come, and if she wanted to be special, this was an important first step. Gingerly she began to ascend the set of steps to the shrine, Akio and Shaeula behind. As she approached she could feel the pressure, as if something was being drawn out of her, enriching the Kami before her. As she reached the open ground in front of the snake, she knelt, adopting a pose of prayer and supplication.

“Oh great White Snake Kami, I am Izumi Kana, shrine maiden of Shirohebizumi shrine. It is a great honour to meet the Kami that my family has served all these years. I humbly thank you for watching over us.”

“Risssssse, Daughter of the sssssssshrine.” The Kami hissed, and at the words of her God, Kana felt tears welling up in her eyes. Why? I didn’t think I was that religious. I hated being tied to a poor, dead-end shrine, thinking I deserved a better life. But hearing their words… I feel enraptured!

“I am pleasssssed at the faithhhh your family has sssssshown over the long ccccccenturiessssss. Many Kami have fallen, yet your family remainsssss loyal, protecting the faithhhh. I give you my blessssssing!”

A blessing? From the Kami? Really? As Kana thought that, she felt a reversal of the sensation of loss she was feeling, the something she felt draining from her suddenly flowing back into her, overspilling. She heard Akio and Shaeula cry out something behind her, but it was meaningless to her at that moment. What… what is this feeling? It’s like my soul is aflame…

With that Kana remembered nothing more, her memories of the remaining time she talked with the Kami fleeting, brief fragments of her responses lingering in her mind…
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“So, sorry about that.” Kana apologised, looking out over the strange alternate Tokyo from on high. She was on a wooden platform atop the massive tree, Shaeula, Akio and that Dryad beside her. Apparently it’s going to be some sort of café. Here. Odd, but Akio certainly has big ideas. No, I can’t run away from what happened. I can’t let my thoughts stray… “It was like I was touched by the Kami, feeling their Divinity. What happened to me?”

Akio patted her on the head, and she leant into his hand, feeling reassured by his touch. “I don’t think you need to worry. It seems the Kami blessed you and you got a Class. Since I know what I was looking for, it seems my Eye can pick it up.” He grinned self-deprecatingly. “It’s good for something, at least. Still, Kana, we match. You are a Kami-Blessed too now.”

“Class? Kami-Blessed. I don’t get it. But… it’s all good, right?”

“It is indeed.” Shaeula grinned, taking a drink from a glass of strange fruit juice. Kana had a glass too, and was amazed by the otherworldly flavour. Apparently the maid and the Dryad grow the fruits. I’m… I’m having something almost nobody alive ever tasted. And I’m apparently a Kami-Blessed? I think I can be proud of that, surely?

“Classes are a precious way to grow stronger. Kami-Blessed increases many things, does it not-not Akio?”

By gaining the blessing of an enshrined Kami, you will gradually raise your spiritual calibre, increasing your League. In addition, Fortune, Charm and Majesty will increase, and your ability to use Aether will strengthen dramatically, growing further as your League rises. In addition, you generate additional Adherence for any Kami who have blessed you, and the path to utilising Adherence as power opens, though this road is not one taken easily.


“Yeah, well if you had trouble fighting off the boys before, you’ll be worse off now. You get plenty of Fortune, Charm and Majesty as you Level the Class, and League is a powerful thing. Congratulations!” Akio praised Kana after giving her the Class details, which were still a little puzzling to her, and she flushed, embarrassed and perhaps a little proud.

Charm, huh? As for Fortune, isn’t that how Shaeula makes money gambling? But mine wouldn’t be anywhere near hers, I bet. Still… I’m a Kami-Blessed. Doesn’t that mean I’m one of the few true shrine maidens in the whole of Japan? “Well, it’s thanks to you, I guess, Akio, Shaeula. If you hadn’t helped me get here, I’d have never been blessed. So thanks.” She bowed, and was gratified to see Akio looking a little red.

“Think nothing of it. I’m counting on you to help the others acclimatise to here too. Once everyone can enter the Boundary you can alternate some training sessions here, making the most of the time dilation and ether density. Everyone should grow rapidly.”

“I won’t let you down.” Kana promised, drinking more of her juice. “I can’t wait to show off.” And with that she spent a pleasant few hours idly discussing matters, before she had to return. “Good luck with your battle ahead.” she said by means of farewell. It’s going to be dangerous but… Akio, Shaeula… I believe they can do it. They can do anything, it seems. I’m jealous, but maybe one day I too…

“We have planned to perfection.” Akio reassured her. “Our strengths strike their weaknesses perfectly, and we can negate their strengths. I’m not saying it is going to be easy, far from it, but we’ve got this!”

“See that you do. If you let me down and get hurt or worse, I’d be heartbroken, and you can’t make a beautiful, Charming girl cry now, can you?” Kana giggled, again enjoying his reaction. “Seriously though. Akio. Shaeula. Stay safe, you hear me?”
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Kana opened her eyes, to see the still bodies of Akio and Shaeula lying near her in other beds. Shaeula was unmoving, but she could hear soft, slow breaths from Akio. Looking at his sleeping face she felt the urge to tease him, but shrugged it off. Good luck. Come back safely. May the blessing of the Kami go with you.

Turning away she strode out of the training school and back to her shrine. The light was on, her parents still up, so she burst in confidently. Seeing her father, mother and grandfather all there, looking at her dumbly, her sudden entrance shocking them, she grinned. “Mother, father. Grandfather. I met our Kami. And I received their blessing!” she declared matter-of-factly, as though such a revelation was no big deal.

The stunned looks on their faces made it all worthwhile. As they quickly crowded her, asking her what she meant, Kana smiled to herself. Kami-Blessed, huh? So how do I ‘Level it up’ as Akio said? After all, there’s no point letting this go to waste, is there…


Two Hundred And Seventeen


Once Kana had returned to the Material after her successful visit, it was time to get down to the serious business of preparing to engage the Myconids and liberate the Spring of Clear Reflections. Before that though, one thing had drawn my attention. There seemed an awful lot of new Fae and other creatures in my Territory…

I had noticed an especially large amount of Kobolds, and while this was a welcome thing, as they were doing most of our construction labour, as well as working the mine, I wasn’t sure where they all came from. Checking the details of the Kobold Den, I was surprised to see it had gone up by two Ranks recently.

Kobold Den Rank 4 Special- Special Rank facilities cannot be Ranked up by Ether, they Rank as their requirements are met. This den is the warren where Kobolds live and are spawned. All Kobolds’ Level caps are increased by ten Levels. This allows the construction and improvement of Kobold Mines. This Den supports Leader-Class Kobolds such as Kobold Foremen and Kobold Artisans.


That was a significant boost, and probably explained why work had progressed so quickly, such as having the steps and platform on the Rhyming Tree, and the tidy nature around Shirohebizumi shrine. Defensive walls and towers had been started, and while they were not Buildings per se, in that they weren’t built with ether, they would certainly be useful in defensive battles.

One of the goals long-term is definitely to find ways to enhance the Territory that doesn’t rely on using the system I’ve been given. I think that if we only rely on what we construct, eventually we’ll hit a wall. But if we go further ourselves, we’ll have a massive advantage against any rival that doesn’t.

I turned to Shaeula and asked her if she knew where all the newcomers had come from, and surprisingly, it was Velna who answered. The weaselkin maid had changed, the betrayal of Risha and her other colleagues had left her looking thin, pale and haggard, her fur drab and dry. Even so, she continued to serve alongside Hyacinth, and her attitude had changed. I heard her saying that if an Unseelie could be more loyal than maids who had worked with her for many years, the world was wrong. Sad sentiments.

I honestly couldn’t imagine the pain she was feeling, but since Shaeula felt it too, at least they could sympathise with each other. Hyacinth was being considerate in her own way too, making sure to include Velna in her chores, something she had vehemently protested about before. Thinking about Hyacinth doing her best to be nice made me smile.

“The Kobolds and many others have come through the Ring Gate-Gate, master.” Velna explained respectfully. Her attitude to me had changed too. She had taken a risk in trusting me, and in doing so had saved Shaeula from the Night Parade and their assassins, so she now treated me with respect, and was doing her best to serve me as she would Shaeula.

A shame the cost was so high. And she worries about her colleague who was taken. But we will get her back. Somehow. She isn’t dead, we have to believe that. If she was, her spirit-light should have come back to us, although there were likely many ways to cheat it, by trapping or damaging the spirit itself. Even so, nobody wished to believe that, so we kept hope in our hearts. As I thought that, Velna continued.

“They say-say that this is a place where those discriminated against can find-find happiness and work, where all are welcome. So ratkin, Kobolds, Goblins and others, who are looked down on for their race, they have been coming here in-in secret.” Velna looked at me, her expression downcast. “After all-all, here you even accept a foolish maid like me, who betrayed her princess. Unseelie too.”

Shaeula looked like she was going to speak, but I signalled to her to let me handle it. “Look, you made mistakes. But you tried your best to fix them. Nobody goes through life without making mistakes. I’ve certainly made my fair share, Shaeula too. Still, it’s how you deal with your mistakes that determines whether you succeed or not.”

At my comforting words she seemed surprised, but she was listening properly. “Look.” I continued. "We uncovered the plot, and we survived. Better still, look at your princess now. She’s grown from the failures you experienced together. Without that, she’d never have met me, or become so strong. So, never forget that you made those mistakes, but accept that in trying to correct them, you can be forgiven. Though those that compound their errors, they will get no mercy from me.” I finished, assuring her Risha would face retribution, one day.

“Indeed. I forgive you. Velna. Now-now you shall serve me alongside Hyacinth, and will watch as I flourish. I do-do have one concern though. If news-news of us is spreading, I fear my father and other siblings may discover this place, as Shaeraggo did. That would be rather-rather… problematic.”

Yeah. I know Ixitt has been bringing ratkin over in droves, and he assures me nobody will miss them or question where they went, but if other races are coming…

“I believe it should be fine, master, princess.” Velna assured me. “Ixitt has advised that there are lines of communication between the lesser-lesser races of the Seelie Court. They have ways of sharing knowledge. To protect themselves, he said-said.”

“That sounds troubling.” Shaeula mused. “I admit I myself was prejudiced, and now-now realise how foolish I was. But if the Seelie Court requires such measures, the rot-rot goes deeper than I feared. This will have to change!”

Yeah, I remember you calling the Kobolds things like ‘dirt-grubbing mutts’ back when we first met. I’m proud you’ve overcome that. “Yeah, the more I hear about the Seelie Court, the more worried I am. It can’t go on that way. I think maybe your ambitions aren’t just selfish, but necessary. Reform is needed.”

“And we shall-shall do it!” Shaeula declared. “But first-first. The Myconids. Can we truly defeat them?”

“Well, we are doing everything we can. It’ll depend on Hyacinth and Ixitt a lot though. We should go check on their progress. But first, we need to plan our Territory out.”

Shaeula nodded, and I explained my thinking. I had spent ether rush-building the three Barracks to Rank 2, then spent a hundred thousand ether queuing the upgrade to the Build Queue Anchor Spire to Rank 2 as well. This had the downside of leaving us with only two useable build queues for the fifty days that it was tied up, as it would cost nine-hundred thousand to rush-build it, or a disgusting eighteen thousand ether just to shorten it by one Astral day.

Anchor Spires are incredibly inefficient to rush-build. Luckily I have alternatives… The Territory was bringing in a bit over forty thousand ether a day, over half of that from Asha’s Tree alone, so our income was now significantly better. We were also getting more from our expanding Territory, of course. Overall, this gave us options in regard to rush-building.

The remaining two queues had the Rank 2 Throne Of Heroes with a shade under twenty-five days left. It would cost a quarter of a million ether to clear that queue, so it was within reach. The final queue had three Rank 2 Ether Spires, and the Rank 2 Boundary To Material Connection, at a total of thirty-one days, and the cost to clear that was just under a hundred and ten thousand. Therefore I would quickly be able to clear that second queue, freeing up the ability to build again, using the ether we were pulling in. Plus strengthening the ether around the training school will be a bonus.

After I explained all this to Shaeula she nodded, but then asked me what I intended to build after that.

“Yeah, that’s the tough one. I do want the Rank two Ether Density and Ether Spire Anchor Spires, but they would again jam up a queue, so they aren’t ideal for now. The first thing I thought of was the Rank four Silo. It’s eighty thousand ether, and takes a hundred and sixty days. But we can completely build it instantly for four hundred thousand ether. That sounds a lot, but the price in terms of cost per day of the queue is quite decent. We can then add an additional Annex to increase the storage capacity for a modest sum, and I believe we can get it to holding over a million ether then. That should take care of all our storage worries for now, right?”

“Yes, if we make-make so much ether per day, we will overspill far-far too quickly.” she agreed. “If we defeat the Myconids, no-no, when we defeat the Myconids, we should earn quite-quite the bounty too.”

“Yeah, that’s the spirit!” I approved. “And after that, we’ll push the other Silos to Rank three. Not so much for their storage, but so we can likewise build all the Elemental Silos to Rank three as well. That will allow us to store a lot more elemental energies. We need them if we are going to upgrade the Earth Altar, but more importantly, with more energy to draw on, we can train harder and battle for longer. And as they are only to Rank three, not four, it’ll be manageable cost-wise.”

I was excited now, thinking about our Territory growing ever stronger. “After that, I think we go for Rank three Ether Spires. Sure, they cost three hundred thousand to rush-build, meaning we spend over two hundred thousand to save fifty days, but that means the Spires will be earning more for fifty days, recovering about a third of the rush costs. Over time they’ll pay for themselves, and as more and more of them are upgraded we should get faster and faster. It’ll be a snowball effect.”

I can also drop Rank one and two Defensive Emplacements into the queue while we are accumulating, boosting our defences while not letting the queues lie fallow, yet still cheap enough to rush-build when we are ready to go.

“And after that?” Shaeula asked, likewise enraptured by thoughts of our Territory becoming so powerful.

“Thinking that far ahead is difficult. A lot will depend on our circumstances then. I want to work towards upgrading to a Rank four Territory, but the amount of ether and timescales involved make it seem impossible. We have to make sure that our Territory spends as little time as possible in its helpless state, and also has adequate defences. I don’t want a repeat of the Kondou Kazuo battles.”

“Indeed. I do not-not wish for such stress again. Well, we must focus on what is ahead of us, must we not-not?”

“Right. And for now, that’s the Myconids. We had best go see Hyacinth and how she is faring.” With that we headed for the Ring Gate, Velna trailing behind us, her expression complicated, thoughts of returning to the Seelie Court on her mind…
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“I still dooo nooot understand.” Hyacinth pouted as I held her, patting her head gently. Tears of frustration were streaming down her face as she stared angrily at the prisoner Myconids and plant creatures we had tied to the Fae Stones. “Change the Dee En Ay, change the proooteins. Hyacinth doooes not get it!” She shook her head within my grasp. “I want tooo help master, I dooo, but they will nooot die!”

Damn, this hurts my heart. I’m pushing Hyacinth to basically become a genocidal murderer, when all she wants to do is look after our home and needs. She can’t even look at the burned remains of the mansion. I know that Kobold workers have cleared most of the wreckage and are starting to rebuild, but even so…

“Look, just do your best, okay? If you can’t, we can come up with other plans. This way is the easiest, but it isn't our only option."

"But I want master tooo praise me, tooo need me!” Hyacinth sniffled. She seemed a bit confused at my excessive kindness over the last several days we had spent working here in the lower Astral, and at first she had become disturbingly excited in my grasp, but now she was used to it, and her perverted heavy breathing and quivering had largely stopped. I guess we can get used to anything with enough repetition.

“I do need you.” I promised her. “After all, you and Velna are the only maids left, aren't you? Now, what don’t you understand? Maybe I can help.” I patiently went through the information Ixitt had tried to drill into her mind again. I wish I’d spent more time doing biology at school, but I was more physics and comp sci. Still, there was no way I could have expected I’d need to develop a bioweapon, right?

“So, just what’s the problem?” I asked. “You’ve used the lenses Ixitt made to see the spores, right? So you know what bits are which.”

“I knooow.” She nodded. “But they are toooooo complicated. It is easy tooo take bits and pieces away, but then they dooo nothing! I do nooot know what to add to make them eat plants!”

“Yeah, if we had access to a proper biolab and team of scientists with modern gear we could do it, but Ixitt is nowhere near that level. Still, he’ll get there one day, knowing that crazy rat. Well, we might as well take a break. Shaeula will be back soon anyway.” I released Hyacinth, and she nodded again, wiping her tears with her long hair. She them smiled, back to a maid, offering me some wine, which I took gratefully. “Say, Hyacinth.” I asked. “Have you ever considered love?”

“Hyacinth loves master and mistress.” she declared. “A brooownie must always looove the master of the house!”

“Yeah, I meant more like… well, when you are in love, you want to enjoy the body of your partner right? That sort of thing? You know, sex and marriage?”

She shook her head, face turning dark and gloomy. “Doooes master want that sooort of thing? Hyacinth can. Hyacinth loves master. But she will nooot dooo it well. I knooow.” She turned her back to me and there was a rustling sound as she pulled at her outfit. It slid off her shoulders, exposing her bare back and ass to me, her skin pale. I only asked, I never said I wanted to…

“Look, Hyacinth, that’s not what I meant…” I reached out for her clothes, and froze as Hyacinth was shaking, her skin clammy, sweat running down it, to match the tears streaming down her face.

“Master, be quick. Hyacinth doooes nooot like pain. Though I will bear it, for yooou. After all, master saved Hyacinth, gave me a name.” She bit her lip, blood joining the dripping tears. “Dooo not keep me waiting, the anticipation is cruel. Though if master must be cruel…” she whispered, only to freeze in shock as I hugged her again, pulling up her clothes, covering her.

“I don’t know what you mean by pain.” I muttered, confused, but smart enough to know something was up. “If you ask Shaeula, she’d tell you it’s fun and joyful. I think you and I are talking about something different. After all, didn’t you want to warm my bed before? That’s a metaphor for sex, isn't it?”

“It is?” Hyacinth seemed as confused as I, as if we were talking at cross purposes. “Warming the bed is offering the booody to the master, tooo looove and do with as he wills. But enjoying the body, that is when ooone beats and tortures pitiful creatures, is it nooot? Hyacinth will endure if it makes master happy.”

“How could that make me happy? Seriously, that’s not it at all. Sex is just another way of saying make love. I’m not sure how you decided that, but I promise you I don’t mean that at all. I would never hurt you.” I promised. “After all, you are a good Brownie, the best, aren't you?”

“I am? I really, truly am?” she asked, and I nodded, tightening my arms.

“I don’t know what you’ve seen, or had done to you in the past. I don’t even want to imagine it. But when I say love, sex, enjoyment, marriage… I mean sharing joy. But… maybe another time. You seem sad. We should take a break. We’ll continue later.” I gestured, and blades of air silenced the enemy captives forever. “You know… I think I’d really like some wine and snacks. Think you could help me with that?”

“I can, yes. Right nooow!” Hyacinth agreed, brightening up. As she raced off to get me some food, I contemplated her retreating figure. Damn, with the way she has been lascivious with me, constantly trying to get into my bed, I’d have expected her to know what I meant. Damn those Unseelie. What the fuck have they been doing?
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“It is a grim tale.” Ixitt said, as we rested, Hyacinth having been dispatched on another task. “The Unseelie are home to many Fae drunk on darkness, ripe with cruelty. The Matriarch of the ratkin, Sheshelob, is one such. It is one reason why us ratkin are so hated. Sheshelob was known to devour males she had finished mating with, not totally, leaving them alive, mere shells of themselves, missing limbs and flesh. And she is far from the worst. The Dark Maidens, handmaids of the Unseelie Queen, the tortures they put captives through are enough to bring nightmares. The few we have recovered have spoken of brutal torments, and the way she interpreted enjoying the body rings true to what foul pleasures the Dark Maidens enjoy,”

I clenched my fist, enraged. “First the Myconids, now Sheshelob and these Dark Maidens. I thought that the Unseelie could be saved, considering Hyacinth, but the more I hear about them…”

“Calm down Akio, I do not-not like your rage.” Shaeula hugged me from behind. She was wearing her rubber protective gear, freshly created by Ixitt to replace the sabotaged suits from before, so the feeling was strange, but even so, the weight of her on my back calmed me down, mirroring how I had consoled Hyacinth. “I hate the Unseelie greatly, it is true-true. But we should not-not go by hearsay. If they have hurt Hyacinth and others, then they will pay for that. But I do not-not wish for you to be blinded by your anger!”

I took a long breath, letting my Resilience work, and when I was calm again, I gave Shaeula a deep kiss, Ixitt looking away politely. When we separated I thanked her. “Thanks. I just… you should have seen her. She looked dreadful. That was a far-cry from the Hyacinth we know, always perverted yet kind. Who knew such an innocuous phrase could traumatise her. Fuck, now I’m in a foul mood. We aren’t making much progress on the spores either. I think we are approaching it wrong. It's been several days already.”

“At least the new gear works well-well.” Shaeula grinned. She gestured to the pile of shimmering Etherites she had unloaded onto the table, glittering red, orange and yellow, with a couple of green sparkles too. “The bluesteel wind armour works quite-quite beautifully.”

“Yes. With the recovered bluesteel from recycling the sabotaged gear, plus what the Kobolds have mined for us, we were able to make the devices.” Around Shaeula’s waist was a belt crafted of various materials and bluesteel, that would use wind energy to generate a shell around her, preventing any spores from getting in or out, effectively rendering most Myconids and plant beasts blind to her presence. Shaeula had thus been scouting for us, and taking the opportunity to use her Eyes to spy out and recover Etherites.

I was about to praise her when my own Eye flared amber, a message crossing my vision.

A Vassal Territory has reached Rank 2. Your Class, Conqueror, has increased from Level Six to Level Seven.


“What is it?” Shaeula asked, and I advised her.

“I guess Kikuchi Shuta-san has managed to Rank up his Territory. That’s a good thing, he can build more Ether Spires. I got a Level of Conqueror out of it too.”

“Well, with your Territory defending him, only a fool-fool would fail.” she sniffed. “Still, you can-can reward him suitably I suppose. Maiko too.”

“Yeah, when she can enter the Boundary she can become a Kami-Blessed as well, I suspect her father already is. Anyway, it’s been long enough to accumulate ether, we’ll drop back and clear that build queue.”

On our return, around two days had passed in the Boundary, so it was likely sometime late Tuesday the first of October back in the Material. We had accumulated enough ether to clear the cheaper queue, as well as to drop an upgrade to a Rank 2 Sniper Emplacement at the cost of around fourteen thousand ether. It would take eighteen days, but we would need about half of that to gather the ether to build the Rank 4 Silo anyway, and we could cheaply clear it when we were ready. I’m not leaving queues fallow, it’s inefficient.

“By the way, Ixitt, how are my other gear requests coming along?” I asked as I finished up, and Ixitt grinned.

“Now I know some of the principles, I can use Mortal Engineering and aether to make a facsimile. It is very draining, and if I knew more I could do better, but aether can cover up for any inconsistencies, so long as one has enough knowledge”

At his words, it was like a bolt of lightning struck me. Aether can cover up for any inconsistencies! Remembering the first weapon I ever made, the spear that was destroyed eventually by the Raven Knight, I had used aether to craft something beyond my capabilities at that time. Thinking of Hyacinth and what she could do with nature element, I found myself grinning.

“Akio, you seem-seem happy?” Shaeula asked, and I grabbed her, spinning her around, ignoring her protests.

“I am! I think, no, I know we can make the spores work now!” I turned to Ixitt, still hugging Shaeula. “You’d better hurry up with the remaining items. Because soon we’ll be making our move. The Spring of Clear Reflections will be ours before the week is out!”


Two Hundred And Eighteen – Chapter Contains R18/Adult Content


“You’d better not be causing Karen-chan and the others any trouble.” I warned Ixitt, as he dropped down more bags full of devices. I could see metal and glass cubes and cylinders within one bag as it opened, with thin wires and balls of blue metal shining through.

“Of course not, I would hardly be foolish enough to jeopardise my visits to the mortal world by upsetting your allies.” He grinned, tail lashing happily. “Even in the mere hours I am able to spend there, I learn much. My Mortal Engineering will reach new heights. Your ideas too… fascinating.” His grin broadened. “So, have you made any progress?”

I nodded. Hyacinth was spewing out spores, and the thorn-wolf tied to the Fae Stone let out a shuddering cry as it began to corrode, mushrooms, toadstools and virulent fronds of vivid red and orange fungi sprouting rapidly, disintegrating it. Beside it, the silent Degraded Kobold remained unhurt, a faint mist of red spores covering it.

“I see. So you have succeeded. Marvellous!” Ixitt clapped his hands. “With this, our victory is assured, is it not? And more… could we not completely overthrow the Unseelie with such a deadly plague?”

“I doubt it. I see too many problems with it. The worst is… this could be replicated with a little knowledge. The genie is out of the lamp, so we need to keep it hidden as much as possible.” If it required a special Fae like Hyacinth, and mortal knowledge of advanced biology, genetic engineering and more, then I wouldn’t be so worried. The problem is, in the end while that helped significantly and gave me the initial idea, the solution was painfully, dangerously simple.

Imagine if someone found a way to turn ordinary water and household chemicals into a cold fusion device. Anyone who wanted would then be able to build a nuclear bomb. The world would be destroyed in short order. The only saving grace is that it would be far more difficult to refine the process without Hyacinth. She’s not essential, but she expedites the issues with replication significantly. Even so, I can’t assume I’m the only one who can do this or has useful companions. “If the use of such abilities escalates, then only a wasteland of death throughout the land would remain.”

“I see. It seems a shame to leash such a terrible weapon, but I bow to your wisdom.”

“It’s only leashed, sure. Don’t get me wrong. If it comes down to people I care about dying, or letting the genie out of the lamp, fuck the lamp. In desperation we’ll use it, have no fear. But ideally I’d like to keep it secret, only using bio-warfare against the Myconids. Fighting fire with fire, as it were.” I shrugged, watching as Hyacinth was cheering at the death of the next prisoner, a Myconid Scout.

It resisted longer, but its end was the same, disintegrating into a slurry of fungal slime and a scattering of ether. “But surely you see the danger. If one skilled person with a good idea can overthrow an entire Territory, or take down a vastly more powerful opponent, that means no matter how strong we get, we always have to be cautious.”

“I see. You are thinking carefully.” Ixitt approved. “As Mortal Engineers, our goal has long been to replicate the deadly weapons you mortals have created. They can allow a small child to defeat many strong warriors, can they not, or purge a city in flames. I understand. Such devices are the bane of the strong.”

“Yeah. So I don’t want to reveal our hand. Still, very few of us know precisely how we are going to win this.” I sighed. “And everyone is trustworthy, I think. Still, I want to wrap this up quickly. I’ve been at this for days, and it’s a real strain on the mind.”

Ixitt nodded. “So, are you prepared?” He peered at Hyacinth as she was spewing out the deadly motes. “It seems even more lethal than the Myconid spores.”

“Not yet. There’s two more iterations we need to make. We have the lethality and the fact it only affects plants, plant-based creatures and Fae. But the dying forest around the Spring is massive. It’s about twenty miles in radius, by my best estimations? So that means it covers roughly twelve hundred and fifty square miles. That’s huge. There’s no way Hyacinth can produce enough spores to overwhelm that forest. So we need to make it spawn additional spores in a deadly cascade. We have to turn the forest into a sea of red and orange snow.” I shivered at the atrocity I was contemplating.

Too late to worry about it now. The Myconids are responsible for many horrible deaths, and their existence is incompatible with other races. Besides, for Shaeula, I’ll dirty my hands as much as is needed. “We need the mushrooms and toadstools that grow from the corpses of the victims to cast their own spores out on the winds within the forest. That way we’ll set up an exponential wind of death.”

“Magnificent.” Ixitt approved. “To think I would see such a day. Please have no pity for the enemy. They would reduce the Seelie Court to similar ruin, as they did the forests they now rule over. Even your mortal world would not be spared if they could journey there.” He paused then. “So what is the second development you require?”

“A reproduction limit.” I answered, and Ixitt looked puzzled. Seeing that, I explained. “Look, I’ve tried to make the spores as safe as possible, but I’m cheating using aether, so there could easily be unpredictable outcomes. Besides, there are plant-based Fae in the Seelie Court, such as Asha, and the many Rhyming Trees will be damaged or even killed by them too.” Another sting on my conscience. Asha assured me there weren’t any more Dryads alive in the dead forest, but if there are… they definitely won’t survive this.

“Yes, there are the Treekin, and others, one of the seven surviving great branches of the Fae.” Ixitt nodded. “Still, these spores, surely they should not be able to penetrate the Seelie Court, just as the Myconids cannot?”

“Probably. I’m going to run numerous safety tests to be certain. But even then, can I take that risk? If I’m making a weapon of mass destruction, I’m going to handle it very carefully. I can think of a lot of things that might go wrong. Since we are allies of the Seelie Court it could allow the spores through, or an enemy could start cultivating the mushrooms to use against us. So basically, we need some sort of kill-switch, and a reproduction limit seems the best way. Still, that’s the hardest of all the concepts so far, it’s giving me a real headache.” I would have to calculate the average area that one cascade of spores would cover, and then scale that up. I didn’t need to be exact, if I was out a generation or two it wouldn’t matter too much, but even so, there were tests and calculations required. As I let out a long sigh, Ixitt tried to cheer me up.

“I have much to do as well. It is not just you who has to work hard, Akio. Where is the princess? She would be happy to comfort you, I expect?”

“Sadly she’s training with Ulfuric now he’s back. Since she became a Kamaitachi as well, she has more combat options, so Ulfuric is hammering some basics into her.”

“Bad luck for you then. Well, I think Hyacinth is done, so I shall leave you to your work. I will be finishing up the last few devices.”

I nodded as he left. Hyacinth ran up behind me, face bright, the sadness she had displayed several days ago now forgotten, seemingly. But I remember. “Master, I have dooone it! They die every time nooow!” she gushed, smiling broadly, fishing for praise, but I could see a shadow in her silver-violet eyes.

“Yeah, good job.” I stroked her hair, patting her head, and she purred with happiness. “Still, we have to improve it still further. You think you are ready?”

Hyacinth nodded, her head bobbing wildly. “I am always ready tooo serve master!” she giggled. “And when I am dooone, master will reward Hyacinth, yes?”

“You don’t need to wait on a reward. Hyacinth, you’re a good maid and a good girl. So… now isn’t the right time, but when the battle is over, we’ll talk, all right?”

“Talk? Master wants to talk tooo Hyacinth?” she muttered, a touch uncertain. I reassured her by pulling her close, arms around her.

“Yes. I do. About what you want out of life, and what I want. I know you’ve been hurt in the past, but the past is dead. I don’t know that Hyacinth. The Hyacinth I know is the one before me, and I want you to be happy.”

“Master wants Hyacinth tooo be happy?” she asked, puzzled. “But I am happy. I have a master to serve, and a mistress, a princess nooo less. Any Brownie wooould be happy to serve! I can clean the hooouse, wash the laundry, cook the meals… sour the… nooo, Hyacinth doesn’t want to dooo anything bad anymore! Master and mistress are kind!”

“Well, I just hope you can find something more you want out of life. Brownie or Boggart or anything else… they are only labels. What matters is what you do, who you are, not what. So just think about it. When this is done, tell me what you really want out of life, okay?”

“I dooo not quite get it, but… Hyacinth will think about it.” she promised, her face red. I released her, and we strode back towards the Fae Stones. I took a moment to purge the remaining fungus with flames, before looking out into the forest.

“I guess now we need to experiment in there. Are you ready?” I asked, and she nodded once more.

“I shall help you put ooon your suit, master! A maid should dress the master, wash his back in the bath, the front toooooo!”

As she retreated into her familiar delusions, I felt a bit better. Yeah, a Hyacinth who isn’t a pushy pervert isn’t right. As she pulled up the zipper on my protective suit I tugged on my mask and goggles, hiding my smile…
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“Cast the spores!” I ordered Hyacinth, and she unleashed a spray of the microscopic red and orange motes. As they gushed out, only visible to my eyes due to my incredible eyesight, I calmed my mind, pulling on the aether inside me, as well as that which my Territory provided. I also had a pouch of Etherites at my waist, for if that alone proved insufficient.

Concentrate, I know what I want to achieve, what image is required! The spores bathed the onrushing giant pitcher-plants, thorn-beasts and several Myconids who were directing them. As they were engulfed, the creatures started to crumble, the rapid, enhanced creations of our fifth generation making short, savage work of them.

All right, hold the image in my mind, picture precisely what I need. Aether poured from me, saturating the spores once more. I imagined the structure of the spores changing, so that the mushrooms they created would be different, using some of their destructive hunger and the life of their victims to fuel an explosive growth within, spore sacs swelling, producing an explosive gas, so that when critical mass was reached the mushrooms and toadstools would detonate, showering out another increased tide of spores in all directions, ready to feed and repeat the process. Damn, this is hard.

As the nearby enemies disintegrated the mushrooms sprouted, but they didn’t perform as I hoped, merely scattering to dust, torn apart by my failed manipulations. Not unexpected. Well, we simply have to try again. Over the last handful of days here we had repeated the same process numerous times, and the majority were failures. Still, it only took one success to progress. I shifted focus, aether swirling, my mental focus sharpening. It was a little dangerous directing all my attention towards my work, but if any enemies tried to take advantage, Hyacinth was more than capable of defending me.

Grow, change, mutate! I knew what was needed, but to directly affect living things was an order of magnitude harder than manipulating materials. Still, the spores had no consciousness, so their resistance to change was still significantly less than a sapient being. I can do this! The mushroom would be vivid, with a pulsating, throbbing cap of ruby red, filled with new spores. The stalk would be a sickly orange, gathering energy and forming an explosive detonation. More and more mushrooms and fungi were breaking apart, unable to withstand the pressure of the aether, but some were the right colours at least, so I focussed all my will on those. Several burst, but one of them was starting to swell, looking just as I imagined.

