
        
            
                
            
        

    
Illustrations


[image: My sister should take note. Qi cannot stop steel, no?]

My sister should take note. Qi cannot stop steel, no?



[image: Then I lose. My greatest opponent is always myself, bro.]


Then I lose. My greatest opponent is always myself, bro.


[image: Fuck, when I get out of here, I want a damn steak dinner...]


Fuck, when I get out of here, I want a damn steak dinner...


[image: But you have to die, I am afraid.]


But you have to die, I am afraid.


[image: So, what do you think? Different from my usual look, yes?]


So, what do you think? Different from my usual look, yes?


On Astral Tides Book 5: Forging Alliances

ShipTeaser


Copyright © 2019 by ShipTeaser, this edition, first compiled .epub edition, Book 5: Forging Alliances © 2025

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

Any similarities or differences to people, either living or dead, companies, religions, countries and so forth are merely that. Similarities and differences. This story is set in a parallel mirror to our world, and while there are many similar points, the people/countries/religions represented here are not indicative of their real-world counterparts, and they do as the story requires. Just as there are no secret magical cabals of Shinto and Buddhist priests, orders of magical Catholic Knights, or Chinese Cultivators, the people portrayed here may well resemble real people at times, but they are not them, and I make no judgement on any politics, religion or philosophy, only use them to tell a story mixing the familiar with the fantastical.

Cover/Internal Art provided courtesy of Standard Diffusion AI via OpenArt, model AWPainting.


A Brief Summary Of The Story Last Time


After running tests on the spiritless Degraded Kobolds and captured Myconid plant minions, Akio, Shaeula, Hyacinth and Ixitt finally managed to gain an understanding of and ability to manipulate the Myconid’s deadly spores.

During the initial probing raids on the Spring, Akio and crew come across a dying, corrupted Dryad and her imposing Rhyming Tree, and in an impossible feat, steal the Tree and the Dryad from her decaying grove, safely returning her to the Boundary and rooting it by Shirohebizumi shrine.

Meanwhile, in the Material, fresh from her engagement to Akio, Hinata begins to provide her assistance to Akio’s Material world operations, preventing information leaks and utilising his assets more efficiently, as well as providing emotional advice to her fellow Fiancée candidates, Motoko and Natsumi, who, now they have returned to Tokyo, have started to waver in their resolve that was so firm in Nishimorioka, reality intruding.

As Akio plans the final strike to recapture the Spring of Clear Reflections, the atmosphere at the mansion in the Fae Realms grows increasingly more odd and tense. The maids are acting suspiciously, and two maids simply vanish. Velna, another maid, turns to Akio, and the truth is revealed, that sabotage and poison is rife.

Confronting the maids, Shaeula and Akio discover the missing maids seemingly returned, but no, they are in fact Bakeneko, cat Yōkai shapeshifter from the Night Parade Of One Hundred Demons in Japan, sent to deal with Shaeula. Battle ensues, and after a difficult struggle, the Bakeneko are slain, but the mansion is burned down in the process.

Again, back in the Material, a girl Akio had rescued from thugs twice, Shaeula’s mortal friend, Konoe Ichika, seeks aid as she is being blackmailed by shady moneylenders after being conned. Akio and Shaeula take down these criminals, and save her from further misfortune.

Meanwhile back in Akio’s hometown, his sister Aiko and his childhood friend and first girlfriend Eri are hard at work training themselves, trying to raise their Skills and master new elements.

As Akio works with Hyacinth, his feelings for the tortured Fae maid he named grow, and he starts to feel that he wants to make her happy, make her his. But it is not just her. With Hinata’s urgings, and the grudging support of Eri, Motoko and Natsumi are finally honest, and face their fears. Akio planned to turn them down gently, but on seeing that they had developed genuine liking for him, rather than marrying purely for their own gain, and as he was already wavering with Hyacinth, he accepted their proposal, earning two new Fiancées.

The training school is also bearing fruit, as with the Skills Shaeula and Akio have honed messing with the Myconid spores, they can now offer more potent Chakra networks for the students, so Kana and others finally get to enter the Boundary, and bask in the wonder of a new world.

The battle for the Spring finally begins, and using a combination of Hyacinth’s modified spores that devour plant matter, and Ixitt’s mortal-inspired weapons, the battle goes well, and the Myconids and their host of plant-slaves are felled. Reaching the Spring, they enter the once-beautiful, but now befouled hill, and at the centre, within the lake, lies the dreaded Unseelie Duke Myrcolaxriath, who was using the Spring’s mystical energies to advance a terrible plan.

Ixitt, Grulgor, Hyacinth, Shaeula and Akio have to pour out all their strength to barely defeat him, liberating and then cleansing the Spring, gaining a huge bounty of ether to use on their own Territory.

The book ends with Shaeula, imperious, facing down her father and brother, the mighty Treekin Primal Forest and the Elven Prince Aethelathrion, demanding that she be given charge of the liberated Spring, and they bow to her new, fierce, regal demeanour and concede, though they alone will not be enough to grant her wishes, further support will be needed…


Two Hundred And Twenty-Six – Contains Status – Akio 11


"What has happened here? Quick, see if…”

“… this foul-smelling ooze, it is poison? Should we call grandfather…”

“… a disaster, if Akio dies, I don’t know what I’ll…”

“… please, just, just wake up!”

Fragments of panicked conversation intruded in my fragmented consciousness, as if I was listening to voices from deep underwater. Still, even as I realised I was hearing voices, my mind began to clear, and I found myself feeling strangely refreshed, all my senses sharp, even by my lofty standards.

“Why did this have to happen today, of all days? He’s still breathing though, I can feel his breath.” Wait, that’s Hinata’s voice. I can hear her. She sounds upset. Is this my fault? I don’t want her to cry… It was a bit of a struggle, my body feeling strangely unfamiliar, but my eyelids started fluttering as I struggled to open them, my body twitching as muscles began to fire, feeling as if they had been unused for years, rather than merely the few days I had been in the lower Astral.

“I think he’s waking up.” Kazumi-san observed, and Hinata gave out a cry of relief. It was then my eyes popped open, to see Hinata crouched over me, face damp with tears, her beautifully arranged hair and stunning white dress all stained with some indescribable black filth, inky goo on her pale skin. Even so, as she saw my eyes open she cried in relief, closing her arms around me in a hug.

“Oh, thank the Gods. I thought you had died!” Hinata declared, burying her face in my befouled shoulder, before coughing and gagging.

“Shaeula isn’t moving or breathing though.” Kazumi-san called out next to me, a little panicked.

“It’s fine.” I replied, my voice sounding strange to me. “She’s still in the lower Astral, so her Material body is unoccupied.”

“Oh yes, I do remember hearing something about that before.” Kazumi-san sighed, relieved. “So, just what the hell happened here? The room looks like the set of a horror movie.”

Hinata nodded, face still pressed against me. She took a shuddering breath, calming herself. “I thought something terrible had happened to you! There’s all this wretched, foul-smelling goo everywhere. And you wouldn’t wake up!”

Damn, I made her worry. I’m the worst. Still, yes, what is all this crap? I remember leaking a bit of it in the lower Astral, then when I woke up it started to pour out of me. I know, I can use my Eye to check.

My Eye flared orange, and the glow was far more brilliant than usual, drawing a gasp from Kazumi-san who was looking on, her tidy suit also befouled with the gunk present in the room. Casting my gaze around, I could see the whole bed I was sleeping on was soaked with dark filth, and that sadly included Shaeula’s mortal form, which was lying next to me, almost entirely drowned in obsidian slime. Oh damn, she isn’t going to be happy. I wrinkled my nose, even with my brain filtering the smell to tolerable levels, it was still dreadful.

Expelled Impurities – These remnants have been purged from your Material body, cleaning your Meridians, Branches and Dantians, as well as your Acupoints and Chakras. All living beings naturally accumulate Impurities as the world itself and the act of living is inherently impure, and these Impurities naturally inhibit the accumulation of Heavenly Qi, and lower the quality of Earthly Qi one can absorb and hold within the body.


Okay, I think I kind of get it. It seems my body has expelled a ton of impurities, which is this vile crap. Heaven and Earth Qi, huh? Sounds very Cultivator-ish. That decides it. I think Chinese should be the first language I learn. I’ll get Karen-chan to look into a tutor for me…

“It’s a good job I came early. I was worried you wouldn’t be able to make it to Miyu-sama’s party.” Hinata declared, having calmed down while I thought. Her face was still rather pale though, beneath all the dark filth she was smeared with. At her words I glanced at the clock, and realised I had slept for a number of hours. Oh shit.

“Your outfit and hair is ruined.” I pointed out, saddened. “I’m pleased you worried about me, but you look a fright!”

“Bah!” Hinata declared, thumping me a few times, wincing as her hands struck me. I could hear Kazumi-san’s relieved laughter as Hinata grew angrier. “Of course I was worried! You told me you were away doing something dangerous, and then I come back to see this? You think I’m not going to…” I cut her off with a kiss, our lips meeting. After a while we broke away, and she grimaced. “Ugh, you taste disgusting right now. You need a bath. I do too.”

“We’ll need to get a new dress and accessories for you. Luckily the suit and items you picked up for Akio-san are in the car. I’ll call and have someone bring them over right away.” Kazumi-san declared, taking charge and leaving the room, pulling out her phone.

“Right, we need to do something about this. The bedding will all need burning as well. It’s unsalvageable. The bed too, probably. Luckily the floor isn’t carpeted. Poor Shaeula. She’s covered in your mess. I think she might be mad. Just what is this, anyway?” Hinata stood, her nose wrinkled at the truly vile smell.

“I think it’s impurities. My body has been rejecting them.” I scratched at my head, my hair befouled as well, knotted and tangled. “You can take the first bath anyway, as it takes girls longer to get ready, I know that from experience.”

She looked at me then, a faint blush on her cheeks. There was silence for a moment, before she shook her head in denial. “There’s no time. We can’t be late for Miyu-sama, and we’ll be cutting it fine as it is! No, we should go in together. You’ll need me to scrub the filth off you!” The blush intensified, but she met my gaze boldly.

Seriously? Us, in the bath, together? I felt myself heating up as well. Before I could speak, she carried on. “I am your fiancée, there’s nothing weird about it, is there? I know that you are not supposed to see me naked until my wedding day, if we follow noble customs, but you’ve… well, you’ve gone further with Eri and Shaeula, haven't you? I can be adaptable!” she insisted, looking angry at me, which I felt was a little unfair, as that had happened before I had even met Hinata. Though I guess she is very cute when she’s jealous. And it is rather flattering she cares so…

At my silence she looked down, fists clenched, biting her lips. “You don’t want to? I… it isn’t like you are going to abandon me at this stage, are you? No, you wouldn’t, I know that. Am… am I not attractive enough to… uh, wait, you stink!” she protested, as I was there suddenly, pulling her into a hug.

“Don’t think that! Sure, the way we got engaged wasn’t ideal, but… I’ve accepted it, and now… well, I can’t imagine not being with you. But even if I’ve had fun with Eri and Shaeula, I never have with you, so it’s still embarrassing. Besides, you are younger…”

“Having fun? We are simply washing each other in an emergency.” She pouted, though she was still flushed. “Besides, yes, I’m younger than Eri and Shaeula, I know that. But I’m still a woman, old enough to get married! More than that, I’m a noble! I’ve been raised from birth to be the perfect wife! I can… can wash a man’s back! And anything else, too.”

Her words trailed off towards the end, and I knew from talking to Shaeula and Eri that the noble girls had very little understanding of men, sex and relationships. Indeed, she was bright red now from our contact, but even then, she looked adorable, so I stroked her hair, kissed her again, despite her protests, before sweeping her up in my arms, princess-style, carrying her to the bathroom…
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“I hope this isn’t biohazardous waste.” Hinata muttered, not meeting my gaze, her whole body flushed pink, as we washed the remnants of the impurities off us and down the drain with the shower. When I had disrobed and revealed the parts I had that a girl like her didn’t, as well as my muscular body, Hinata had become quite distracted. She was even more embarrassed than when she took her own clothes off.

She was naked, her hair unbound from its tidy style, still soaked from the rinsing from the shower. Her skin was pale, as if she had seldom been exposed to the sun unshielded, and her body was lean, yet she had a decent volume in her chest, which I had noticed before as she usually wore quite daring gowns for her age, but when she was naked, it was much more apparent. Damn, this is embarrassing. But I’m not doing anything improper! She’s right, we are engaged, having a bath together isn’t strange! It’s just skinship, improving our relationship.

Knowing Eri was likely to be annoyed when she heard about this, and that Shaeula would snicker knowingly, I concentrated on maintaining my calm, not wanting to scare Hinata with any of the more… aroused… physical responses that would be normal in this situation. Luckily my already stellar control over my bodily functions had increased significantly due in part to my increased Levels, and more to… my whole body and physique has changed…

As if my thoughts were plain on my face, Hinata spoke shyly. This seems to happen a lot recently. Shaeula and Eri are good at reading me, and now it seems Hinata can too. Is it a skill all girls have? It doesn’t show up on their character sheets… “You’ve changed somehow. Once we cleaned the impurities off you, I could see your body looks different. No, not different, I guess. Your skin, hair, they all look so clean, tidy. There isn’t even a blemish. I’m envious.”

She smiled then, despite her embarrassment at being naked beside me in the modest bathroom the penthouse had. “Girls would pay anything for that. We could make a killing. I would certainly like it, though I could do without all the goo.” Her shy smile turned impish.

Yeah, my status has improved a lot. The hard battle with the Myconids and Myrcolaxriath, then absorbing the double-mutated water element… everything has not been for nothing. There have been other changes too…

[Material Statistics]
Might              458 883
Fortitude         453 885
Intellect          553 1005
Resilience      561 1026
Alacrity          485 931
Precision        462 901
Aether         1751 2997
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune            19 24
Majesty            15 18
Charm              20 26
League              11 13
Determination   8 10
Foresight          13 15
Fate                      3 5
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 4 Rank 5 Sufficient (3) Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 4 Rank 5 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 6 Rank 7 Powerful (4) Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Aether Combat Technique Rank 4 Rank 5 Sufficient (3) Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Crude Body Enhancement Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 5 Rank 6 Powerful (4) Noble (5) Foundation (4) Rule (5)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 2 Rank 6 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Spiritually Pure Physique Rank 1 Noble (5) Principle (7)
[Elemental Skills]
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Wind Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 4 Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Water Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Sacral Chakra Of High Moonlight Spirit Water Rank 3 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Earth Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame, Earth And Water Rank 3 Noble (5) Imperious (6) Rule (5)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 3 Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Sword Technique Rank 2 Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Combat Technique Rank 3 Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Elemental Weapon Technique Rank 2 Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Dvergr Techniques Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge Rank 1 Rank 2 Imperious (6) Law (8)
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 3 Rank 4 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze Rank 3 Rank 5 Noble (5) Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Might Of The Furious Earth Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Level] 51 81
[Classes]
Fae-Souled 22/30 27/30
Kami-Blessed 5/20 6/20
Conqueror 6/50 11/50
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 1/10
Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western 1/10
[Territory Rank] 3


Spiritually Pure Physique, huh? That was the only Skill I seemed to have gained, but several Skills that were close to Ranking up had increased, especially ones that seemed to deal with my body, such as my Silver Cord, Chakra Network and also my Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge. A few others like Foehn grew again, but that might be for other reasons…

My vision was definitely clearer, and I could make out something strange. There was more ether about than normal here on the Material, due to it being my Territory and the Boundary To Material Connection working, yet despite my significantly higher Aether stat and better Silver Cord (all my Statistics had jumped a lot when my Skills increased, and I was scaring myself with those numbers), I was actually pulling in somewhat less ether to convert. It wasn’t a huge difference, but didn’t make much sense. Oh well, might as well check out the details of my new skill.

Spiritually Pure Physique – Your subtle bodies have reached a state of higher purity, rejecting and expelling the Impurity and negative Karma that accrue within the physical matter, spiritual networks and Meridians. All Skills related to your subtle bodies will be strengthened, and your resistance to misfortune, curses and poisons will be significantly increased. You naturally reject the most inferior forms of Earthly Qi and have a slight affinity for the pure Heavenly Qi. Qi within you will be slowly purified, though this effect currently cannot elevate Earthly Qi by more than a single Rank. As the Physique intensifies in strength and purity, this effect will increase, and Fortune will increase significantly. However, by performing ????????? that accrue negative ???????? the Spiritual and Pure nature may be lost.


Damn, even though my Eye Ranked up, I still get question marks? Though to be honest I can make a guess. Not sure if I’m right, but I bet that since the body rejects negative karma, doing evil deeds might poison the Skill. This is completely different to the sort of Skills I’ve gained so far. It also talks about Qi versus ether and aether. Yeah, this definitely seems in the Cultivation wheelhouse…

Hinata let out a sigh of awe at the furious glowing of my Eye, bright flecks within glittering like a billion amber stars. “I feel shy if you look at me like that.” she whispered, instinctively covering her chest, although that didn’t cover every dangerous area.

“Oh sorry, was my gaze wandering? I was just checking why my body threw out all of the poisonous gunk. Looks like my new Skill is responsible. It’s also why I’m looking better, I’d say, as my body and even my Charm have got quite the boost.”

“Lucky.” Hinata pouted. “Still, I don’t know if I want to fight, you were doing something really dangerous, right? Will you tell me about it while you… wash my back?” she managed to say, flushing crimson.

Well, I do need to accrue good Karma, so treating Hinata right and being kind to her is surely a good deed, no? Well, so long as Karma doesn’t insist on monogamy… With that inane joke in mind, I got up and moved to Hinata, sitting behind her. “Just relax. I’ve washed Eri and Shaeula in the bath, I’m actually quite good at it now.” And with that I reached out, using a cloth to wipe at her back. She shivered under my touch, her skin scalding hot, but even so, she held her ground. She turned her flushed face to mine, and grinned, nervous but happy.

“To think I’m doing this with a man, even my fiancé. It isn’t very noble.” She let out a giggle. “Still, I’m happy.” She leaned back on me. “Every day is exciting. And I feel quite lucky. I get to follow my dreams, and at least my husband is handsome and brave!”

“You’ll make me blush.” I grinned, and I was embarrassed. Resilience didn’t help much with that.

“I’m serious. I know I already apologised for entrapping you. I know you still feel bad about betraying your promise to Eri and Shaeula. But… this isn’t just about what I can get, or who you can profit from. I genuinely like you, I don’t want you to ever doubt that. I can hardly believe it myself. It all happened so fast, but it feels right.”

I made sounds of idle agreement as I concentrated on washing her body. I cleaned her arms, and her hair. She was used to it from having maids at home, as befit a noblewoman, but my touch was very different, causing her to shiver.

“I want you to tell me everything you do, just like I want you to know everything I do.” she continued, as I bundled up her damp hair. “So, what were you up to?” I showered down her back, and she turned, her arms dropping, so I hardly knew where to look. Before I could answer her, she looked down, embarrassed. “Oh, and don’t forget to wash my front too. I need to be clean if I am meeting Miyu-sama, and it was you who dirtied me, so take responsibility!”

Yeah, it’d be more convincing if you weren’t as red as a tomato saying that. “Isn’t that… a bit lewd?” I objected, and she shook her head.

“It’s just washing me. My maids do it all the time. You wash Shaeula and Eri like this, don't you? Am I not your fiancée too, just like them?”