“Hyacinth…” I managed to gasp out, sparing her a fraction of my attention. “Get ready to absorb these ones…”

“Hyacinth understands!” she cried out, her bare hand, not covered by any protective rubber, ready. As the cap swelled like a tumour, the stalk shuddered, and with a gushing flow of my remaining aether it blew apart, launching the crimson head upwards, where it scattered dust in all directions.

“I have it, I dooo!” Hyacinth declared, sucking the spores inside her with a shimmer of nature energies. I slumped down, mentally drained, yet elated, as my Aether Manipulation skill had increased, trumpeting my success.

Your Skill, Aether Manipulation, has advanced from Rank 6 to Rank 7. This further increases the strength and efficiency of your Aether usage, and further reduces the effect of the Material realm on your manipulations, as well as reducing the negative effect of hostile Territories upon your powers. You can achieve incredible effects when your will and vision are firm, and the resistance of living beings to manipulation and change will be reduced if their will and imagination is inferior to your own. [Class: Noble] [Type: Foundation]


I quickly gathered all the spores that scattered with wind energy. My brain was aching fiercely, but it was too early to tip our hand to the enemy that lurked at the Spring. Flame energy flared, consuming all of the motes, and I grabbed Hyacinth, pulling her with me in retreat. The Class of Aether Manipulation has gone up. That must mean it’s significantly more powerful now…

“Did we dooo it, master?” Hyacinth was asking, and despite the pain I was enduring, I smiled behind my mask.

“I think so, though we’ll need to test it carefully some more.” I don’t want to make any mistakes. “But first, we’ll need to capture some more test subjects. But that can wait for now. I’m exhausted…”
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“That is rather… horrifying.” Shaeula observed grimly. Jade and emerald energies were shimmering in a curtain, preventing the spores from spreading in directions we didn’t desire, but despite that, the grasses and plants around the Fae Stone border were warping and shifting, decaying away. The trapped Myconid struggled, more of the explosive toadstools sprouting. Shaeula called upon her wind prison, sealing it in, just before it exploded, discharging another cloud of the contagious dust.

“Yeah, even testing it was a real hassle. The last thing I want to do is annihilate the forests around here. Even so, there were accidents. We lost the mansion, some of the forests… we’ve really treated Shaeraggo’s gift to you like crap. We’d better make it up to him.” We looked out over the border grimly.

Groups of captured Myconids and plant-creatures hundreds of metres apart had been contaminated by the exploding toadstools. “The only upside is, during testing we worked out our own spores don’t pass the border, just like Myconid spores. Still, keeping our tests hidden from the wider Myconid armies has been a pain, the last thing we want to do is start early.” I gestured down at the rough map I had sketched in the muddy ground, a crude depiction of the forest, with a series of rings marked out.

“Grul wonders why you are so worried.” The huge Troll rumbled. He had finally returned after spending some time back in the Boundary with his Trolls, bringing new Territory under out control. He had enjoyed the battles, it seemed, but he was eager to demolish the Myconids. “Puny fungi all die, now or later. Grul only worries he will have no foes to crush, rend and tear!”

“Sadly, I doubt it’ll be that easy. Sure, we’ve created an extremely vicious weapon to use against them, but to assume they won’t be able to adapt is foolish. After all, we basically stole this from them, didn't we? Besides, they have Sporecasters. I would imagine that they specialise in directing and manipulating the cloud of spores that permeates the forest. If given the chance, they’ll probably be able to counter us. That’s why we’ve struggled to contain our experiments to small areas, making sure to not let their Alert Spores or our experimental ones escape.”

“Prudent.” Ulfuric agreed. He had joined us for our final planning before the attack. We had spent getting on for ten days in the lower Astral, Hyacinth and I, working to refine the lethal bioweapon. Now it dispersed spores over an area of around a hundred metres, though some spores that caught the breeze could easily spread further, and would die off after ten generations, no longer producing viable spores that could breed.

The final steps were the hardest, the visualisation for the aether incredibly difficult, but ironically, testing it proved even more problematic, as we had to contain the bursts and feed in fresh captives each time. Yeah, that was totally a series of war crimes. But when Seelie and Unseelie fight, they will perpetrate any atrocity on the other side that’ll help them win so…

“No weapon or sorcery, no matter how powerful, is unbeatable. Especially one wrested from an enemy.” Ulfuric declared. “It is best to assume the worst, planning for it, while hoping for the best. Judging by the map, you anticipate to quickly destroy vast swathes of the forest and the Myconids within, correct?”

“Yeah. We’ve proved that against most of their forces, except their core assets like those plant behemoths, we have the edge. But even so, there’s simply too much ground to cover, too many enemies to fight. So instead we’ll go scorched earth and race for the Spring. If we take out their strongest forces while they are struggling to counter our spreading plague, we can mop up the remainder afterwards. We are going to lose the whole forest, but it’s pretty much dead anyway.”

“Hyacinth is ready, I am!” she declared boldly. “Master believes in me, and does nooot hate me for the terrible things I can dooo! For master, I shall destroy the wooorld, if Hyacinth must!”

At that Ixitt chuckled, but Shaeula reached out and patted her back gently, comforting her. “Do not-not be foolish, Hyacinth. Akio does not-not wish for you to suffer the weight of such crimes. Together with us, you shall-shall save the world. But to do so, I fear we must be ruthless. I too have been training. Akio, you shall be mightily impressed.” She grinned seductively. “My training with Master Ulfuric has not-not been in vain.”

“Indeed, you have impressed me once again, princess. Your mother could likely teach you better, but with assistance from your Kamaitachi, I believe we have found the essence of your talents.” Ulfuric nodded, his gaze approving.

“I have prepared everything as well.” Ixitt gave his report. “We have the weapons, the supplies, the method of transportation. As well as the other items you requested. I am curious to their use, they hardly seem like weapons for battle.”

“Well, you’ll see. Hopefully. We’ll need them when we win.” I answered. “Still, you and master Bjarki have worked miracles. The Kobolds too. The increased supply of bluesteel they have provided makes all the difference.”

“They still need charging. You have a long night ahead of you, Akio, princess. Hyacinth too.” Ixitt cackled, amused. “At least I have only the final safety checks.”

“I never thought this would be possible.” Ulfuric looked down at the ground once more, pondering over the map. “I still fear it may go poorly. But if it succeeds… everything will change.”

“Well, we’ve planned for everything we can. Nothing is ever certain, and they no doubt have secret forces and traps we haven’t seen. But hell, if this doesn’t work, then the Myconids will continue to spread, and eventually the Seelie Court will fall, right?”

“I shall never-never let that happen!” Shaeula declared. “I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, princess of the Seelie Court, proud fiancée of Oshiro Moonstone Akio, the one who shall-shall rule the mortal world. The Myconids… they should have stayed in their own realm. Now they will pay-pay for the many Fae who died to their cruel spores and seeds, reaping what they have-have sowed. A mortal saying I find rather appealing.”

“Grul approves. Princess has grown up strong. Grul is happy he did not crush you before. The strong should prosper, only the weak must be stomped, broken and smashed!”

“I shall nooot let you down, master, mistress! And afterwards… master will embrace Hyacinth! “ The maid started to giggle, and I said nothing, merely meeting Shaeula’s eyes, returning her own grin.

“And my Mortal Engineering will finally reach the heights it was always meant to!” Ixitt declared. “I can hardly wait!”

“I'm afraid you’ll have to, as we have a lot of gear to charge up, you said so yourself. And then I want to spend a night with Shaeula, I haven’t seen her in days.”

“I see. You are as eager as ever.” She smirked, but I shook my head in denial.

“No, not tonight. We’ll need all our strength and stamina for tomorrow. I just want to sleep with you in my arms. I’m pretty nervous, it’ll soothe me.”

“Fine. I can-can abstain.” Shaeula agreed. “Though… Hyacinth has done well. She should also rest-rest with us.”

“Me, mistress?” Hyacinth stopped her laughter.

“Yes, you shall-shall stay with us tonight, in Akio’s arms. There will be no love, but even-even so, you must be calm for tomorrow, and I find-find nothing more relaxing than Akio’s warm presence. It is rather-rather reassuring.”

As Hyacinth celebrated, I turned to Ixitt. “All right then. Bring out the equipment. The quicker we get everything loaded, the quicker we can return to the Boundary where there’s actually somewhere worth sleeping…”
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It had taken quite a while to settle down the excited Hyacinth. She had been flushed and trembling, alternatively feeling woefully unworthy of being in our bed, and desperately horny, trying to grope and kiss me. Eventually though, the incredibly taxing, both mentally and spiritually, work she had been doing at our behest had caught up with her, and she was now sleeping gently beside us, in a makeshift bedroom in the Boundary Shirohebizumi shrine.

She was still wearing her maid outfit, so there was nothing immodest about the situation, though the long skirt had ridden up somewhat as she kicked restlessly in her sleep, exposing her slender legs. She’s not a calm sleeper, though she’s stopped making unpleasant noises at least...

Likewise, I wasn’t naked like I usually slept when I was with Shaeula, I was at least wearing my underwear, though that was all. Shaeula was in her yukata as always, and it doubled as perfectly acceptable sleepwear when the obi sash was loosened, though that did leave it prone to gaping and exposing more than it should. Seeing my gaze going to her exposed chest through the fabric, Shaeula snickered.

“Poor-poor Akio. Is it hard, Hyacinth lying there?” As she said ‘hard’ she glanced at my lower body, and I hated myself for blushing. Glancing once more at the sleeping Hyacinth, thin trickles of drool spilling down her chin, I gently wiped it away, feeling her hot, silky skin. She shuddered, mumbling, before turning her head, black, violet and green hair cascading, hiding her face.

“No, she’s… you know how she is. It’s just a reward for her, a minor one I can grant. I’d be heartless not to. Anyway…” I yawned. “…it’s not just Hyacinth who is exhausted. And you must be as well. So I’ll sleep hugging you tonight. We’ll then wake refreshed, and ready…” I paused as Shaeula’s grin was wicked, and her small hands pulled down my underwear. “What are you doing?” I hissed, and she shrugged, not stopping, a teasing gleam in her eyes.

“I have-have heard that males often relax better when they have been satisfied. I am simply helping you rest. After all…” She gazed at my cock greedily, licking her lips. “You consoled me when I was suffering, now you are weary, as your wife, I shall-shall step up!”

“There’s no need!” I whispered, flushing. “Besides, Hyacinth is right there!”

“She is slumbering peacefully now, she will not-not wake. And if she does, she will not-not mind. In fact, she would likely offer to help…” Shaeula giggled softly, her hand gripping my cock gently, the other tickling my balls with feather touches. “You can not-not tell me you do not-not like this?”

“No, but we agreed there’d be no lovemaking!” I whispered. “Who the hell told you this anyway… uh…” I let out a groan despite my efforts, as Shaeula’s fingers had formed a ring and were gently squeezing and stroking me, mimicking the feel of her pussy.

She was gently rubbing the tip of my glans too, and with a cheeky expression, she spat on her fingers, polishing the head of my cock, teasing the sensitive skin, nodding to herself as my precum started to ooze, showing my bodily excitement.

“Your body is honest, if not-not your tongue.” Shaeula giggled, not stopping her ministrations. “Besides, this is not-not love, but a wife caring for her exhausted husband, leaving him fresh-fresh for a new day ahead. As for who told me… when I stayed at your home with Aiko, Eri and the others, we talked of many-many things, males and sex amongst them!”

“I wouldn’t trust what a gaggle of girls their age say… uh… damn, that’s the spot…”

“Your words lack persuasiveness, I do-do declare.” Shaeula grinned as her squeezing fingers made me sigh in pleasure. “Now, be quiet, lest you wake-wake Hyacinth. Leave everything to me!” Her wicked grin aroused me almost as much as her handjob, and soon her stroking, alternating between fast swift strokes, and slow, almost lackadaisical ones, was driving me to the edge.

Oh, this is like our lovemaking before… she’s learning… Then the thoughts vanished from my head as the hot lump within me boiled, and with a convulsion I orgasmed, spraying out my cum in a pearlescent jet. Shaeula smirked triumphantly, using her hand which wasn’t stroking to catch it all, and she kept sliding her hand up and down my shaft, making me shudder, until I was spent.

“You were quite-quite pent up, it seems.” Shaeula observed her palmful of semen with some interest. It was dangerously close to overflowing her small hand, so with a smile she slurped it down, making an odd face. “Yes, it is still-still bitter, but it is most certainly growing on me.”

Watching her greedily lapping up a handful of my cum with such an eager expression, even licking her fingers clean with her tongue, was oddly arousing, and the fact that Hyacinth was sleeping beside us made me feel immoral, which was a spice in itself to the pleasure. I offered to do the same for Shaeula, getting her off with fingers or tongue, but she shook her head.

“I am not-not in need of release. I am a female. I am satisfied just with this-this.” She did indeed seem happy, and honestly, despite my high stats, after everything we’d been doing to prepare for the assault on the Spring, I was exhausted. “We females are recharged just-just like this, being close to our males. Even Hyacinth sounds happier.”

I nodded. She had been mumbling to herself earlier, almost whimpers, but now her breathing sounded like soft giggles. One of her hands had crept to my back in her sleep, resting on my skin. It hurt a little, her nails digging in, but I could let that slide. “It seems so. But honestly, I’m happy too, just being with you, with Eri…”

“The others too?” Shaeula asked, licking her lips.

“In time, I’m sure, yes.” I agreed. I ruffled Shaeula’s hair playfully, before leaning in for a goodnight kiss, but she stopped me.

“In a moment. First-first…” She lowered her head, and I was surprised as she placed her mouth around my cock, sucking at it, drawing out the remaining semen. “…yes, a peculiar taste, but I find-find I love it!”

“What are you doing?” I whispered, my treacherous dick starting to harden, and soon Shaeula’s mouth was full again, cheeks bulging around her grin.

“Cleaning up. We can not-not have you rolling over in your sleep and dirtying Hyacinth, can-can we? Besides…” She licked up and down my shaft with her soft tongue, and soon was sucking me like I was a lollipop, making damp, soft moans of satisfaction. “If a male is more-more relaxed by releasing his seed, doing it twice will double the relaxation, no?”

As Shaeula greedily forced me to ejaculate again, gulping down my diminished jet of semen, sucking me dry, I couldn’t help but hold in a quiet chuckle. I don’t know if I feel relaxed, considering what tomorrow will bring, but… I definitely feel well loved. Softly stroking Shaeula’s head as she continued to clean me with her tongue, I glanced over at Hyacinth, hand still clutching at me, before I pulled Shaeula close, kissing her forehead. Yes, I’ll sleep well tonight… I… think…
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“That worked just as planned.” Ixitt spoke proudly. A large sled-like contraption was piled high with numerous crates, boxes and sacks, but it was not touching the ground, merely floating a few inches above, green energies sparkling from the bluesteel orbs below that generated some lift, similar to a hovercraft. “It is rather hungry for wind energy, but between you and the princess, we have enough. Otherwise, we would not be able to carry enough supplies, unless we loaded Grulgor up like a pack mule.”

“Grul is no mule, Grul is a warrior!” he rumbled, in his chainmail and rubber, a newly made spiked mace that Bjarki had crafted in his hands.

“Indeed. And we need you to fight.” I agreed. I turned to Shaeula and Hyacinth, who were likewise both wearing the protective gear as a precaution. “Are you two ready?”

“I am always ready.” Shaeula agreed, her amber eyes warm behind her goggles. She clenched one fist, steeling herself. “This-this is the fruition of all your plans, Akio. I am only worried we will let you down.”

“I am nooot worried. Hyacinth believes in master and mistress!” she declared, the buzz from spending a night cuddling me having left her hyperactive. “Hyacinth warmed the bed, even if it was nooot what I thooought it was!”

“The true-true warming comes later.” Shaeula promised. She picked up the long tube-like device she had been checking, handing it to me. “Now, Akio, will you fire-fire the first shot?”

“Fine. Ixitt, load it up.” I stated boldly. Ixitt pulled out a glass cylinder the size of a soda-can, the inside threaded with bluesteel strands, giving off a gentle mist of nature energy. The inside was also packed with red and orange spores, so thick it was clearly visible to the naked eye. Lastly a small dot of bluesteel shimmering with yellow energies was attached to the front of it. He pulled open the back of the makeshift artillery-piece I had shouldered, before slotting the glass jar in and closing it.

“Well, for the first one I think… a couple of miles in, over there.” I sighted the weapon, and with a surge of wind energy the projectile was launched, soaring out over the forest. A few seconds later a flash of flame energy blazed, and the glass exploded, showering spores down over the forest like a chalky rain.

“Reload, and I’ll send one to the right, at forty degrees. Four miles in.” I declared, as Ixitt reloaded me. As soon as it was launched, another shell was pushed in, and this one was sent soaring a dozen miles further, sailing into the distance before blowing apart. “It’s out of wind energy. Change battery!” I cried, and Shaeula produced a shimmering jade cylinder, swapping out a component.

Okay, let’s see how you deal with this, Myconids… you don’t have a monopoly on biological weaponry. The genie was out of the lamp indeed, as I could see the site of the first impact starting to sprout, trees collapsing, forests of toadstools covering their trunks, dissolving them. If I ever want a chance of forcing this genie back in the lamp… we have to be ruthless here. Another glass shell full of Hyacinth’s nature energy, sustaining the spores, was lobbed into the treeline. “Another. I want that forest seething with death!”


Two Hundred And Nineteen


You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Sixty-three to Sixty-four. All of your Material Statistics have increased by Nine. Aether has increased by Twenty.


“Damn, that’s the third Level-up in a few minutes. Who knew genocide was so profitable?” I muttered self-mockingly as I launched another projectile out into the forest like a mortar. After the first consecutive bombardments we raced into the treeline, aiming for our goal, the Spring at the centre, amidst the crowning hill.

Huge amounts of ether were being generated as well, hundreds, thousands, perhaps even tens of thousands of plant creatures and Myconids dying all around the forest, erupting into masses of vivid red and orange toadstools, which greedily devoured the plant material, before detonating in bright clouds of spores, spreading the taint ever further.

I have to take what I can. I greedily dragged in all the ether around us, fighting the Territory for it, and I must have grabbed tens of thousands of units at the very least. Another glass jar sailed high into the air, and moments later more spores cascaded down like deadly rain.

“This is both-both wonderous and terrible.” Shaeula observed beside me, watching the slaughter with a very complicated expression, a mix of happiness and regret. She raised a hand holding her pink jade bells, and a series of fine wind blades flew out, carving apart both the rapidly-decaying trees blocking our path and a dozen Myconid warriors who were trying to make a stand, even as their bodies were ravaged by the growths, flesh melting and disintegrating. “I know this is how-how the Myconids do their cruel work, but what is it you said, Akio? We must be careful not-not to become the monsters we fight?”

“Yeah. This is a forbidden technique after this war. Seeing it up close it’s even more horrific than I expected.” Beside us, Grulgor was rampaging, engaging any Myconid that tried to resist the tide of death, making short work of them. Hyacinth was merely following along with Ixitt and his wagon of equipment, saving her strength. “It might have been more humane to simply burn everything down with Foehn.”

“Well, dead is dead, is it not-not?” Shaeula shrugged, chainmail jingling. “I do not-not believe they care about the manner of their death, nor would they have any dignity doing so, considering the brutality they have-have themselves wrought.”

“Right.” I fired off another glass jar of spores and nature energy. “That should be every target hit as per the plan. Now we just have a few left for emergencies.” I slung the makeshift bazooka over my back, drawing my Twin Fangs. The forest ahead of us was now a sodden mess of exploded mushrooms and fronds of fungus, and the underfooting below was treacherous. It might well be worth purging the whole forest with fire afterwards, starting over before replanting the Territory. Still, that won’t be my worry.

A tide of thorn-bears, pitcher plans, sunflowers, pumpkin-beasts and worse were trying to rally, but all it took was some spores to feast on one of their number, sprouting, before the contagion spread. My blades slashed out, cleaving rotten creatures apart in splashes of green goo, though even that was starting to turn a vile red, making it look more like blood.

“This is too-too easy.” Shaeula remarked, a pinwheel held in her other hand sweeping a wide area. Ether scattered and we pulled it in, using a little to offset the effects of the enemy Territory, but most of it we funnelled home. “They must-must be able to put up some resistance?”

“Don’t jinx it.” I warned, before shaking my head. “Too late.” The ground trembled, and from the hill that was our destination the thorn behemoths emerged, starting to stride through the dying forest. Still, even they were not immune to the deadly effects of the spores. One was stumbling, the green of its legs becoming overwhelmed with a creeping tide of putrid ruby and nauseating orange, and even as it stumbled, legs snapping, the mushrooms exploded. Myconids tried to leap free, some falling to their deaths, but those that were too late merely popped wetly, stinking goop seeping from their toadstool-ridden corpses.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Sixty-four to Sixty-five. All of your Material Statistics have increased by Nine. Aether has increased by Twenty.


No shit. Still, it isn’t all going our way! Even as I Levelled up at the death of the hulk and its passengers, the other two were unleashing their massive thorns towards us, blotting out the moon like a rain of arrows. We had no cover either, what trees that had survived the long Myconid occupation now melting away, forming a layer of slimy detritus that dogged our steps, slowing us.

“Shaeula, barrier!” I called, raising wind myself and creating a jade typhoon around us. The impacts were heavy, the shrill screeching of solid thorns impacting the grinding wind hurting my ears. “I’ll use aether too. We have plenty to spare!” I hardened my image, the gusts intensifying, imagining an impenetrable shield. Compared to modifying the spores, this is trivial!

The thorns that were slowly penetrating before, forcing their way through our defences like spikes from an iron maiden, found themselves sliced apart, sharpened tips dropping to the ground, the rest repelled. Another flight landed, dull thuds rocking the barrier, but it held firm.

“Time to counter.” I declared, as the barrier shimmered and broke apart, olivine motes of light scattering as the wind energy and aether was spent. All around us the ground was impaled by massive spears for dozens, no, hundreds of metres, but some were already starting to sprout vivid fungus.

“Shaeula, cover me. I’m going to take those moving fortresses out.” I loaded one of the few remaining bio-shells into the artillery, shouldered it and quickly calculated the firing angles. It didn’t take too many tests for me to figure out the quirks, and rapid calculations for things like trajectories and firing angles is what Intellect does best. The first shell soared out, followed by a second. Just two left now. Still, we have Hyacinth.

More thorny spears were being grown from the behemoths, dozens of Myconids using all their energies to urge them forwards, each stride carrying them closer to us. One shell struck the shoulder of the lead thorny hulk, exploding into a cloud of death, and even from here we could hear the shrill cries of panic. One down. The second however…

Shit, they are learning. A bit quicker than I would have hoped, though. Myconid Aeromancers had erected a barrier similar to our earlier one, and the exploding shell merely showered spores against it, for them to be pushed aside. Their control was clumsy, and they only managed to spray further death across their rapidly decaying comrades, but even so, it kept the final behemoth intact.

“Fine then. Try this.” I launched the last two shells, one arcing high, the other on a low trajectory. Once more walls of wind erupted, deflecting the first shell. The second was blocked by the ground erupting, geysers of decaying black mud swallowing the projectile, crushing it. “Yeah, of course it wouldn’t be that easy. Still, two down.” I got another Level-up, pushing me to sixty-six, and I idly wondered if anyone else was Levelling up this fast.

Though I soon had less time to think such nonsense, as hundreds of Myconids were marshalling up, shimmering walls of wind and fetid mud and water around them. There were Aeromancers, Terramancers, Aquamancers, Rangers, Warriors and many more. But what really drew my attention were the six Sporecasters that occupied the centre of the small army. Their wooden staves were giving off shimmering light, and beside me Hyacinth hissed.

“They are doooing something, master. That energy is similar tooo mine!”

“In that case, if they can defend against the spores, we just have to kill them the old-fashioned way.” I proposed. At my words, Grulgor laughed grimly, charging towards them, leaving craterous footprints in the ground.

“Do we?” Shaeula asked, suddenly, having an idea. She turned to Hyacinth, even as Grulgor came under heavy bombardment from arrows, spores and elemental attacks, which he was shrugging off, his heavy armour jangling, rings scattered into the muck. “If I make-make an opening, can you cast your spores inside it?”

“I can dooo it!” Hyacinth was nodding frantically. “I have been working sooo hard to be of use to master and mistress. Hyacinth is happy to be relied upooon!”

“Very well. Akio, please aid Grulgor, prevent that-that oaf from suffering damage to his protective gear. Make-make me an opportunity!”

“Fine. Wait up, big guy!” I cried, rapidly catching Grulgor. Spikes of rock and arrows flew at me, but I turned the muddy ground into my shield with a ruby flow of earth energies, the surging mass of dirt slamming into the oncoming projectiles.

Grulgor smashed through the earth walls that were thick with red and yellow dust, his fists and new mace sweeping through. One Warrior tried to block him, but the heavy metal shaft of his mace smashed the head to paste, before he swung it wide, tossing Warriors asunder.

“This is what Grul wishes for! Crush puny fungi, win victory through might!” he bellowed, a headbutt crushing the cap of another Warrior, goo splattering his visor and goggles.

“Careful! There are still plenty of Myconid Death Spores in the air.” I warned. “Watch your gear.” I swung with my left hand, and severed the arm of a Warrior. Blasts of air and razor-sharp jets of water were aimed at me by the ‘Mancers, but I was too quick, slipping past them, my own wind and flame energies piercing through several opponents. Even so, Grulgor and I were seriously outnumbered, and the Sporecasters were reaching the climax of whatever ritual they were attempting.

“Now! Foehn, my wind-eating breath!” Shaeula declared, and the whips of wind energy I was using to slash through some Archers disintegrated, the energy drawn in, along with all the nearby green barriers. As the air walls and bubbles the Aeromancers were using to keep out our own spores collapsed, the energy turning into a single, massive wind-weasel that plunged towards the suddenly desperate ‘Mancers, Hyacinth was there, breathing out a cloud of nature energy that flashed red and yellow, like a cloud of brightly-coloured chalk dust.

Water and mud was hurled out in a desperate attempt to halt their doom, but several Warriors and Rangers were caught, shrilly shrieking as mushrooms mirroring their own form sprouted, parasitic tendrils of fungus devouring them from the inside out, before exploding. Shaeula’s wind-weasel tore through the mages, reducing them to shreds of flesh and ether, before slamming into the Sporecasters, two of them perishing as the wind detonated. One of the remaining four was covered in rapidly-growing mushrooms, though the other three had seemingly found a way to protect themselves, nature energy running rampant.

“Too bad.” I hurled my Twin Fangs. One slid through the head of one Sporecaster, the other rending space and chopping the second in half. I then had my spear in hand, one thrust, and then a second, and all around us were only dying Myconids and filth, toadstools bursting wildly.

Crap, I can barely see, my goggles are thick with this crap. Using a gentle touch of aether, I cleaned my mask as best I could, before doing the same for Grulgor, who was smashing the dying Myconids to paste as he stomped, kicked and punched them with his massive, brutish limbs. Once I could see clearly again, other than the message notifying me I had reached Level sixty-seven, I wished my vision was still obstructed.

With the walls of wind and mud they were using to protect themselves gone, the full horrific effect of our biological warfare was revealed. Myconids were dissolving or breaking apart, and with the death of another, more spores were unleashed, until the hundreds who had engaged us were all dead, their ends truly horrific.

I felt sick, suddenly, my stomach heaving, but with an effort of will I forced it down, trying to calm my mind, Resilience working overtime. “So, this is war then? Fuck.” I cursed bitterly, my heartfelt wish at this moment that the world wasn’t in danger, that I didn’t have to fight, that this was all just a bad dream. It was then I felt something squeeze my hand. No, both hands.

“I know well what-what you are feeling.” Shaeula spoke softly, rubber-clad hand gripping mine. “You grieve even for our enemies. You are too-too soft, Akio. Though I do rather like that about you.” She gave me another squeeze. “Still, I shall-shall carry this sin with you, you shall not-not have to carry it alone. After all, you did this for me, did you not-not?”

“Yes, but it was I who…”

“Noooooooooo!” Hyacinth, who had taken my other hand, hers bare and lacking a glove, protested, clearly furious. “Master, we did it tooogether. Hyacinth and master! Hyacinth…. I knooow bad things, evil things.” She shuddered. “I still wake screaming sooometimes, wanting to kill the ooother maids, ooor to poison the meals. Or burn the hooouse!” At that her eyes shimmered with tears behind her mask, and from her body language I could see she was trying to smile. “Master beat me tooo that ooone!”

“I do not mean to rush you, but that last behemoth is getting awfully close, and…” Ixitt began, only for Hyacinth to scream at him.

“Shut up, shut up nooow!” she spat venomously, causing him to recoil. Even Grulgor looked at her askance, though he quickly lost interest, readying his mace as the looming behemoth strode ever closer, dead tress shattering under its feet of vines, a shimmering curtain of wind and water energies cascading down it, casting rainbows in the spray from the light of the moon overhead. It was eerily beautiful.

“Nooo, look at me!” Hyacinth grabbed my head with her free hand, pulling me back to face her. “Dooo not feel sad, master! We all dooo bad things sometimes. But you did nooot do it for fun, did yooou? It was for the mistress!”

“Yes, you did-did it for me, and the Fae.” Shaeula agreed. “Hyacinth is right. All of us shall carry the guilt, but there was not-not any other way. Imagine Tokyo under their spores, Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi. Kana. Ichika. Karen. Your parents. Eri. Aiko. If we did not-not halt the Myconids here, one day… all would be lost. I am not-not telling you to feel nothing. Only a monster could-could look at this…” She gestured to the dying forest. My calculations had been accurate, and due to the effects of the wind and dying plant-creatures spreading the spores recklessly, most of the forest was simply gone. The last generations were even now spilling their spores, corrupting more, but surely the Myconid threat was largely ended.

“…. And be unmoved.” Shaeula continued. “But think-think of those your actions will have saved in the future. If this grieves you, then we shall make a world where such battles are not-not necessary. But alas, you are but-but one male. You are not-not a God. Fight hard for now, and later we shall grieve. Together.”

“Yes, tooogether! Just as we did this tooogether!” Hyacinth echoed.

“Grul thinks you worry too much. Death by mace, death by this. It is all the same. Fungi waged war before, they should not expect to be free of the same fate.”

Shocking, even Grulgor is comforting me. He’s right as well. Those who live by the sword, they die by the sword, don't they? I just have to remember that when it’s my time… I gave Hyacinth and Shaeula a squeeze back, before casting my gaze to the nearby behemoth, hundreds of Myconids using it as both weapon and shield. It raised a great head, bellowing to the sky, dirt and spores blowing. Spikes began to tear free from it, striking down towards us, and I released my companions, going for my weapons once more.

“Fine. I get it. I’m being weak again. Old habits die hard. Shit, I’ve killed before. What do they say? One kill makes you a murderer, a hundred a hero, a million a conqueror? Well, here’s to the million then.” I grinned bitterly, tasting iron and bile. “The only thing I can promise is, that this will not be for nothing.”

As the spikes rained down Shaeula’s pinwheels took to the sky, milling through them savagely. The remainder that approached us I countered, spears of rock slamming into them, changing their directions. I’ll end this threat, and show the Unseelie that peace is better than war, that only extinction beckons if both sides continue to fight. That way, these deaths will save others, and won’t have been in vain.

“Charge!” I declared, and we surged forwards. There was still over a mile to the brute, but we crossed that in well under a minute. Bombardments flew down around us, meeting shields of wind and mud. Their wind was useless, Shaeula merely eating it with Foehn and turning it against them, amplifying it with the bells, and so their fate was sealed.

Hyacinth cast her spores onto the wind, and they were swallowed by the raging wind-weasels, which slammed into the gorgeous water armour, scattering droplets everywhere. Some snakes shattered, washed away, but it only took a few to breach the waterfall, releasing the deadly cargo within, and soon the behemoth was falling, one arm eaten clean away, striking the ground with a loud thud, only to vanish under the ravenous mushrooms.

A leg exploded, and it was down on one knee, the Myconids on board desperately and futilely trying to stave off death by whatever methods they could. It was useless though, Ixitt shooting them down with his new rifle, Grulgor picking them off with heavy balls of iron, or Shaeula striking them down with her pinwheels. The Behemoth was nothing but a brightly-coloured hill now, and then with a last series of explosions, the wind was red and gold, glittering under the moon, spreading death to what little remained of our enemies.

“Pretty!” Hyacinth remarked idly, and I had to nod. Yeah, it is. Beautiful and terrible…
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“Ten Levels. Pretty much the entire Myconid race was only worth ten Levels.” I shook my head. Well, it’s not technically true, as we gained a few fighting them before. I guess I missed out on a lot of experience points as most of the deaths happened far away and indirectly as well.

Shaeula nodded, understanding. “I see. When you reduce it to that, it is indeed-indeed rather sad. Still, there was the ether too, was there not-not?”

“Yeah.” We must have accrued a few hundred thousand ether, maybe a little more, though a large amount would have been drawn into the Territory, that of the Myconids that died distant from us. “Can’t forget that.” I agreed, a touch bitter still. “So anyway… you noticed, surely?”

Ixitt answered me instead. He had pulled his cart of supplies all this way, barely having anything to do yet, but now he would come into his own. “Yes, Hyacinth’s spores are being repelled. Worse, the Myconid Spores in the air here are significantly more virulent. And somewhat acidic.”

We were standing in front of the crowned hill that housed the Spring of Clear Reflections. The once-pristine white stone that made it up was choked with fungi, mushrooms, toadstools and more of many vile colours. It reminded me of seeing a cluster of sea anemones at the aquarium in Las Vegas. Yeah, if this doesn’t reek of danger, I don’t know what does. Worse, the density of spores was far thicker here, and in addition to the Myconid Death Spores, there were tiny seeds that were extremely corrosive. Our chainmail was already starting to melt, as was the glass of our goggles.

“Fortunately, this will do for a while.” Ixitt muttered as he ladled out gloopy barrier cream from the barrel on his hovering supply sled. Smearing it over our gear, including our goggles, which gave everything a softer, more unfocussed cast, we were at least temporarily protected. Though I’m tempted to take the goggles off and let Ether Healing do its work. No, too risky…

“So, I get the feeling this isn’t going to be a case of Hyacinth just filling the interior with spores and us walking away with the boss loot drops.” I spoke sarcastically. The yawning entrance to the hill beckoned us in, an archway that was probably once carved with many beautiful works of art now weathered and cracked, mushrooms and slimy fronds sprouting from the gaps, hanging down like curtains.

“No, I suppose not-not.” Shaeula agreed. “Regardless, other than a few-few survivors, the Myconids are finished. Other than whatever lurks within.” Her eyes glowed bright behind her smeared mask. “I can sense a strong-strong presence, rivalling my father. I… well, I admit to being concerned.”

“Yeah. I’m getting cold feet myself. I’m even wondering if it might be wise to speak to Shaeraggo, get some reinforcements. Even make some gear for Ulfuric. But…” I shook my head at the ominous presence. “… so long as the Myconid within relies on his spores and contagions rather than power, we’ll win. Ixitt, you have the most important task. I want our line of retreat open at all times.”

“I shall be ready.” He patted the numerous crates, sacks and boxes. “We have prepared as well as we could have. I am confident that at worst we can safely escape.”

“Grul wants to destroy strong opponents, but Grul admits, what lies within feels strong. Like Duke Formor. But running from the fight will not serve you.” He shook his massive head, a sizzling snow of seeds and spores accumulating on his greased shoulders, emitting faint steam. “If this is your limit, you will never rule, princess.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula was shaking slightly, but even so, her eyes were resolute. “I am not-not a cowardly young female alone any longer. I have you all at my side. Besides, I must-must simply try out the arts Ulfuric has been teaching me. Using them on the worthless mushrooms who have fallen before us is no-no test at all.”

“Let’s go then.” I didn’t want to spoil the moment, so I stepped forwards. The pressure was suddenly more intense, aether being pulled from me, my body feeling sluggish. Still, I resisted, focusing on my Chakra network, boiling my energies within, and I pushed through, sliding through into the dark cave, lit only by phosphorescent glows from the fungi dotted everywhere, dull green and purple.

“Still no barrier. Not that we wouldn’t be able to break it, given time.” I observed. “But the Territory is thicker here, denser. Probably pushing Rank four, if I had to guess?”

Shaeula nodded. “It is quite-quite draining. We can ill afford a protracted battle here. Ixitt and Hyacinth will not-not be able to withstand this force for long.”

“I am fine mistress, dooo not worry abooout me!” Hyacinth declared stoutly. “Where master and mistress gooo, I shall be behind them.”

Ixitt merely bobbed his head, already struggling. Luckily his battle prowess wasn’t essential to us, and most of his use was in his supplies. Grulgor was also slower than usual, but as we marched through the straight corridor deeper into the hill, the air choked with spores, our breaths rasping through the masks we wore, we steeled ourselves for what was ahead.

“Do you hear that-that?” Shaeula asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah. Sounds like the trickling of water. Makes sense, as it is a spring, right?”

“The most beautiful amongst all the Seelie Court.” Ixitt lamented. “Though you would never know it now.”

“Hush. I hear-hear something else.” Shaeula growled, and we stilled. Yes. Like breathing. A booming, cavernous breath.

“I'm afraid there’s no way that whoever dwells down in these depths doesn’t know we are here. The amount of Alert Spores flying about must have been crazy.” I declared boldly, grasping at my confidence. “Come on. We may as well see what we face. Who knows.” I shrugged. “Maybe we can even negotiate the return of the Spring. We’ve shown we are more than capable and ruthless enough to threaten the Myconids as a whole.”

“That would-would be pleasant.” Shaeula muttered as we came ever-closer to the end of the corridor, a silvery glow streaming through the thick fog of spores, forming pretty beams of light. “Still, I do not-not believe we are that fortunate.”

“No, probably not.” I agreed, stepping out into the hollow hill that housed the Spring of Clear Reflections. Wow. Incredible. Even now. I subconsciously imitated my sister, as the sight within stole my breath. The hollow hill towered into the sky, and the walls were white stone, filled with shining crystals of emerald and sapphire. Even the filth and fungus smearing the walls could not obscure the full beauty of it.

Light was streaming in from the hole in the mound, reflected from the crowning monoliths, creating a series of dazzling beams that shone silver, blue, green, purple and more colours. They were all focussed down to the centre, where a large lake was sitting, stagnant. It was then the beauty faded.

Disgusting. What was once likely a pristine lake and spring was now choked with reed-like toadstools, black and purple caps releasing the constant slurry of acidic spores that plagued the hill. The water itself was now black with toxic sludge, and if it wasn’t for the filters on our masks the odour would likely have been intolerable. The watery sound we could hear was the spring flowing into the lake from below, sending gentle ripples along the surface, but instead of a beautiful mirror reflecting the light from above, the waves seemed to devour the light, only gloom remaining.

And amidst the lake, that light… towered something. Something grotesque, bloated, something that my mind wanted to reject. It was a Myconid, at least it must have been. A twenty-metre tall stalk-like body, though dozens, hundreds of faces were peering out from the poisonous yellow flesh, virulent caps twitching and drooling acids and spores. A dozen frond-like arms were dangling like roots, greedily sucking up the pestilent waters of the lake, and the head… it was a mushroom cap, true, but it was a dull grey, reflective, and caved in at the top, many of the beams of light from above being swallowed by the dark void that dwelt within, a deep purple that lacked all majesty, and only looked like decay.

“By the Moon… that-that is an abomination.” Shaeula gasped, and I could hear Ixitt also swearing. Hyacinth merely stared at it, unblinking, and Grulgor rumbled his disquiet. Me, I get the urge to swear too. What the fuck is that? My Eye shone amber, and I attempted to analyse it, but as I was doing so, a vicious, fanged mouth split open in the huge stalk-like body of the beast, each fang a huge, venom-dripping thorn, capped with a toadstool head, spotted with white and red.

Eyes stared at us from his teeth, yellow and white, filled with madness, and it was only my Determination and Resilience that kept me from screaming, running away. My hand crept out, and I seized Shaeula’s, seeking her reassurance.

“An abomination?” The creature spoke, his voice booming within the confines of the hill, his breath accompanied by a tide of toxic spores, the walls smoking where they landed. “Such arrogance. Who are you to judge this Great I?” The mouth chewed over that. “You come into I's world, trailing in the blood of my puppets, and call I thus? You Fae were ever arrogant. It shall be your undoing. Now pay proper respect before this Great I, Myrcolaxriath the Ever-Present, once Duke of the Unseelie Court of Pandemonium, now Inheritor of All Lands, the Spreading Death, the Harbinger of the End of False Life. All Shall be I, and I Shall be All!”


Two Hundred And Twenty


“Abold claim.” I said, drawing the attention of the massive, bloated Myconid that lurked at the centre of the Spring. I gestured behind my back to Ixitt, who nodded in understanding, slowly starting to remove items from the hovering wagon, which now it had reached the final destination, was allowed to sink to the ground, wind energy within almost entirely spent. “All will be you? Sounds like hell to me.”

Myrcolaxriath snorted, a great hissing noise accompanied by a cloud of dripping spores. “You should be less proud of killing the many puppets of I, my many avatars. Do you think the Great I is defeated? You were merely beneath the notice of I.” Another hissing breath of pungent rot was exhaled between the gaping jaws, frond-like arms flailing to gesture his annoyance. “You Fae creatures, so… distinct, worthless, unlike I. I am perfection, the only being that deserves to exist. The others, they were fools, not wishing to be part of I, the Great culmination of all life. I spread, I consume, I exist. Therefore you shall fail. I endure!”

The longer he talks the more time Ixitt has to set up. Still… he probably wants to delay us too. The air is filling with ever more spores as he breathes out. “You’ll have to pardon me, but I don’t quite understand what you mean.”

“Of course you do not, fool. All you were capable of is killing the lesser clones of I, though I admit, you are the first beings to cause I so much trouble. But it will matter little in the grand scheme of all things. Every Myconid… they are all I, and I them, merely a collection of commands modulated by spores that exude from I. Oh how they protested at first, the Noble fools. The lesser Myconids have always been our puppets, why should they be any different? No, to be part of I is to be one with greatness. The other Myconid Lords, they did not wish to succumb to I, the fools. Let them rot in whatever dark caves within Pandemonium they can scavenge. In time, the spores of I will reach them, and they too will know peace within I.”

Shit, this guy is insane. But I think I get it. In a way I’m actually relieved. Perhaps the other Myconids could be reasoned with… but that’s a problem for future me. “So all the Myconids we fought, they were like… what, a hive-mind?”

“A hive-mind? This Great I does not understand that term. They are simply I, I's will conveyed through the ever-present spores that throng this land, I's new nest, from whence I will spread to all corners of this world in time, bringing all inside I.”

Shaeula looked as if she was about to speak, but I motioned her to silence. Not yet, he’s doing a classic villain monologue here, who’d have thought anyone actually did that? But I suppose if anyone would, it’d be this one, as it seems he’s all alone, despite having an army. Maybe we can extract some more information we can use before the battle starts.

Strangely enough, despite the overwhelming presence of aether radiating from him, enough to make us tremble before, I was less scared the more we talked. “Yeah, that’s a hive-mind. A consciousness that has many bodies but only one controlling mind. Well, there are variations, but you sound like that, right? I’m guessing the Sporecasters and other Dark Noble Fae were once independent beings, but you took control of them?”

“I see. At least you understand I, foolish Fae. I give you a modicum of respect, if only for that. It would not have been possible, but for this Spring.” Grinding laughter filled the hollow hill, acidic sludge running down the bilious flesh of Myrcolaxriath, boiling viciously when it made contact with the befouled water below.

Here it comes. He’s revealing his plans. I mean, I get it, the urge to receive praise for a wonderful scheme, and it isn’t like he can talk to himself about it. Even so… if I ever do something that dumb, I hope Shaeula or Eri gives me a damn slap across the face! “How so?” I egged him on, not even having to feign interest. Seeing my stance, Shaeula also nodded, inciting him. “I don’t see the connection. Besides, with your deadly spores, surely you could have pushed deeper into the Seelie Court rather than holing up here? Trust me, I know how lethal such biological weapons can be.” He couldn’t see my smirk behind the mask and hood I wore, but my tone achieved the desired result, provoking him further.

“What could you know of matters? No, this Great I wronged you. Turning the very powers of I against my puppets was impossible. Not even the other foolish Lords could do such. Perhaps only you will understand, so I shall tell you, before you become part of I. Weep tears of joy, Fae, as I deem you worthy to become I.”

Such an honour. I think I’ll pass though. “To be honest I can’t think of anything worse than being all alone in the world, just myself to talk to. Without my family, Eri, Shaeula, my friends… no. I’m afraid I have to decline. Though of course, if you abandon the Spring and retreat, nobody has to die. Since all I’ve done is kill your puppets, we can still make peace?” I have to delay him a bit more.

More grinding laughter, and Myrcolaxriath spoke, his voice thundering. “You seek to barter with I, the End of all Individuality, the Perfect Existence? Foolish. You know nothing. This Spring, I have fused with it, the sacred spiritual waters that flow here, a wonder unmatched, permeating the very being of I, the absorbed light from the very Moon that overlooks the lands of the Fae eternally, nourishing I. Immutability, spirituality. With this power the reach of I spreads. I grow ever more perfect, and one day soon even the Territory of the Seelie Court, Dark Pandemonium, the Hunt… all will sprout with I, life itself becoming one with I. I shall be as a Divine being, fit to ascend beyond this cage of the lower Astral, where I shall reign eternal, spreading the Great I until everything within existence is I, and I am all existence!”

No, I was wrong, he’s not insane. He’s jumped six steps beyond that and gone fucking Lovecraftian! I had no expectations of him agreeing to release the Spring, but now, hearing that, there was no way I could let him go. Hyacinth tapped my back, signalling we had stalled long enough, so I was ready to voice my denials to this insane wannabe-God. “I have to say, I’m extremely impressed.” I clapped sarcastically, chainmail clinking. As Myrcolaxriath bent slightly, peering at me with his eyeless cap, dark light flashing, I continued, holding up one hand.

“Let’s see. One.” I stuck up a finger. “Villain monologue, spilling his plans and a clear weakness we can exploit. Two.” A second finger. “A plan so pointlessly evil it makes absolutely no sense. Well, not to me anyway.” I shuddered. “A universe of just me? Screw that. Without loved ones, it’s nothing but empty, in every sense. Though I guess you only love yourself.” As the Myconid Duke thrashed his tendril-arms, more lifting out of the water, I carried on. “Three. Delusions of Godhood. Four, massive, crippling over-confidence. Have I missed anything? Oh yeah, Five.” I put up my thumb at last. “The Demon King faces the heroes on his throne. Though I guess I should call it a lake.”

“It does-does seem rather like some anime I have seen.” Shaeula agreed, tossing her head. “Anyway, this Unseelie repulses me. Akio, we should-should slay him.”

“Yeah, we’ve stalled enough. Hyacinth, try the spores!” I cried, and as Shaeula and I stepped to the side Hyacinth unleashed her nature energy, a boiling cloud of red and yellow filling the caverns. I don’t want to set a flag, but I can’t see it being this easy. But we’d be foolish not to try.

Even as that attack rolled out, Ixitt had produced his rifle and had loaded it with some explosive rounds. He opened fire, the fusion of human ideas and Faecraft a triumph of engineering. Shots flared through the murk, and we could hear explosions, just for a moment, until Ixitt cursed, the gun jamming, a shell shattering the firing mechanisms. “The acid spores are causing trouble. I have used barrier cream on what I could, but delicate devices like this will be useless soon.” He tossed aside his weapon with a mournful look. Shaeula had launched an attack with her pinwheels, but she too was straining, the wires trembling as though something was holding them.

“Little Fae pests, this Great I is not so foolish as you claim.” He boomed, sounding unbothered by the attacks. “Mocking I, that is unforgivable. I shall expunge you, unworthy beings who will now no longer have the honour of being part of I. Stalling? I too, was waiting. Now perish!”

Explosions rang out, and rings of our spores blasted outwards. Through the gloom we could see that it was only the fungi, toadstools and scum around the lake and on the cavern walls that had been taken over and feasted on by Hyacinth’s deadly fungal pathogens. Myrcolaxriath was untouched, and apart from several severed frond-arms that were now sinking into the pond, a dozen others wrapped around the pinwheels, keeping them locked, he had suffered no significant damage.

“The puppets of I did die, but I was moving them all, for they are I and I are they. I am this Territory, it is I's body, I's will. So all of I responds to my spores, my call. You failed to slay all this Great I's puppets, so now die!” The faces embedded within Myrcolaxriath were howling and hooting, gibbering a froth of spores and putrid water, looking like a myriad of inky tears smearing the yellowing flesh of his torso.

“They are coming from the passageway!” Ixitt called. “Hundreds, perhaps thousands. Everything that is left here, perhaps!”

“Your spores are useless against I. Dying puppets brought this Great I your spores, even as they ceased to be I, dissolving away. I consumed them, and though the power of the Spring, this Great I overcame them! Still, you are valuable.” The hundreds of faces turned to look at Hyacinth. “These other Fae are nothing, but you deserve to be a part of I, your spores as mine!”

Two arms lashed out at Hyacinth, too fast for her to dodge. She squeezed shut her eyes, but before she could be struck down I was there, the Twin Fangs slicing through both the metre-thick ropes of gristly fungus as well as the space around it. As the severed ends fell, they sprouted mushrooms and detonated, choking smog filling the room.

“Fuck off. If Hyacinth deserves to be part of anything, it’s a part of our lives!” I shouted, enraged, though my mind was cool, my massively increased abilities from the ten Levels I had gained churning. “Ixitt, do it now! At least this dumb fucker has brought all his troops to us, saves us cleaning up later!”

“Fine!” Ixitt channelled his aether outwards into the corridor. The Territory fought him, especially so close to the centre, and so he was pale and sweating before he was done, a good chunk of his aether spent for what should have been a simple task. Still, as soon as the first explosions sounded, his tired expression turned delighted. More detonations echoed, closer now, and then one blew close to the exit into the Spring, a rain of small metal spheres propelled in all directions, still faint tinges of jade glittering around them, their surfaces slick with green gore.

“The explosive mines work beautifully.” Ixitt crowed, before hanging his head. “Still, some did not go off. I suspect the acid ate into the mechanisms.”

“Yeah, we’ll need to design for that next time. But stay strong. Hyacinth, Ixitt, block the tunnel. Shaeula, Grulgor and I will handle our big friend here!” Grulgor had unloaded all of his throwing spheres, the solid metal projectiles scoring several hits on the main body of the huge Myconid, but most had been batted away by the many arms it was withdrawing from the water.

“All right. It’s time!” I roared. Blades of wind soared from Shaeula and I, and her pinwheels wrenched themselves free as fungal debris rained down into the lake. “You need to learn that having allies is far better than relying only on yourself!” I declared boldly as a prelude to the battle.

“Fool. If I am the allies of this Great I, I know I shall triumph!” he howled. “Feel despair!” The towering Myconid shuddered, the weeping, babbling faces screaming, before they began to rip themselves free of his body, dropping to the lake below, before rising, dark water streaming from their massive, malformed frames. The cascade continued, until dozens of the brutes were forming up to block us.

These ones don’t look anything like the previous Myconids we fought. They are grotesque, and covered in plates of white and grey armour, grown from their bodies. Maces and blades have grown out of them too, multiple arms waving savagely. I remembered seeing a picture of the Hindu Goddess with many arms in an old game I played, and these looked like vile mushroom parodies of her. They towered over even the Myconid Champions we had faced before.

“They look dangerous, be most-most careful!” Shaeula cried, and I didn’t disagree. My Eye flared, and the description was troubling.

Myconid Annihilator [Noble Dark Fae]


…was their moniker as I appraised them, and as they charged towards us, matching Grulgor for bulk and height, they certainly looked ready to do their task well.

“Grul will crush you!” He roared, his mace meeting the first, shattering limbs and fungal weapons. It fell, but a second stepped in, and a third, and Grulgor found it impossible to parry all the attacks pressing down on him. Armour began to crack, rings pinging free, and he howled and gurgled with rage. Still, we had little time to worry about him, as we were besieged ourselves.

Behind us, Hyacinth was pouring her fungal spores into the confines of the passageway. And it was having some effect, yet the Myconids seemed more resistant, the process of consuming them slow. Even as some of the red and yellow toadstools detonated, spreading their poison, the Annihilators that were bathed in it suffered seemingly no ill effects.

“This Great I told you it was hopeless. I am the greatest Myconid to have ever lived, the only I who deserves to exist. Your tricks were cunning, but now this Great I understands them, I shall use them for my own. Die knowing you shall never be a part of I, yet have aided I, as all things must!”

“I think I’ll pass!” I quickly realised that the Twin Fangs were useless against the weight, power and numbers of the Annihilators. What was called for was… destruction. “Come forth Foehn, and devour them all!”

The damp, foetid cave was suddenly a searing furnace, the thick curtain of spores in the air cooking off and igniting into a cascading shower of sparks. A yellow tide struck the press of the Annihilators, and their dry flesh quickly caught, the Foehn using them as fuel to spread. It was in that brief moment that I conjured a wall around us, mud drawn up with ruby earth energies to shield us all, before the thick dust-like particles in the air exploded, a thermobaric surge glowing brilliantly for a few moments, the very hill itself shaking.

The mud-wall boiled away, only to meet a second barrier, that of wind energy, which I used to diffuse the blast and insulate us from the heat. Trying to calculate multiple precise elemental workings at once, as well as perceive the whole battlefield using aether to expand my vision again, fighting the suppression of the Territory, was incredibly complex.

Despite those struggles, we had succeeded, and as the mud collapsed into a puddle, the wind walls dying away, I could see a ragged crater in the ground, the filthy lake water starting to drain into it, Foehn licking over it like a burning oil-slick, parts of Annihilators scattered everywhere, dozens of corpses littering the ground aflame, the remaining spores in the air dancing on the resulting breeze like a myriad of tiny fireflies.

Blinking away tears, I could see Grulgor racing through the scorching air, mace in hand, smashing down the unresisting enemies. Myrcolaxriath was reeling, having shielded himself from the blast with his many arms, and a lot of them were broken and charred. Unfortunately for us, more and more screaming mushroom-faces were sprouting from his body, and they began to spit at us, bolts of steaming acid slime, like a barrage of bullets.

“Shaeula, mop up the Annihilators before we respond. Ixitt, Hyacinth, how are you doing?”

“Toooooo loud, master!” Hyacinth complained, using nature energy to turn the fallen corpses into a sea of thorny vines that formed a strangling cage around the entrance, ripping apart the near-mindless Myconids who were acting on instinct, their controlling spores consumed by the flames. “Hyacinth has sooore ears. The buzzing within makes me angry, I want tooo hurt someooone! But not master, nooo!”

“There are plenty of suitable foes to hurt here!” Ixitt declared, throwing an orb containing bluesteel powder charged with earth and air energies. The shell exploded, and with a blast of flame a dozen Myconids fell. “Hmm, so inferior to your attack, Akio. Disappointing.”

“If you can-can still complain, then you can still fight, can you not-not?” Shaeula’s pinwheels ripped through the remaining Annihilators as they were sluggishly starting to respond, the Myconid Duke spewing controlling spores out from his mouth. As he did so I ignored the Level-up message I received, taking me to seventy-two, and used more Foehn, igniting the spores once more, sending flames rushing back towards his mouth.

“Insolent!” Myrcolaxriath roared, sacrificing some of his damaged arms to soak up the inexhaustible blaze, other arms tearing them off at the shoulders, murky green fluid weeping from the ripped flesh. “Lesser beings should not trouble I so! Your end is Inevitable, as I am the End of your False Life, I shall Inherit All Things!” Bulbous, bloated pustules sprouted near the cap that was his head, before ropy arms burst free in a gushing spray of foul liquids. They were thinner and wiry, like steel cables, but numbered in the hundreds, and began to lash at us like whips, coming from all angles.

“Here comes phase two then!” I laughed, the chaos of the battle somehow slightly exhilarating.

In addition, he was birthing more Myconids, but these were small, lean and fast, with brilliant blue and purple colouration, the caps striated with violet zig-zags. They were…

Myconid Detonators [Dark Fae]


…so my Eye declared to me, and I shouted out for more barriers.

“Emerald Wind Prison, Second Form!” Shaeula declared, surrounding herself with the howling jade gale. Whips from Myrcolaxriath slammed down on it, causing the winds to buckle, but Shaeula exerted all her effort, and the arms were repelled, shredded to fragments that scattered violently. I threw up spikes of earth, fending off the oncoming horde of quick opponents, funnelling them into a trap, where my own wind energy surged into a cage of fine, vibrating wires. Chunks of Myconid scattered, but then a series of booms rang out, the mushroom-creatures blowing apart spectacularly, scattering corrosive acid far more potent than any we had faced before.

“Fuck, this is bad.” I used a gale of wind to force them back, but acid was pouring down on me, even the barrier cream unable to withstand it, as it washed away, dissolving. But it wasn’t me I was concerned about. Grulgor had waded into the fray, his greater bulk and strength allowing him to smash deep into the heart of the Myconids, only to be overwhelmed as dozens of them exploded. He continued to break through, though he was shedding chainmail quickly, the rubber underneath starting to disintegrate, his flesh exposed. Despite that, Grulgor ignored the pain, trying to reach our enemy.

“Without your contraptions and little armours, let I see how you deal with I's spores!” Myrcolaxriath taunted, and Grulgor growled an answer, his yellow eyes glinting balefully.

“Shut up rotting fungi. Grul thinks you talk too much, fight poorly. Grul is not scared of you!” He swung his mace, destroying another group, more acid sheeting him in their death-throes. His armour was all but gone now, and his flesh was seared and bubbling. Even as it regenerated, small mushrooms were starting to sprout, eating into his grey, stony skin. Grul used his free hand to tear clumps out, but they continued to spawn, the pace accelerating.

“I am infinite!” Myrcolaxriath declared, spewing out a hot breath of spores at Grulgor, while more and more of the blue and purple faces were starting to push their way out of the flesh of his stalk-like torso, gibbering. “For each I that perishes, ten more shall take I’s place!”

“Golden Sakura Falling!” Shaeula declared, having lowered her barrier. Fire and wind spiralled up in a beautifully complex pattern, one I was sure would impress Shaeraggo, were he to see it. As the sizzling cascade of pretty citrine fireballs poured down on the Duke, any Detonators that were struck blew apart prematurely. The lake was sizzling, fireballs vanishing into the dark waters.

“You dare?”

“I dare, as many times as I must-must!” Shaeula answered, her pinwheels managing to slip through and slice a narrow gash in his torso before the arms drove them back.

“Hey, have you secured our rear yet?” I called, and Ixitt grunted in annoyance, Hyacinth still spewing spores and attacking with thorny vines beside him, though she was flagging, her stamina her greatest weakness.

“Soon. The acid has damaged several tools, and this is not one I want to misfire. Buy us a minute and we shall be free to aid you!”

“Fine!” I started launching stone bullets filled with Foehn at our enemy. As he was trying to defend himself from the fiery rain from above several shots got through, piercing his flesh. At first he thought it a mere nuisance, but as the shells shattered and Foehn began to blaze, he howled, furious. His body shivered, and the burning areas were pushed out by small, sacrificial Myconids, who tumbled, ablaze with yellow, to disappear into the lake below.

“You aren’t infinite!” I taunted him, switching up my methods, sending more Foehn out to coat the water around him, so that any Detonator he spawned fell into the flames and perished. “You’re clearly slowing down.” I just need to buy Ixitt some more time. “I was never a fan of steamed mushrooms, but in your case I’ll make an exception.”

“Fine then. You have pushed I to this. Die!” As he elucidated his fury, Grulgor was fording the lake, heedless of the heat and the Foehn. He battered aside several arms, only to suddenly be thrown backwards, one of his arms sheared completely off by an unseen attack. No, not unseen, a jet of water.

Several more lances of the dark liquid erupted from the lake, piercing him through several times, acrid blood gushing. As Grulgor staggered back, trying to right himself, mushrooms and fungi began to sprout from the wounds, his regeneration unable to keep up with the constant exposure.

“You are next.” Myrcolaxriath promised. The fetid lake bubbled and more beams flared out, only for barriers of rock, mud and wind to mute their blasts.

“Shaeula, can you handle this? I’m going for Grulgor.” I decided, and she nodded. I ignored the burning of my now exposed flesh, the acids I had been splashed with having eaten through chainmail and rubber, trusting my Ether Healing to adapt quickly. In that case, I need a distraction. “Shaeula, dagger!” She tossed it to me and I channelled aether, sending bolts of light at the cap of our opponent.

He flinched back, the indigo shots missing, but that bought me time to reach the haggard Grulgor. As I did so a brilliant explosion behind me erupted, and one massive barrel packed full of chemicals, alloys and some special bluesteel powder erupted, sending a wall of liquid flames into the corridor, the last Myconids engulfed.

“It is not Foehn, but the closest I can approximate, as of now!” Ixitt crowed. “We have sadly cut off our escape route, so are you sure? I intended this for our enemy here.”

“We can still get out. Don’t worry.” I called, still sending out brilliant bolts, harassing the Duke. Reaching Grulgor I grabbed his one remaining arm. “Are you ready?” I asked, and he nodded.

“Grul hates this place. No joy in battle, only vileness.” He spat a frothy bile filled with fungus. “But Grul not die easily. He ready.” Even as he spoke, he was glowing a dull red, the earth elemental energy that made up his core being overfilled by me. “Just like we discussed, all right?” I asked, and he nodded.

With that, Grulgor let out a great bellow, as the nearby wall of the hill shattered, rock flying towards us, slamming into Grulgor and melting into his flesh, forming a golem-like form. His missing arm was replaced by stone, the shaft of his mace absorbed within. Encased entirely within rock, apart from his eyes, which still bore the glass lenses, Grulgor let loose another mocking, ferocious roar. “Try and pierce Grul now, foolish fungi!”

With a quick surge of Ether Healing, purging the worst of the spores from him, giving his acidic blood and regeneration chance to work, I turned back to Myrcolaxriath, who was trying to bring down Shaeula now, bursts of concentrated water slamming into her wind walls, steam and spray scattering, glittering rainbows winking in and out of existence briefly.

“Phase three. That’s usually the last one, right?” I declared, making a cutting gesture with my thumb along my throat. Beside me, Grulgor leapt forwards, mace-arm raised, landing with a great splash amidst the Foehn, flames wreathing him and scattering onto several more of the flailing arms…


Two Hundred And Twenty-One


Grulgor stomped through the blazing lake, pushing aside the Foehn, heedless of its rapacious burning. Soon his arms and torso were covered in flickering tongues of the hungry flame, but the searing citrine glow was held at bay by the thick, rocky armour he was encased in, motes of ruby light from his body strengthening it. The charred rock was even starting to regenerate, like it was a part of his body.

“Grul says burn, false Duke!” He roared, sweeping his mace-arm through the bubbling water, sending a cascade of clinging fire out, splashing over Myrcolaxriath, who bellowed in rage, massive mushroom fangs within his mouth adding their own cacophony of screams. Wiry arms whipped out to block it, rapidly catching fire, and as dozens of the whips barraged Grulgor, sending chips of dirty rock scattering, I realised this was an opening we could exploit.

“Go full force! It’s a DPS race now.” I shouted. Shaeula nodded, olivine and citrine energies flashing around her as she intensified her bombardment of golden fireballs, while Ixitt and Hyacinth only looked puzzled.

“Dee Pee Ess?” She tilted her head in confusion.

“Never mind what it means.” I laughed, gathering my own energies. “You’ll learn soon enough, when you walk the Material world. It just means we need to pour out all our attacks and bring this bastard down before we are exhausted. It’s his home ground, so we are at a disadvantage the longer this drags out.”

My words were punctuated by angry shouts from the Myconid as he flailed his numerous arms. “Useless, useless, useless! This Great I shall use your corpses as seedbeds for many more of I!”

Grulgor was being forced back, step by step, but despite that, his massive mace that was now a part of him was striking again and again, and even the steel-hard cables that were the frond-arms were being shattered, greenery raining around him, to sink into the lake, burning. More arms were whipping towards Shaeula, so I leapt in front of her, Twin Fangs ready. Yeah, this is what swords are for.

One lashed towards her from the side and I met it, blade held at a perfect angle, all the basics Ulfuric had hammered into me, coupled with my battle experience, coming together beautifully. Using its momentum and force against it, the Fang slid through, severing the tendril. Two more were coming so I spun my other blade, and space shivered, both also being cut apart. A fourth, a fifth, more…

As I entered an enlightened state, only my body, blades and the lashing tentacles in my world, body moving swiftly, long exceeding human limits, I reacted quickly to a sudden attack from a different angle. Jets of putrid water were drawn from the lake and launched at me, but I twisted aside, dodging all but one of them. The last I took with both blades crossed, and the scattered dark water droplets pierced my armour and the rubber beneath, drawing blood and sending toxic spores into my body. Aether responded, neutralising it and making adjustments to my Astral body to render it ineffective over time.

Shaeula shot me a grateful look. Yeah, couldn’t dodge that one, or she’d have been hit. Sly fucker. I was continually pulling out what elemental energies we had in storage back in my Territory, and it was definitely helping, but over half if it was being lost, as I was deep in hostile Territory. More earth bullets filled with Foehn slammed into his torso as many of the arms were distracted, and it was then Ixitt, staying well back from the battlefield, near the entrance to the cave that was blocked by the blazing wall of flames, began his own assault. Hurling explosive bombs and firing off blasts of shells from his shotgun, he peppered the body of Myrcolaxriath, the huge pillar of diseased flesh riddled with howling faces almost impossible to miss.

“I shall annihilate you all!” he promised, darkly furious. Withdrawing all his tendril-arms, he took in a deep breath, sucking in a huge amount of lake water, flames and all. He shuddered, a poisonous smell of burning fungal matter filling the chamber. “Rot, declares I!”

“Barriers!” I cried again, dropping low, creating shields of mud and air at an acute angle. Shaeula and Hyacinth were behind them, and Ixitt was hopefully far enough away to avoid… holy shit! Through the shimmering green wall I saw the towering Myconid belch out a stream of the vile water, like it was the breath of a dragon. The water was bubbling and churning, acidic steam rising from it, and as it slammed into the walls, cascading over us, the ground around us started to sizzle.

Using aether to expand my visual range I could see that everyone was largely unhurt, although Ixitt was favouring one leg, having been splashed by some of the venomous water droplets, which had quickly eaten through his suit, before he washed it off with some crude fungicide we had developed, applying an additional layer of barrier cream and a quick-drying liquid rubber he had developed over the past few days.

"That was unpleasant.” He grimaced, looking down at his shotgun, which had likewise suffered corrosion. “Sadly, I am afraid I am largely useless now. I shall see you when this is all over.” He hid behind the cart, overturning it to protect himself and the last precious cargoes it carried, keeping a pistol and a few bombs for self-defence.

“Hyacinth can still fight, master. I shall nooot give up!” Nature energy flared brilliantly, and the fallen, severed limbs of Myrcolaxriath twisted together, forming a single large thorny whip several metres across. It suddenly twitched, flicking over to block more jets of water, before slamming forwards, nearly breaking through the large tangle of arms the colossal Myconid used as a barrier, shattering many of them before being halted. “Though I admit tooo being very weary.” she gasped, her energy reserves hardly inexhaustible.

“Do not ignore Grul!” The Troll roared. With the water level only slowly starting to rise again, he was less restricted, and he raced into the body of their enemy, his massive weight, increased by his stony armour, actually staggering the huge Myconid. Vile green slime cascaded down as Grulgor used his mace to smash great bloody craters in the beast.

Myconids were spawned, Annihilators and Detonators both, but Grulgor was largely unharmed by the exploding blasts of acid, the rocky armour less vulnerable to such attacks, and against the Annihilators he crushed them before they could recover from their spawning.