“It’s different, for several reasons.” I muttered. “Still, if you insist… anyway, let me tell you about the war with the Myconids. It’s rather grizzly, so I hope it doesn’t upset you…”

At least if I’m concentrating on telling a story, I don’t have to concentrate on… My hands felt soft flesh, and Hinata shivered, letting out a little moan, but I chose to ignore that. “… so anyway, you know Shaeula is a princess of the Fae, right? Well, long ago, they lost a very important sacred site to an enemy called the Myconids, and it just so happened to currently be close to a mansion her brother gave us, and…”

As I continued to wash Hinata, my mind that of a perfect gentleman, she listened in rapt fascination to my story, interjecting at appropriate points…

[image: image-placeholder]


“I think that was the best outcome you could have expected.” Hinata agreed, lounging against me in the bathtub. We were both clean now, and the smell had dissipated, at least from us. Damn, I can still smell the stench of impurity from my room, I don’t know if Shaeula will return to the Material before I am finished with our party and clean her up, but if she does she’ll be annoyed. I had best leave her a note…

“After all, if you can’t claim it for yourself, selling it for suitable favours is the least wasteful choice. If you can gain stewardship of it, then that’s a foundation for eventual ownership.” She pursed her lips in thought, and I kissed her, surprising her. It was a chaste brushing of the lips, but even that pleased her.

“Oh Akio, I see you can’t resist me. I’m happy!” she giggled.

“Sorry, you’re at your cutest when you are thinking about politics and profit.” I declared, and her grin deepened. This time she kissed me.

“You are at your most handsome when you are looking at girls you like. Well, this Spirit Water seems powerful. And if it makes people more beautiful when their impurities are expelled, it could be sold for many millions to rich women, or used to secure political favours. The applications are endless.”

“Yeah, but it’s tough to make. I might be able to scrape up a drop or two if I pour all my water energy into it, but that’s not sufficient for much. Ideally I need a source of water energy for my Territory. Then I can fill Elemental Silos and use that.”

“Have you tried the ocean?” Hinata mused. “Ten kilometres from the Shrine… it’ll be tight, but you could reach Sagami Bay, surely? If you find an area that suits your needs, I can invest in the properties around there?”

We continued to talk about our potential plans, and my heart felt warm. Yes, I felt bad for Eri and Shaeula still, but it was fading, replaced by warmth. Hinata was becoming precious to me, and perhaps I was too easy, but I defied any other healthy males who liked girls to harden their hearts against such a cute, earnest girl as Hinata was. That’s odd…

I was using my Eye to see how much aether Hinata contained, and I noticed something puzzling. My own body was repelling some ether, it was pushed away by my Silver Cord. Concentrating harder, I could see that the ether was seemingly separated into different… colours, maybe? No, they aren’t actually coloured, not like elemental energy, but it’s how I’m visualising it. Most of the red and reddish-orange, for want of a better description, of ether, which sadly made up most of the ether around, was not being absorbed by me anymore. Only the orangish and rarer yellow-orange motes were being drawn in.

Is ether… Qi? Or the foundation of Qi? If so… what is Heavenly Qi? I had pondered it when I struggled to tame the double-mutated water, and had not concluded anything concrete then. Reaffirming my idea to learn Chinese then consume some Cultivation-related content for ideas, I was caught a bit off-guard by Hinata’s next comment.

“I don’t really want to fight, but I think everyone will need to be strong. I can’t rely on Kazumi alone.” She pumped a small fist to motivate herself. “So, Lovers’ Link.”

At that I coughed, choking. She smiled, patting me on the back. “Deep breaths, deep breaths.”

“Yeah…” I managed, recovering quickly. I couldn’t help but take in her naked body, lounging in the water. “Lovers’ Link… it’s too soon for you. Marriage first. I’m not… I’m not going to disrespect you or your parents by pushing things too fast.”

“I see. So Eri was right, it is gained from sex. I half thought she was lying to me as she wanted to keep it to herself and Shaeula.”

Eri, what are you telling her? That sounds like the sort of thing Shaeula would do! Before I could formulate a response, even my incredible stats struggling to get me out of trouble, she continued. “So, I hear your sister has the Skill too. Suspicious. Surely you didn’t…. I mean, she does really love you, and you her, but even so…”

“No way! Totally no way! My sister and I are completely normal! I just… well, I can grant a single Rank of the Skill to those I have a very deep love for who also loves me back. There’s nothing wrong about that!”

“I see.” Hinata nodded, satisfied. “Well, to be honest, I like to think I’m the most worldly of the girls in Hanafubuki, but spending time with girls in your hometown, I realised I know a lot less than I thought. Sex. I can’t say I’m not interested. Eri was delighted on her birthday, wasn’t she? Still… it’s too soon for me. This is enough.” She snuggled me, our skins touching. “But… don’t you love me enough to grant me a Lovers’ Link? I’m pretty sure I love you enough!”

That declaration made me blush. “It’s not that simple. It’s more… there’s no going back. I don’t love someone without meaning it.”

“Good.” Our lips met again, her head leaning in. As she pulled free she sighed. “Neither do I. I’m not such a cheap girl. There’s no going back for us, is there? Together forever. So I’m not scared of your love, or a link between us. Please. Prove to me, to you, to us that our love is true!”

“Fine. I suppose it doesn’t matter, does it? After all, we are naked in a bath together. I’d be a total bastard if I broke your heart now, and I have to keep my Karma up! Okay then… here.” I concentrated on my feelings for Hinata, as well as the Skill Kin Bonding And Restoration. On doing so, I could feel a faint link between us, and homing in all my thoughts upon it, I could feel Hinata’s feelings for me. Curiosity, passion, even ones like lust that she barely understood herself. And yes, love too.

“I… how can people live without this? I understand the merits of arranged marriages, they are good for the nobility and good for the family, but… to miss out on this love.” She blinked back tears. “You like me. You care about me. You want me. I’m happy. I believed you when you said you did, and that you forgave me for tricking you into the engagement, but I always worried…” It was then that the bond settled, and the Skill was granted. Hinata gasped, the feelings between us solid, and she grabbed me, throwing me down into the cooling waters of the bath, arms around me.

“I love you! You love me! I’m standing on the same level as the others!” Before I could answer we were kissing, deep and passionate, and we lost track of time until a loud cough could be heard behind us, and Kazumi-san and an older woman were there, carrying a fresh dress and accessories.

“Are we interrupting? We could come back, but you’ll be late for Miyu-sama…”

As we separated hurriedly, scarlet with shame, Kazumi-san shook her head, a wry, pleased expression on her face. “… I’m happy for you, Hinata. It seems your fears were groundless.”

“Oh, do shut up Kazumi.” She pouted, heading for he edge of the bath, glancing back at me shyly. “How could he not love me? I’m perfect. Still… confirmation is always nice.”

I rolled my eyes at that. But the timing was actually good. I was getting carried away with the moment and the sudden Lovers’ Link. Damn you Resilience, do your job and keep me calm and composed!
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“… so, even though I have gathered enough of this aether, and Kana-san was willing to take me and the others in, I decided to wait. My first time should definitely be with you!” Hinata declared. She was holding my hand in the back of the nice, expensive foreign car we were being chauffeured in. We could no longer hug, as we were both dressed anew, me in the armoured-cloth suit I had commissioned, expensive watch and gentleman’s jewellery as well, while Hinata was in another flattering white dress, with delicate lace and silk decorations, also paired with expensive necklace and hairpins.

“First time huh…” That choice of words makes me shiver after earlier. Still, I know she doesn’t mean that. “Well, the immediate chaos is over. I might have to support Shaeula, but the Myconids are defeated. I can make time to give you all the tour.”

“Great, I can hardly wait. So… I might as well get those Levels too, right? Since I can. I just hope they don’t get addictive, or I might want Lovers’ Link to grow…” At her impish smile I patted her hand, unable to even kiss as it would smear her makeup.

“Yeah, I think you’ll have to be content with what you can get. Against an average thug, the stat boosts from eight Levels would give you an advantage, nobody would expect a young girl like you to have that speed or power. So anyway, Miyu-san. Just what should I expect?”

“I don’t know. She’s the oldest Fujiwara granddaughter, and thus one of the queens of Hanafubuki, but she’s super shy. The only time she ever interacts with anyone outside her bodyguard is when she does traditional dance or piano recitals, and even then she’s distant.”

As the car pulled up in front of an expensive block of condos in the heart of the most exclusive area of Tokyo, I frowned, deep in thought. “So what does she want?” I asked, as I opened the door to help Hinata out.

“I have no idea, and that is what worries me. If it was Sakura, I could guess, maybe even Mayumi. But Miyu-sama? I have no clue…”

Great. Oh well, Fujiwara-san is backing me, so I had best be respectful of his granddaughter. Taking Hinata’s hand I escorted her to the door, feeling the presence of some strong people inside. Pushing the intercom I took a deep breath. “Good afternoon. I am Oshiro Moonstone Akio, escorting Fukumoto Hinata, as requested.”


Two Hundred And Twenty-Seven


“Please come up. Room four hundred and two. It is unlocked.” A voice came out of the intercom, and Hinata whispered to me that it was Koga Michiru, the bodyguard of Miyu-san. The door slid open, revealing four armed and bulky security guards that were posted around the entrance to the block of condominiums, probably Fujiwara Security. I nodded to them politely, well acquainted with some of their colleagues, but all they did was remain expressionless, maintaining their poise.

“You know, this doesn’t seem like a party venue.” I observed, as we entered the lift. Kazumi-san had to wait outside, as bringing a bodyguard to the house of Miyu-san was apparently an insult, especially for someone with the status of Hinata.

Hinata nodded, curious that we hadn’t seen any other guests, but perhaps we were asked to come early, or were already late. “Well, her father doesn’t involve himself in the business of Fujiwara house. He’s a senior bureaucrat in the MEXT. Most of the nobility look down on him, as he declined to work for Fujiwara house, but Miyu-sama is still Fujiwara-sama’s granddaughter, so she suffers no disrespect. But due to his job, there are numerous gatherings held here, or so I hear. Obviously the daughters of nobility aren’t involved in government business.”