“Argh, you would wound this Great I? Such insolence!” Myrcolaxriath bellowed. Still, his arms were pinned by Hyacinth, though he was starting to win the battle against her fading strength. His spawned Myconids were proving ineffective, and the numbers he was creating had diminished significantly.

Even as he roared in response, Grulgor tensed his massive muscles and leapt, soaring four or five metres into the air before slamming his mace arm down in a flare of crimson energies.

“This Great I is hurting? Impossible!” The towering Myconid jerked and spasmed as an even more brutal wound was gouged in his body, toadstool-cap faces disintegrating all around the massive impact crater, black ooze spilling. Several teeth in his lower jaw also shattered, the shockwave passing through his flesh to strike deep.

“Grul delights in crushing puny Duke. You disgrace the rank!” he gurgled as he landed heavily. Bursts of water slammed into him, stone cracking and flaking away, acid blood scattering, but he merely continued to strike the lower part of Myrcolaxriath, even as the great Myconid began to draw in more lake water, dropping the level further, which was now sloshing around Grulgor’s thighs.

“An opportunity!” Shaeula continued her onslaught, aiming at the arms holding back Hyacinth’s own lashing vine. Several more vines began to burn, their resistance failing.

Now’s the time to strike. It was just like the battle against the Wyrm where I defeated Grulgor, just on a more massive scale. Drawing in aether, watching as a good third of it was stolen away from me, I formed a glittering lance of energies, the mental image firm. I then poured in Foehn, filling the shimmering spear, and with that, the lance sped outwards, more aether willing it to accelerate. The Territory fought me, but my control of aether was stronger than ever, incomparable to my Skills when I slew the white Wyrm, so I forced it through, wisps of silver smoke rising from my body, seeping from my Chakra network.

The great spear of energies, an order of magnitude larger than the one I wielded before, plunged into the weeping, open crater in the flesh of Myrcolaxriath, the shimmering spearhead piercing, my vision of it intense and focused. I imagined the tip to be sharper than even the deadliest obsidian, which supposedly could be five hundred times sharper than steel. But of course it’s fragile, yet with aether, I don’t have to obey those laws…

Myrcolaxriath screamed, the vile surge of watery breath he was prepared to unleash spraying from his mouth wildly, slicing into the walls, chunks of rock falling free and splashing into the shallows of the lake. Tongues of Foehn that had been burning him inside were expelled outwards, and as he shrieked, writhing in agony, the arms defending against Hyacinth wavered, and with the last of her strength Hyacinth roared too.

“Die fooor master, yooou wretch!” she cursed, at the same moment as I clenched my fist, calling out the name of the attack. “Blossom, Shining Sakura!” Names and gestures aren’t necessary, but using aether, anything that strengthens the mental image, the connection, has an impact, so no need to be embarrassed.

The aetheric lance piercing through the trunk-like body of Myrcolaxriath shivered, before converting the wealth of aether I had compressed within it into a huge eruption, which propelled a cascading cloud of glittering petal-shaped blades outwards, though unlike the Aether Sakura version, these petals were far more lethal, as they were dipped in the golden Foehn, leaving comet-like trails of fiery yellow behind then, sowing hungry flames deep within.

Dozens, scores of fragments of aether ripped free from him in multiple directions, at the same moment as Hyacinth’s last strike landed, the arms shattering before her thick tendril, the impact slamming into the darkly-gleaming cap that made up his head, sending him collapsing into the lake like a toppling oak, finally torn down by a gale.

As water splashed over everyone, burning my exposed skin, Grulgor struck out a few more times at the fallen body, crushing in deep gouges, green gore soaking into the shallow water. Another couple of strikes, and Grulgor staggered backwards, his stone armour cracking. “Hah, puny fungi talks big, but I see no corpses.” He gurgled some grinding laughter, matching the crumbling of his rock armour.

“We did-did it, Akio! We slew-slew a Duke of the Unseelie!” Shaeula cried, stopping her fiery bombardment, sagging in relief.

Wait, have we? I didn’t Level-up and there’s no ether? That seems unlikely… wait… I was moving suddenly, a great shining light forming above the lake. Using wind I hurled Hyacinth aside, slamming her into the wall, ignoring her protests and the painful creaking of her bones. I threw up shields of wind around Grulgor and the wagon Ixitt was hiding in, while scooping up Shaeula in my arms. A looming mass surged out of the lake, and brilliant purple and violet light shone down, piercing the ground.

Fuck… that hurts… I landed heavily, still cradling Shaeula. Light had blasted a steaming pit in the ground where Hyacinth was previously, and she was raising her head limply, her mask off and hood down now, purple eyes wide in shock. The wagon Ixitt was hiding under was surrounded by a ring of melted rock, my wind shield dispersing most of the impact, though the bluesteel and alloy undercarriage was shattered.

Grulgor was staggering my way, his rock armour steaming and flaking away in places, the first traces of more deadly fungi starting to erupt on his newly-exposed flesh. As for me… Shit, nothing fatal, but I’m burned pretty bad… a blast had skimmed my body, missing me directly, but the radiant energy and heat from it had burned through my ragged defensive gear, searing my skin along my ribs brutally, a vivid burn running from my thigh to my armpit.

“But how-how? Surely those attacks…” Shaeula managed, before angry, growling snarls rang out from above.

“This I underestimated you pests. I have been rooted here many, many long years, drawing in the precious Spirit Water, growing, becoming more perfect. The light of the Moon above has fed I, strengthening I's nature energies, allowing I to dominate this land. This I should have been invincible here. None can withstand the spores of I. Yet it seems this I was mistaken.”

We were all momentarily frozen in place, the looming bulk of Myrcolaxriath even more horrifying than before. The cap-head was shattered, dented in and gushing stinking fluids down the torn and burning flesh of the stalk. Most of the many faces that were born within were still, with mixtures of inky gore and burning Foehn spilling from eyes and mouths, the flesh of their virulent caps bubbling and smoking. All but two of his strange, living teeth were gone too, either on fire or severed by the many petal-blades earlier. A mere dozen arms remained, broken and twisted, and they scrabbled at the walls and the shallow lake fitfully, as if unable to remain still.

Shit, he looks half-dead. No, ninety-percent dead. Who knew there would be a fourth phase? I started assessing my remaining resources. Ixitt and Hyacinth were useless now, Shaeula could still fight, though she had used a large amount of her flame and wind, and Grulgor… well, he still has some rock armour, but his earth energy is running down, and as more and more of his flesh is exposed his regeneration will be overwhelmed by the fungal spores and he’ll die… shit.

“This I has been foolish. Until all is I, there are always those who can threaten I. I thank you for this lesson, and the reward will be I shall grant you a quick death. This I must rest and recover, for most of the water has been drained.” The glowing light that was spilling from his damaged cap intensified, sparkling, casting great shadows behind us. I noticed a shimmering glow behind me, and looking down I could see my Silver Cord was visible in the illumination, scintillating with prismatic energies as it ferried aether to me from my own Territory, extending several metres behind me before vanishing into the Boundary in an adjacent space below. “This I shall use this, learn, evolve and become more perfect.”

“You can’t get more perfect…” I muttered, as the Myconid continued to rage.

“Now, this I shall eliminate you foolish Fae, who have tried to thwart I, and… wait, what is this?” Myrcolaxriath paused, light flickering. “You are no Fae! A mere mortal, pushing I so? Impossible. This I burns with shame! Still, this I thinks you are foolish indeed. Now all you shall find here is death. I shall sever your lifeline, and you shall die knowing that defying I is pointless, and your Fae companions shall become the fertiliser for the glorious recovery of this Great I!”

Oh, now he’s back to 'Great I' again, for a while he got humble. Still, can he even damage the Silver Cord? Shaeula said it was rare anything could… I glanced at her and she was squirming out from under me, looking terrified.

“Akio, you must-must retreat!” she cried out, just before a beam of light flared from our enemy, shooting towards the trailing cord. I rolled to the side violently, apologising silently as I knocked Shaeula aside, and my Cord moved with me. Unfortunately, the beam nicked it, and for a moment I felt my world rock, a blinding pain tearing at me.

I stumbled, feeling violently sick, and saw Shaeula desperately firing back at Myrcolaxriath with her wind-weasels packed full of her remaining flame energies. Still, he merely boomed a vile laugh and drew in more light, flashing bolts showering down around us. Three of her four wind-weasels were shot through, but the fourth did manage to strike, boring into already dying flesh before blowing apart, adding another savage fissure to his battered body.

I had no time to celebrate though, as trying to defend my Silver Cord I had taken several hits, and my left arm was hanging useless, my shoulder pierced through. Even that was nothing though, as my Silver Cord had been winged again, and my whole left side, not just my arm, was barely responsive.

“Under the light of the moon, all things are revealed. And what I can see, this Great I can destroy!”

More light gathered, and I forced myself to move, feeling slowly returning to my shocked body. Still, a dozen bolts of light were glittering above him, and if they were all aimed at me I would struggle to dodge him. Grulgor was attacking, heedless of his growing weakness, smashing his smoking and malformed mace into flesh again and again, rocking the grievously injured Myconid repeatedly, the brackish water below filling with stinking goo.

Even with all our preparations it’s come down to this. Did I underestimate our opponent? No, he’s nearly dead as well, his wounds are worse that ours, it’s just we have weaknesses he can exploit… one more powerful attack should do it.

Light flared, and multiple bolts were aimed at me and my trailing Silver Cord. I waited for pain to come, only to see Hyacinth had managed to move despite her exhaustion and had thrown herself in front of the glowing beams. She was bleeding heavily, red and silver gushing onto the floor, but she had protected me. Her gaze met mine, and she gurgled out a “Master, yooou can win…” before slumping down, coughing more gore.

“If the maid is going to fight so hard, I can do no less!” Ixitt was out from behind the melted wagon, holding a bomb in one hand and another device in the other, a square glass cube with thin threads of bluesteel within, coiled around a small cylinder of it, which was churning with green energies. “This was a prototype, but…” He channelled a drop of aether, before hurling the bomb and the cube, then throwing himself to one side, correctly guessing he would be targeted for his distraction. Bolts were piercing into Grulgor, though his story armour was keeping the worst at bay, and beams whizzed past where Ixitt was standing, burning the ground.

It may be some sort of light element attack, but it isn’t light. If it was a laser, we’d be dead before we could even see it coming.

The bomb Ixitt threw exploded, scattering spheres of metal in all directions, though they were but pinpricks against Myrcolaxriath. The cube was different, it flashed in a prism of green hues, before the glass shattered. “Befuddlement bomb!” Ixitt declared, as the imperfectly-trapped unique wind gushed from the bluesteel battery contained within, blanketing Grulgor and our enemy alike, momentarily freezing their minds.

The light on his crushed cap-head is dulling. Still, it’s only a little, we need to end this now. “Akio, are you well-well?” Shaeula asked me, seeing my body still trembling, painful spasms transmitted to me through my injured Cord. “To think he would have an element that could attack you thus…”

“No, I’m not well, not at all.” I shook my head in denial. “So we have to end this now.” I gestured with my good arm to the towering foe who was shaking off the momentary confusion. “Do you have much energy left?”

Shaeula bit her lip, anxiously. “I have some-some, but not a great deal. I can manage one powerful strike, perhaps two. That-that is all.” I started pulling her towards our foe and Grulgor.

“It’ll have to be enough.” I declared. “If we retreat now…” I looked at the dying flames blocking our exit, charred corpses beyond them flaring into ether which then faded away, absorbed. “You and I might make it. But we’d never get Grulgor, Ixitt and Hyacinth all out as well, not with those light beams. I’d be exposing my Silver Cord to attack too. No, we go in hard, and we strike him down.” I could feel a prickling within my mind. It wasn’t Foresight, warning me of something ill, but it was similar, a sensation telling me that our only chance to survive was one final strike. Perhaps I’m imagining it, or…

Reaching Grulgor who was burned, covered in crumbling stone and vile goo, sprouting corrosive mushrooms, I used Ether Healing, clearing his mind. I poured him my remaining earth element, reinforcing his rocky armour and enhancing his regeneration. Even as we did so Myrcolaxriath was howling, insulted by the attack on his mind.

“Halt and cease, remain still and calm-calm!” Shaeula called, burning her first strike on befuddling winds, once more halting him, the enraged state of his mind making him temporarily vulnerable.

“Grulgor, can you keep going?” I asked, and he nodded, lopsided grin showing through the shattered remains of his rocky helm.

“Grul wishes to win. Grul can do it, no matter what.”

“Fine. Well in that case, I’ll let you strike the final blow. Trust me.” I released all the remaining wind energy I had in a cloud around us. “Shaeula, add all yours and use Foehn to devour and strengthen it.”

She nodded, and we were surrounded by a tide of verdant energies. As she grasped them, drawing them all in, I could see her questioning eyes.

“We are going to launch Grulgor like a bullet. Myrcolaxriath is in as bad a shape as us, maybe worse. Aim for the cap and finish it in one blow. Even if it doesn’t kill him instantly, if we destroy the light, we can win.” I glanced up at the pretty beams reflected down the interior of the hill from above, which were focused on his head. “Here…” I poured what flame energy I had left into Foehn, and soon the mangled mace arm was blazing brilliantly, like a star in the darkness.

“All right, ready?” I asked as light began to gather above, our enemy freeing himself from Shaeula’s commands. With that I surged my aether, my mental image on one thing only. Just like when we saved the Rhyming Tree, reduce the weight. Grulgor is not affected by gravity, he weights nothing more than a leaf in the breeze…

“Now, launch!” I cried as I felt my mental image solidify for a second. Grulgor cried out as he soared into the air, aimed directly at our enemy, a massive cyclone of green propelling him. As the strands of aether I was channelling faded away, light flashing down at the oncoming Grulgor, the sudden threat distracting Myrcolaxriath, shattering his focus, I reversed the declaration, resetting his effective weight and more.

Light stabbed into the tornado surrounding the Troll, but the turbulent energies diverted the beams. Grulgor lost a leg, and his guts were pierced, but he still roared with rage and joy as the wind made contact, snapping the cap up, moments before Grulgor hit, his flaming mace propelled by his huge might and the tremendous speed creating a massive explosion. Chunks of flesh soared in all directions, crashing down around us, but Grulgor was still rising, carried on the winds that were now green not with energy, but sickening putrid blood.

“Aaaaarrrrrrrrggggghhhh! I… such pain!” Light beams flashed in all directions, piercing the walls.

“Grul will end you, puny fungi!” he cried, as Shaeula, still in control of the winds, reversed it, the diminishing flows pelting down on the shattered head, burrowing deep, shredding the Myconid's insides and spreading the Foehn that was still burning within.

“I… am… Eternal…”

Grulgor fell like a massive fiery meteorite or moon, his mace that was still ablaze held below him. Rock shattered as he grasped his arm where it had fused and tore it free, heedless of the pain.

“Jupiter Descending…” I croaked, feeling the need to name such an insane move. “Io falls!” The burning mace struck, plunging deep through Myrcolaxriath, followed by Grulgor as he fell. Screams resounded, baleful and agonising, before there was a massive impact, Grulgor striking the diminished lake like the falling moon I named his strike after. Then there was blinding white and silver, a pressure blasting out, striking us like a mighty tsunami…


Two Hundred And Twenty-Two


Ihad never experienced such a rush of ether, the torrent around me was intense, orders of magnitude more than I had ever obtained before. My Eye was declaring numerous things in brilliant amber, but I didn’t have time to focus on that now. What remained of Myrcolaxriath flailed fitfully, his remaining few limbs twitching brokenly, a gush of Foehn and foetid goo seeping into the remains of the shallow lake.

My network was being stressed savagely by the tide of ether, but I could force most of it down towards my Territory, the endless flow not diminishing. But more importantly, I can recharge my aether. I need it, now. My fragile, injured Silver Cord and Chakras were boiling as I rapidly refilled myself. I had no time to be standing around admiring our victory. Racing back to Hyacinth, who was lying on the ground limply, in a pool of her own blood, silver steam rising, I knelt, heedless of her gore soaking me.

“Hold on. I’ll heal you!” I declared frantically. Grulgor is likely wrecked too, but he’s tough. Hyacinth is strong on offense but is fragile and has poor stamina. And she was the MVP, without her the bio-weapon plan would have failed and we could never have even challenged Myrcolaxriath, let alone won. “Just hold on!” I placed my hands on the savage wounds from the beams of light element, letting aether flow into her. I could afford to be reckless as the tide I was funnelling down to my Territory had barely slowed.

As her injuries closed and colour slowly returned to her pale face, she blinked at me with her silver-purple eyes, forcing a smile. On seeing that, I was furious. “Why? Why did you do that? You could have died!” I snapped, and her smile changed, becoming more natural.

“Because I looove you master! Yooou were the only ooone who helped Hyacinth, who gave me a name, a hooome, a purpooose. Besides, if master died there, mistress wooould die too, and Hyacinth would perish anyway!”

“I can’t argue with that.” I rasped, anger dying. I don’t like people sacrificing themselves for me, especially not women, but she was thinking clearly. If I fell there, it would probably have led to a total wipe-out. Ixitt limped over, grinning happily, looking at the slowly disintegrating remains of the Myconid Duke, shielding his eyes from the brilliant silver and rainbow glow of the still-gushing flow of ether.

"It seems somehow we survived. I find myself surprised. Even with most of his advantages neutralised, I suppose a Duke is still a Duke.” Ixitt mused. “Go see to Grulgor. I shall attend to Hyacinth, have no fear.”

I nodded, turning to see that Shaeula had dragged Grulgor out of the water and was applying Ether Healing too, also converting some of the plentiful ether around us to fuel her. “Fine. Though it looks like Shaeula has it in hand. Having two healers is definitely wise. I think Ether Healing is going to need to be compulsory learning for everyone.” That’s another thing Hyacinth can help with. The spores seem a very good way of Ranking it up past the first bottleneck. But… the pain. I dismissed the thoughts of that for now. I would worry about how to teach Eri and the girls without torturing them later.

I turned to go, but Hyacinth grabbed my arm. I looked down at her, and her expression was tense. “We wooon, did we nooot master? So, Hyacinth will have my reward, yes? Master prooomised, yes?”

Actually I very clearly did not. But that doesn’t matter. “No, there won’t be a reward.” I disagreed, though my tone was kind. Even so, she started tearing up, pouting and biting at her lip, surprised and dismayed.

“But Hyacinth wooorked hard, I did!” she protested, and I bent down, stroking her black hair, admiring the shimmering green and purple highlights that gave her a rather distinctive look.

“You did, and I’m very proud of you.” I agreed. “But I don’t give out my love as a reward. I’ve been pushed into things too much recently. Don’t get me wrong…” I confided. “… all the girls are good girls, and I’m a selfish guy it seems, I would definitely feel bad if they went on to date or marry other people and weren’t happy now. I guess when I start thinking of someone as mine, I get possessive. But I would still rather choose myself. Who wouldn’t?” Shaking my head at my hypocrisy, I continued. "So now, I’ll choose my own, those I like.”

“I see.” Hyacinth whispered, and I squeezed her hand.

“Do you? I wonder.” My own smile brightened, ignoring the constant surging of ether as it still cascaded down to my Territory, the torrent unabated. “What I’m saying is, there’ll be no reward. Because you don’t need one. I like you, Hyacinth.”

At that she blinked at me, confused, and I released her hand and hair. “We’ll talk about this later. Just rest up for now, all right? I’ll have work for you later. After all, there’s no Brownie better than Hyacinth, is there?”

Leaving her sudden laughter, happy yet full of tears, behind me, I moved over to the lake shore, where Shaeula was working on Grulgor. His rocky armour had flaked away, and his grey, stony flesh was pale and covered in dying fungal growths and savage burns where Shaeula had cut away Foehn. Yet even despite this and the three missing limbs he had, the ends slowly starting to regenerate, new flesh bubbling at the stumps, he grinned, his yellow eyes full of the greatest humour I had ever seen within them, his usual anger suppressed.

“Puny fungi talked big.” he gurgled happily, heedless of the poisonous spores and acidic blood that trickled from his mouth, down his chin. “I am Everything, he said, no, fungi was nothing.” Grulgor mocked him. “You kept your Oath. Grul is pleased. Mighty foes to smite, crush and kill. None better than this.” He laughed again as I quickly aided Shaeula in purging the remaining spores from him, though without Myrcolaxriath they were starting to die off rapidly anyway.

“Yeah, I guess so. Anyway, you did damn well too. That last attack was magnificent.”

“Grul enjoyed it! Puny fungi needed to learn his lesson.” We exchanged some more boasts and compliments as we finished up with enough Ether Healing to take Grulgor out of danger. The ether around us was diminished significantly, but there was still more to funnel down to my Territory. Just how much did we gain as this Territory shattered? A million? No, obviously more than that. Two? Three? More?

“It was quite-quite the victory.” Shaeula observed, also eyeing the shining spoils. “And now-now you have kept your promise to my brother. I am strong, and we have-have achieved miracles. The Spring of Clear Reflections is ours, though I fear-fear it has seen better days.”

“Yeah.” I looked around, the tension from the battle finally leaving me, now I knew we had all survived. Even with all our preparations, it was too risky for my taste. More preparations, more power… still, this win gives us a great foothold. “Now we have to maximise our gains from this. We deserve it, after all.”

Shaeula agreed. “So what-what did you get? You must have gained Levels, am I not-not correct?”

I nodded. “I guess we have time to take stock now. I was too worried for Hyacinth and Grulgor to check in the moment. Let me see… well, damn!”

Defeating Myrcolaxriath gave me three Levels, pushing me to seventy-five, and then I gained another six Levels destroying the Territory he controlled, taking me to eighty-one! And that was hardly all of it.

Your Class, Fae-Souled, has increased from Level Twenty-three to Level Twenty-five. Fortune and Charm have increased by Two, Majesty has increased by One. Your ability to share abilities with the Fae you are bonded with has increased, and Fae under your bond are slightly strengthened.
Your Class, Conqueror, has increased from Level Seven to Level Eleven. Your League has increased by One. Your Silver Cord and Chakra network have been strengthened. You have destroyed the Anchor of a hostile Territory. Unfortunately you have failed to claim this Territory, and this Territory has no ????????? ????????? to extract, therefore extraction failed.


Looking at the description of Conqueror, which still was the hardest Class to get all the information on, even with my new Eye, I could see the parallels.

As your Level of Conqueror increases, you will slowly strengthen your Silver Cord and Chakra networks. Your League increases, as does your ability to use Adherence. As you Conquer more and more of the unworthy and solidify yourself as a true ??????????? you will find it easier to reclaim more Ether from destroyed Territories, as well as have greater chances to extract ????????? ????????? and make it your own. Go forth and Conquer, your path to Astral Emperor is one of battle, and only the strong can stand against what is to come. With a higher level of Conqueror, your own Territory will be ????????????.


Indeed, the pain I was feeling throughout my Astral body was lessening, perhaps due to my damaged Cord being strengthened. My Skill Rank didn’t go up, but I did feel it was working more efficiently. Ether Healing was working its magic as well, fixing the nicks and tears in the shining, metallic rope.

The ether is equally as big a reward too. There’s so much of it, more than I ever dreamed of. I’ll need to head back quickly and spend it, no way I’m letting my Territory have such an enticing prize lying around to attract enemies. With that much we might even see threats from the lower Astral. Ether was still pouring down, though the silver tide was finally beginning to dim.

“So, the Spring is special, right?” I asked, remembering Myrcolaxriath boasting about the Spirit Water that was the whole point of his plan, strengthening him. Even the name of it was potent. I wonder if it’s a mutated element like Ren-san has? To be honest, I really want water element if I can get it, since it’s a very healing-focused element, but can attack too.

The main thing was from a physical standpoint I understood water very well, and games had taught me a lot about the spiritual aspects, as well as the fact I had affinity for it too, and had experienced the Moonlight Mist Realm. Pouring power into my Eye, I examined the lake, watching the last fragments of its erstwhile owner fading away, leaving behind a few chunks of his body. Ugh, not sure what that can be used for…

The Spring Of Clear Reflections [Corrupted] – This Spring was a conflux of naturally-occurring Water Elemental energy with the rare Spiritual property, generating a Water Element that is especially strengthening and nourishing for spiritual beings such as Fae, as well as humans such as Cultivators and Saints. It was further strengthened by the Light of the Moon that was imbued into the water by the mirror-like rocks that crowned the hill and the special crystalline materials of the walls. This site is one of the Seven Great Wonders of the Fae Realm. Unfortunately it is now tainted, the waters corrupted by long exposure to the vile Myconid poisons of Myrcolaxriath, and unless purified will remain pestilent for many long years, until the Spring and Moonlight can wash away the corruption.


I could faintly see tiny wisps of orange energy deep within the dark waters, shining rainbow colours and deep indigo specks shining within it. Sadly, the amount was feeble, choked by the poisoned filth around it. “Still, I can’t say I didn’t expect that.” I said out loud, causing Shaeula to look at me quizzically. “I mean that the Spring would be useless. The forest around it was so toxic it was hard to imagine anything else. Hence why Ixitt was preparing.”

“Indeed.” Ixitt declared. “Though some of the items have been destroyed, I fear.” He looked at the overturned and melted wagon sadly.

“Fine. Well, the Territory is lying unclaimed for now, so we need to reap the maximum benefits while we can. I’d like to at least try and absorb elements from the Spring before we return it. Also…” The spores were pretty much all dead now, the barren forests (well, what remained of then anyway, after our own biological attacks) safe and empty. “… we should bring through weaselkin to comb the forest for as many Etherites as we can find. No point leaving them behind. But first, I really need to spend this ether.” The remnants were finally trickling away, and I could hardly imagine just how much we had gained.

[image: image-placeholder]

“Princess, Akio. You have returned.” Ulfuric was waiting beside the border, standing just behind the Fae Stones, with several squads of weaselkin. His gaze took in the fact that only Hyacinth was with us, and I forestalled him.

“Don’t worry. Grulgor is healing, he took a real battering, and Ixitt is preparing to purify the Spring.”

“Does that mean…” he began slowly, his body-language betraying his shock.

“It does-does indeed.” Shaeula nodded, her smile beautiful. “The Spring has been retaken, the Duke of the Unseelie Court, Myrcolaxriath, has been slain. It was far-far more dangerous than we had anticipated, but with our planning and cunning, we triumphed! A great victory for the Seelie Court!”

“A Duke of the Unseelie?” Ulfuric was amazed. Well, he was one anyway, or so he said.

“I shall be honest. I had grave misgivings about your plans, though seeing the destruction you wrought, I had to believe you had a chance, and would be able to flee if the fates turned against you. But this. Princess, you can return home with your head held high, and your father will be once more able to trample his political rivals.”

“And return I shall-shall, though much of my time will still be spent with Akio, for I am not-not a female that would forsake her beloved, especially after all this has been made possible by him-him.” She kissed me then, deeply and passionately, causing Ulfuric to look away, and some of the watching weaselkin to snicker nastily. Behind us, Hyacinth was silent, still thinking about what I had told her in the Spring.

Once Shaeula separated from me, she gestured to the weaselkin Ulfuric commanded. “We shall-shall be having our due from the Spring first, after all, we did-did liberate it. So do not-not declare it retaken yet. Send the weaselkin to comb the area, it should be safe. Gather all-all the Etherites you can. We shall need them. Akio and I shall-shall return, but first we must spend the bounty our victory has granted us.”

“As you will it, princess, Akio. Or perhaps I should call you prince consort?” Ulfuric grinned, a rare smile on his impassive face. “For who could gainsay your marriage to the princess now, mortal or not?”

“A prince, huh? Sounds badass. But that’s for another time. For now, we’ll be off. I trust you can handle things here in our absence?”

Ulfuric nodded, bowing humbly. With that, Shaeula and I left, followed by Hyacinth, who was still thinking, her recovering injuries making her stiff, and with that we entered the ruby glow of the Ring Gate, only to find everyone in a panic on our return.

“Princess-princess!” A Kamaitachi ran over in a panic. “It is good to see you well!” Others were coming, including some of our leadership cadre, such as Tillyae and Danaera.

“What is it?” Shaeula asked. “Surely not-not an attack?”

“No, not an attack.” The White Snake Kami had also arrived. “Thisssssssssss.” Before he spoke I could tell what he was worried about. The area around the shrine was glittering brilliantly, ether having overflowed the Silos and clustered about the shrine and Anchor in a glowing mass, like a silver sun with iridescent highlights.

“When we ssssssssaw ssssssssuch a flood, we knew you were victoriousssssss. But to sssssssee a bounty of great power..."

Yeah, it’s time. I took a deep breath and checked my Territory, knowing we would have accumulated a massive amount, seeing as we managed to destroy a Rank 4 Territory, seemingly mismanaged as it was. My hand suddenly squeezed Shaeula’s so hard that she yelped in protest, glaring at me. Prying open my grip, I apologised, face pale.

“Sorry, I’m just… in shock.” I managed. “We… we have more than seven million ether! I’ve never seen so much in one place!” Still, it isn’t even enough to initiate the jump to Territory Rank four, but even so… it’s several months of gain, even with Asha’s Tree. For those that don’t have the Rank five Tree pouring in ether, a bounty like this would be unthinkable. “Shit, I’m shaking.” I managed a grin. “When you look at everything we’ll gain from retaking the Spring, it was worth the risk!”

“Well, you can say that since we did not-not die.” Shaeula said, but her smile was proud. “So, does this change-change your plans?”

“Only a bit. The first thing to do is… well, I wanted to reward Grulgor and Hyacinth. If Grulgor chooses to accept, of course.” I completed the Throne Of Heroes at Rank 2, at around a hundred and thirty thousand. I then did something I wasn’t planning to do. It was a bit wasteful, but I had the leeway now, and the Myrcolaxriath battle had taught me power was imperative, so wasting some ether now to empower my key allies and give me more options in both the Boundary and Material was a risk I was happy to take. So at the cost of three quarters of a million ether, I immediately upgraded the second Throne to Rank 2 as well, giving me four available slots, and strengthening Ixitt, giving him ten more Levels to play with.

Damn, easy come, easy go. but I’m still rich! “Fourteen Ether Spires, all to Rank three, at a cost of four point two million, and the Silo to Rank four at four hundred thousand as planned. That’s five and a half million spent.” As the bright glow of ether diminished, vast amounts sucked into the rapid construction, and more now filling the newly expanded Silo, I grinned.

I pushed the two other Silos to Rank 3 as per the original plan, before increasing all three Elemental Silos to Rank 3 as well.

At Rank 3 they could store a total of three thousand units of elemental energy, split over five storage cells, each containing six hundred units. I then added the Expanding Silo to the main Silo at Shirohebizumi shrine. It started at eight hundred ether for ten percent to the main Silo and two percent to other annexes, growing to twenty and four percent for another three thousand two hundred and then thirty-five and seven percent respectively at Rank 3 for thirty-two thousand more ether. Of course, when rush-building costs were factored in, the entire cost of the Expanding Silo was just under a hundred and forty thousand ether in total.

My ether was declining, but with the extra wealth the Territory was going to pull in with all the Spires having been upgraded, I was prepared to set a solid foundation of storage now, to prevent worries later. So, at six hundred and forty thousand ether and with a heavy heart, I upgraded the Elemental Silo attached to the main Silo to Rank 4, increasing the storage capacity to nine storage cells, each holding two thousand units, for a grand total of eighteen thousand. That brought the upgrade to the White Snake Earth Altar well within reach in the future, as well as giving us significant staying power in combat.

In total all those storage options burned through nearly one point four million. I only have just under four hundred thousand ether left. Still, there’s no point letting it lie fallow. I had one empty queue, so I decided to put a long-term building in there that was too expensive to rush-build easily, as I wouldn’t be upgrading my Territory to Rank 4 any time soon. The best option was a Rank 4 Ether Spire, at three hundred and seventy-five thousand ether. It would also take two hundred and fifty days, but I could gradually shrink that as necessary as my ether grew, though it was significantly more cost-efficient to just let it build naturally.

“And with that, we are back in poverty. More than seven million ether consumed. Still, our overall income should have increased a decent amount, and unless we crush another Territory like the Spring, we should have plenty of storage capacity. We can focus on longer-term builds for a while now, and short-term rush-builds for defence and troop numbers.” There are also a lot of small quality of life improvements such as Etherite Silos, the Warehouse, Armoury and more I would like to do, but they can wait.

The state of my build queues were as this, now.

Queue one was building the Build Queue Anchor Spire upgrade to Rank 2, and it had forty days to go. The second queue was now building the Rank 4 Ether Spire, at a whopping two hundred and fifty days. The last queue had a Sniper Emplacement to Rank 2 with ten days remaining.

“So, to summarise, we are building in three major areas. Shirohebizumi Shrine, your old Territory in the park, and the graveyard with the Dark Rhyming Tree.” I spoke to Shaeula, who listened intently. “We also have a Kobold Warren near my old apartment building, and a small defensive position by Hisuikomushi shrine. We can store somewhere in the region of one point three million ether in our Silos safely, and can accrue about twenty-five thousand elemental essence. It isn’t an exact science, but I would suspect we will bring in around sixty thousand ether per Astral day just from our Territory, Trees and Spires now. All in all, we may have blown our massive gains from the Spring, but now our foundation is rock-solid."

"I agree." Shaeula declared. “I would not-not question your decisions. So, are we done here? We should not-not leave the Spring for too-too long.”

“I agree. I’m eager to see if we can purify it. But first… can someone fetch Suzuki Haru?” I asked, and one of the Kamaitachi left quickly. I then turned to the White Snake Kami. “It’s time to fulfil my promise to your shrine and the Izumi’s. Are you ready?”


Two Hundred And Twenty-Three – Contains Status – Shirohebi 1, Hyacinth 1, Suzuki Haru 1


The White Snake Kami nodded, bobbing its whole coiled body, tongue flickering out. “Yessssssssssss. I am prepared for thissssssssss.” It radiated a dignified aura, regal in vestments and pointed hat.

“Just to clarify, if you accept a slot from my Throne Of Heroes, then you’ll have an obligation to be my ally. I have no intention of abusing that, but that’s how it has to be. Still, having you able to be physically present during this meeting of all the shrines and temples in Kyoto would likely be huge in impact. I won’t say you’ll be the only Kami who will be there, but I doubt there’ll be many. It’ll make a statement. Besides, you can see your followers who’ve looked after your shrine faithfully all these years.”

“I have met the daughter of the sssssssssshrine, yessssssssss. No, you have acted in good faithhhhhhh with ussssssssss. I sssssssssshall not refusssssssse at thisssssssss late sssssssstage.”

“Fine then. In that case, here.” My Eye blazed amber, and a moment later the White Snake Kami, Shirohebi, was one of my chosen heroes.

Your Class, Kami-Blessed, has increased from Level Five to Level Six.


The Kami glowed brilliantly for a moment, their Divine aura increasing, before the bright light dissipated, and what was left there was a tall, thin, androgynous figure, with long white hair, a narrow face and yellowish-brown eyes. Racially the Kami looked somewhat Japanese, yet there was a definite foreign tinge to its visage.

“I believe I ssshould adopt a more sssuitable appearance for the mortal realm, correct?” The Kami spoke, and its tone was similar, but the hissing sibilance of its words were now just a trace. It certainly makes it easier to understand.

“Yeah, looking good, you’ll pass like that.” I agreed. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to assess your abilities, so we can work out your best use?”

Shirohebi nodded. As I used my Eye to check them, I realised that its name was quite similar to Shiro’s. Shirohebi, Shirohime. Confusing. Though I suppose Shiro would be happy to be confused with a God, though she’d probably claim that she would be a more major God than that. The brief distracting thoughts were put aside, and the detailed breakdown was visible to me, showing several interesting surprises.

[Shirohebi] [Kami Of The White Snake Shrine]
[Material Statistics]
Might                       80 (+15)
Fortitude                  120 (+15)
Intellect                   145 (+15)
Resilience               160 (+15)
Alacrity                   142 (+15)
Precision                 101 (+15)
Aether                     640 (+15)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                 5 (+0)
Majesty                 3 (+0)
Charm
League                  10 (+0)
Determination
Foresight               2 (+0)
Fate                       5 (+0)
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1
Divine Star Chakra Network Rank 2
Divine Spark Rank 1
Adherence Manipulation Rank 1
Aether Manipulation Rank 2
[Elemental Skills]
Earth Manipulation Rank 4
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 4
[Unique Skills]
White Snake Domain Of Earth Rank 2
[Level] 0/15
[Classes]
None


Well, its stats aren’t amazing for a Kami, but I already knew that from its performance during the battle against the Raven Knight. Still, with a bit of work Shirohebi can flourish. I did promise to make it stronger and gather faith for it. But what really intrigues me is…

Divine Star Chakra Network- A perfect Chakra network, made up of seven nodes, supported by a trunk pathway and numerous branches, as well as a Divine Spark, which resides within, at the Root of Divinity. This network processes Aether as well as Adherence. Ether is drawn, converted to Aether and circulated around all seven nodes, while Adherence is drawn in and circulated to the Divine Spark.
Divine Spark – The core of Divinity, comprised of concentrated Adherence, compressed over many years. A Divine Spark will take on the aspect of Divinity that the Adherence embodies, offering positive benefits to all actions regarding said embodiment, and also dramatically increases the League and Fate of the bearer. [This Spark resides in the Root Chakra and embodies the Earth, Fertility and Snakes]
Adherence Manipulation – The ability to use Adherence to create miracles. Adherence can be expended to permanently strengthen Skills and Statistics, or it can realise impossible feats in a manner similar to Aether, though it has a greater effect. Adherence spent in this manner cannot be recovered, and will reduce the overall power of the Divine Spark.
White Snake Domain Of Earth – The Divine mandate of Shirohebi, the White Snake Kami. Being near this Kami will slightly increase the power of Earth Element abilities. Snakes will also be slightly strengthened, and blessings will be applied to reproduction for believers and those the Kami favours. This affect can be strengthened by expending Adherence.


So Shirohebizumi is a fertility shrine, huh? I never knew that. I’m going to have a lot of fun ribbing Kana about that. Though of course that doesn’t matter. What does is… a different type of Chakra network, Divinity and adherence. Those were what mattered. Shirohebi was a minor Kami in a local shrine, but if adherence could be used to strengthen one permanently, then more powerful, worshipped Kami and Gods should have staggering power. And I’ve already gained the path to utilising adherence by being a Kami-Blessed, though I still don’t know how, and my Ether Spires should be gathering small amounts of it.

“Isss there anything wrong?” Shirohebi asked, and I shook my head.

“No, it’s fine. Just admiring your abilities. Kami sure are something else. I didn’t know you were a fertility God.”

“Yesss, sssnakesss are often sssymbolsss of fertility. I ssshall blessssss your union with many children, ssshould you wisssh it.”

“Well, one day, certainly.” Children with Eri and Shaeula I get. With Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi… Hyacinth. That still seems a bit of a hurdle for me. Well, thinking of Hyacinth… I turned away, looking at the maid who was trailing behind me, still lost in thought. I once more confirmed my feelings, before making my decision. Whatever happens, she’s owed a reward. And if I can help her, I want to. She’s suffered enough. And rewards aside, I can't bear to see her unhappy.

“Hyacinth.” I called her name, and she jolted, shocked out of her thoughts. Her eyes opened wide, and she bowed politely.

“Yes, what can I dooo for you, master?”

“Hyacinth, you’ve gone above and beyond what I could ever have expected of you. I’m very proud of you.” I reached out and rubbed her head. Normally that would have excited her, but she was now eyeing me a touch warily. “I’m not a Fae, I don’t know or care much about Seelie, Unseelie or anything else. I only see Shaeula, or Ulfuric, or you, as individuals. As long as you are a good person, I’ll accept you. And whether you are a Brownie, a Boggart or something else, I know you are worthy of happiness.”

“Master…” she whispered, eyes glittering with silvery tears. “… I dooo nooot… I…”

“Look, just listen, okay?” I shook my head, seeing her turmoil. “I get that you’ve been hurt before. I can’t imagine how terrible your life has been up to this point. But I want you to know that I accepted you. Shaeula too. And those that we accept, we’ll never let face any hardships. I hope that you’ll stay with us forever, and if you want to, then I have a way to help you so that you can even travel to the mortal world with us. You want to see where we live there, don't you? And spend more time with us, meet the other girls I love?” I’ve no idea what I’ll do if she says no to this. With her mastery of deadly spores, she’s a walking bioweapon, and she’s not exactly stable. But I think I’m a good judge of character. She craves approval, kindness, a purpose.

“Meet… the ooother mistresses?” Hyacinth spoke slowly, my hand still stroking her hair. “See… the ooother hooome?”

“Yes. I think they’ll like you, so you don’t need to worry. All you have to do is stay by our side, and together we’ll make your future so bright it blows away the past. But you have to accept my commands when you become a chosen of my Throne. Can you do that?”

She nodded. “I can, ooof course. After all, Hyacinth will always listen to yooou, master! Nooothing will change!”

“Good. Then… here.” Hyacinth looked blank for a moment, before accepting the offered ennoblement. The moment she did so I felt the connection between us, and something else. Her eyes, they suddenly look clear, less pained.

Your Class, Fae-Souled, has increased from Level Twenty-five to Level Twenty-six.


“I feel so clooose to master nooow.” Hyacinth marvelled. “It is like I am connected to yooou!”

“Yeah, that’s right. we share another bond now.” I agreed, pulling her in for a hug. She grinned, looking more her usual self, her pale skin flushing. “Can I appraise you? I’d like to check your abilities.”

“Hyacinth has nooo secrets from master. If yooou wish it, I can get naked, sooo you can see my everything!” Her smile was lascivious and lustful as usual, but there was a hint of something else, something more impish, humorous than usual. I gently rapped her on her forehead with my knuckles, and she pouted a little.

“That’s for later.” I smiled, causing her to redden further, squirming in my grip. “For now… this may feel a little uncomfortable.” The amber glow spread from my Eye, and once more I was checking a status sheet.

[Hyacinth] [Dark Fae][Darkness and Nature/Wood Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might                       89 (+15)
Fortitude                  110 (+15)
Intellect                    44 (+15)
Resilience                13 (+15)
Alacrity                   151 (+15)
Precision                 131 (+15)
Aether                     704 (+15)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune
Majesty
Charm                   2 (+0)
League                  5 (+0)
Determination
Foresight
Fate
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 4
Aether Manipulation Rank 1
[Elemental Skills]
Darkness Manipulation Rank 4
Throat Chakra Of Darkness Rank 3
Nature/Wood Manipulation Rank 7
Root And Sacral Chakras Of Nature/Wood Rank 5
[Unique Skills]
Sporecaster Rank 3
Blessings Of Home Rank 2
Curses Of Home Rank 3
[Level] 0/15
[Classes]
Great Darkness and Nature/Wood Fae 6/20
Walking Plague 8/10
[Mastered Classes]
Darkness and Nature/Wood Fae 10/10


Damn, those mental stats are garbage… no wonder she’s crazy. Thirteen Resilience? Her mind has really been shattered. The bonus from my Throne was fifteen alone, and that was doubled currently as she was in my Territory, so no wonder she looked calmer, more composed. Still, her stats and League are pretty poor overall, but then she isn’t a Noble Fae it seems, just like Ixitt. And her Skills are high-Rank. Though that might be my fault… It was very possible that her high ability with nature element was due to the pushing we did with her to make the spores. Sporecaster as a Skill was definitely our fault. The Walking Plague Class too. Even the name was dreadful.

“Is there sooomething wrong?” she asked me, and I shook my head.

“No, just… well, I’m a little worried about your mental state. Your Resilience, which governs mental toughness and other similar traits… it’s… low.”

Hyacinth nodded. “Yes, that make sense. I was suffering for sooo long, alone in the box. I felt my mind break many times, shatter. I fooorgot who I was, what I was, until I met you, master. When I was released all I knew was anger, but yooou chose not to kill me, and gave me a name.” She squeezed me, her body warm. “I was happy. I am happy. I have a hooome to tend, a mistress to respect, nooo, many mistresses, I believe. And now you say I can meet them?” Her smile was so pure, it was heart-breaking. There’s often a purity in madness, so they say… “My mind feels clearer, the thoooughts, the voices, the whispers, they dooo not hurt so. I am grateful. I wooould do anything to repay you.”

“It’s not about repayment. It’s about supporting each other.” I chastised her gently. “But can you bear with me a moment? I’m just going to check a few more details. You too, Suzuki-san.” I declared, looking up at the pale ghost who was floating disconsolately overhead, followed by her indistinct allies who were now little more than faint wisps of spirit. “I’ll talk to you in a moment.”

As they both agreed, I delved into the details of Hyacinth’s Skills and Classes, Eye glimmering brightly as I read the surprising amber letters.

Sporecaster – This Skill is a mastery of creating biological weapons such as spores, fungus, seeds and more, designed to be lethal to other beings, both mortal and spiritual. Living matter created by this Skill will have a greater ability to absorb Nature/Wood Element, and will be more able to overcome the Nature/Wood Element of any target afflicted by the spores.
Blessings Of Home – This Brownie Art can bless a home, increasing the Fortune and recovery of individuals dwelling within. All actions taken within the home have a slight positive boost to their success. Those dwelling within naturally feel happier and more fulfilled.
Curses Of Home – This Boggart Art can curse a home, decreasing the Fortune and recovery of individuals dwelling within. All actions taken within the home have a slight negative penalty to their success. Those dwelling within feel gloomy, dispirited and a painful yearning.
Walking Plague – This Class is gained by those that have the ability to sow ruin and sickness. Resistance to all poisons, plagues and similar afflictions significantly increases, as does resistance to Water, Earth and Nature/Wood Elements. Conversely, enemies find it harder to resist your sicknesses, Nature/Wood, Earth and Water Elements. Aether also significantly increases.


Yeah, I was right to be worried. Sporecaster and Walking Plague combine to make her incredibly dangerous. Of course, seeing her wipe out the Myconids should have demonstrated that well enough. But… she’s one of my Chosen Heroes, and I won’t let her go down the wrong path, not anymore. Seeing her look nervous, I reassured her. “There’s no problems, just admiring your suitability for biological warfare. I don’t want to use it recklessly, but if carefully managed it could be an asset.” The last thing we want is to escalate warfare to the ‘mutually assured destruction’ level. But entirely sealing it away is also foolish. If people I love die because of my reticence I couldn’t live with myself. It'll take some thought, but… no more genocides. That’s for sure.

“I understand.” Hyacinth nodded. “I am finding it easier tooo think. I can see why you would be wooorried. If Hyacinth was to rampage, I could kill a looot of people. But I serve you, master, ooonly you and the mistresses. Sooo have no fear. If Hyacinth ever loses control… you can kill me. I am happy enough having knooown peace for the first time I can remember. That is enough.”

“No, it’s not enough. Not for me.” I denied her. “If you are going to lose control, we’ll stop you. But not by killing you. But hopefully if you grow stronger, you’ll stabilise, and then we won’t have to worry about that. And speaking of stability…” I looked up at Suzuki-san. “… can we talk? It’s time.”

She floated down, see-through in both senses of the word. Her body was transparent, as were her emotions, a mix of hope, resignation and fear all over her pale face. As she landed she glanced at me holding Hyacinth, looking sick, and I hurriedly released her. Hyacinth pouted, adjusting her maid clothes, but she seemed to understand. The way Suzuki-san died, she doesn’t really trust men. I can’t say I blame her. So seeing us look like we were fooling around, even if we weren’t…

“I… I thought you said it would take some time.” Suzuki-san muttered quietly, barely able to meet my eyes.

“I thought so too. But we’ve worked hard and won a great victory, so I decided to spend some of our spoils on strengthening my allies, and fulfilling promises.”

“I thought I’d have more time to prepare myself.” She shivered, thin wisps of silver rising from her ghostly form. “I do want to go home, to see daddy again, but… I’m dead. I can’t go back to my old job, speak to my old friends. It won’t be the same. And the voices, the… constant noise in my head… but I still want to see daddy…”

“Calm down, all right?” I soothed, my tone kind, as if I was speaking to a child. Suzuki-san was a similar age to me, but her mental state was shockingly fragile. “I promised that if you pledged loyalty to me and helped me, I’d help you. And you do trust me, don't you?”

“I do.” She nodded. “I’ve been watching, you’ve never done anything cruel as far as I can see, and those I’ve talked to say you are kind to women. You are nothing like him. But I worry about what I can do for you. I’m not strong, not brave. I couldn’t face the voices, the madness. I don’t think I’ll be helpful.”

Yeah, her spirit is pretty much broken. The bastard that gave Suzuki-san her powers was an idiot. She’s not really suited for saving the Earth. But if she’s what we have to work with, I can make the best of it, for her sake too. “Well, first you have to learn how to control your abilities. Then I’ll need you to establish your Territory somewhere. I’m not sure where yet, but don’t worry, I won’t let you struggle alone. Your father will support us too, when he sees you again. Besides…” I injected some cheer into my voice. “Maybe you can’t meet your friends right now, but eventually, when the world discovers things have changed, it might not be impossible for you to return, having defeated death in a way. So don’t give up hope. Until then… fashion, music, TV, clothes, shopping… don’t you want all that again? And you can see your father, live with him, even in secret.”

“I’m scared though, still. The last battle, it was so terrible. Kiku, she was cold, cruel, but even so… she’s dead now. I’m frightened of facing that again.”

“If you aren’t suited for fighting, so be it. But you still have value to me.” I reassured her. “Even being able to grow a Territory somewhere has great applications. I was even considering sending you to my hometown, but… I’m not sure whether it’d be worth it long-term, as Eri and Aiko will be moving to Tokyo next year. You can take your time, discover your worth. Don’t you think there was a reason you were chosen for this?” There must be, I’m sure it wasn’t random. If it was, if I ever meet the bastard God that recruited her, I’ll earn that God Slayer Class for sure…

“I want to believe that.” She squeezed shut her spectral eyes, letting out a long exhalation, mist flowing into the air. “Fine. You’ve prepared me for this. It’s sooner than I thought but… I’m ready.”

“Good girl.” I approved, and she looked down, a tinge of colour in her transparent cheeks. Oops, she’s not the young girls I’m used to talking to, I mustn’t condescend. “Anyway, here goes.”

As Suzuki-san shivered, energy from my Territory flooding into her, I observed her status.

[Suzuki Haru] [Chosen Of She Who Shows Compassion And Mercy, Kannon][Onryō]
[Material Statistics]
Might                              69 (+15)
Fortitude                         59 (+15)
Intellect                          120 (+15)
Resilience                       19 (+15)
Alacrity                           180 (+15)
Precision                         120 (+15)
Aether                             603 (+15)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                           5 (+0)
Majesty                          3 (+0)
Charm                            3 (+0)
League
Determination
Foresight
Fate
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 5
Chakra Network Rank 5
Aether Manipulation Rank 1
Telepathy Rank 2
[Elemental Skills]
Light Manipulation Rank 5
Third Eye Chakra Of Light Rank 5
[Unique Skills]
Blessing Of Sharing Light Rank 5
Mind Healing Light Rank 3
[Level] 0
[Classes]
Empath 2/10
Ghost Of Light 4/10


Another one with a dreadful Resilience, huh? Her stats are decent other than that for a Level zero, but it’s amazing she functioned with her mind so shocked. Her and Hyacinth are the same, it seems. Still, Kannon huh? That’s some irony, as her blessing led Suzuki-san into being defiled and murdered… also, I’d have thought she’d mostly concentrate her blessings on the shrines and temples that worship her. Still, if Japan alone has several thousand candidates for Astral Emperor, I suppose there’s no rule a God or Goddess can only have one candidate, is there? I wonder if there are any comrades out there who have been chosen by Tyr too?

I set aside the fact that her Skills were quite high Rank, especially compared to my Level zero status, when I had to work mine up almost entirely from scratch. I guess that was the easier way that Ortlinde mentioned. My guess is Suzuki-san would find it very hard to focus on anything but her gifts of light. Though whether that still applies now she’s under my rule…?

“I feel strange.” Suzuki-san remarked. She had calmed down a little, much like Hyacinth did. “It’s like… like I can feel you watching me. It’s… strange." she repeated. "I can’t really describe it any other way.”

“Sorry, is it bad?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“No, not bad. Odd. Anyway, I feel more like my old self. I don’t hate it.” She shook her head once more, as if to clear a fog from it. “And I can do this, I think.” Suddenly her body was back to how she used to look, solid and tangible. “I’m still dead though.” One hand started turning transparent again for a moment as she looked at it. “But… I think I can live a mostly normal life. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet, I’ll be working you hard.” I promised, smiling to show I was mostly joking. “Now I’m going to check your Skills and Classes. You may feel like I’m peeking at your soul, it can be a bit uncomfortable.”

“Fine.” She crossed her arms under her chest. “If you must. I don’t like men looking at me after… you know. But I did promise to follow your orders.”

“Don’t worry, it’s not like it gives me your three sizes or anything.” I tried to lighten the mood. “Here we go.”

Onryō – Onryō are female ghosts that are killed cruelly by men, often their lovers, but sometimes strangers, usually after being cruelly abused. Most pass on quickly, but if they remain, their grudges can keep them in the Boundary, where they thirst for revenge. As a ghost, Onryō suffer no damage from physical attacks, only spiritual attacks such as mystical fires, wards, talismans and holy water are effective.
Telepathy – Telepathy allows one to hear the thoughts of others and transmit their own thoughts. Those with stronger Aether will resist it unless the Rank of the Skill is high. It is a Skill that requires a significant level of control to manage, as when used poorly, the voices can often drive one mad.
Blessing Of Sharing Light – This Unique Light Element will allow anyone touched by the glowing rays of Light to experience a moment that the wielder has lived through. It can be a happy moment, bringing joy and peace, or a traumatic one, bringing agony and despair. Resisting this ability is extremely difficult.
Mind Healing Light – This Unique Light Element calms and soothes the mind of anyone it shines upon, purging negative emotions, mental attacks and possessions. It can also temporarily increase the Resilience and Determination of those this Light touches. Even if the Light reflects, however, it will not heal the wielder. At higher Ranks it may allow permanent increases to Resilience and Determination, helping to cure mental ailments.
Empath – This Class is gained by those with the ability to understand and share the thoughts and pain of others. All healing abilities increase, and the greater the Resilience one has, the greater this effect becomes. Aether increases significantly, and affinity for Light, Water and related Elements increases.
Ghost Of Light – This Class is gained by the dead who also have Light Elemental abilities, which are normally inimical to ghosts and other such creatures. The effects of Light Element and anti-undead techniques on the bearer of this Class dramatically decrease, and Light affinity and effects used by the wielder increase significantly. Light Element can be converted to Darkness Element, and the reverse is also possible.


I winced, reading the descriptions. Yeah, poor Suzuki-san. Talk about getting a role she was totally unsuited to. Some mercy there, Kannon. We need to have words.

“Is… is it bad?” Suzuki-san asked, twitching a little as the feeling of my inspection bothered her. “Am I no good?”

“No, you’re fine, really.” I reassured her. “It’s just… all of your abilities seem geared to healing the minds of others. It’s ironic considering the state of your own mind. Though I guess with your Blessing Of Sharing Light, you can attack others just fine. I remember that, it sucked.”

“Sorry about that.” she apologised in a small, mosquito-like voice, remembering.

“Don’t be sorry. We were enemies then. It was a misunderstanding, but I get it. Anyway, having looked at all your stats and Skills, I think the key to not being overwhelmed by your Telepathy is training the Skills, as well as raising your Statistics. Intellect and Resilience are key here.”

“So how do I do that?” she asked, after I had explained her other Skills and abilities. She was shocked by some of them, and angry that she had a light that could soothe minds, yet it was not able to heal her own. She sure cursed Kannon out. Apparently she didn’t meet the Goddess herself, like me she met a proxy, though unlike Ortlinde, it seems she wasn’t notable enough to show up when I appraised her. Not that she paid any attention really, assuming it was all a bad dream until the voices started. I get why she’s pissed though. Kannon is a Goddess who favours women, yet it led to this. Although… A small part of me wondered if Suzuki-san had put in some effort, she might have been strong enough to fight Kondou Kazuo off, or never been in that position at all. No, that’s not fair. Not everyone is an eager idiot like me, and even I was scared and didn’t give it my all at first.

“I think the three of you should go Level up.” I advised, and I explained my reasoning. We had constant small battles with Rank 0 and 1 Territories as we expanded our control of this area of Boundary Tokyo, and they were relatively safe. The three of them could go support those battles, and rack up gains quickly and without much risk.

“I shall looooook after them, master.” Hyacinth promised when I was done. “I dooo not wish to be apart from you, but it shall only be for a shooort while. I shall leave you to them!” She pointed, and I could see Velna and Azuki waiting nervously for us to finish. “Cooome, you two!” She grabbed the now human-like Shirohebi and Suzuki-san, dragging them off. “I have fought an Unseelie Duke with master and wooon, so we shall fear nothing here!”

Good girl, Hyacinth. Good luck. Get that Resilience up! You too Suzuki-san. “So, what’s the matter?” I asked, and Azuki spoke, seemingly glad Hyacinth had left.

“It is that Hinata girl. She wanted me to remind you that you promised to go see this Miyu girl on Sunday. It’s important and you promised, didn't you?”

Oh shit, yeah. I did. But I still need to purify the Spring… “What time is it in the Material now?” I asked, and Azuki said it was early Saturday morning, roughly.

“I see. I still have time then. Fine, tell Hinata I’ll try my hardest to be there, but if she can make sure transportation and my outfit and so forth is ready in advance that’d be best, as I’ll be cutting it fine.”

“Right. I will.” Azuki sighed, before her doll-form fell lifeless, her spirit returning to the body in the Material.

“As for you…” I turned to Velna, who stood straight, looking nervous. “The battle is over. We won, as you can guess. The Spring is safe enough, so you can come with me. I know you want to see Shaeula again.”

Surprised and grateful, she curtsied. “I would like that-that, master.”

All right then. Just one more slot on the Thrones left. I’ve gained more benefits, but we still have to exploit the hell out of the Spring before we even think of handing it back. But we have to do it before enemies try and claim it. Oh well, time to show the fruits of my scientific knowledge and research!


Two Hundred And Twenty-Four – Contains Status – Grulgor 1


Velna looked around in surprise as weaselkin were coming and going past the Fae Stone boundary. Her eyes were wide, as if she couldn’t believe that the toxic forest had been cleared. On seeing me, the weaselkin bowed, expressing their loyalty. I guess while before they were technically here for Shaeula, now I’ve made my mark too, and earned their respect.

“How-how? Everyone knows the Spring of Clear Reflections was a land of death, lost forever.” she muttered quietly.

“Well, I didn’t do it alone. Shaeula and I, we needed help from many allies. Hyacinth, Grulgor, Ixitt, Master Bjarki, Ulfuric, others too. That’s the key really. If we all work together, help each other, we can achieve anything.”

“Anything, huh?” Velna pondered, looking down, her gaze troubled. I could feel a couple of the spirit-lights I was linked to trembling slightly. “That would be nice-nice.” she finished, and was then surprised as I bent down and patted her head gently. She looked up, eyes going wide, and I smiled reassuringly.

“We’ll get her back. She was a maid to Shaeula, like a friend in a way. And if mistakes were made out of foolishness, well, who hasn’t made mistakes? Shaeula has, and I definitely have as well. If you care about someone, you can make amends. So just stay strong, all right? We have some leverage now, after all.”

Velna nodded. “I understand, master. I shall keep some-some hope in my heart.”

“Great. Anyway, come on. I need to talk to Master Ulfuric. You can accompany me.” She gave her assent, and we headed to the staging post Ulfuric had set up to coordinate the plundering of the Spring. He was speaking to several weaselkin mages, who were on alert in case any enemies tried to take advantage of the fall of Myrcolaxriath. On seeing us, he smiled gruffly.

“You have returned then. Have you concluded your business?” he asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah, the Territory is much stronger now. Our foundation is solid. So it’s time to deal with the situation here. And speaking of…” I thought I would ask Ulfuric, though I had few expectations he would agree. “Would you consider becoming one of my subordinates, becoming a Chosen Hero? I know Shaeula would be delighted, she has many fond memories of you from her childhood, and you are a very competent and trustworthy ally, and I respect you as my combat teacher. Together, we could do great things. It would also strengthen you as well.”

Ulfuric looked at me silently for a moment, before shaking his head in denial. I thought so. A shame, as Ulfuric is a powerhouse, but even without that, we’ll still be working together for a while, the three moons he promised still has many days left.

“I am afraid I cannot.” He rumbled. “To accept such a position would be to repudiate Oaths I have already sworn. Unless I am released from my service to Prince Shaetanao, I cannot accept another such position. I have already been flexible accepting the results of Shaeraggo’s Trial of Three. I merely wished to see the princess safe. Still, she has grown up, in your care, and through her own power and ambition. Perhaps in time my service might be offered.”

“Yeah well, my door is always open, when that day comes.” I smiled to show I wasn’t offended by his expected refusal. “After all, Fae live long, don't you?”

“Indeed. I have no intention of abandoning the princess. And should the Prince agree, I can continue to advise and train your forces, even after my return. So yes, perhaps in time…” he finished, and I understood.

“Yeah, our acquaintance has been brief, but we’ve already achieved a lot. I look forward to that day.” Ulfuric would have been an incredibly solid Hero. For the slots I’ve used, Ixitt can learn new technology and apply it, Shirohebi is fulfilling a promise I made to the Izumi’s, as well as strengthening my hand in the upcoming meeting of the shrines and temples, in addition to giving me more insight into the Skills and nature of a Kami. Hyacinth is both a reward and a necessity, as helping her ravaged mental state is a must. It’s also insurance, as her biological warfare would make a significant deterrent to any attacks on me and my family in the Material, though revealing that info may well cause more problems than it prevents. Besides… I want her to meet Eri, Aiko, Hinata, the others…

“Will you be regrouping with the princess at the Spring?” Ulfuric asked, and I agreed, still considering. And Suzuki-san. Again, that’s to fulfil a promise, both to her and her father and even the Prime Minister. It gets me a lot of political capital and support, and more importantly, a fellow candidate for Astral Emperor under my control. Kikuchi-san is a Vassal, which is good, but I can trust and invest in Suzuki-san with far more peace of mind. It wouldn’t be too hard for her to develop a Rank two Throne in her own Territory when we establish it, I can provide the ether easily enough by giving her Etherites.

It was a bit like a pyramid scheme in a way. Her Chosen Heroes would be chosen by my Chosen Hero, so would effectively work for me as well. She would probably want to help the other girls who died, and sure, that’s a worthy goal, but using slots on a Throne seems a bit… wasteful. Still, in any case, if for some reason I need extra slots in a hurry, I can make it happen through Suzuki-san, so I don’t feel too bad using my last slot. The battle with Myrcolaxriath was too close for comfort, I need to empower who I can.

“Yes, I’m hoping we can get it purified quickly. Ixitt and Master Bjarki have helped realise a lot of my ideas, so I’m confident. We may have ruined the forest, but I’d like to at least hand back a pristine, recovered Spring. Although that does seem a bit of a weak resolution to this feat.”

Ulfuric agreed. “Indeed, such an impossible task. While the princess will have no difficultly returning, her head held high, her place in the Seelie Court assured, it is still not worthy reward for this victory.”

“Yeah. If we could just claim the Territory for our own that would be great, but it’s too far away from the Boundary, too exposed. I think any effort we try would be doomed to failure. Though that doesn’t mean I want to give up. I was thinking… wouldn’t the Spring need a caretaker, someone in charge of restoring it to its former glory?” My smile was vicious as I expressed my idea. “Who better than Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, the liberator of the Spring, the slayer of Myrcolaxriath, an Unseelie Duke?”

Ulfuric rumbled his agreement, allowing me to continue.

“In that case, we can exploit the protection of the Seelie Court Territory, and while we would obviously have to share the bounty of the Spring with others, as management, we would be able to maximise our own use of its resources. It will also raise her prestige appropriately, giving her a tangible role in the Seelie Court, rather than just as a princess. Besides, it sets a precedent. There are other lost lands to retake, aren't there?”

At that Ulfuric froze for a moment, seemingly lost in thought. After a long silence, he agreed. “Yes, I believe that would be a wise plan. It would definitely solidify the princess as a force to be reckoned with in terms of politics. The problem will be the Aggressor faction. Duke Vulpatrius, Duke Formor, the others… they were instrumental in trying to dispose of the princess, I doubt they would be eager to allow her to take such a prestigious role.”

Duke Formor, huh? Yes, that’s another reason why…

“The Isolationists will likely have little opinion either way on the princess. Though perhaps such a reclamation might shock them, as their core tenets are based on the inevitable decline of the Seelie Court.” Ulfuric finished. “In any case, I will support you, and I dare say prince Shaeraggo will also agree. He has seen first-hand how his sister has grown, and though he is a short-tempered fool at times, he does love the princess very much.”

He sure does, siscon bastard that he is. I don’t like him much though. Ignoring the little voice of my sis in my head saying that ‘like hates like’, I continued to discuss the plans with Ulfuric. After a while we were done, and we headed towards the Shrine. Since time was at a premium, as I had made promises with Hinata, instead of walking the twenty or so miles to the Spring, I picked up Velna on my back, and ignoring her embarrassed protests I sprinted the twenty miles at full tilt, matching a sporty supercar for pace. Reaching the hill, I put down the panting maid, who looked at me with teary, accusing eyes.

“That-that was frightening!” she complained and I apologised, but couldn’t hide my grin.

“Sorry. But we saved a few hours. You aren’t built for speed.”

At that she merely looked at me reproachfully as she straightened her hair, fur and maid outfit. Once she was done, she followed me into the cavern, eyes wide at the charred walls filled with cracks and holes, and the deformed metal balls that were the remnants of Ixitt’s mines. Emerging into the main chamber, I could see Shaeula and Ixitt talking, looking over a series of devices that had been set up at the edge of the filthy lake, while Grulgor had largely recovered, and was sitting idly in one corner, flexing his massive grey, stony muscles.

On seeing me return, Shaeula ran over, grinning. “Akio, you have-have returned! Did you spend our bounty well-well?”

“I sure did.” I agreed, giving her a hug. “We’ve got the Thrones to Rank two, and…” I explained I had chosen my new Heroes, and Shaeula bobbed her head in agreement.

“So, you have one slot remaining, I see-see. Master Ulfuric turned you down, I have no doubt?”

“I’m afraid so, but don’t worry, he’s still eager to work with us. He doesn’t want to let the adorable princess struggle alone just yet.”

“Yes, I am-am quite adorable. So, that leaves…” She looked over at Grulgor, and I nodded.

“Yeah, though it’ll depend. We should talk to him now. Then I’ll help with the purification.”

“Good-good. Ixitt has explained what many of the devices are supposed to do, but I do not-not understand all of them.” We walked over to Grulgor, Velna following us, looking pleased to be back with her mistress. He glanced up as we approached, giving us a toothy grin.

“So, you have returned. Good, Grul was getting bored. Grul is almost healed, so Grul is eager to get back to battle!”

“I see. Well, before that…” I wasn’t entirely sure how to broach the subject, but from knowing Grulgor these last few months I had a rough idea. “…do you want to be stronger?”

Grul boomed his agreement, one fist slamming the floor for emphasis. “Of course Grul wishes for strength. To be strong is everything. The world crushes the weak, and the weak deserve little pity.”

“I see. And if you could grow stronger by serving me, like Shaeula did? Would you be able to do that, even if it goes against the wishes of Duke Formor? After all, he is Shaeula’s enemy.” Here’s the rub. I know Grulgor rationalised it away with what those Bakeneko said, and the Oaths we made enforced I would only oppose Duke Formor proportionally, but it puts Grulgor in a very difficult position.