MEXT, huh? Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology. It’s not a big one like the Military or Finance, and he’s a career bureaucrat rather than an actual politician like Tsumura-san, right? Even so, if he’s senior, that’s quite influential, especially if his family is so important… As the door slid open to floor four, we stepped out of the elevator into a wide hallway. There was still nobody else about, and we couldn’t hear any noise that sounded like a social gathering.

Hinata met my quizzical gaze and shrugged, her hand still in mine. “It does seem a little strange, but this is a very high-end building. I’m sure the soundproofing is excellent.” We quickly reached room four hundred and two, and I pressed the intercom by the door.

“Come in. I said it was unlocked.” Koga-san said again, so after a deep breath and a reassuring squeeze of Hinata's hand, I opened the door, and we stepped inside, to be greeted by a surprisingly spacious entryway. Looking down, I could see the floor was hard wood, so we would not need to change our outdoor shoes. I daresay that makes sense, if this isn’t just a home, but a venue for politics as well. Must be tough for a young woman.

Once through the hall, the condo opened out into a significantly large living area. It could easily hold a hundred or so people in a party, and… there was nobody there. No, that isn’t correct. There are two people. One was a woman in what looked like archaic ninja garb, her brown hair pulled into a side ponytail. Her body-language radiated wariness, and her brown eyes were looking at me with cold appraisal. Beside her, sitting down quietly, wearing a black and white dress with long skirt and sleeves, showing almost no skin, was an elegant-looking girl, her expression blank and doll-like. Fujiwara Miyu-san, I guess.

“My mistress bids you welcome.” Koga-san declared, gesturing to a couple of seats sat opposite the girls at a noticeable distance. Hinata squeezed my hand again, showing her nerves, but I smiled calmly and mouthed reassurances at her.

“Pardon my rudeness.” I intoned, trying to comprehend the unusual situation. “My understanding was I’m escorting Hinata here to a gathering for noble girls from her school. Are we too early?”

“I fear there has indeed been a misunderstanding.” Koga-san agreed, still on alert. “My mistress is not fond of such boisterous affairs. Instead she wished to speak to the two of you. She thanks you for your attendance.”

At that, Miyu-san inclined her head in thanks, the movement elegant yet somehow soulless, insincere.

“I… see.” Hinata spoke, thrown off by the surprise. Still, she quickly regained her confidence, leading me to the chairs. As we sat down she offered her greetings.

“Michiru, Miyu-sama, I thank you for inviting Akio and I here today.” Hinata said politely. “It is quite the honour to be in the presence of the oldest daughter of the Fujiwara family.”

At Hinata’s impeccable greeting, Miyu-san’s face twitched, though I wouldn’t have noticed it except for my excellent perception. Despite her seeming annoyance, she opened her mouth and spoke, her voice quiet but refined, her language strictly formal, similar to the way Motoko talked. “Hinata… I can call you Hinata, yes?”

Hinata nodded hurriedly to agree. “Of course, Miyu-sama.”

“Hinata. I was curious when your engagement was announced. To someone outside the nobility, with no pedigree. Curious. Except that the world is hardly normal now, is it?” Miyu-san shook her head. “I am quite aware of these mysterious people who have strange powers. And this gentleman, Oshiro-san, I believe, he is one my grandfather is putting much faith in. Even so…” This time even Hinata could see the displeasure on her face, which made her blanch, her ingrained respect for the ladies of the Three Great Houses making her instinctively avoid upsetting her.

“… I am curious. It is the fate of all of us, a marriage for our house. I have a fiancé too, supposedly, though my grandfather has not announced who it is, not even to me, as the time is not yet right. So I was curious. Your family is not true nobility, but your mother is from the Takatsukasa house, so you were raised properly, to accept this. But you would have expected a marriage to someone in the Fifty-Seven, surely. Yet my grandfather has pushed you into a marriage to this stranger. How does that make you feel?”

This again? Hinata is rather bitter about how she’s treated differently to her cousin Sakura-san, isn't she? I made to console her, only to find Hinata was smiling brightly, no trace of distress on her features. Seeing me looking, she winked at me, before turning back to Miyu-san.

“That’s quite a strange question, Miyu-sama. And I must say I’m a little disappointed. I was honoured to receive an invitation from you, only to find that I am merely here to be a clown, to make you feel better about your own situation.”

“You dare, you…” Koga-san started to move, angered, but she suddenly froze, as my intent to intervene radiated out from me. I wouldn’t say it’s killing intent, like a manga, but I’m definitely annoyed right now.

“Be still, Michiru. She means no disrespect, Hinata merely… misunderstands me.” Miyu-san waved a hand dismissively, and I was starting to suspect she was nowhere near as meek as Hinata had advised me. “Go fetch us some tea. That will suit everyone, will it not?” she asked us, and Hinata nodded, so I did likewise.

“But, mistress, I need to guard you!” Koga-san protested, but Miyu-san merely fixed me with a searching look.

“I have heard the reports from grandfather. If Oshiro-san wished to harm me, you would be unable to stop him, is not that right?” she asked me.

“I’m not in the business of hurting girls.” I shook my head. “Though I’d appreciate it if you’d stop trying to upset Hinata. But if I’m being honest, yes. You’d both be dead or under my power before you even noticed, if I was so inclined.”

Koga-san tensed at my words, but Miyu-san leaned back in her chair, seemingly satisfied by my answer. “As expected, anyone who can defeat armed yakuza and even foreign agents will outmatch you, Michiru. Though I daresay you would give a good account of yourself.”

“This is why I objected to this…” Koga-san talked back, surprising Hinata, though she did head for the side of the room, where an expensive-looking tea set was waiting.

“It was necessary.” Miyu-san insisted. Turning her attention back to the troubled Hinata she smiled, and this time it seemed more genuine. “Hinata. I am quite serious. Just what do you think of your arranged marriage? I have reasons for asking, and not to mock you. I was present when Mayumi-san sent you storming off in tears, after all. Besides, why would I mock you? My fate is the same…”

Hinata and I exchanged glances, before she looked down and sighed. “I don’t feel good about it. Not at all.” Hinata complained, and Miyu-san raised an eyebrow in surprise.

“Interesting. You would say that next to your fiancé? From everything I have heard, you are supposedly overjoyed, Motoko-san too. Though that might just be your families putting on a brave face. There is much rotten beneath the surface. But to think you would be so bold as to speak freely? Do you not respect Oshiro-san? I understand, he is a commoner, but that seems…”

“You misunderstand me.” Hinata shook her head. “I hate it. Motoko-san and Natsumi too. We all hate the arranged marriage, as… it wasn’t fair. I’m particularly ashamed. I even had to spring my proposal on Akio when he was helping my grandfather, using my parents too.”

“Is not that simply how arranged marriages work?” Miyu-san was puzzled. Koga-san returned then, carrying cups of tea on a silver tray, and we took them gratefully. I took a sip and smiled. Yeah, this is good. Really good.

Hinata placed her cup back down on the saucer, nodding her thanks to Koga-san. “Well yes.” she continued. “But you misunderstand me. I’m not unhappy at the marriage, Motoko-san, Natsumi neither. We are unhappy that we couldn’t win his love without tricks.” She then leaned over and kissed me, heedless of ruining her immaculate lipstick and makeup.

As Koga-san and Miyu-san flushed, we tangled our tongues, wet sounds echoing, and as we pulled apart, lips damp, Hinata was flushed too, with a mixture of shame and lust, her lips stained with my saliva. “Make no mistake. It may have started as an arranged marriage, but it’s a love match now. I have proof, yes?”

I grinned shamefacedly. “Sorry about that. We shouldn’t have been so forward in front of such refined girls such as yourselves.”

“Think… think nothing of it.” Miyu-san managed. “That was… interesting. So, a love match you say? That seems improbable. You barely know this man.”

“True, but I discover something more to like every day.” Hinata insisted. “Most importantly, he never treats me like a noble, or an upstart, or anything but a girl. And he needs me! Honestly, he’s too weak to women, and too generous. He needs a wife who can stop him getting swindled! I wake up excited every day now, wondering what it will bring. And there are other perks too…”

She touched her damp lips, flushing. “If I may be so bold as to give you advice, Miyu-sama…” she ventured diffidently, and the other girl nodded, allowing it. “… I’ve seen more of the outside world in the last few weeks than I have in my entire life, been more alive, had more joy. Nobility is important, history is important, I don’t disagree. But nothing is more important than our happiness. If you don’t want to get married, then don’t. It may cause problems with your father and grandfather, but… finding someone to love is more important.”

“Problems with father? Hardly.” Miyu-san snorted. “I cannot even remember the last time I spoke to him. If I want anything I go through mother. Grandfather, I respect him, he has helped hold Japan together through many troubled times, and he has always been kind to me, but he likes Honoka-sama more, she will be the heir, of course.”

“In that case, why not… why not try and find your own path? Even if you declined any engagement, I am sure Fujiwara-sama would forgive you. Besides…” Hinata looked at me, her eyes pleading. “I am sure that Akio can help you. The world has changed, and the nobility needs to change with it. For my future. Motoko-san, Natsumi. Even you, Miyu-sama.”

“So, you would help me, would you?” Miyu-san smiled, looking satisfied. “I see. I knew I was right to call you here. Yes, you can help me.” She leaned forwards, her gaze intense. “Tell me, Oshiro-san, these strange powers, how do you get rid of them?”

For a moment there was silence in the room as Hinata and I turned over the implications of that in my head. There were only two conclusions I could come to, and one made no sense so… “Miyu-san… are you a candidate for Astral Emperor? Did a God bless you?”