Grulgor looked troubled at that, scratching at his stony skin idly with one massive finger. “Grul… Grul enjoys fighting with you. Many battles, strong opponents, great victories. Grul is stronger now too, since Grul practised the stone golem art, as you called it.” He stumbled over the unfamiliar word. “The princess is no longer a little weak weasel. Grul thinks she is worthy as a princess of the Seelie.”

At that, Shaeula looked away, flushed and embarrassed, which was adorable. She saw me looking and coughed, hiding her pride with bashful words. “Well, I thank you Grulgor. You are not-not the fool I thought you were. In the battle here you were most-most incredible.”

Grulgor laughed at that, the sound as rocks being ground together. “Grul enjoyed blasting through stupid puny fungi. To kill a Duke…” He paused then, thinking. We waited, and waited, and… waited. Around ten minutes later he finally spoke again.

“Grul thinks Duke Formor will no longer try to kill the princess when he finds out about the victory here. The Duke hates Unseelie and the other Giants who betrayed us. Grul is loyal to the Duke, he protected the few Trolls that remained Seelie, protected me. But Grul made Oaths here too, to you! Grul wishes to honour them, and grow stronger! There will be no conflict!”

“But what if there is? If you accept my gift of strength, you won’t find it easy to go against me. You might have to face Duke Formor, break your Oaths to him.”

There was another five minutes of silent pondering, before Grulgor spoke again, hesitantly at first, which was not like him, but as he continued he became more committed, more resolute. “Grul… Grul believes he can talk to the Duke. He will be angry, as Grul failed to crush the princess, but Grul will bow his head and plead for forgiveness. It was all for the best. Duke Formor hates Unseelie far more than the weak! Could you set aside the past, and work with the Duke for the good of the Seelie, to crush all our enemies?”

That’s the problem. Yeah, Shaeula survived unharmed, but with Grulgor, with the Bakeneko, he was clearly trying to kill her. It’s hard to forgive that. But ultimately, it’s for Shaeula to decide. She’s the wounded party here. It pisses me off though, pisses me off bad thinking about forgiveness.

Indeed, Shaeula was frowning, her face twisted. Behind her, Velna was looking down, no doubt remembering her own guilt and the part she played in all of this. Well, we forgave her, but she was misled, not acting out of genuine malice…

“I find it hard to forgive the Duke. After all, he is even-even now harassing my father, causing trouble for my family and-and our faction. But… Akio forgave me-me when I tried to kill him, and he forgave you. But you realised for such-such forgiveness to be earned, there must be… restitution, no-no?”

Grulgor nodded, massive head swaying, his dirty yellow eyes looking at us both clearly, unblinking. “Grul understands. Grul will speak to the Duke, but if the Duke will not relent, Grul will stand before him and fight, if it is what is needed to make Duke Formor understand! Grul will ask to fight with you and the princess, as… as restitution.”

He copied my word, and I smiled in relief. I’m glad. Grulgor is a massive asset in combat, and anything that might help us alleviate the political situation in the Seelie Court is welcome. We have to think about Shaeula’s standing. Having such a powerhouse as Grulgor with us in the Material offers opportunities as well. He’s not the brightest, but just like Hyacinth and her fragile Resilience, a few Levels will help with that. He’s a very solid choice for multiple reasons. But I have one final set of concerns…

“There is one other thing. You’ll be able to go to the Material world. You’ll have to behave. No rampaging. And also… well, you’ll meet people I care about, like my sis and Eri. They aren’t as strong as us, nowhere close, though they are trying. My sis has loved Japanese archery ever since she was young, and has taken up the bow we won from Shaeraggo, and… you remember Eri, right? She was there during the Trial.”

Grulgor nodded. “Weak little human, but brave.” He snorted then, full of good humour. “Grul laughed when she tried to cut down your brother, princess. Bold. Grul understands though. You were weak when we first met, princess. Akio too. Grul was only beaten by a sneak attack, but beaten Grul was. Grul has no complaints now. Grul… Grul would not defeat either of you now. That makes Grul mad! Grul wants to be stronger, the strongest!”

He slammed a fist on his stony chest, the sound thunderous, making the working Ixitt jump nervously. “Grul will make no mistakes. If they seek strength, Grul will respect them. Grul can help!” he boasted, and I laughed myself, a touch nervously. Uh, sure. I bet Motoko and Natsumi would be delighted to have a punching bag they can use their family weapons on without worrying they’ll injure him…

“All right? Are you sure then? If so, there’s no going back.” I warned, and Grulgor nodded. I think this is for the best. I had considered it for Aiko, so she gets the buffs and fifteen more Levels, or maybe Hinata, but… long-term, Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi should probably end up with Lovers’ Link, after we are married anyway. And Aiko… Maybe next time, but there are other ways for her to grow stronger, and while she’s in Nishimorioka she shouldn’t be facing any terrible battles, and she has Eri with her, and the support from the Brown Dog Kami.

Now that we had proved the effectiveness of our Chirurgery and training, the benefit of the Astral body the Throne granted was less important too. Still, choices were always hard when one had limited options. There’s no point second-guessing. I can only make the best decision I can, and right now, what we need, as Myrcolaxriath proved, was greater, more overwhelming power for our main force.

Your Class, Fae-Souled, has increased from Level Twenty-six to Level Twenty-seven.
You have gained a Skill, Might Of The Furious Earth Rank 1. As long as you possess Earth Elemental energy, you can empower either your Might or Fortitude significantly, based on a percentage of your base Statistics, as well as the amount of Earth Elemental energy you currently contain. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Foundation]


I felt a connection form to Grulgor, and it was as if I understood the nature of the earth element more deeply, though it was coloured by the anger Grulgor always felt. Using the Skill immediately I felt my body surge with energy, my Fortitude climbing noticeably. It wasn’t just me that was revelling in new strength though, Grulgor was gaining the benefits of my power. The boost to his physical stats was meaningless as his were so high, but the mental gains were immediately apparent.

“Grul feels strange.” he admitted, scratching his head with a meaty finger. “But Grul feels closer to you now.”

Great. When Shaeula or Hyacinth tell me that I like it, but… well, it doesn’t matter. It’s just a platonic bond, nothing more. “You should easily be able to gain fifteen Levels, which should make you a decent amount stronger and smarter. I’m just going to check your Skills. Please ignore the discomfort.” My Eye blazed amber, and I was confronted with Grulgor’s status.

[Grulgor] [Noble Fae][Earth Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might                           640 (+15)
Fortitude                      480 (+15)
Intellect                       30 (+15)
Resilience                    65 (+15)
Alacrity                       56 (+15)
Precision                     306 (+15)
Aether                         591 (+15)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune
Majesty
Charm
League                          7 (+0)
Determination               4 (+0)
Foresight
Fate
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 5
Aether Manipulation Rank 1
Troll Body Of Stone Rank 4
Troll Body Of Slime Rank 6
[Elemental Skills]
Earth Manipulation Rank 2
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 5
Lunar Chakra Of Earth Rank 1
[Unique Skills]
Might Of The Furious Earth Rank 3
Stone Absorption Rank 2
[Level] 0/15
[Classes]
Great Earth Fae 7/20
[Mastered Classes]
Earth Fae 10/10


Hmm, so Grulgor is a Noble Fae huh? I know my Fae-Bonded Level-up message said he was a powerful one when he first submitted to me, and I guess he did also say he was the most powerful Troll in the Seelie Court… I noticed he had a Lunar Chakra Skill too, which Hyacinth lacked. Maybe it’s because he’s Noble, but then Shaeula didn’t have it to start with, although she was quite weak when we first met. Oh well, Hyacinth can just learn the Skill and it’ll strengthen her more.

“Your stats are wildly imbalanced. Your physical stats are very impressive, but your mental ones… not so much.”

Grulgor nodded. “Grul knows. But Grul’s mind feels clearer, less angry.”

“Great. I can’t have you rampaging in the Material. Or anywhere really.” It was no use having powerful allies that were uncontrollable. “I’m just going to check your other abilities that interest me, bear with it.”

Troll Body Of Stone – This Skill is the manifestation of the stony body of a Rock-type Troll. The more Earth Elemental energy the Troll possesses, the harder and more durable their body is. It is particularly effective against blunt impacts, but is vulnerable to being pierced or cut by very sharp attacks.


Whoa, no wonder I was able to take out Grulgor, despite his massive defence. I went for powerful cutting and piercing attacks with wind from behind… thinking back, even in ambush, I was damn lucky, and after that he wasn’t fully restored when he walked into my vibrating wires… Shaking my head at my good fortune, I continued.

Troll Body Of Slime – This Skill is the manifestation of the slimy body of a Slime-type Troll. The more Earth Elemental energy the Troll possesses, the faster the Troll regenerates, and even without Earth Elemental energy, the Troll regenerates significantly faster than Rock-type Trolls.
Stone Absorption – This Skill allows the assimilation of stone, rock and metal into the body of the bearer while Earth Elemental energy lasts, allowing it to share the properties of the bearer such as regeneration and resistances.


“So, you’ve got the best of both worlds, huh? Rock-type and Slime-type. No wonder you are so damn hard to kill. Though I’m grateful for that. You certainly make the best tank we could ask for.”

Grulgor revelled in the praise, gurgling happily. I had now selected my four new Chosen Heroes, so the next stage was to purify the Spring. As Shaeula and Grulgor started bickering good-naturedly, Grulgor promising he would become the strongest of all, Shaeula denying him, saying she would remain far superior, I turned to Ixitt, who was still messing with various gadgets. Seeing my line of sight, he grinned, lashing his tail.

“Are you ready? I am very curious to see how this will work.” Ixitt enthused, excitement plain.

“Me too.” I looked down at the putrid Spring, with the feeble yet powerful water energy glowing within, almost drowned out by the toxic poison of the Myconids. “Time to combine aether with modern science once more. Let’s do some Mortal Engineering!”


Two Hundred And Twenty-Five


“So, just what-what are we going to do here?” Shaeula peered down at the putrid lake, her expression sour, wrinkling her nose at the smell. It wasn’t so noticeable when we were battling for our lives, but now it was a pungent cocktail stink of rot, sludge, and decay.

“When it comes to physically purifying water, we can use several methods together.” I proposed, and Ixitt nodded, producing boxes full of various powders, as well as a large clear tarpaulin, which he unfolded until it was the size of the diminished lake. “But in addition to that, we can also use aether and spiritual methods too. Firstly, help me set up this tarp.”

It had rings along the edges, and a further set in the centre, and we had some strong, thin cables too, so it didn’t take much effort for us to attach it into the walls, hanging above the despoiled lake like a tent, allowing condensation to drain to the lowest points and be collected easily.

“Right, the first stage is boiling and distilling the water. That should kill the biological material and leave most of the impure elements behind. Still, this is Moonlight Spirit Water, no way that’ll be good enough. That’s where the filtration comes in.” I gestured to the large filter vat Ixitt had prepared for me, full of various powders such as charcoal, ceramic powder and even some bluesteel shavings to remove foreign elemental energies.

“Once we’ve collected the boiled water that will condense on the tarp and run down to the containers at the sides and filtered it through the vat, we should have removed most of the impurities. That’s when the final method comes in. Light sterilisation.” We all looked up, seeing the moonlight cascading down from above.

“I suspect a lot of the purity of the Spring comes from the moonlight as well. First we need to clean the entire hill and the mirrored monoliths above, so that the moonlight is pure again. We can then strengthen it with aether, so that the light purges any long-lasting Myconid pathogens that survived the distillation and escaped the filtration. We’ll then do one last pass with aether, removing any final impurities. Our Eyes should hopefully help us there.”

We’ll also need to clean the Spring when the water is removed, otherwise it’ll just spread the filth again. Damn, we are a cleaning company in another world now. My sis would laugh at me, I never really enjoyed cleaning at home.

“So, how-how will we do this?” Shaeula asked again, and I grinned, ruffling her hair. Behind us Velna touched her own head at the sight, before realising what she was doing and lowering her hand, chagrined. “It sounds quite-quite the effort.”

“Yeah, I'm afraid so, but firstly… we have a heat source.” I poured out most of my fiery energy into a series of blazing citrine pillars of Foehn, positioned carefully within the lake to give maximum coverage. “Foehn doesn’t stop burning when surrounded by water, so we can use it for the boiling process, and it’ll also be perfect for purging the detritus that will be left behind. We can use it as a final disinfectant for the whole Spring.”

“That is quite-quite the task.” Shaeula repeated, her amber eyes reflecting the yellow glow.

“Yeah, but at least we can keep the fires burning with our wind and flame energies.” The lake was already starting to bubble, wisps of steam rising towards the tarpaulin. “But now we have to cleanse the walls of their filth.” I used some of my earth energy to create several walled depressions in the ground around the lake that we would use to burn away the muck with Foehn, long thin chimneys soaring upwards to direct it away from the walls. Foehn was kindled with the remains of my flame energy, and we had ourselves some makeshift incinerators.

“Hyacinth would rather enjoy this, I suspect. I am a princess, I do not-not approve of such menial tasks.” Shaeula sighed, but even so, she started to work, the silvery glow of aether around her as she began to focus her efforts on pulling the dirt from the once-gleaming walls, directing it into the flames. White stone flecked with veins of gemstones became visible as she worked, and at a glance from her I smiled wryly and started working too, aether dispersing into the walls. Yeah, cleaning this whole hill is going to be awful. But the sooner we start, the sooner we finish…
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“It’s pretty nice up here. Shame about the view though. I bet it would have been beautiful before the Myconids came.” I observed, looking out over the surrounding lower hills and the barren, dead plains that once were lush forests. Overhead the moon hung like a single massive eye, unblinking and bright, and we were bathed in the shimmer of the reflected moonlight as it bounced off the polished monoliths that crowned the hollow hill, the purple and blue ambience soothing.

“Indeed. I am too-too young to have seen the Spring, so this is quite-quite fresh for me.” Shaeula was leaning against me, exhaustion writ deep on her face, her eyes blinking wearily, long amber hair blowing in the gentle breeze that seemed to pervade this part of the lower Astral, so unlike the still Boundary. “The stones, they are quite-quite beautiful.”

“Well, I’d rather say the moon is beautiful.” At my teasing words, Shaeula blushed, looking away shyly.

“I know-know you love me.” She snuggled into my shoulder. “Indeed, who could-could love me more? After all, you reclaimed this Spring for me.” Her smile turned wry then. “Though the cleaning, that was quite-quite the hassle.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” We had been at it for near enough two solid days without rest within the lower Astral. Only our impressive Statistics enabled us to keep going. Still, it had been a useful experience in many ways. Shaeula’s control of aether had increased doing the difficult work of purging the vileness from the Spring, leaving behind shining walls, and I had learnt a few tricks too. Like this. My control of Foehn had grown significantly better, and I could feel it wasn’t far from Ranking up. Several small balls of it were bobbing in the air, burning away seemingly without fuel, and I could now reshape it with a little aether. Using it to polish the monoliths was a daring idea. If I’d screwed up I might have damaged the effects of the Spring. Although of course, I wasn’t stupid enough to try it without testing it first…

There were several similar standing stones on the lower hills, and I had wrapped them in a fine sheet of Foehn, using all the calculative abilities my Intellect and Alacrity could offer. Using wind energy to channel away the excessive heat, after only a few experiments I had refined the difficult technique, and the crown of the hill at the Spring had blazed brilliantly as I polished the stones back to a mirror sheen.

“Ulfuric was quite-quite surprised.” Shaeula read my thoughts once more from my expression as I glanced at the Foehn that danced in the air around us. “He worried it was another enemy attack.”

Indeed, he had dispatched weaselkin to the Spring, only to find us working away like a troupe of professional industrial cleaners. He was rather surprised. I let out a dry chuckle, enjoying this brief moment of calm. Still, we were on a tight timescale, so I regretfully gave her one last hug, before dismissing the glittering stars of Foehn, reclaiming the energy.

“If it was not-not for that meeting with this Miyu female, we would not-not have to hurry so.” Shaeula pouted, and I stroked her hair, soothing her.

“Yeah, I know. But this is good for Hinata. We don’t want to let her down, do we?”

Shaeula shook her head. “No, I find Hinata a good-good female, and she will have value to you. I like-like her as well. Even so, the Spring is important too.” She sighed then. “Even with the faster flow of time here, we never-never have enough, do we?”

No kidding. No matter how much stronger I get, there’s only one of me. That might be the only thing I envy Myrcolaxriath for. I have to juggle the Territory, real-world commitments, romance and more… it sure would be nice to have a ton of bodies. Oh well, no point wishing for what I don’t have. “Yeah, so we had better get back to work. Come on.” Taking my hand, we descended the hill together, and once inside again, we took stock of the situation.

“I can not-not believe we cleaned the entire dome.” Shaeula mused, puffing her chest out proudly, though she still looked fatigued. “The former-former glory of the Spring of Clear Reflections will definitely return.”

“Yeah. It’s like a cathedral.” I agreed, admiring the now-pristine walls. Initially the cleansing had been slow going, but as we mastered the imaging and aether control needed, as well as worked out the best way to apply Foehn gently over a wide area, we had accelerated, and this was the result.

Grulgor had used his Stone Absorption to merge with the walls and floor, allowing them to share his regeneration and earth energies, healing the many cracks and craters our battle and the long Myconid occupation had left. Damn, Ixitt rhapsodised over that one, claiming it was ingenious and a perfect example of mortal cunning. He does get worked up over these things… Even remembering made me flush a little in embarrassment. It was a good idea, sure, but hardly that special.

Beams of light were bouncing down from above, now shining with a brilliant purity, the colours deeper and without the darker tint the Myconid corruption had imparted, and they were reflecting off the tarp as it did its work, drops of water bubbling with orange and indigo energies falling into the containers set up in the corners, where Grulgor would then heft the full jars and take them to the filtration vat, emptying the contents in.

“We have not-not collected much water.” Shaeula observed sadly. “Most-most of the lake was poison, it seems.”

“Yeah, it’s nasty stuff.” What remained as we drained the water was a thick crust of brackish sludge, baked into a hardened layer of dirty sediment. Ninety percent of the lake was empty now, and only a single small barrel of pure Moonlight Spirit Water had been extracted, though we had also managed to purify a dozen barrels of ordinary clean water as well, though compared to the size of the even depleted lake, it was a disappointment. The last dark dregs were being boiled by Foehn, and beneath the black puddle bubbles of orange energy were rising, the spring fitfully trying to break free and start spraying water once more.

“It shouldn’t be much longer now. I think we can start destroying the muck.” I observed. “This time we’ll not be able to use chimneys to direct the smoke. Shaeula, sorry to ask, but can you use wind to send it out without dirtying the walls again?”

“It would be foolish not-not to see this to the end.” She turned to Velna, who had been going back and forth over the past few days, bringing us food and drink. She looked quite exhausted too, which made sense as a twenty mile trek each way was ludicrous, and she wasn’t much stronger than an average mortal. “I now understand the suffering of servants much-much more clearly. You work hard, Velna.”

The weaselkin maid curtsied, looking happy. “Please, think nothing-nothing of it, princess. I have been a poor maid, now I just wish to make amends.” She handed a damp towel to Shaeula, who wiped herself down gratefully. She then took a refreshing drink. Velna handed one to me too, before serving Ixitt and Grulgor. “The Spring, it is looking quite-quite beautiful again.” She wrinkled her nose, twitching. “Though that smell…”

“Yes, just the last-last stretch now.” Shaeula muttered. We had removed the pieces of Myrcolaxriath, carefully wrapped in cloth soaked with barrier cream, and had them taken back to my Territory. I would need to expand the Warehouse to store them, which wasn’t a problem. Still, despite my Eye saying that they could be used in pharmaceutical and alchemical recipes, it still feels rather bad using chunks of an enemy like him as materials…

As the last of the water evaporated, leaving behind a faint, gentle seeping that was working its way through the numerous layers of muck that was crusted many feet deep, we pulled down the tarpaulin, allowing the moonlight from above to flow through unimpeded, striking the dry lake, sending steam rising where the purity of the moonlight met contamination.

“Shaeula, are you ready?” I asked, and she nodded, a rising, gentle twister of wind forming around the entire lake. As she did that, I gathered my Foehn, and it exploded outwards, forming a brilliant, shining cauldron of golden-yellow fire, the entire dry lakebed burning. Flame energy rushed from my solar plexus and lunar Chakras, and Shaeula added her own flame element, fanning the greedy fires. The brilliant glow was reflected from the walls, causing the inlaid veins of gemstones to shine in a prismatic hue of colours. Behind me, Velna gasped in wonder, and I had to agree.

“Damn, why don’t we have anything to record this with?” I marvelled at the wonderful sight, only spoiled by the columns of black smoke that rose, trapped by Shaeula’s winds. Luckily that kept the putrid smell in as well, and prevented any of the toxic waste gasses from causing issues for the others. “My sis, Eri, the girls … I feel bad they can’t see this. It’s incredible.”

“There will be other-other sights, other times.” Shaeula promised, also admiring the lake of fire. “Many memories to create and share-share. But I admit to being pleased, that I get to share-share this with just you. After all, I am a female too.” She smiled then, face flushed under the golden light of the Foehn and the indigo-silver moonlight.

Yeah, I get it. But are Grulgor, Ixitt and Velna not here or don’t they count? Dismissing the irrelevant thoughts, I spent the next hour controlling the brilliant yellow flames. I had learned one very important lesson regarding Foehn. Yes, it was dangerous and would burn near-endlessly until it had consumed all the fuel around, but it could be stopped by draining the flame energies from it. With precise control it was therefore possible to use it in relative safety, though the effort was greatly fatiguing, so often it was best to just let it burn out.

As the Foehn burned down, the flames dimming as I pulled more and more energy out of the raging yellow fires, leaving behind the pristine white stone basin that was the empty lake, we finally reached the epicentre, the spring itself. Foehn roared, fizzing as it devoured the filth, before it winked out of existence, spent.

“At last-last.” Shaeula muttered, releasing her wind after guiding the last of the ash and smoke away and into the night sky above. “I need-need a bath, I am all dirty and sweaty.” She pulled at the collar of her yukata, recoiling at the smell.

“Well, no soiling the lake.” I joked. “But we still have one final task left.” I peered down at the small, bubbling spring that was giving off shimmering orange energies. The moonlight reflecting off the walls was now entirely focused on this small rivulet, and the indigo glow was permeating the waters.

“Grul has it. Here.” The Troll muttered, pouring in the first two barrels of pure water. Soon the remaining barrels were in, merely forming a very shallow puddle barely covering the bottom of the dry lake, but it was a start.

“And for the finishing touch….” I tipped in the small barrel of Moonlight Spirit Water, and when it mixed into the pure water it began to diffuse, the lake now shining in soft, mellow tones of orange and deep indigo, a ripple of warm and cold tones merging together in beautiful patterns. Yeah, the Foehn was a sight to see, but this is just as magical, if in a softer way. Damn, when the lake is full and the Spring is going at full-tilt, I bet it’s gorgeous here. I’m definitely bringing my family and friends here for a vacation…

“You know, some sort of café or high-end restaurant around the lake might be good.” I mused, and Shaeula nodded her agreement, using another towel provided by Velna to clean her grimy face and hair.

“Indeed. This site is too-too good to be left as a mere wonder. We should put it to use. We could-could collect payment in Etherites and other-other treasures.” Her smile broadened, and I couldn’t resist the urge to hug her. Ignoring the laughs of Ixitt and Grulgor, we kissed, revelling in our success. Pulling free, my mouth damp, I eyed the lake again, my gaze amber.

“It looks like the lake is clean, but I want to try this anyway.” Ixitt and Grulgor were gathering up the equipment we had scattered about the site, so it was the perfect time. “I want to intensify the moonlight and use light-sterilisation. It normally requires ultraviolet light, but… well, I think this light should suffice, with the proper mental image.”

“I see. I am not-not entirely sure how that works, so I may not-not be of much use.” Shaeula apologised, but I shook my head, squeezing her reassuringly.

“No way. We are a team! You remember lenses, yes? If you use your aether and wind energy to create a focusing lens effect, I can manipulate the moonlight.”

“All right. I can-can do that.” Shaeula pumped her fist adorably, so I just had to kiss her again. When that was done, she concentrated, and the air was spun into a shining jade circle. Aether flared silver, a rainbow glow shimmering around the edges of the ring of wind, and a clear lens could be seen, air and aether combined to form a pseudo-glass focus.

“Good job. Now hold it as long as you can.” I praised her, gathering my own will, aether leaving me, some red and orange Etherites shattering as I consumed some of the stockpile I always carried for emergencies now. Strengthen the light, focus it further. The monoliths and gemstone veins here reflect it to the Spring, but it is diffuse, weak. What I need is a single strong beam…

Even with my Rank 7 Aether Manipulation, this was difficult, the moonlight seemed to contain significant light element, so resisted my will fiercely. Even so, I understood light well, photons and the wave/particle duality, and even in games and manga, light was an easy to understand thing, from a magical standpoint. Balancing both scientific and magical interpretations is key.

One-by-one, the reflecting beams merged into a single lance of light, the indigo darkening through the purple until it was almost black, striking the lens and concentrating further, becoming virtually invisible. Shaeula was trembling as her lens quaked, the energy disrupting it, causing the air to heat up, turbulent and eager to escape her control.

“I can not-not hold this long…” she panted, her own efforts no less than mine. “… be quick.”

“Right.” I agreed, the final strands of light knitting together, the beam vanishing entirely from view, though when my Eye flared amber, I could see it. The light poured down directly into the spring below, and the water shone a brilliant violet. Steam shot up, the water instantly vaporising, before it rained down like a million droplets of liquid mercury. Once all the water had been thus infused and purified, I relaxed my control, and not a moment too soon, as though we had only been sterilising the water for a few moments, the makeshift lens had shattered, winds scattering.

“That was most-most challenging.” Shaeula declared, as she slumped down beside me, the remaining water pouring down, casting shimmering prisms in the restored moonlight cascade.

“Yes, but I think it was worth it.” I grinned. The water was all shining orange and indigo now, more brilliantly than before, and the seeping spring itself was drawing in the energies within the water, and the rate it was bubbling out had increased tenfold. “I think we recharged it.” My Eye glittered, and I was rewarded with the following amber letters.

The Spring Of Clear Reflections – This Spring is a reinvigorated conflux of naturally-occurring Water Elemental energy with the rare Spiritual property, generating a Water Element that is especially strengthening and nourishing for spiritual beings such as Fae, as well as humans such as Cultivators and Saints. It has been further strengthened by the incredibly concentrated and pure Light of the Moon that was imbued into the water by the mirror-like rocks that crowned the hill and the special crystalline materials of the walls. This site is one of the Seven Great Wonders of the Fae Realm. While the Spring has not reached the heights of power that it once held, its recovery has been significantly hastened by the careful purification of the spring, the surrounding rocks and the addition of such rich Moonlight. Full recovery is only a matter of time.
High Moonlight Spirit Water – This concentrated and ultra-pure double-Mutated Water Element is present within this spring. Eventually it will disperse, diluting to become Moonlight Spirit Water once again.


Shaeula was also gazing at the energetic water that resided in the shallow bowl that was the heart of the lake, where the Spring of Clear Reflections gave birth to Spirit Water. Her gaze met mine, and she winked. I let out a laugh, ruffling her sweaty head. “Time for our next reward. Watch carefully, if there’s any left when I’m done, you can have a try, all right?”

She shrugged, nervous, but even so, her gaze was steely. “I am still-still a little afraid. Changing my elemental essence and nature is rather dangerous. But I shall-shall watch carefully, and have faith in you. After all, you are near-near enough a Fae yourself now.”

“Right. Anyway. Water. The element I probably know most about from a scientific standpoint. H2O, two Hydrogen atoms bonded to an Oxygen atom. I understand its solid, liquid and gaseous forms. The Material body is made up of between fifty-five and sixty percent of it, varying by gender. I know how it tastes, how it smells, or rather doesn’t, how it sounds, feels, what it looks like in all its forms.”

As I focused my mind, feeling, knowing water, I started pulling energy out of the Spring, sucking it into my body, where it began to accumulate in my sacral Chakra, though it also sent streamers to my lunar Chakra, as well as a little breaking free and heading for my third eye. As it entered my body, the other elements began to react, and I felt a series of distinct pains, from burning sensations, to prickling needles of cold.

“Are you well, Akio? To balance four elements, it must-must be hard.”

I didn’t have the leeway to reply. Ultra-pure water is an insulator, but when it has salts dissolved in it, it conducts. It becomes less dense as it freezes, unlike most liquids, and it has many other unusual properties, due largely to its ability to form Hydrogen Bonds. The flame energy in my solar plexus was clashing with the water, yellow and orange sparks flying, and as the energy passed my heart Chakra, the jade winds there tried to consume it to spring out of balance.

The four elements form a cycle. Wind empowers Flame which empowers Earth which empowers Water, which empowers Wind. They also form a cross within that circle. Wind opposes Earth, Water opposes Flame. Knowing that, it was surprisingly easy to balance them. It was actually a lot harder with three elements, as there was no complete system. I allowed my heart Chakra to pull in some water energy and devour it, while then permitting the wind to flow to the solar plexus Chakra, and the fire to flow from there, until the circle was established.

Even so, it’s not enough. I could faintly feel someone squeezing my hand, but my attention was all on this battle within me. The spiritual properties of the water, the Moonlight and the Spirit, they were churning, out of balance with the physical nature of the energies. I think if I expel those, then my body would settle and I’d master water element, but losing such powerful properties… if I do, I will regret it later, if I need more power and don’t have it. Shit, I wish I’d read more Chinese literature now.

Knowing that Spirit Water was seemingly useful to Cultivators, I could hazard a guess at its properties in a spiritual sense. It should be rich in Qi, the energy of Heaven and Earth. But energy is just that. Energy. What’s the difference between those and aether? Even aether can change into other energies with the proper mindset. Spirit Water was said to be good for the body, helping to cleanse impurities. Indeed, in a lot of games, water was the healing element. Cure Water was from a very famous retro series, after all. The Moonlight Mist Realm… wait, the water has Moonlight energy mixed in as well.

As I remembered Selensha and her great water art, that sparked a thought in me. That was a healing art too, in a way, though it worked differently. Moonlight is mostly reflected sunlight, so it should share many of the same properties, yet this light is from the moon in the lands of the Fae. In the Heavens. Heaven and Earth Qi. I could feel myself scrabbling for some breakthrough. Even as I pondered though, my body was still out of balance. Yet I could sense subtle changes, the spiritual energy of the water starting to seep out from it.

That’s it! Spirit Water has an affect on the Material body more so than the Astral one. If the Material is Earth, then is the Astral Heaven? Yet the energies are the same, aether is present in both… or is it? Doesn’t aether largely come from the Astral? Ugh, there’s so much I don’t know… but what I do know is… Spirit Water started to flow into my Silver Cord, while the Moonlight energy was pulled down, away from my third eye, where it was searing at my Chakra node painfully. As it was reintegrated with the Spirit Water, rushing outwards, the turbulence within started to fade, and my whole Chakra network spasmed. Dark motes of debris started being expelled through all my Chakras, including the minor nodes, as well as several other areas of my subtle body that wasn’t linked to my Chakra network at all.

You have gained a Skill, Sacral Chakra Of High Moonlight Spirit Water Rank 3. Your Sacral Chakra will generate Water Elemental energy and your ability to absorb and utilise it has increased. You can also generate Spirit Water, High Spirit Water and the Moonlight variants, though this is incredibly taxing and requires significant amounts of the requisite Elemental energies. [Class: Noble] [Type: Foundation]
You have gained a Skill, Water Manipulation Rank 5. Your ability to manipulate and control Water energy has dramatically increased. Your understanding of Water has significantly increased, and you can handle Water with less wastage and greater efficiency, and are more able to adapt to and control unique Waters. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Foundation]
Your Skill, Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame And Earth Rank 3 has become Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame, Earth And Water Rank 3, strengthening your control and generation over Water Elemental energy. Since your Water Element is a rare double-Mutated variant, your Lunar Chakra also has been imbued with the properties of Spirit and Moonlight, fortifying those affinities. [Class: Imperious] [Type: Rule]
You have gained a Class, Wielder Of A Mutated Element. This Class is gained by those who have tamed a Mutated Element, a version of Elemental power that strays beyond the mundane. Your ability to generate Elemental energy associated with your Mutated Element increases dramatically, and all unique Elements you control, regardless of affinity, will be slightly strengthened. Your Aether increases significantly.
You have gained a Class, Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western. This Class is gained by those that have mastered the classic Western Elements, of Earth, Fire, Water and Air. Your ability to generate all Elemental energies increases, and Earth, Flame, Water and Wind increases significantly. Your Aether also increases significantly, and unique Elements related to Earth, Flame, Water and Wind increase in potency.
Your affinity to Light Element has increased dramatically.


“You have succeeded!” I felt Shaeula pulling me into a hug as my mind reeled with all the information. I felt a surge of power flooding through me as my body stabilised, the elemental energies settling in place. “Four-four elements, one from the Spring itself! Such a feat! Truly, only you could-could ever be my husband, Akio!” As she continued to crow, Ixitt was looking on with interest, trying to gather the flecks of dirty material that were being expelled by my body. Grulgor looked impressed and jealous, and Velna… well, oddly enough, she looked genuinely happy. I guess I won her over?

“Yeah, I’m pretty pleased myself.” I agreed, understating my joy. Looking down at the Spring, the amount of water energy had diminished, but there was still around half left. Seeing my gaze, Shaeula fidgeted nervously, toying with her long hair. “So, did you see how I did it?” I asked, and she nodded, still looking abashed.

“Yes, you used the other-other three elements to balance the fourth, as they then formed an interlocking whole. I would not-not be able to manage such though, for I possess no earth energies.”

“Normally I’d agree, but you know what, I have a very decent level of Chirurgery now, and earth energy I don’t lack.”