“Sharp as expected.” Miyu-san sniffed. “Though calling it a blessing seems strange. It is surely a curse. Ame-no-Uzume… to think such Kami actually existed. Laughable.” She snorted sourly, completely shattering her image of a meek girl. “I did not desire this.”

“But…” Hinata was shocked. “Fujiwara-sama, Ichijou-sama, Grandfather Itsuki, they were desperate to find others like Akio, and yet you didn’t talk? Why? I don’t get it.” Hinata muttered, confused. I think I do, though. Reaching out, I patted her on the head reassuringly, not caring that I mussed her hair, considering that this social gathering was just a front, and that Miyu-san was revealing her true face to us.

“Just let her speak, okay?” I asked, and Hinata nodded.

“I am already trapped, a marriage I do not want decided for me, my life planned out for me, my fate to be the perfect, quiet daughter. I am only ever happy when dancing, or playing piano, or spending time with Michiru.” At that, the ninja-girl flushed.

“Hinata, do you seriously believe I would surrender even more of the fragile specks of dust I get for my own life? I am not like Mayumi-san, who revels in being a queen, or Honoka-sama, who believes her future husband will succeed the Fujiwara family. I do not want any of this!” Miyu-san was angry, her face red, and Koga-san was at her side, rubbing her back soothingly. “Why should I have to save the world? What has the world ever done for me?”

“That’s… amazingly selfish.” Hinata said then, surprising me. “I’m a little disappointed in you, Miyu-sama. No, Miyu. If you dislike Fujiwara house so, and your rank, why should I give you the respect it merits?”

“You would dare speak to Miyu-sama that way?” Koga-san protested, enraged, but Hinata brushed her off, continuing.

“I do dare. I’ve always spoken my mind, to Sakura, to Mayumi, and why should Miyu be any different? Besides, Miyu, you are being foolish. Yes, the system is rotten and unfair to us, but it comes with benefits too. Benefits you’ve enjoyed. You say you love piano and Japanese dance. Well, do you think a normal family can afford such luxuries?” She looked at me fondly then.

“Aiko told me how you scrimped and saved for her bow, giving up your allowance for many months to pay for part of it.” she continued. “I hate the way I’m treated, yes, but I still do my duty. I’m just lucky that my duty coincides with what I want now. Your bodyguard, Michiru. Would you have her without your grandfather? And you don’t care about the world? You and Michiru live in this world!”

“I think you might want to calm down.” I warned her, but she shook her head.

“Seriously. I get it must be scary. Akio told me a tale of his battles earlier, and the thought of facing such things, I can understand you must be afraid. But there are those that would envy you. Ame-no-Uzume. If I had her power, I could do amazing things together with Akio. Eri would kill for that. Aiko too.”

“If you want it so much, then take it!” Miyu-san sneered, her placid mask now completely gone. “Who are you to preach to me?”

“Someone that knows more than you do!” Hinata snapped back, and then I was moving, my hands grabbing at Koga-san, who had leapt at Hinata, an expression of rage across the part of her face that wasn’t behind her mouth-covering ninja mask.

“Enough of that.” I warned, only for her hand to dart towards me, glittering metal and dark liquid under two of her fingernails, aimed for my exposed skin. “I said no.” Grabbing her hand I squeezed, and she turned pale with pain. Even so, the ninja-girl struggled, and her shoe stabbed at my body, long needles also coated in dark liquid shooting out.

“Stop, Michiru, this is not…” Miyu-san was shouting, while Hinata was frozen by shock. This little firecracker moves well. You’d think she was in possession of newfound power like me. Still, that’s fucking dangerous. My foot slammed into the needles, and they pierced through the sole, before stopping, unable to penetrate my skin. Koga-san let out a yelp as I slammed her down into the floor hard enough for the ground to tremble, and I stomped my pierced shoe down, shattering the needles, before treading on the ninja, pinning her stunned body down.

“That was stupid and reckless.” I growled, extremely aggrieved. Hinata was pale, and Miyu-san was looking at me, as if unsure of what I would do next. “I’m telling you now, if one of those had hit Hinata, you’d be dead.” I was serious, and even the dazed Koga-san knew it. Hinata was blushing at my vehement defence of her, but I wasn’t going to let her off either. “And Hinata, I get that Miyu-san has been shitting on all your dreams in front of you, despite having achieved them through no effort but being born, but remember. We promised, right? We’ll change things. There’s no need to let her get to you.”

“Sorry.” Hinata whispered, shaking her head in apology, calming down now the suddenly-attacking Koga-san was helpless below my boot. “I… well, it offends me on so many levels! When you are putting in so much work, fighting, bleeding, crying, just to save the world, and she… she…” Her words failed her and I reached out, clasping her hand.

“I’m not trying to save the world. I’m trying to save those I love. It’s just those I love need a world to live on, right?” As she looked surprised at that, I turned back to Miyu-san.

“Now that was… troublesome. Where do we go from here? And I hope you know why Hinata was upset. She idolises the true noble daughters like you, and now she longs for the sort of abilities I have. To hear you dismiss both of them…”

“I apologise. We went too far.” Miyu-san seemed contrite, surprising me, and Hinata more, as she gasped in shock. “Michiru, you should not have attacked her. Besides, we knew Oshiro-san was unbeatable for us. Now you have to pay the price.”

“Anything, mistress. This ninja has failed you. Death is a small price to pay for such disgrace.”

“Death does not benefit our guest. One I am asking a favour from.” She shook her head. “Oshiro-san. Michiru is a beauty is she not? She is now yours, to do with as you will. Break her, toy with her body, defile her purity. She deserves no less.”

What. The. Fuck? My mind went blank for a moment as a schoolgirl, such a young lady, suggested the unthinkable. Hinata was equally shocked, choking.

“But mistress, I only yearn for you. I swore to let no man but the strongest give me… wait…” she trailed off, confused, falling silent.

Screw this. I’m done being polite. I removed my foot, hauled Koga-san up and propped her over my knee. She looked confused for a second, before my hand slapped her ass. She let out a little shriek, before my hand slapped her other buttock. I’m not even hitting that hard, and she’s still wearing her ninja outfit. “Bad kids need punishment. But I’m not some sort of monster.” A handful more slaps, and I was done. “Nine. And ten.”

Releasing the girl, I frowned at Miyu-san. “I get that she’s your servant, your bodyguard, but you don’t own her life! You claim to hate the way your role oppresses you, and you go and turn it around on another? I’m tempted to give you a few slaps as well, but your grandfather would be pissed off if he found out, and dealing with that would be a pain. Not that I couldn’t.” I declared proudly.

“I’m never the man I was yesterday, I’m always stronger, more skilled, with allies who support me more and more. I’m using your grandfather as he uses me. I always honour my agreements, but I’m not up for being taken for granted. Just bear this in mind. If there’s even a scratch on Hinata or any of my friends, family or fiancées, be they a noble, the President of the USA, a fucking Demon Lord from Hell, an Alien invasion… or even a young girl like you, then my fury will be swift and terrible.”

Hinata was throwing her arms around me, while Koga-san took up her post beside Miyu-san, surreptitiously rubbing her ass. “Swift and terrible? I see. But not so terrible.” Miyu-san shook her head. “You made only one mistake. I do not order Michiru as my servant, she is my sworn bodyguard, trusted ninja, only true friend. It is insulting to her to say I cannot command her to die, or worse. Few true ninja families survive. Her pride would never allow her to refuse an order, no matter what. If you had torn off her clothes and defiled her right then and there, broke her arms and legs, threw her naked into the streets, she would raise no objections if I declared it her punishment for failure.”

Okay, this is… too weird. She’s giving Hyacinth a run for her money on odd behaviour. Also, I’m pretty sure I heard her object too… “Should a young girl like you, so sheltered, really be talking about this sort of thing?”

“Ninja are always wary of such ends. It is all too common.” Koga-san spoke up suddenly, staring reproachfully at me. “I naturally advised mistress on all the many varied and cruel ways men could torture her should our vigilance falter.” Her gaze turned flinty. “I objected to allowing you to visit Miyu-sama, even to ask you for help. Men can never be trusted!”

So it’s your fault she’s talking about that! I can only hope she doesn’t really know what she was describing entailed, just like Hinata and Motoko were naïve. Screaming internally, I shook my head.

“Akio can be trusted!” Hinata declared, angry. “But he wouldn’t touch trash like you. He has me, Motoko, Natsumi, Shaeula, Eri… he doesn’t need you!”

Koga-san was about to respond, before Miyu-san raised a hand to stop her. “Michiru, he did pass the test, did he not?”

“He manhandled me!” Koga-san protested, and Miyu-san shook her head in denial.

“Mere chastisement. He did not even pull down your clothes. And he was right, I told you to make sure not to injure our guests unless in self-defence. Poison needles were dangerous. If Hinata died here, it would rock the nobility.”

A test? That was a test? I’m starting to think I should definitely have punished them more. Putting Hinata at risk for a damn test…

“I still think you should have sought out another.” Koga-san stubbornly continued. “There are several women who have been unearthed, one of them might…”

“No. It has to be Oshiro-san.” Miyu-san denied her again. “He is working for grandfather, yes, but it is an alliance, as he says, not servitude. The ones under Ichijou house or the others found are far more restricted. They will inform grandfather or Ichijou-sama about me. Secondly… Hinata, you can answer this better than I, perhaps. Is there any with superior skills to him?”

“No, definitely not!” Hinata clung to me. “If even only half of what he and Shaeula have told me is true, there’s none better in Japan!”

“I see. More tea, Michiru. This will be a thirsty conversation. So, now we understand each other better, I shall repeat my question from before. This curse, is there any way I can get rid of it?”

Yeah, this was not how I saw this little tea-party playing out, on so many levels… My Eye blazed amber, shocking Koga-san and Miyu-san, as I considered her question, and just what it meant…


Two Hundred And Twenty-Eight


“Just what are you doing? Such a strange light…” Miyu-san paled, uncomfortable under my intense gaze. As Koga-san was making the tea, she was also alert at the glow, in case it was dangerous, and I could see her feet twitching, as if she wished to rain more needles down on me.

“It’s a Skill of mine. A Rank two one.” I explained, fishing for information. If I’m going to help out, I need payment. Everyone has been really clear on that. And I don’t think they are entirely wrong. I was feeling a little sorry for the sheltered young woman, especially after my interactions with Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi, but their situations were very different to the girl in front of me.

After all, I’m working with her grandfather, and most of the protection for my family and workplace comes from him. I do have Grulgor, Hyacinth and Shirohebi now, but if I tie them up on protection detail, that wastes a lot of my hard work getting the Thrones to Rank two. Unless there are some other benefits that make it worthwhile, of course. “So, what Skill did you get from Ame-no-Uzume? I’m guessing it must be a decent Rank?”

“Rank? I do not understand.” Miyu-san seemed puzzled, taking an offered cup from Koga-san, sipping at it to cover her confusion, though my eyes could see the minute rattles of the porcelain, betraying her unease. “As for these Skills, the Goddess told me I would dance for the Dawn and dance for the Dusk, but that was all.”

I see. Dance-related Skills? I’m guessing buffs and debuffs? I’m curious, but that can wait. “I see, so do you have a status screen that details all your Statistics, such as your strength, intelligence or anything similar? Like the display in a video game? Also, did she tell you about your Territory?”

At the barrage of questions, Miyu-san frowned, masking her emotions behind another draught of tea. “Video games? I have heard of them, but we are taught to avoid such vulgar things at school, along with television that is not educational.”

At that Hinata giggled, shaking her head. Yeah, Nichibotsu is heavily involved in such vulgar things. No wonder she’s looked down upon, despite the wealth of her family. “I’m afraid she doesn’t understand you, Akio.”

“Who are you to speak…” Koga-san began, annoyed at her interjection, before she caught my glare and backed away, face falling, her skin behind the mask red.

“She’s someone your mistress here asked for help. So it’s only natural to be polite to someone you are begging favours from, right?” I notice I didn’t get a cup of tea, that ninja girl isn’t coming near me. “This is Miyu-san’s house, yes?”

At my lack of -sama Koga-san twitched, irritated, but she still nodded.

“Well then, I need some blank paper and some pencils. Ideally coloured ones.” I asked.

“I have a sketchbook in my room. Fetch it, Michiru. I shall be fine here.” she declared. “If Oshiro-san wished me harm, you would not be able to stop him, would you?”

“I apologise for my worthlessness, mistress. My father will be disappointed in me and no doubt increase my training tenfold!” She shot me another glare, before opening a locked door in the wall of the large room. Not just one lock, there’s three, and they all look fairly industrial. As Koga-san disappeared inside, I caught a glimpse of a room decorated in calming pastel shades, and the corner of a grand piano.

“So, are you doing that?” Hinata asked. “If so, will Miyu need to take off her clothes?”

At that Miyu-san halted, cup held motionless in the air, while Koga-san, returning with a large sketchbook and a case of pencils, suddenly leapt like a frightened rabbit. “Strip the mistress? I knew you were not to be trusted! Mistress, he wishes to despoil you and then you will be forced to marry him to spare your family from disgrace! Such evil, it cannot…”

“Oh please.” Hinata snorted. “Why would he want to do that? He’s already got such wonderful fiancées.” She stuck out her chest proudly. “Besides, I expect Fujiwara-sama already has plans. My cousin… well, never mind that.”

“Hinata, I know you meant to lighten the mood, but these girls don’t get the humour.” I sighed. “No, I won’t be needing you to strip to your underwear, Miyu-san. My Eye has Ranked up, and I’m not doing any actual Chirurgery at this stage, so this should suffice. Now stop being annoying and give me the paper.” I demanded, and Koga-san stalked over, gingerly handing paper and pencils to me.

“One thing I don’t get is…” I asked, as I quickly wrote out a fake character sheet with some random numbers and made-up Skills. “… why didn’t you decline Ame-no-Uzume’s offer? If you were that unhappy, then…”

“Decline?” Miyu-san shook her head. “How does one deny the Divine? I woke one night in a strange place. It was a dream, surely, yet everything was so real, and I was fully aware of myself. Then the Goddess appeared, draped a necklace of leaves around my neck, and told me I was to nurture the sacred Sakaki tree to save what I could from the destruction that was coming.” She shuddered, teacup rattling on the saucer furiously. “Decline? Such a nonsense. Why should I have to do this?”

“I would do it in your place in a heartbeat, mistress! Koga ninja are ready for battle, always!” her bodyguard cried, impassioned.

“I thought this a lot.” Hinata mused, interrupting the heavy atmosphere, and I could tell she was going to make a joke. “From school, we are taught that ninja were supposed to be stealthy, inconspicuous. But you are always standing out and dressing ridiculously. Even your sister isn’t as flashy as you, Michiru. Not very ninja-like, if you ask me!”

I had finished my fake character sheet, as well as a sketch of an ordinary person's Chakra network. I was now moving onto what I remembered of Kana’s, which was pretty much flawless as my memory had reached photographic a while back. Though oddly enough despite that, I still forget things, mostly unimportant matters or things I’d actually wish to forget. It seems Resilience interacts weirdly with a lot of mental states.

“Father did leave the family when he was young to marry mother, and was disowned, though grandfather still allows sister and I to visit on occasion.” Koga-san shrugged. “So father doesn’t follow the old teachings as written. Father believes that bodyguards must stand out, and clearly warn off any attackers. The true secret of stealth, he believes, is in the attacks themselves.” She raised a fingernail at me, and I could once more see the embedded needles, glittering darkly. Yeah, I think she’d be more likely to hurt herself or Miyu-san with those, rather than an enemy.

“Bodyguards should be flashy.” Hinata agreed. “But why not have a decoy guard to do that, and have you by her side looking like just a friend? Wouldn’t that be more ninja-like?”

“But father says we need to show off our skills in the modern world, or else we’ll be underestimated and looked down on…”

Yeah, this is all nonsense, but at least the mood has improved. I was now sketching a detailed image of Miyu-san and her network. Since my Eye had improved, more minor details were visible, and I could peer beneath her clothes to an extent and still make out the glittering lights of her capillaries and Chakras. Enough for an indication, anyway. I still wouldn’t fancy Chirurgery like this. Idly I spoke. “It seems like you are more the orange jumpsuit type of ninja. I’m quite disappointed really, I’d like to meet a real ninja one day, I bet I could learn a lot.”

“Orange jumpsuit? I do not get it.” Koga-san replied, before realising I had essentially disparaged her and called her and her father fakes. “My ninjutsu is real! I simply choose not to…”

“Enough.” Miyu-san was rubbing at her temples, eyes squeezed shut. “Please, Michiru. No arguments. We have asked them for aid, we can swallow a little insult if we must.”

“It isn’t really an insult. Just expressing my disappointment.” I said mildly, to a laugh from Hinata. “I’m done for now. There is one thing of note to draw your attention to, but anyway, here.” I approached Miyu-san, who opened her eyes again nervously. As I stretched out my hand and handed her the papers she snatched at them, before retreating a little.

“This is… a status screen?” she mused, puzzled. “I do not understand. How can you measure things such as this? It would be like declaring I had Piano Playing Rank three. How foolish.”

“Anything can be measured, against the right scale. If you knew who was the worst at playing the piano in the world, and also the best, could you not split the skill levels of musicians between into Ranks? We do it in a way, with competitions and status such as amateur, professional, teacher, and more, right?” I disagreed, having thought about that myself in the past.

So, Kikuchi Shuta-san, Suzuki-san, Kondou Kazuo, and now Miyu-san, none of them have status sheets. I’m now certain that the Examination Skills were a big part of my own blessing from Tyr. But that can’t be it all. No, looking at Miyu-san now…

“That is true.” she conceded, flipping through the sheets I had torn from her sketchbook. On reaching her own she paused, frowning.

“You see it, don't you? Around your neck and your forehead?” I was surprised I could see it now, and when I looked down at my own wrist with my Eye I could see a similar occurrence.

“Sakaki leaves.” she nodded. “Like the necklace the Goddess gave me.” Her hand went to her forehead. “But here too? And what are these coloured balls and lines?”

“That’s a visual representation of your Astral subtle body. That world in the dream the irresponsible Goddess pulled you into is called the Boundary, the junction between the Astral and Material worlds. And yes, it can be dangerous. But Miyu-san, you were chosen. One of around two thousand in Japan. There probably isn’t more than a few hundred thousand of us worldwide. I get that it is frightening, but this is an opportunity…”

“Opportunity? For what?” she shuddered. “I am already a doll, my future mapped out, the only say I have in it my piano and dance. Even Michiru will be dismissed when I graduate from Hanafubuki and get married, I will not even get to choose my bodyguards. No, everything will be dictated by my husband.”

“That can’t be true. I’m not telling Hinata what to do all the time, am I?”

“Well, yes, you are very different to the nobles, Akio.” Hinata sighed. “I think any husband chosen for a granddaughter of Fujiwara-sama is likely to be entitled and overbearing. Before, I’d have said that would be a small price to pay for being seen as true nobles amongst nobles, but these few weeks have changed me. I sympathise, Miyu.”

“I do not need your sympathy, I need this curse gone! I am not giving up what remains of my freedom for this! What have the Kami ever done for me?” Miyu-san's voice was cold and full of pain.

Apart from the life of wealth and privilege? Well, who am I to judge? I guess being poor and happy like Eri and my sis is better than being wealthy and miserable, maybe? “I’m not saying it is impossible.” I can think of two ways, based on what I know and have guessed, but I don’t like either of them… “But you’d need to fully understand the risks and ramifications…”

She brightened at my words, hope springing in her eyes, interrupting me before I could fully explain the dangers. “You can do it? You can free me?”