“I… I see.” Shaeula swallowed nervously. “You make a good-good point, but…”

“Are you scared? I’m not going to make you do this.” I reassured her, enfolding her tightly, returning her hug. “I value you too much to risk you carelessly. But with Ether Healing, our bonds, your strength… I think it’s worth a shot. A double-mutated element seems to be really powerful. We might as well drain the Spring dry for now.”

“I… I do envy you. Besides, I need-need to retain my advantage over Eri and Aiko. I can not-not assume they will remain below me forever. After all, you have shown me mortals can be tenacious and grow-grow rapidly.” She bit her lip nervously. “And if I was to master that, I would certainly be strong enough for none-none to criticise me for being weak.”

“You’re strong enough already for that.” I assured her, but it was Grulgor who spoke next.

“Princess should grasp this chance. Grul would if he was smart enough to understand how. Grul realises intelligence is important too, not just power. You trust him, Grul says, do you not?”

“I do.” She squeezed her eyes shut, and when she opened them again, I could see resolve in her shining amber gaze. “I watched and saw everything. You did-did struggle to tame the Moonlight within the water, but what Fae would I be if I could not-not make the Moon serve me? Following your triumph, I can-can do this!”

“Right. This is also a good experiment, as it’d be really useful if we could help people learn elements too. Not just humans, but other Fae who support us. After all… we don’t know what’s coming, but I know we need strength. As much of it as we can muster. So, are you ready?”

“I am. Hold me tight-tight and do not-not let me go!” Her words were imploring and nervous, so I clutched her to my chest. She gazed at the remaining waters and began drawing them in. As she did so, I released my earth element, controlling it painstakingly, trickling it into her root Chakra.

Her body reacted violently to it, her nature as a Wind Fae originally perhaps causing a strong rejection, but I isolated it from the rest of her body and the root Chakra itself, pooling it around it, but not allowing it to circulate within her. The effort was causing me a stabbing headache, but I held firm, unwilling to compromise on Shaeula’s chances of gaining strength.

“This-this is unpleasant!” she hissed. As the High Moonlight Spirit Water started pooling, the elements began warring within her, and since her body was far more intertwined with them than even my Fae-like body was, she immediately started sweating, orange tinged with indigo, golden-yellow, and jade and emerald droplets seeping from her skin. “I feel… like my body-body will fly apart.”

“Relax. I'm here with you. It'll be fine." As the yellow energies began to twist and turn in disarray, I trickled out the ruby earth energies I was pushing into her, still keeping them isolated. The chaotic flow of citrine flame stopped, becoming more ordered, while Shaeula concentrated on her wind energy. She had the most control over that, and it had increased after the battle with the Bakeneko, so she quickly managed to absorb the turbulent overspill of the Spirit Water into her wind, feeding the ejected wind into the now placid flames, which rippled and tried to burst free of her control, but she ruthlessly suppressed it, having seen how mine reacted, and having excellent Chirurgery skills herself.

“So-so… close.” Her lunar Chakra was drinking in the Moonlight from the water, growing stronger. Hey, are my eyes playing tricks on me, or is her hair a bit longer now? And the ends are glowing purple. “But the water is unstable, the Spring is running dry-dry…” It was true, the remaining High Moonlight Spirit Water was rapidly being sucked into Shaeula, and her sacral Chakra had not set.

Your Skill, Aetheric Chirurgery has advanced from Rank 5 to Rank 6. You now have finer control over Elemental essences and energies, and are better able to manipulate these within the bodies of others, as well as assist in stabilising clashes between energies, increasing their compatibility.


I don’t need that message, I know what I have to do. I’m already doing it! Indeed, I blinked away the amber words and the fierce pain wracking my skull, as I sent earth energy into her sacral Chakra as well, carefully feeding it into the diminishing pool of water energy, as it was fed into the wind at the heart of her existence. Steady, steady! Several times I had to adjust the flow as it was too strong or too weak, and I was soaked with sweat as well, more frightened now than when I underwent this trial myself, fearing for Shaeula’s wellbeing. Still, her eyes were locked on mine, and despite the discomfort and pain she was smiling.

“I think… no, I know-know I see it! The Spirit nourishes my very existence, and the Moonlight is a part of me, as it is all-all the Fae. Water I can control. I know it well, as you do, Akio. Ice, steam, a cold glass of water on a hot-hot day. A bath. The air contains water, does it not-not? This is no different! I am wind, I can contain water too!” Her control increased, and she quickly balanced the flows. We continued for a while, until the core around her sacral Chakra stabilised.

“Now-now, withdraw the earth element. But carefully.” she panted, spent. “I have not-not the strength to face it now. My body and spirit ache fiercely.” Indeed, black flakes were coming from her body as well, drops of dark liquid leaking from her eyes and ears.

“No problem, I have this.” Slowly, ever so slowly, I eased the earth energy out of her body. The flame and water energies became imbalanced without the fourth corner of the quartet, but as the Chakras had settled they soon formed a new equilibrium. As the last earth energies were withdrawn and scattered away, Shaeula let out a long sigh. “I… I did-did it! I am a Fae of Wind, Flame and Water!”

“Impressive!” Ixitt applauded. “I must research such matters. I would rather like an element myself. Or maybe two.”

Grulgor also rumbled his approval, respect in his eyes for her bravery and victory, envy for her new strength, while Velna rushed to us, handing us some cold drinks, while trying frantically to mop up the mess that was around us.

“That is quite-quite refreshing.” Shaeula thanked Velna. “And I am pleased you did not-not forget my Akio.”

As Velna looked down, embarrassed. Shaeula and I kissed once more, celebrating, before she pulled away, regretful. “Alas, you must-must return to the Material, must you not-not? We should not-not disappoint Hinata, or cause her to lose the respect of this Miyu female.”

“Yeah.” I agreed. “I should have plenty of time, but I’d like to rest up and get my mental state in order. I have a feeling it’s going to be a pain. When I’m done, I’ll come back and we can go over all our new abilities and how we can use them. For now…” We have scoured the forest for Etherites, and if we missed a few that isn’t a big deal. We’ve maximised our gains as much as we can, now we just need to see about restoring Shaeula's honour, and hopefully being appointed caretaker of the Spring. I definitely want the girls to learn a mutated element from here if possible, so we need to control who gets access to the bounty we’ve recovered. “That gives me an idea. Why not send a message to Selensha?”

“Sister-in-law? Why?” Shaeula cocked her head cutely, though the effect was a bit spoiled by the dark matter dripping from her ears and nose.

“She’s a water element master, right? Maybe she can teach you a few tricks. Besides, getting her onside helps keep your brother in line, and we need all the political capital we can get right now. Speaking of…” I looked at Grulgor, and he nodded.

“Grul will speak to Duke Formor if he must. But first, can Grul go fight and crush some foes? Grul wants to be stronger, needs to be smarter!”

“I think that is wise.” Shaeula agreed. “I shall-shall contact Selensha, and my father through Shaeraggo. We can-can allow him to do so, though due to the Price he would only be able to report what we wish-wish him to say. That benefits us.”

“Yeah. In that case, liaise with Ulfuric and our other leaders. When Hyacinth has her Levels, she’ll be back too. I’m going to catch some sleep, we’ve really worked hard. Epic battles, days of hard cleaning, now this. Damn, we need a vacation.”

“When this matter is settled, we should take-take a trip. Eri and Aiko should come too, perhaps the other females. We can have much-much fun, drinking under the moonlight somewhere.”

“Sure, that sounds great.” And with one final display of affection I returned to the Material, satisfied at the vast gains we had accrued. Damn, it’s almost enough to make me wish we knew where more Unseelie Dukes were…
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Opening my eyes I looked at the clock. Shaeula’s still and silent Material body was in bed beside me, and I admired her doll-like features before yawning, tiredness catching up with me despite my incredible stats. Ten at night, huh? Training might still be going on, but… nah, I’m too tired. I’ll catch some sleep, then I’ll be ready for the meeting with Hinata’s senpai tomorrow… wait, what? My whole body shuddered, and suddenly I found my consciousness spiralling downwards, everything going dark, as my body suddenly started gushing out a torrent of stinking black filth, every pore on my body belching foul-smelling slime…


Side Seventy-Three – Selensha Pur Dannan


“Our husband is in quite-quite the foul mood.” The brown-furred weaselkin woman declared sourly. The weaselkin maid that was serving her a glass of Faerie Wine backed away gracefully, keeping her head down so as not to attract notice. As the woman gulped at her glass, her green eyes reproachful, Selensha wished she was anywhere but here. Sister-in-Law Phaelae has a temper herself, though to be fair to her, she’s usually reasonable with me. Still, being my darling’s first wife and my senior, I always feel the need to defer to her. It’s embarrassing.

“Ever since the news came about these maids he has been unhappy. I do not understand it. Just what-what was he thinking? He will not tell me anything either, no matter how I ask.”

“Well, I do hope you can forgive us, Phaelae, our mouths have been sealed by an Oath. Of course our dear husband wishes to confide in you, but such pledges are sacred.” This isn’t the first time we’ve been over this, but it’s true that darling has been enraged by the duplicity of the maids he sent to his sister. He had cheered up a bit, despite the shocks he had received, when he found his sister safe, if wilful and far from the meek yet boastful little girl he remembers. We Fae change so slowly, for time is an endless river for us, yet it was as if Shaeula was a mortal, so quickly had she matured, how mercurial she was.

Of course, such good cheer had been reversed and was now a black pit of rage and bitterness, once the betrayal was known, and word had reached his father, the Prince of the Beastkin, and his older sister, Shaeranna. They had both made things worse by trying to pry information out of him, and apparently his sister had thrashed him quite soundly when he held fast and refused to break the Price. Luckily I was able to heal his wounds with my soothing waters. He did cut a sorry state though, ragged and bedraggled. At that she couldn’t help but smile, drawing some ire from her sister-in-law.

“It is not-not a matter to smile over.” Phaelae sniffed, taking another long draught of her strong yellow wine. “I am worried. This despair is quite unlike the cheerful Shaeraggo I know. He has always doted on his brat of a sister, not that she was particularly charming to my eyes. Her exile hit him hard, but she had it coming. Not that I expect you have much opinion about it, considering you did not know her before your recent marriage.”

“Yes, I didn’t have the pleasure of meeting her before, so I only...” She clamped shut her mouth as she was about to make a mistake. “…I heard rumours, as all Beastkin, and indeed most of the Fae, have. The embarrassing shame of Prince Shaetanao, the half-breed useless daughter who thinks herself equal to the Princes and Princesses, nay, the Queen and King of the Seelie! Still, I doubt it could have been as bad as the rumours made out, surely? After all, darling does love her so, sister Shaeranna too, and father-in-law also dotes on her. Would they if she was such a brat?” She was very different to the rumours when I met her. Confident, and still declaring she would be as strong as any, yet not arrogant. I liked her.

“Well, our husband and his family have their flaws. I would not wish death on her, but I was not-not sorry to see her go.” Phaelae sniffed in annoyance once more, finishing her wine. The maid came back, and quickly refilled the glass. She glanced at Selensha, but she waved it away. I don’t have time for drinking right now. I’m worried about darling. He has indeed taken this hard.

“I suppose we have to cheer him up then. After all…” Shaeraggo told me she was not harmed, so he’ll recover. After all, Shaeula and that mortal, Akio, they would seemingly do anything for each other. I would feel pathetic if I was outdone by a mortal.

“But what-what do you suggest?” Phaelae continued, looking sour. “He has been drowning his sorrows in wine and females ever since. I have no objection if he wishes a third wife or more, so long-long as she is of the right pedigree, for he and sister-in-law Shaeranna are outliers in regard to relationships amongst the Beastkin. Still, the ill-bred Fae he consorts with in his misery… no, I will not allow it. You must-must side with me on this, Selensha. We cannot condone such foolishness!”

I’m not too concerned, I love darling, and so long as I have him and I can practice my water artistry, I am content. Of course, I suppose if his other females prove troublesome, that would make our time together less pleasant… “Very well, sister Phaelae. I am of course at your disposal.”

“Good, good.” she approved, her green eyes sharpening. “So, first, we need to…” She was interrupted by a knock on the door to the stately room they were currently in, and Phaelae let out a long sigh. “See who that is-is, would you?” she asked, and the maid scuttled to the door, opening it, to reveal it was a weaselkin mage, one Selensha recognised as one of the mages that had stayed in the Boundary with Shaeula as part of the Price. How odd, why is he here?

“I carry a message for Selensha Pur Dannan.” the mage announced, bowing to them both.

“For Selensha?” Phaelae frowned harder, and the mage shuffled nervously, not wishing to offend such an important weaselkin, the first wife of one of the princes. “No message for me?”

“Please don’t be upset.” Selensha soothed. “It is to do with matters of Oath. I am sure you will be the first darling talks to when he is able to speak freely. I’ll take the message.” She strolled over and held out her hand, receiving the letter. Breaking the seal, which she did not recognise, the characters strange and foreign, she read it, her blue eyes going wide. This? Seriously? I thought she was merely boasting. Is this a joke? If so, I don’t understand it…

“What is it, Selensha?” Phaelae asked, curious at her extreme reaction. “More secrets no doubt, I grow so-so weary of them.”

“A secret yes, but not for long.” Selensha was stunned. “I believe the mood of our dear husband should improve dramatically, father-in-law too. Though the fallout…” she muttered, still in shock.

“What has happened? Is it something to do with that bratty girl? Is she causing more problems?”

The Trial results still bind me, but… the restrictions have been loosened, at the request of the winners. So… “Yes, though… problems? Not in the way you are thinking. I can’t say more, but I believe you will understand shortly. I must go see our dear husband Shaeraggo right now! Please, wait here, and news will follow. When we are free to speak, you will be the first we tell, I promise!”

Phaelae snorted sourly. “See that I am-am. I do so hate being kept in the dark. But I would welcome an improvement in his mood, for any reason.”

“In that case, please excuse me…” With that Selensha hurried out, accompanied by the mage, the shocking letter still in her hand…
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“Darling, are you there?” Selensha rapped her knuckles on the door of Shaeraggo’s chambers. She didn’t receive a response, so she did it again, louder this time, and finally a grumpy answer came back.

“What is it? Can-can you not see I am not well? I do not need any more wine yet. Leave me alone!”

“Darling, it is I, Selensha! I bring word from… Master Ulfuric.” I can’t say from his sister, in case he has some of those ‘ill-bred Fae’ in there. It was unlikely he had invited them back to his estate, but Selensha took her Oaths extremely seriously, as did all the Fae who were elemental wielders.

There were a series of banging and scrabbling sounds, before the door was flung open, and a bedraggled Shaeraggo was peering at her, his green eyes bleary from alcohol. “From Ulfuric? Do you mean it is regarding my sister? What-what is it? Another betrayal? Is she hurt? Has that mortal wretch… ugh, her chosen husband…” he spat the words, but still held to his Oath to show him some respect due to his loss. “… has he done anything to hurt her? If so, I shall not remain silent!”

This can’t go on. Her darling husband was in a terrible state, and she wasn’t going to stand for it any longer. I can’t leave this to Phaelae, as she doesn’t know the situation yet. So it falls to me. “Cleansing spirits of water, purge the filth!” Selensha waved one white-furred hand, and Shaeraggo let out a strangled yelp as shimmering orange energy flickered, followed by a surge of water that soaked him, drawing all the filth from his body and cleaning his fur, before it dissipated, leaving him shocked awake and tidy for the first time in days.

Before he could protest, she entered his room, wrinkling her nose at the smell and mess, slamming the door behind her. Empty bottles were everywhere, and numerous bows were strewn about the place, arrows hammered into the target on one wall carelessly.

Nobody is here. Good. I’d be shamed if anyone was to see my darling like this. I understand he feels guilty, but this is just unacceptable. Conjuring a ball of light to see by, she sat down on one of the chairs amidst the mess, daintily brushing it off first. “Shaeula would be ashamed of you, seeing you like this.” Selensha chastised him firmly, drawing a wince of guilt and pain from her husband. “I don’t think she would blame you. I don’t know her well at all, but from the brief time I have spent with her, she seems far more reasonable than the stories say.”

“Yes, but… I put her in danger. My gift to her was-was poisoned. Father and sister Shaeranna were very angry, and…”

“Enough already. By the Moon, I’m putting a stop to this! Here!” She shoved the letter into his hands, and Shaeraggo recognised the handwriting. As he read on his eyes grew wider and wider, his despair forgotten. Blood was leaking from his lip as he gnawed on it, and his hands were trembling so much the paper began to tear. “Is… this must be a joke. But it is her handwriting. Has that mortal put her up to this? No, that makes no sense, either. By the King and Queen, just what-what, how…”

“I have spoken to the mage that brought the letter. He didn’t have all the details, but he has been to the Spring of Clear Reflections since it was liberated. Apparently they carried away the remains of the Unseelie Duke that was slain by Shaeula and her husband.” And she says she has become a Fae of water too? I know she joked about learning from me when the time came, but to think she is saying it has happened. But why would she lie? The letter had asked Selensha to come and tutor Shaeula at the Spring, once matters were in hand. Matters. Such a small word for a triumph that will shake the entire Seelie Court.

“I do not believe it. The Spring was impossible to retake. The forest of death surrounding it is impenetrable… but then-then, it was beside the mansion on this cycle of the passage of the Seelie Court. No, it is still impossible. But if it is not-not…” Even as he chewed on his lip pensively, his mind was working, his political brain that all Noble Fae had starting to turn, and the sight filled Selensha with pleasure, reminding her of just why she had fallen for him and accepted his marriage proposal. That mixture of kindness, bravery, stupidity, jealousy and acumen is very endearing. He was different before his sister was exiled, but perhaps he can get back that joy again…

“She wishes to return the Spring to the Seelie Court, but in exchange she would ask for guardianship of the reclaimed Territory, for it to be-be under the control of her and her… husband. She wishes vindication, to be allowed full rights in the Seelie Court, not-not only as a princess of the Beastkin, but as a new Duchess of the Spring of Clear Reflections? And lastly…” The paper finally tore under his grip. “… she wishes full-full acceptance of her marriage to Oshiro Moonstone Akio, and for him to be accepted as an honourary member of the Seelie Court, as is the Scotsman.”

That jealousy is cute, but it is time to let your sister go, darling. Duke Vulpatrius and others may see no issue in marrying siblings, children… but despite his lusty appetites, father-in-law has no such tastes, and his children have followed him. Imagine marrying sister-in-law Shaeranna… That thought was enough to evoke sympathy. Shaeranna was unmarried for a reason. Lots of reasons, and despite the talk of her upcoming arranged union, that was now likely to continue.

“The demands, are they really all that unfair? For such a feat, they seem reasonable. Vindication is a certainty, those who pushed for her exile like Duke Vulpatrius will be feeling very foolish now. Father-in-law has been hard-pressed, but a victory like this… his wavering support will surely be shored up, and the insults we as a family have been forced to endure these last years will be blown away. As for marriage, again, there will be doubters who denigrate her for desiring a mortal, but you yourself know how strong he is. After all… you lost, darling. Apparently he slew one of the Night Parade that sought your sister's life as well, right? Strength silences doubt.” She tried reason to persuade her husband.

“Bah, so irritating. But you are-are speaking the truth, my darling Selensha, no matter how unpalatable it is. A Duchess, though? And retaining oversight for the Spring? That is a very sacred site, the most precious water-related site the Seelie Court possessed, or if not-not the most precious, certainly an equal to the sacred lake where dwells the Lady of the Sword. Fae of water and those such as the Treekin will wish to reclaim it themselves. Father alone does not have the standing to push this through.”

He was thinking clearly now, his mind seeing through the trouble ahead. “No, I am mistaken. The Treekin and the other Plantkin under their rule have a decent relationship with us, as they are largely Royalist faction too. They also hate the Myconids more than any other Unseelie or their vile allies. If my little sister has really annihilated them and reclaimed the Spring, their gratitude could-could be used to sway them, if she offered them the proper incentives…”

So cool! The gloom has been blown away! I guess thinking about how to aid his sister really does do wonders for him. He’s a … what was it Akio called him, oh yes, a siscon through and through! “Yes, and the Elves are also largely Royalist. Many Way-Wardens are Elves too, and we received the reports about your guests driving back the Wild Hunt. Sister-in-law Shaeranna is popular with the Way-Wardens as well. I think we could count on their support if we asked, such a victory will only inflame their passions and lead to cries for greater military force to be gathered.” That is a concern though. The Aggressors will benefit from this too, as they seek war with our enemies, and this proves it can be done. Though… if we are prepared to give some ground to them…

With sparkling eyes of blue and green respectively, Selensha and Shaeraggo continued to discuss their plans, before Shaeraggo flew out of his room, heading for the Court of his father, Prince Shaetanao, leaving Selensha behind to grab her robes, staff and other supplies, before heading for the Ring Gate that linked this estate to the mansion Shaeraggo had left his sister…
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The site where the mansion had stood was a scaffold of poles and planks, Kobolds and other workers swarming all over it, the skeleton of a new mansion being rebuilt to replace the old. Selensha looked at it with curiosity and a touch of regret. If we had never brought the maids, the mansion wouldn’t have been destroyed. Still, in the end the results were fine. I’m pleased they are rebuilding though. It hurt my darling when his gift was ruined.

“There is no time for sightseeing, Selensha.” Ulfuric rumbled beside her, resplendent as always in his golden breastplate and bracers, weapons at his back. “We must reach the Spring, where the princess awaits. She is eager to see you again. I think she has taken a liking to you. That must be comfort, knowing you have the respect of your sister-in-law.”

Humour, from Master Ulfuric? Selensha was somewhat surprised by this, though on second thought, she realised that if anyone would be cheered by the avenging of one of the Three Great Defeats, it would be Ulfuric, for who did not know the tale of the fall of Salamandrastrae? It was seldom talked about amongst the Beastkin forces, but all who had served with Ulfuric against the Unseelie or the Wild Hunt knew of the quiet rage that burned inside him, the desire to reclaim the tomb of his family and nigh-on his entire race.

“Yes, I make it a point not to listen to rumours. When I met sister-in-law she was quite different to how she has been portrayed. I found her pleasant company.”

They reached the Fae Stone border, and she gasped in surprise. The forest was gone, and while there was still plenty of filth and corruption, on the lower hills especially, the crowned hill at the centre… it shone brilliantly in the moonlight, and Selensha found herself tearing up. “It’s true then?”

“Yes. I have seen the Spring myself. The princess and her consort have done a marvellous job restoring the pure waters. As a water Fae, I expect you to truly weep when you see it. As for the rumours, they were true, but the princess has changed. Been changed. Though if she lacked the will for it, Akio would not have been able to save her. No, the princess was a lonely creature, mocked and ostracised, only her family and her maids showing her any affection, and even most of that was to mask treachery. But even when she was arrogant and foolish, she still had kindness and ambition. Now that the shell she coated herself in to protect her heart from the slanders has been destroyed by love, she fears nothing except the loss of those she loves.”

“Yes, I saw that. Her tears. Really, I shouldn’t say this, but I’m glad darling lost. For her sake, and his too.” They stepped through the Fae Stones and into the barren, dead land, and Selensha had to repress a shiver of fear, half-expecting the deadly fungus to claim her as it had so many others, but as nothing happened, she let out a nervous laugh and continued speaking. “If my Shaeraggo had taken sister-in-law back to that mansion, well, even if the Night Parade had not assassinated her, she would have been unhappy, which would have wounded darling so. My Shaeraggo has a delicate heart, though people often think him brutish.”

“I know that well.” Ulfuric agreed, and they continued to talk, sharing tales of what had happened in the Boundary, the many exploits of Shaeula, Akio and his forces. The hill loomed ahead, sparkling white and silver, and as she closed in, she could feel the presence of a small amount of very potent water element, which was making her body tremble in anticipation.

“Is that… the Spring?” she muttered, and Ulfuric nodded.

“I suppose you would sense it, you are a prodigy at water arts. Still, you are too young to know the Spring. Many of the most powerful water Fae that still endure have taken in the energies of the Spring in their youth. Perhaps you will get the chance yourself, should the princess permit it.”

Permit it? “So, you think she’ll get her wish, and become custodian of the Spring? Duke Vulpatrius and the other Aggressors will not allow…”

Ulfuric raised one meaty hand, silencing her. “I would not worry about that. The princess and Akio are rather cunning. They have several trump cards and bargaining chips to use against the Dukes of the Aggressor faction. Nothing is certain, but they would be fools not to accept a mutual ceasefire, letting past grievances drop, in exchange for her reasonable demands.”

Entering into the hill that housed the shrine, Selensha felt a sense of history around her. The passageway had been cleaned, the white stone streaked with jewels was eerily beautiful, shining with reflected moonlight. Weaselkin and some ratkin and Kobolds passed her by, bowing respectfully to them, and Selensha returned their greetings, becoming more and more excited.

She then emerged out into the beautiful cavern that was bathed in moonlight, the shallow, ankle-deep lake glowing with pure water energy, and all she could do was gasp in wonder. The Spring! It’s gorgeous! The lake is nearly empty, but it is slowly filling with such beautiful, pristine water…

She was so entranced she didn’t notice that the cave was a bustle of activity, numerous ratkin and Kobolds constructing elegant-looking structures around the lakeshore. She also missed Shaeula, sitting on a throne-like chair, a pair of maids beside her, one of them radiating a powerful presence.

“Well, if it is not-not my dear sister-in-law.” Shaeula spoke, startling her. As Selensha looked embarrassed, she found Ulfuric was laughing, great booming chortles. “I am glad you could make it. After all, if I am-am to learn water elemental arts, I believe I should learn from someone I can-can trust, correct?” Shaeula continued, before grinning brilliantly, her expression full of good humour. “It is good-good to see you again. I dare say you did not-not think I would master the water element so quickly. I confess, I did not-not either. My Akio has aided me once again.”

Selensha stared at her sister-in-law, and could feel the presence of water radiating from her fiercely, along with flame, wind and traces of light element. Her power was incomparable to when they last met, such a short time ago, and she found herself a touch awed at the change.

“No need for that, sister-in-law.” Shaeula continued to smile. “Why not-not have a drink? Velna, bring her one. Then we can get down-down to business.”

Selensha took the offered goblet from the shy weaselkin maid, recognising her as one of the maids that her darling had returned to Shaeula. One of the two that was misguided, not disloyal, from the reports, anyway. Taking a small sip, she was pleased at the flavour, before looking around, seeing what was going on. “What… what are you making here?”

“It is simple. The Spring will be a place not-not only of worship and water, but a place to relax, to enjoy luxuries, to sample the blending of mortal and-and Fae ideas. I anticipate that it will-will become the place for powerful Noble Fae to meet and do business, though I do not-not intend to exclude any Fae, no matter how humble.” She spread her arms wide, her grin hungry. “All-all are welcome to partake of my largess. Everyone can be used.”

Yes, you have changed. I’m definitely sensing a noble aura from you now. Perhaps the betrayals and life-and-death battles have been responsible, or… “That’s certainly a nice goal. But first you would need to secure the backing of enough Noble Fae and their power-blocs to get your way.”

“My father and my siblings should be working hard to that-that end. After all, they owe me, do they not-not? I confess to being largely at fault for this whole mess and my exile, but even so, they should-should be trying to worm their way back into my good graces. But-but before that…”

“Yes?” Selensha asked timidly, feeling a little intimidated by her sister-in-law, the slayer of an Unseelie Duke.

“I have some-some questions about your water element. I am curious to see if I can improve. Besides, I would rather teach-teach Akio myself rather than you instruct him. Perhaps I can dress up as a strict-strict tutor? He would enjoy that, I am sure.”

Akio too? Has he mastered this powerful water as well? If so… my darling had better not be careless. I don’t want another Trial, he was so moody after the last defeat… “Well then, I’d be happy to instruct you, sister-in-law.” Her gaze strayed to the bubbling spring, and the faint flicker of powerful energies within.

“Call me Shaeula. And I shall call you Selensha. After all, we both have to put-put up with my idiot brother, no?” She shook her head in amusement, long amber hair dancing. “And as-as for the waters here… of course, should my reasonable requests be met, as I expect they shall-shall be, I would be more than happy to allow you access, to pay-pay for your teachings.”

At that Selensha trembled. Gripping her staff tightly, her knuckles white, she licked her lips. That’s very enticing. That water… I want it, I hunger for it. If I am to reach the heights of the oldest of the water Fae, I need it! “All right then. If you could please show me what you can already do, I can advise you…”


Side Seventy-Four – Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan


“Father, it has been quite-quite a while.” I said as I sat upon the rather nice throne the Kobolds had thrown together for me. Honestly, I am such a fool. To think I looked down on the Kobolds as nothing more than dirt-grubbing pests, when they can create such artistry. But then, I looked down on almost everyone in the past. A… defence mechanism, I believe Akio called it. Yes, very apt. I was defending my weak and pitiful heart. But no longer. After all, my heart is no longer mine alone…

I met the steely gaze of my father, who was standing in the cavern of the Spring, a complicated expression on his face upon seeing me. I was pleased to see him again, after all, despite his overbearing, often oppressive care of me, he was my family, and I did love him dearly, even if as a child I was surly and rebellious. As a child. What humour. I am a child still, in the eyes of my family. But not in mine. I have matured, grown, found love and friendship, and the world I wish to fight for. No.

My hands gripped the wooden armrests of my makeshift throne. I would not be cowed here. I had too much to do. I do not merely wish to fight for the world, I wish to make it mine, for Akio, and Eri, Aiko, their family, Hinata. Motoko. Natsumi. Hyacinth, Even Grulgor. Ixitt, Master Ulfuric. Everyone. Only a world for us will suffice now. And this is an important step.

“Yes. It has indeed.” My father accepted a goblet of decent wine, created by blending fruits from both Hyacinth and Asha, with just a touch of Dwarven spirits to give it a kick. It was a current favourite of mine while here in the Boundary, a decent match for the delightful drinks of the mortal world, and I found myself licking my lips. Father was staring at Hyacinth as she handed goblets to our other esteemed guests, including my foolish brother, who was looking at her blankly.

Father shook his head, mane of silver hair and fur bristling. “Far too long, my dear daughter. I am pleased to see you well. Though rather surprised too. At this-this.” He spread his arms wide, gesturing to the Spring. “Can you explain this to me, daughter, and also…” He paused, deep azure eyes glittering, and I instinctively shrunk back in my throne, feeling a pressure matching, no, exceeding that of Myrcolaxriath. No, I can not let myself be cowed here. If I am to gain what I want, what Akio needs, from these negotiations, I must project strength. And why not? After all, I am strong now. Stronger than ever!

“… why are you in such a form? My beautiful, beloved daughter does not need-need to ape a mortal! And what… what is this I hear about marriage?” Her father was deadly serious now, waves of brilliant jade energies rippling from him, the edges flickering with prismatic aether-light.

“Come now, Shaetanao, you must calm down.” Another of her noble guests said mildly. He was a tall and slender Fae, looking very similar to a mortal. Indeed, only his long, pointed ears, moss-green hair and the fathomless depths of eternity in his eyes would reveal him to be an Elf, and one of the strongest and longest-lived at that. Prince Aethelathrion of the Groves. He has existed since before mortals were even capable of building more than mud huts. It is said that he is a distant relative of the Queen herself, though I do not know how true that is.

“I find her form quite pleasing indeed.” The Elf continued, his gaze crawling over me, which made me a little uncomfortable. Still, I kept my back straight and proud, unwilling to show any weakness, as I merely smiled back, meeting his gaze with my own, my eyes glowing. “Beautiful daughters are a treasure. I have many myself, granddaughters and great-granddaughters as well. Sons too, of course. Speaking of marriage…” He turned his attention to my father, that annoyingly superior smile still on his face. “… why not have your Shaeula marry one of my grandchildren? I’ve always felt us of the Royalist faction need stronger ties.”

I could see my brother gripping his own goblet so hard he was spilling the wine, slopping it all over his fur, and for once I agreed with him. For supposedly the wisest among us, you are quite the fool, Prince. I have no interest in anyone but Akio, and I will not yield on this, even should I be forced to fight my way from this place.

My father frowned, not pleased, as he doted on Shaeranna and I more than his sons, and fawned on their wives too. Even so, he was often powerless to have his way.

“After all, if your other daughter marries Duke Vulpatrius, then…”

By the Moon? What the… as Akio would say… fucking hell… is going on here? Sister Shaeranna and that worthless excrement of a fire-fox? Father, have you gone senile? “This is the first-first I have heard of this.” I declared, furious, elemental energy radiating from me as my anger erupted. Floating balls of flame danced around me, water surged, and wind blew at the clothes and hair of everyone around me. “Have you slipped into your dotage, father? Should I knock some sense-sense into you? Shaeranna, who only wishes to lead the Way-Wardens one day, who cares-cares nothing for males, only martial pursuits and battle, and that… that creature?”

“Mind your tongue, daughter!” my father declared, but I was not going to let him off so easily. Fury was boiling through my veins like blood. I was no siscon or brocon, no, most of the time, while I loved my family, I found them patronising, overprotective, stifling. But now I understand well how Akio felt when that wretched Kenji fellow tried to make a move on Aiko. After all, we should wish for our family to marry well, should we not? There can be no way my battle-crazed idiot of a sister would fall for that sneaky, treacherous fox that hates us so!

“Mind my tongue? Mind-mind my tongue? I think not-not! I can accept you had no choice but to send me into exile, I brought that upon myself by being a fool, even if my delusions were fuelled by traitors to us. Those very same-same traitors you would hand my sister to? If you have fallen so damn low-low that we must sell-sell my sister to our enemies for political favour, then I am going to abandon the Seelie Court and let it rot, as not-not worth the saving!” I ranted furiously, taking everyone aback. And while I am talking of marriage…

“As for marriage.” I turned to the Elven Prince, still seething. “I am already in love-love and engaged, so I shall have-have to decline your generous offer. After all, if I am sent helpless into exile, one can-can hardly blame me for making the best of it and finding my soulmate, can they?”

“Sister, please do not-not anger father…” Shaeraggo began, and I turned my ire on him too.