“Maybe. I’ve ideas but I still think it’s a foolish plan on many levels. There’s a solid chance you could be injured or even die.” I pointed to the paper she was holding, and bade her compare hers with an ordinary person. “See all the differences? The subtle bodies are linked, so if the foreign parts are removed, it might have a serious, potentially life-threatening impact on you. That’s assuming it even works at all.”

Koga-san gasped, and Hinata looked troubled. Miyu-san glanced down, gathering her composure.

“I see. I suppose it is too much to hope for the works of a Goddess to be undone so easily, or without price.” she muttered.

“Look, I get you feel you have no control over your life. Hinata was the same. Motoko and Natsumi too, they are bound by the expectations placed on them. But they chose to reach for a way to grasp what they wanted.” I grinned self-deprecatingly, shaking my head. “Maybe I’m an idiot, taking them all. I’m certainly a bastard.”

“Hey, that’s mean.” Hinata joked. “You made a wise decision!”

“We’ll see.” I smiled back, before looking at Miyu-san earnestly. “Don’t you think that this is a heaven-sent opportunity for you to take control of your life? Power and influence. If you have that, then you can dictate your own terms.”

“Hardly. Against grandfather, I would still end up doing what he wanted. I am just a doll, looking pretty but ultimately hollow.”

“No you aren’t!” I was annoyed, so I raised my voice. Koga-san twitched, ready to intervene, but Hinata waved her to stop, gesturing to wait. “Would a doll or a puppet have called me here, to defy a Goddess and your grandfather alike? Look, I get it. At first I was a total coward. I nearly gave up several times, and when I fought the Wyrm, I ended up shivering in fear in my bed afterwards, remembering its breath that could have annihilated me without a trace. But then I remembered, each and every time… if not me, then who would protect those I love? So if not you, who else can do it, Miyu-san?”

“Listen to him.” Hinata urged. “Akio is an expert, isn’t he? He’s fought more battles than anyone. Perhaps he could help you. You wouldn’t have to be alone.” She sighed. “I’m jealous. I don’t want to fight either, but those of us at the training school, Aiko, Eri… all of us are eager to join him there, share his burdens. But you, you were chosen. It seems a waste to abandon all that. If I could take it from you, I would, in a heartbeat!”

“The training school. Yes, grandfather gets reports. Ordinary people, granted new powers.” Miyu-san mused. “Even so, they are no match for you, are they? They will only suffer and die in vain, much as a small house would if it angered Fujiwara or Ichijou houses. No, I have made up my mind. I wish to be free, even… even if I have to risk everything!”

My words aren’t reaching her. Well, that makes sense, why should she listen to me? Even my Majesty and Charm won’t make someone who has absolutely decided change their mind.

Before I could speak, Hinata spoke up. “So, you’ve decided then, Miyu. A cowardly, foolish decision, but it is your life. So, what does Akio get out of helping you then?”

“Such insolence!” Koga-san gasped, and Miyu-san showed a significant reaction, puzzled and affronted.

“Oh come on, you surely aren’t that stupid.” Hinata was equally displeased. “Akio told you there’s a risk. If you are injured, or even die… how can you compensate him for that? Fujiwara-sama would surely seek to crush the man who hurt his treasured granddaughter. At best, he would lose all his supporting backing from the nobility, except mine, of course. It may even lead to imprisonment or banishment. Surely you aren’t so naïve to expect Akio to chance that for free. Even if it all works, he has done you a priceless service, hasn't he?”

“I am Fujiwara Miyu, and…” she began, but Hinata cut her off with an angry snort.

“… and you’ve already rejected the responsibility as a Fujiwara daughter, hence why I give you no honorific. You can’t abandon your duty, give up this power that benefits the nobility, Japan as a whole, and expect me to blindly do as you say. Akio isn’t even a noble. Like you said earlier, he doesn’t work for you, he’s only an ally and far too kind! Besides, even if you could promise Fujiwara-sama would not respond, even if you were to be injured, Akio would grieve. He’s soft on girls in need.”

She turned to me then. “So, I know what you are thinking, Akio, and speaking for all your wives, I forbid you to try, unless Miyu offers something of appropriate value! You’ve given her good advice, and I know what you were going to say next, something like… but you won’t be alone, I can send people to help you, protect you and your Territory… right? No, you need to think of your own, no, our own Territory. You aren’t responsible for Miyu. You are for us!”

Am I so easy to read? I was going to suggest teaming up with Suzuki-san, as she’s a Vassal of mine so I could aid them to fortify a Territory… still, Hinata is right. I have to draw the line somewhere.

Miyu-san seemed shocked at being spoken to in such a manner, perhaps nobody ever had before. Even so, she wasn’t a foolish girl it seemed, as she did not immediately respond. I could hear a noise though, angry and grating, and it was Koga-san grinding her teeth, clearly infuriated.

“I… if it is money, I have a little, but…” Miyu-san began, only for Hinata to interrupt her.

“Money? I am supporting Akio, grandfather too. Any money you could scrape together would be unnecessary.”

“I have nothing else. I doubt you mean to allow Oshiro-san to watch me dance or listen to my piano!” she protested, a touch shrilly. “All I have is what you see! It is all any of us have! Invisible chains and regret!” She began to tug at her dress then, loosening the collar, Koga-san rushed at her, but she batted her off. “Do you mean for me to offer him my body? Ruin my honour, disgrace the husband I do not know yet? Well, if I must to be free of this curse I will, but know this…”

“Enough! Hinata didn’t mean that!” I declared, seizing her hand before she had done much more than unbutton a few small fastenings by her neckline. “Stop, okay? Calm down.” I turned my gaze on Hinata then, who by her guilty look certainly hadn’t meant for this outcome. “I know you mean well, but see? It always ends up this way. Why does everyone assume all I want is to make love to pretty girls?”

“You really don’t know? Maybe you should search your feelings on that one, my dear fiancé.” Hinata smiled, still looking guilty. “You might want to let her go now. I think she’s short-circuited.”

I turned, and indeed, Miyu-san was scarlet and trembling, her hand still clutched in mine. Oh shit, I forgot these noble girls have no contact with men outside their families. Releasing her quickly, I stepped back. “I… just calm down, all right? We can think about it carefully.”

“Mistress. I shall attempt to kill the enemy, and then die to pay for the failure.” Koga-san declared, eyeing me with a complicated gaze, but Miyu-san shook her head finally, black hair swishing, her exposed throat gulping weakly as she struggled for words.

“No, leave it, Michiru. I was… I was foolish. This whole mess… I do not know what to do. Nor what I can offer in payment.”

“Look, can we all just sit down and think about this again? I think decisions made in haste are going to be repented later.” I declared, and as everyone nodded I moved the chairs closer, picking up the discarded printouts. “Look. It is a gift. I have my own worries, of course I do. The Conqueror Class for one. Though when it Levelled up destroying Myrcolaxriath I felt a little better.”

At the strange terms the ninja girl and Miyu-san looked at me, puzzled, so I continued to explain.

“Never mind. Let me just say, I think there’s more to all this that we don’t know. But what I do know is this. You can keep hiding your power, but on the day you run into an enemy like Kondou Kazuo, or someone you care about dies in front of you because you chose not to use what you were given, you’ll regret it. But it’ll be too late for tears then. Or you can give it up, take the risk. You might be seriously injured, or die. The risk of someone seeking you out will fade, then, but the world is changing, and you will still suffer through lack of strength one day, lamenting. Or you can fight, grow stronger.”

Looking at her network with my Rank two Eye I can see her supposed gift is heavily entwined with her network around the throat and third eye Chakras. Unlike mine, which runs into my Silver Cord. If I had to guess, I’d say that my earlier theories were right. Ortlinde has given me a much lower starting power, but I can grow in any direction I have the aptitude, luck and will for, whereas Miyu-san, likely Suzuki-san and Shuta-san too, they will end up focussing most of their growth on their unique abilities. That isn’t to say that they can’t gain other powers, only that it would be significantly more difficult. If they all started as a five, and would struggle to get much past a seven, say, then I started at a one or a two, but am now up to an eight and have no end in sight.

Of course, there were endless possibilities for me to have died due to having weaker abilities during my early battles, a stronger power would have enabled me to coast through them, probably, but then against the Myconids, I would have been less prepared, weaker overall, and likely all of us would have perished. Coupled with Conqueror, and what happened the last few times… yeah, I’m confident this will work, that I can remove Ame-no-Uzume’s powers from her. As for her safety…

“If you make your stand, you’ll find your own value. I’d welcome an ally, and if you are worried about your grandfather using you, well… I’m not sure how much sway I really have, but I can ask him to respect you and your struggle.” Or perhaps… hmm, that’s the seed of an idea there…

“You see how generous Akio is? If you were to come clean, his value to Fujiwara-sama would likely diminish, his support funnelled to your growth. Even so, he offers his aid to you.” Hinata pointed out.

“Yes, I see I have misjudged you somewhat, Oshiro-san.” Miyu-san apologised.

“Call me Akio. We are both pawns of the Gods, right?” I smiled, my tone kind.

“I still do not wish to bear this burden. I am terribly weak and hollow. At school everyone thinks me too meek and shy for a daughter of Fujiwara, am I correct, Hinata?”

“That’s right. Your cousin Honoka-sama is more energetic.”

“Honoka-sama. I see.” Miyu-san sighed bitterly. “I am indeed meek, and my hollowness is filled with fear. I just wish to cling on to what I have now. If the future is as grim as you say… at least I have this moment. I am sorry. I understand you are genuinely thinking of me. But… I would rather savour the time left at Hanafubuki, even knowing it is but a fleeting dream. After all, that is how I dance. Melancholy, loss, longing. All is art.”

“I’d sure love to see that dance. I bet it is beautiful. Look, you love dancing, so why not dance for me, clear your mind, reaffirm what you love? Then we’ll talk about this. Seriously.”