“As for you, fool of a brother, stop making Selensha sad. Pull yourself together! I do not-not blame you for the treachery of my maids, and even if I did, some-some good has come from it. Akio taught me to take the intention from a deed, even if it does not-not go as planned. I have not-not been away from the Seelie Court long, and I wept when I returned, even-even to that mansion you gifted me. Why is it now…”

I rubbed at my head, feeling a headache coming on. “… I begin to wonder if I was not-not romanticising the Court rather too much. Let me be clear.” I gathered in all the energy that was leaking from me, my will forcing it to comply. “We recaptured the Spring. We slew the Myconids to the last-last pestilent creature, and felled an Unseelie Duke. We cleaned the filth from the Spring, and we are graciously allowing the Seelie Court to take-take it back. So show me and mine some damn-damn respect!”

There was silence in the cavern, before the third Prince of the Seelie, the Treekin known simply as Primal Forest, laughed, his chuckle the sound of axes on trees, a simile he would likely find displeasing.

“Har. Har. Har.” His laugh was as slow and ponderous as he was, but from the stories Master Ulfuric had told me as a child, I knew Treekin were fierce, deadly warriors when roused, and from my brother’s complaints, Primal Forest was also mercenary and greedy as well, the price of the mushrooms for Ring Gates scandalous.

“The little girl has you there.” His words trickled out of the face in his brown and grey, bark-covered body, the tangle of vines and leaves that made up his long hair and beard rustling as numerous small pixies, sprites and Fae bees that made his towering body their home scattered, flying about the cavern curiously.

Is that a beehive growing under his armpit? By the Moon, Primal Forest is indeed the strangest of all the surviving Lords of the Fae! “I am pleased-pleased you agree, noble Primal Forest.” It could not hurt to butter him up, after all. “I think you would-would have rejoiced indeed to see the Myconids perish, as did the forests here so long ago. It was a tragedy, yet justice has caught them, though long-long overdue.”

I have no intention of mentioning Asha and the Rhyming Tree we have taken. Primal Forest and the Treekin believe all the Rhyming Trees are technically their property, that they are the true caretakers of the forests of the Fae. The Dryads disagree, but that matters little to me, here and now. “I hope-hope your fallen kin can rest easy now, wherever their spirits dwell.”

“Such wise words. Who knew the tales about you were so foolishly overblown. I see the arrogance, yes, but not unearned.” Primal Forest praised, with agonising lack of speed.

“No, I fear the rumours were likely all-all true. I was a spoiled fool, there can be no-no question of that. But exile and the love-love of my Akio, the full moon to my new moon, it has-has helped me to grow, to see what matters.” At the Fae declaration of love, my brother looked down, but said nothing, knowing already how deep and profound the love and bonds between Akio and I were. Father however was not so composed, and he let out a low growl. Even so, in front of the other rulers of the Fae who were his natural allies, he could ill-afford to make a bad impression.

“I see. Regretful.” Prince Aethelathrion sighed. “I would have welcomed a closer union between us. But I am not one to come between lovers, I am hardly so crass. My grandsons and great-grandsons will have to lament the fact both daughters of Shaetanao have escaped them.”

Closer union? I see. Eri will likely be angry, but… I know it is for the best, and not just my selfishness, my fears. I do sometimes fear all this will not last, that Akio’s love for us will cool. As he grows more powerful, concerns such as love… they will likely be a burden for him. Even now he has so many demands on his time. It therefore seems foolish to push more females upon him, but who can truly be trusted but lovers, bonded spirits? Akio needs many, to soothe his cares, and to guard his interests. After all, I would kill for him, die for him. Eri is the same. Aiko too. Hinata and the others are not at that depth of love yet, but it is merely a matter of time. Akio is charming, more so every day, and when he smiles, pouring out his love, nothing feels more sublime.

“Well, you have granddaughters, do you not-not?” Shaeula grinned. “You must have some fine, unmarried females, who are both-both beautiful and wise, and willing to give their all for the one-one they marry? My Akio deserves only the finest females to support him, but if you wish-wish for a closer union with us, those who have reclaimed the Spring, there is not-not a better way than that, is there? Support our reasonable demands, and we will need-need caretakers for the Spring. We have grand plans indeed. Now-now is the time to gain my good graces, my chosen husband's as well.”

“You have become quite the politician.” Prince Aethelathrion mused. “But I don’t think you are mistaken. Granddaughters, hmm? I have several within the Way-Wardens who remain stubbornly unmarried, as well as… hmm, a caretaker for the Spring, a politician… yes, maybe she would suffice.”

It seems I have hooked in the Elf successfully, and father may rage, but he has no reason nor incentive to deny me. As for Primal Forest…

“You would encourage this full moon of yours to take other wives? Has he no-no faithfulness?” My father snarled, and I rolled my amber eyes at his hypocrisy. Still, I have one ace left to play. This should silence him.

“I think you should be the last-last to tell me that, father.” I scoffed. “After all, you have many-many wives, and you cherish them all, do you not-not? I wonder how mother is doing now? I do so wish-wish her to be proud of me too, as after all…” I shimmered back into my weaselkin form, which now resembled a Kamaitachi, elegant jade blades at my wrists and ankles. I love the way Akio said they were beautiful. “… I have reclaimed my bloodline, and am a half-breed no more-more. No, I am simply pure-blooded on both sides.” What was it Akio said again? Oh yes, surely two royal bloodlines are superior to one!

“Sister, that form… so stunningly beautiful!” Shaeraggo gasped out, eyes going wide.

“I do not-not need to hear that from you!” I sniffed, a touch put out by his creepy compliment. “Save the flattery for-for your wives!”

The Elf also complimented me, Primal Forest was still considering something ponderously, and father… he had frozen, mouth agape. His eyes were damp, and I suddenly felt a little guilty. Ugh, is this how Akio felt when he faced his own father? I do not wish to hurt him, I know he misses my mother so. That is why I need him to understand, letting politics rip apart loved ones is no longer acceptable! The Seelie Court needs to change!

“Daughter, that appearance…” he managed at last. “It reminds me so much-much of your mother. She was beautiful too, her hair as golden as the mortal sun, her eyes silver as the moon. When I saw her, I knew I had to win her heart. You are all-all I have left of her now.”

I let out a bitter snort at that. “Such weak nonsense. I can not-not believe my father would say that in front of me, after sending me away as well! You nearly never-never saw me again! If Akio was not-not soft-hearted and kind, I would have died in the land of my mother, and you would never-never even have known what befell me!”

“Yes, but I had little…” he began, but I needed to say what was in my heart, else we could never truly reconcile.

“Little choice, you say? Maybe-maybe so. But that is just your weakness talking, father. Akio had little choice but-but to kill me, I who tried to kill him first, yet he did not-not bow to necessity. We had little choice facing Grulgor, and now-now he has agreed to fight Duke Formor with us, should the need arise!”

At that proclamation the Elf gasped in shock, and even my brother, who knew Grulgor was with us, looked poleaxed by the revelation. Still, I was far from done. “Necessity should have led to our defeat many-many times, we should have sacrificed, made choices where we lost-lost things precious to us. But Akio hates sacrifice, as do I! It matters not-not what trials stand before us, we will face them together, live together or die-die together! But one thing we will not-not do is sacrifice our happiness on the altar of necessity! If there are two choices, and neither of them suit us, we will simply go a third-third way, no matter how thorny or dark the path!”

Yes, that’s right. That is why I can not stop trying to gather those for Akio to love, for me to love. I want more people walking with us on this path, keeping us on track, so we never get lost, losing sight of what truly matters. Sacrifice is just defeat. It does not suit us! “Father, mother still lives, of this I am most-most certain. Perhaps she has moved on, perhaps she now-now loves another. But even so, can you truly say you love her if you do not-not try everything to reclaim her, no matter how difficult, shameful or dangerous it may-may be? I shall surely see my mother again, perhaps I can even be motivated to put in a good-good word for you, my pitiful father!”

I smiled then, feeling a weight lift from my heart as I could finally say everything I wished. “We will do the same, Akio and I, and all-all those we love and who love us. Akio’s heart wept tears-tears of blood at the cruelty we inflicted on the Myconids, vile beasts though they are. But he did not-not wish me to give up on my dream to return to the Seelie Court in glory, to no-no longer be looked at as inferior, so he hardened his heart and would commit any atrocity if it would-would bring me joy! No, not-not just I, any of those he loves! So no more defeatism, father. You are Prince Shaetanao, Noble Fae and lord of the Beastkin, father to such a proud-proud daughter as I! Reclaim your dignity, and support me to grasp what I have earned!”

With that I bowed my head, finished. That felt amazing. To finally be honest with my father. To tell him I am disappointed in him but still love him. Now I hope he understands.

“Your daughter is right.” Primal Forest declared suddenly, his slow calculations concluded. “We have grown weak, decadent and too foolish, since the King was injured and went into seclusion. Even the Queen does little to guide us. We have squabbled and let the many enemies within and without despoil our forests and glades, destroy our unity. No more.”

His hoary face took in the restored beauty of the Spring, and he exhaled a long sigh, smelling of moss, sweep sap and fresh grass. “The dead lands around the Spring will need long years of labour to restore, yet it must be done. I ask you, Duchess Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan of the Spring of Clear Reflections, you seek caretakers. Will you allow us Treekin and Plantkin to return, to restore it to its former glory?”

A thrill went through me. Though Duchess was technically less of a title than princess, it was one I had earned, together with Akio, Hyacinth, Grulgor, Ixitt and all those who supported us. I would always be a princess, but Duchess… for now there was no sweeter title. So, Primal Forest accepts my proposal. “No, I am afraid not-not.” I declared, folding my arms under my chest, looking as imperious as I could. As once more, my brother and the three Princes were silenced in shock, I continued, eyes gleaming with ambition.

“If all I wanted was former glory then yes-yes, I would accept. But former glories are just-just that. The past. I want a strong, shining future, that makes the past seem as but-but grey, lifeless illusions. If you wish to create the Spring anew, make it better than you ever-ever dreamed of, then I gladly welcome your assistance, Lord Primal Forest!” And with that I held out a hand to him.

“I see. I was foolish. The past is gone. The future beckons.” With that he reached out a massive, weathered hand, and I took it, sealing our Oaths. “I shall support you, and we will make this the greatest wonder in the lands of the Fae.”

“Well now, if I had known your youngest was such a firecracker, Shaetanao, my old friend, I would have snapped her up before you sent her away. My poor grandsons, they missed out.” The Elven Prince smiled softly. “I too would like to see the future you speak of. I will support you, I hope in return for that closer union we spoke of. My great-granddaughters… will you aid them, look after them?”

“If they are worthy, I would be more-more than happy to! I welcome new friends.” I reached out and my other hand grasped his. “Akio is a worthy male indeed, any female who is good-hearted will surely find much-much joy with him. And while he is mortal, true, it is barely worth the mention, as his body and spirit has become infinitely close-close to that of a Fae. I have little-little worry about outliving him, for he is another like the Scotsman, I do-do believe.”

Releasing their hands, a deal struck, I turned to my father, who was still shaken by my earlier confident words regarding my mother. His eyes met mine, and a fleeting smile crossed his features, one I found difficult to interpret. Is that resignation, or happiness?

“My daughter. I admit to finding this change in you hard-hard to understand. But seeing you stand so resolute before me, it is not-not such a bad thing.” As Primal Forest and Prince Aethelathrion retreated, making room for him, he stepped forwards, until he was standing right before my throne. Behind me, Hyacinth and Velna were looking nervous, and it was little wonder, for my father was radiating his majesty like a thick shroud, brimming with power. Even I swallowed nervously, though once more I held my ground. I shall not fail here. We have worked too hard to simply relinquish all we have gained.

“My little Shaeula, daughter who resembles the lover I lost-lost. I wanted to keep you safe and treasure you forever, but I was too weak. No, I realise now that is but-but an excuse. Perhaps I could have fought herder, denied our enemies.” He shook his head mournfully. “On seeing this…” He gestured expansively to the Spring, the glittering beams of moonlight cascading down around us. “...I feel shamed to tell you I tried my best. Perhaps I am too tired of struggle to hold on during these times.”

“Nonsense, old friend.” The Elf shook his head, denying that. “We are all suffering. We were not made for politics, to contain the bitter infighting that wracks the Seelie Court. But you have done your best.”

“If you wish-wish to step down, I have no issue taking your place.” I grinned cheekily, only half-joking. I do not like the look on his face. Tired, worn out. My father is always bold, his booming laughter always enfolding me comfortingly when I was but a small child. No, this will not do either. Not at all. We abhor sacrifices, Akio and I. So my family must be happy as well.

“I have grand-grand plans, and with Akio and allies like my dear-dear brother to support me…” I glanced at brother Shaeraggo, who nodded, looking proud, somewhat missing the point, I felt. “… well, I would not-not let fools like that worthless wretch of a fire-fox waste our time bickering. Let our true-true enemies perish, not-not our unity. Change is coming, and a divided Seelie Court will fall, of that-that I am certain.”

“Would that I could step aside.” Father shrugged. “But I would never wish you, or indeed any of my children, to wade into the vile-vile quagmire that is the politics of the Court. If only the Queen would lead us while the King recovers, but… there is little-little point in wishing for what we do not have. As for my support, of course you shall have it. With the three of us, and support from the Way-Wardens, who even-even now are laying Fae Stones to mark the boundary of this reclaimed land, I believe that the other four branches of true Seelie nobility that remain will accept this. Though the Isolationists and Aggressors will likely cause much trouble.”

“I do not-not see why. The Aggressors, they wish to wipe out the Unseelie. Unseelie have perished. Some of the Wild Hunt too. We did slay a Barghest not-not too long ago, and provided valuable information to the Way-Wardens.”

“Yes, I did hear about that. Though apparently the Way-Captain in charge of that response believed that you were merely a guest of your brother.” The Elf mused, nodding.

“Besides, I care not-not about such petty things as the past. The future is what concerns me. Grulgor was integral to the defeat of Duke Myrcolaxriath, and so-so I am prepared to offer some suitable praise and rewards to the Aggressors, in exchange for their backing. Grulgor may be a fool, but I believe that he can-can convince Duke Formor to abandon his vendetta against us. If so, that would relieve much-much of the pressure on you, would it not-not, father?”

The thought of forgiving Duke Formor, who clearly has attempted to do me harm, it does not sit well with me, but just as Akio forgave me, and Grulgor, and Haru, others too, if he accepts my offered hand, I will put aside my anger. If not though, if he foolishly tries again to harm me and mine, well, if Duke Myrcolaxriath can be slain…

“That Giant does hate Unseelie more than most of us.” Primal Forest thundered out. “The Duchess has a good head on her shoulders.” Duchess. Again how sweet that sounds.

“I am glad-glad you approve, noble Primal Forest. Yes, I do not-not claim we can suddenly start pushing back the Unseelie wholesale, but such a victory here will surely-surely give the Aggressor faction a significant boost. I do not-not think it is unreasonable to claim a fee for that. And if we bring them closer to our camp, well, all-all the better. The Isolationists, how they react I can not-not predict. They should rejoice that we have-have reversed this defeat, but I do not-not know enough about them to be certain.”

“I am shocked, my dear daughter. This was not-not the reunion I was expecting. But I am moved at your growth.” Father reached out, and I suddenly found myself enfolded in a hug, his strong arms around me. It is warm. Just as I remember. I found tears in my eyes, as I finally felt I had returned to the Seelie Court, just as the Oath I had made to Akio those many moons ago declared. “We have much to discuss, such as your new elements, and this husband of yours. I shall need-need to meet him, and he shall have to prove worthy…”

At that my gaze went to Shaeraggo, who was looking ashamed, no doubt remembering when Akio soundly thrashed him. “Father, do not-not worry. If Akio is not-not worthy of me, there is none who are.” My father released his hug, looking satisfied, relaxed, and I grinned. “His hugs are better as well. Do not-not mistake me, it was comforting and familiar, but… it does not-not make my heart race, my lunar Chakra burn, like his does.”

“I fear your daughter is all grown up.” The Elf laughed uproariously. “It is something we all have to bear. Many of my daughters treated me as an afterthought when they were married.”

My father sighed, shaking his head as if to clear his annoyance. Even so, his eyes were soft, kind, and I had missed them. Even when I was causing trouble, declaring my superiority, father had always looked at me that way. Though I would like it far more if he was not remembering mother when he looked at me. I am my own female!

“Fine. I shall listen to you, my daughter, but I still must-must approve of him.” His hands flexed, as if he was about to crush Akio. That put a pout on my face, but his next words wiped it off. “But tell me about the maids attending you. One is a vile traitor, is she not-not, and the other… if I am not mistaken…”

Velna flinched under his venomous glare, and even Hyacinth was somewhat cowed. Still, they are my maids, father. Do not trouble them so. “Hardly a traitor, father. Velna risked herself to tell Akio that the other-other maids were acting suspiciously, and it led us to victory against our attackers. She has-has made mistakes yes, but now aims to make amends. You-you have made mistakes too, father. This marriage for Shaeranna, for one. So until you have fixed all-all your many errors, I will not-not hear such slanders.”

I paused then, too afraid to ask. The two spirit-lights that floated near invisibly around me, belonging to the maids that died, trembled weakly, transmitting fear to me. I had not expected to capture them, since they no doubt did not think of me as kin any longer, and perhaps never had, but my beliefs and strength now were seemingly strong enough to draw them to me, though they fiercely resisted rebirth, taking in only the merest trickles of my aether. They have not been joined by the other two, who were taken to father. Are they not dead, or… I did not even wish to finish that thought, so I changed the subject.

“Oh, brother Shaeraggo, I do-do have to thank you for sending us Hyacinth here.” I gestured to her. “I thought you quite-quite mad at first, sending us such a dangerous Price, but you showed wisdom. She was essential in our victory here, and Akio is quite-quite taken with her.” Wait, why does my stupid brother look so confused?

“I have no-no idea what you are talking about, sister. I have never seen her before.”

“But she was delivered as part-part of the treasure-wagon you brought…” I trailed off, equally confused now. It was then Hyacinth spoke up diffidently, her tone hesitant.

“Hyacinth did nooot wish to say, but I… I nooow remember a fragment mooore of my past, my mind is a little, just a little clearer since I grew strooonger.” She frowned, thinking. “I dooo not know this weaselkin.” she muttered. “Before I was let out of the booox, I remember fighting some Giants and Trooolls. They would nooot die, no matter hooow I choked them! They hit me and beat me, forced me intooo the box. It was dark and cooold, for many, many years. Until I saw the light again, and met master and yooou!” Hyacinth smiled then, and it was captivating, the usual madness within still present, yes, but her gaze was clearer, as if she was starting to come to terms with it. Giants and Trolls, I see. That is interesting, though it reflects poorly on you, brother.

Before I could voice my thoughts, father and the others took up a defensive position, and I could feel elemental energies gathering.

“An Unseelie! Here!” Primal Forest rumbled, and his movements were no longer slow and ponderous, but measured, with dreadful purpose. Beside him my father was summoning wind, and the Elven Prince was grasping for his bow. Only my brother was standing still, dumbfounded. At least he is not foolish enough to make a hasty move. I have shown my care for Hyacinth enough for them to know…

“Be silent, you foolish-foolish ones!” I declared, releasing a surge of wind outwards, followed by a wall of flame that drove them back, and a downpour of shimmering water. “Did I not-not say Hyacinth is a precious maid and friend to Akio and I? Unseelie, Seelie, mortal, Yōkai. Such distinctions mean-mean nothing.”

I meant that now, of course, yet I could not suppress a brief flash of guilt, remembering how I had distrusted Hyacinth for her Boggart nature at first. Again it had been Akio who had reached out a hand to her, and won her over with kindness, compassion and understanding. And it has led to this victory. I found myself grinning once again. “If you raise a hand against her, I shall fight-fight to the death for her, even against you, father, noble Primal Forest, Prince Aethelathrion.”

Father had nullified my winds with one of his own, and Primal Forest had effortlessly drank in the watery storm. I let the wall of flame die down, and gestured to my maids. “More-more drinks for our foolish guests. They need to cool their heads a little-little.”

As Hyacinth nodded, calmly handing out more of the fruity spirits, Velna nervously doing the same, I sighed. “Really. How disappointing. Do you really-really think that I would be standing here with an enemy, after having slain so many-many Myconids? Just as Hyacinth was once a Brownie, and was corrupted, can she not-not become pure once more? I believe she can. So do not-not test me. Besides, you are missing the issue at hand here.” I explained proudly.

“My foolish brother somehow managed to allow a dangerous Fae to be sent-sent to me, an obvious attempt at mischief and murder. I would-would be most aggrieved, except Hyacinth was a gift indeed. Still, Giants and Trolls. Does this not-not give us another obvious lever to pry at Duke Formor and his faction with? I dare-dare say we must express proper gratitude for his aid.” My smile was malicious, and father and brother looked at me a little put out, but the Elf merely chuckled, defeated.

“She has us there. To think we could have been so foolish, perhaps a fresh perspective is needed.”

“I agree.” Primal Forest slowed once more, returning to his ponderous state. “It does not sit well with me, allowing a Boggart in this sacred Spring, but… if the Duchess allows, who am I to question her?”

“Father?” I asked pointedly, and he nodded at last.

“Fine. Though I shall-shall be keeping a close eye on you!” he warned Hyacinth. “Should my daughter come to harm-harm under your care, I shall hunt you down, even to Pandemonium itself!”

“I shall never hurt the mistress, never! I am nooot a bad girl, Hyacinth is a gooooood servant!” she promised, and father nodded, still wary, before turning his gaze on my brother, who was trying to make himself unnoticed.

“And as for you, my son.” Father declared, annoyed. “Keeping secrets from me, I can-can allow this, for Trials of Three are sacred and Prices must be paid. But to put your sister in danger with your carelessness… well that-that is another matter entirely!”

My foolish brother’s protests and apologies rang out, and I smiled, feeling the warmth of family again, and relief I had passed the hardest hurdle in the path of our goals. Our wedding, it will be lively indeed. I wonder how my father will get on with Akio’s father? And how will Emily deal with all my father’s many wives? I will need to find my mother too, so she can attend. A female will not wish to be married without her mother in attendance, after all…

[image: image-placeholder]

“Ula, my Ula, how I have missed you, longed to see you!” I tried to dodge my sister, who came flying at me rapidly, tears in her emerald eyes. Even so, she was faster, and I found myself swept up by her muscular arms, into a tight hug.

“That idiot Raggy, he would not tell me anything about your circumstances, only that you were safe, were well!” She pouted, drawing quite a bit of laughter from the watching Way-Wardens, which included several familiar faces to me. I squirmed in her overbearing grasp, remembering the bone-crushing hugs and petting she used to give me, only to stop my struggles as I noticed her strength no longer overpowered me.

My sister had noticed as well, peering at me curiously. “You almost dodged, Ula! A slow little female like you, like you! And you are not crying at my hug! No, sorry, you are still crying!”

“I am just quite-quite happy to see you, sister Shaeranna.” I smiled, finding my eyes were indeed rather misty. “It has been too-too long.”

“Call me Anna, Ula, I insist!” she insisted, as usual. It is hard to use such a nickname with a muscle-brained warrior like my sister, but perhaps now I have grown strong myself… besides, to please her, it is not such a large matter.

“Very well, sister Anna. I am pleased to see you well-well.” At my reply, she froze, and I managed to slip free from her arms, brushing at my yukata, smoothing it out.

“Ula!” She cried, overjoyed, moving in for a hug again, but another female stopped her, a brilliant red-furred foxkin, her bushy tail quite magnificent, and her matching red eyes strangely kind. I am not partial to foxkin, for obvious reasons. But she seems well-acquainted with my sister.

“Calm down, Shaeranna. You are spoiling this tender moment.” The foxkin chided, and my sister paused, actually heeding her, which was a surprise. “Besides, you will have ample time to talk to her when the task here is done, no?”

“But Talaisha…” my sister whined, surprising me, as I had not seen her like that before. “… little Ula has been thrust out into the wilderness, her life in constant danger, persistent peril, and…”

“Does she look in peril to you? Honestly, I wish you would think with your brain, not your spear, for once.” The foxkin, Talaisha let out a long sigh, her luxurious tail flailing. “We came here to celebrate her victory over an Unseelie Duke.” Her eyes glittered red, indigo and gold flecks within, and I felt her vision upon me. “Yes, you worry too much, Shaeranna. She’s strong. Triple elemental as well. One of them radiates such power I am in awe.”

“My little Ula, triple element? Surely not, simply no!” My sister shook her head. “How would that even be possible?”

Before I could answer, another familiar face interjected. “Well, don’t you look different? To think I believed you were merely a guest of prince Shaeraggo, a potential bride. Do forgive me.”

At those words from the freshly arrived Way-Captain Caeladaera, my brother, who was trying to make himself inconspicuous, flinched. Shaeranna looked over at him, her eyes menacing, and he quickly ducked his head in apology. Not that the Way-Captain’s misunderstanding is an any way his fault. Still, my brother seems more nervous than usual around sister.

“Well, we were indeed lying low, so you can not-not be faulted, Way-Captain.” I said politely. “After all, I was not-not supposed to have returned to the Seelie Court, though now-now that matters little.” I puffed out my chest, proud of all we had accomplished.

“Indeed.” The Way-Captain nodded, and I noticed a small resemblance to the Elven Prince, which made me wonder if she was a relative. “With such a triumph here, your banishment must surely be rescinded.” Her ears drooped as she looked around the once-lush forests, now merely dead, corrupted earth. “Another tragic tale, but one that must surely have a hopeful conclusion.”

I agreed. “Indeed. The Treekin and Plantkin under Primal Forest will be restoring the land. Most-most of the Myconid contagion is gone, and we will aid in cleansing the remaining filth. Akio and I, we shall spare no-no effort carrying the Spring of Clear Reflections to heights far-far beyond the glory it knew before.”

“Akio, that was the one I mistook for your servant and bodyguard, correct?” Way-Captain Caeladaera mused, tinged pink with mortification. “It seems I did him a grave disservice, if he was instrumental in this.”

“Well, Akio did tell you that himself, did he not-not?” I chuckled, enjoying her surprise. “He would take no-no offense. For such an important male and my husband-to-be, he is quite-quite modest and humble.”

“Your husband? I see.” The Way-Captain nodded, understanding why we had seemed so close, but her words were drowned out by a howling eruption of ire from my sister.

“Ula, what is this, is that?” she cried, reaching out and trying to grab me. I batted her hands away, but she was still faster and stronger than me, so soon I was within her grasp. “Husband? Which vile bastard has sunk his despicable claws in my Ula? I shall ram my spear up his…”

The sound of a slap rang out, and my hand stung. Shaeranna froze, momentarily shocked, before she released me, her own hand going to her cheek, which was starting to swell. “Ula?” she said, confused. “Why did you…”

“Why did I strike you? I will not-not tolerate disrespect towards Akio, not-not from anyone, even you, Anna. You know nothing of him. Brother Shaeraggo can attest to the lengths Akio would-would go to for me, and the victory at the Spring, it was his-his plan.”

Shaeraggo froze as Shaeranna turned slowly, robotically, fixing him with her steely gaze. He sighed, defeated. “I wanted to be left out-out of this. But yes, I do not-not care for the mortal, but I can attest he does love our sister, and he fought me to the bitter end.” He shuddered, remembering the sight of Akio leaping at him, ablaze with Foehn, heedless of his own safety. “I do not-not approve of him bringing Shaeula to such a dangerous place as this, but… she stands here victorious, does she not-not?”

“Yes, he seemed genuinely fond of your sister, from what I could gather.” The Way-Captain chimed in. “He was also fiercely protective of that maid of yours, the Unseelie one. I had my doubts then, but results matter. And knowing your true heritage, I have no doubts you are loyal to the Court.”

“Of course. After all, I shall soon-soon be a Duchess.” I puffed out my chest once more, pride again swelling within me. My sister was still frozen, so I took pity on her. “Look, Anna. I understand you dote on me and are worried for me, but-but there is nothing better than finding a soulmate, the full moon to your new moon. I have never-never been happier, and the happiness only increases day-day by day. Please…” I took her limp hand, and life sparked back into her jade eyes. “… I only ask that you give my Akio a fair-fair chance. He is kind and rather soft, but when he must-must fight to protect me or those we cherish, he will become a warrior even you-you can respect.”

“Oh, Ula…” she whispered, clearly conflicted. “My little sister…”

I smiled impishly then, amused at the idea that had occurred to me. Sorry Akio, but it is for my family. I know you will not mind! “Well, if you simply must-must test him, then perhaps a Trial of Three?” My grin was enticing, and I patted my sister's hand warmly. “We can make an event of it, show off his power and mine. It might prove useful politically. You can-can even ask brother to join in. I am sure he hungers for revenge, am I right-right?”

“Please do not drag me into this-this.” he protested, but if sister Shaeranna wanted his cooperation, he would end up forced into it regardless. He was weak to his sister.

“A Trial, I see, I see.” she muttered, mulling over the idea. “I would most like to test, to challenge, this Akio, my spear against his weapon of choice.” she mused, and I rejoiced that she had fallen into my trap. Before that, there is another pressing matter to address…

“Speaking of marriage, what-what is this I hear about you and that scum Duke Vulpatrius? Surely you do not-not like that vile fire-fox? After all, he has been working against me, against us for a long-long time.”

“That shit-stained, dung-breath fuck?” My sister cursed vilely, before pausing, looking at Talaisha guiltily. “Uh, I am sorry, so sorry. I did not mean to insult your shit of a father in front of you…”

Talaisha waved it away with a sigh. “Forget about it, Shaeranna. I know you have grievances. Father can be… difficult. I know that. He does have a kinder side, but it is well hidden.”

“Yes so, uh, the Duke…” my sister corrected herself. “No, of course I do not care for him, like him. Marriage? Worthless. All I want to do is fight. I dream of leading the Way-Wardens one day. Talaisha, you too, I know?”

The red-furred foxkin nodded. “If you agree with my father about naught else, then the need to have strong Way-Wardens and hunt down our enemies is unquestionable.”

“Little Ula, do not worry about me.” She ruffled my fur, and I smiled at the warmth of it. “Sure, I do not wish to marry the wretched… uh, the Duke, but I can live with it. He can have my body, but never my heart. That lies in battle, in combat!”

“No, he shall have neither.” I declared. “I now know-know how precious love is, and I shall not allow you, my dear sister Anna, to throw yours away so recklessly. I wish-wish you to experience the same joys I did-did with Akio. After all, you are my sister and I love you, despite your flaws.” I grinned to rob that of some of the sting. Though I would love you to work on your overbearing nature! “Duke Vulpatrius owes us, owes me, and I will surely collect that-that debt. The marriage shall be cancelled! Find love, dear sister Anna, and then you will-will understand me better, and Akio too.”

“It sounds to me like you know what you are talking about.” Way-Captain Caeladaera smirked, and I flushed beneath my fur, glad I was not in my mortal form. “You have more experience than these two, anyway.”

“My sister, she has become an adult, a mature female.” Shaeranna was shocked, losing strength and slumping to her knees.

“I do not-not mind telling you all about it.” I pressed my advantage. “But I will not-not let a sister of mine squander herself on that bastard.”

“I am glad for you. If your sister can sway this matter, I would welcome it.” Talaisha agreed, eyes kind, as she looked down on her friend. “I will miss the opportunity to be sister-wives, but this is for the best. My father… he does not suit you. He would not have mistreated you, despite the rivalry he shares with your father, for he loves all his wives, but even so…”

Sister-wives? Ah yes, the Duke has no issue marrying his daughters and counts several of his sisters as wives too. I confess, I do not see too much issue with that, though Akio and Aiko, Eri too, they all insist it is an abomination and disgusting. If there is love, why care? Although, the thought of marrying any of my brothers does not appeal, I admit. But… Shaeranna seems sad. This will not do.

“Anna, Talaisha. If neither of you wish for this, leave-leave it to me!” I pounded my chest confidently, emerald sickle at my wrist shining with the light of the moon. “I shall negotiate and set you both-both free from this fate. Though in exchange, I will need-need your support, and that of as many of the Way-Wardens as you can muster…”

As I outlined my plan, Shaeranna and Shaeraggo were impressed and shocked, while Talaisha merely stood there looking thoughtful, chewing on the tip of her bushy tail as she weighed me up, her glorious red eyes judging my intent. The Way-Captain slapped me on the back, overjoyed at my audacity, and she promised to speak to the other Captains on my behalf. Yes, this will work. I need to resolve all the issues here, so I can return to Akio as soon as possible. The lands of the Fae, the Seelie Court, it is indeed a home to me, but my true home now is where Akio is, and all my fellow wives…


Afterword


Hi again, it's me, ShipTeaser!

Thanks to everyone who has picked up or read Book 4. As always, slight spoilers ahead, so if you read the Afterword first, maybe you might want to go and read the story if you don't want slight spoilers!

So, this book was the more action-packed sibling to Book 3, though of course there was still plenty of entertaining times and socialising. Now, Akio's attitude to his relationships are slowly starting to change, and while he was pushed into some of his early relationships, he's now thinking of what he wants, though obviously he still cares about everyone's happiness, he can be a little more confident and selfish, though change doesn't come easy to him. Not that you should feel sorry for him, I certainly don't, and it's undeniable he loves Eri and Shaeula, and is rapidly developing feelings for the others. And it's not just Akio, every character has to grow and change, else they'll be left behind by the new world…

This will continue into Book 5, which should be up for pre-order soon (and may already be by the time you get here) which will close out Arc 6 of the web novel. Book 5 will build on the themes and events here, further improving relationships, political power, personal strengths and the Territory, which took a significant boost here in Book 4.

As for the end here, a little bit of a cliffhanger, but I thought finishing on Shaeula's first PoV chapter was apt, to emphasise her growth, and show a bit more of the mysteries of the Seelie Court. We'll pick up in Book 5 right where Akio left off here…

If you have questions, you can find me on ScribbleHub, beavering away on new chapters, or in discord https://discord.gg/4dm5WrHsHD

But if I don't see you there, I hope to see you during Book 5!

As always, thanks for reading!
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