“I have already made up my mind. There is little to talk about. But if you are to do me this great favour, the least I can do is allow you to see my dance.”

“Great.” I smiled, curious, having never seen traditional dancing before. “I think you need to understand just what you are risking…”
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The dance stopped, Miyu-san in her flowing kimono pausing, motionless, glittering beads of sweat on her face. For a moment there was silence, before I applauded loudly, impressed. “That was magnificent. Not like what I imagined either. Traditional dance sure is something.” And yes, you can almost feel the sorrow, the longing, and also the solitude, the frozen heart within. It really is an expressive artform.

“Yes, I don’t really go myself, being an upstart.” Hinata snorted. “Though since Sakura is my cousin and dances too, perhaps I should, but I have heard Miyu and Honoka-sama are being taught by the most prestigious inheritor of traditional dance in the whole of Japan. The entire upper nobility and a lot of businessmen and politicians attend a yearly event. Though it is during Golden Week, so it’s not until next spring.”

“I see, so your cousin dances as well.” I mused, and as Miyu-san’s face fell immediately and Koga-san bristled angrily again, I realised I had made a mistake.

“Yes, Honoka-sama is a better dancer than I. A better everything, despite being younger. Then, she is the heir. I am shocked that Ame-no-Uzume passed over her to choose me. Perhaps the Goddess felt I should be the one to suffer.”

“That’s utter crap.” I denied her, and she was again shocked, unused to being contradicted. “Having seen your dance, I can tell you if I wanted anyone to dance the Dawn and the Dusk, it would be you.”

“Search your feelings, Akio. This is why!” Hinata sniggered, and I remembered our earlier conversation, flushing slightly.

“Well, I stand by it. Perhaps you aren’t as inferior as you believe. Though I’m just an ordinary person, I don't really understand the nobility or how they think. But what I do know…” I declared, watching as Koga-san handed her a towel to wipe the sweat from her flushed and red face. “I doubt Ame-no-Uzume wishes you to suffer either. I have my reservations, but I’ve no doubt the world is in danger, and we have been chosen to save it, or at least protect those we love. So if nothing else, Ame-no-Uzume is a Kami of dance, so you should be proud she chose you for this, gave you her power!”

“Are you always so forward?” Miyu-san asked, and Hinata giggled again.

“Yes, he definitely is. He usually knows what to say to make us feel better. Still, he’s right. It was a marvellous dance. Like a Goddess indeed.”

“I would like to play you a piece on my piano too, but we have little time.” Miyu-san had taken quite a while to get changed and apply the relevant makeup to do her dance properly, with help from Koga-san, so now her parents would likely return in only a few hours.

“You are hardly ordinary.” Koga-san piped up, face tense, as we had explained what was to come. “No ordinary person can sit here and speak to Miyu-sama so casually, make demands and contradict her. None would dare!”

“Maybe that’s why I just don’t get how big a deal it is. To me, Miyu-san and you are just girls, all right? But first, I’m going to ask you again. Having seen your dance, I’m more sure of this than ever, you were meant for this. I’m not a fool to believe in the Gods blindly. The ones I know are just small Kami and seem as foolish as the rest of us, and I’ve met others like us who are petty, evil… but I know this. I’m still grateful.”

“No, my mind is made up.” She shook her head, too stubborn to back down now, perhaps. “This is the only choice that leaves me with any happiness, no matter how fleeting.”

Hinata made a sound of displeasure at that, and I understood why. To be honest, I’m not confident this will even work, let alone safely. And having seen her dance… no, this is foolish. She’s not capable of making a rational decision, and she can’t offer enough to make it worth our while.

“I know you are in a hurry, but first, humour me. After all, it doesn’t have to be today, does it? If you are so set on this, waiting a day or two won’t hurt.”

“But I have already…” Miyu-san began again, and I shook my head, fed-up.

“No. We’ve only established what you think you want, and what pittance you can offer. Now we are really going to talk about it. What do you want, Miyu-san, no, Miyu. Hinata is right. Forget about your status, just be Miyu. What do you want? No lies.”

Koga-san growled at me, at the harsh way I was speaking, but I was having none of it. This situation sits badly with me. Even if she somehow talks me into it, I need to experiment first, doing it blind would be idiocy. There is one way I can, though it leaves a really foul taste in my mouth. No, that’s for later… “Koga-san, if you care for her, then shut up and let us talk this out. Do you really want to see her potentially hurt or die for nothing? Do you honestly think this is the only way, risking so much to cling on to a few scraps of happiness, when she could have so much more?”

“Of course I want Miyu-sama to be happy! I love her!” Koga-san declared proudly.

“Then shut your mouth and let me handle this.” I snapped, and Hinata grinned.

“I think you should both listen to Akio. He hates sacrifices, and this… well, it’s annoying me with how stupid you are being, Miyu. Considering your grades are decent at school, I’m not sure why you are being such a fool.”

“Miyu.” I declared, looking her directly in the eyes. She flushed a little, uncomfortable at being so close to me, but was unable to look away. “Tell me, honestly, what do you want out of life?”

“I want to dance, and play, and spend time with Michiru, until…”

“No. That’s not what you want, that’s what you think you can have. Forget your common sense, or what you believe. What do you want, if you can have a dream?”

“A dream? We daughters of nobility do not have dreams…” she began, and Hinata interrupted again.

“That’s rubbish. I have a dream, don’t I?”

“Yes, but you are…”

“Well, what about Motoko? Her status is only a step below yours. She has a dream, and now it has come true. Well, there’s work to be done, but with Akio supporting her, she can have it all.” Hinata insisted.

“A step, yes, but a small step is large. Grandfather, he does care for me and Honoka-sama, but he cares for the nobility and Japan more. He will sacrifice anything to keep them safe for future generations. I have a role…”

“I have to agree with Hinata. For a smart girl, you are being rather foolish.” I sighed. “I’m not asking for a list of reasons why you can’t have what you want. Just answer my question honestly.”

“I think… I think you should, Miyu-sama.” Koga-san said then, surprising me. “We have no power in these negotiations, if you wish this man to aid you, you must do as he says.”

“Fine then.” Miyu bowed in defeat, as pale as to match the white embroidery on her charming pink kimono. “If the world was different, I would wish to be free to love as I choose, not be forced into a marriage purely for the continuance of the nobility.” Her gaze went to Koga-san then, who looked down. Oh, so is that how it is? “I would be able to dance as I pleased, play my piano unfettered by worry about the future. I would wish to find my own path to make grandfather proud, and be able to hold my head up high, a match for Honoka-sama. I am tired of always being the perfect flower, an empty doll. I want to be filled with happiness, able to be myself. But such cannot be.”

“Why not?” I asked, genuinely confused. “It all seems quite easy to me. I would say Ame-no-Uzume has smiled on you. What better chance to find some value your cousin doesn’t have?”

“But I have no wish to fight.” she declared once more, frustrated. “Why do you not understand that?”

“I hope I am not as foolishly sheltered as this.” Hinata sighed. “Even I know you have to fight for what you want out of life. Otherwise you’ll only receive what your parents and the nobility give you, and pay what they ask in return. Nothing is free in life, you can only choose what you want to buy and how you’ll pay.”

Yeah. This isn’t going to get through to her. She’s closed off her heart. The dance was beautiful but it pushed the audience away, just like her heart. So I need someone who can… hmm. I pulled out my phone, surprising everyone, and dialled a number, opting for a video-call. She should be about now, I think.

“Wow, hey bro, what’s up? Finally finished with your business in Shaeula’s home?” My sister answered, surprised. “Are you sure you didn’t mean to call Eri?”

“Nope, definitely you I wanted today sis. I was hoping you could help me out with something.”

“Me, huh? Sure, I don’t mind. So, who’s there with you?”

“I am, Aiko.” Hinata piped up, and I turned the phone so they could speak. “It is good to see you again. Did you get the message I sent you?”

“Sure did. I’m jealous, but it makes sense. We’ll be there. Besides, I have big news myself!” she grinned. “But that can wait. What’s up?”

“Akio is trying to convince a stubborn girl not to do something massively stupid. But alas, she won’t listen.”

“Uh… not another girl for your harem is it, big bro? Eri told me it’s up to what, six now? I’m both proud and ashamed of you, I guess?”

“Definitely not. No, she’s just a sad girl who is letting her fears cage her, and she wants to do a monumentally stupid act of self-harm, but needs my help to do it.”

Miyu made a strangled noise of annoyance at that, and Koga-san was glaring, but keeping her silence. I’m sure she doesn’t want Miyu to suffer, to risk her life for no gain, no, not just no gain, but to risk her life purely for a loss.

“I see. You do hate seeing a girl sad, bro. Just try not to be too smooth and win her heart by mistake, all right? So, fill me in…”


Two Hundred And Twenty-Nine


“That… is monumentally dumb. I can’t believe you were even considering going along with that, bro. Wow, for someone with stats so high, you can be a blockhead.” My sis criticised me, and I couldn’t help but agree.

“Yeah, I know. But I didn’t, all right?”

“Yeah, I guess not. Anyway, you, Miyu-san.” my sis shouted, and Miyu was surprised she had been addressed. While I was telling my sis the gist of the story, Miyu had looked mortified and angry, but towards the end she seemed more pensive, thoughtful. I guess hearing everything laid out by a third party helps one see the flaws in their arguments.

“Yes?” she answered despite her annoyance at the rude, shouty way my sis was addressing her, perhaps her good breeding in action.

“Hey, you are cute! Don’t go falling for my bro though, I’ve got enough sisters-in-law. Wow, no, never mind, that doesn’t matter. Seriously though, I don’t get it. My bro is standing right there, and you haven’t just said the magic words.”

Magic words?

“Well, let me tell you something. I wish a Goddess had chosen me. Wow, I’d have settled for a damn Devil, if nothing else was available, or even some sort of slime monster, just so long as I could share the burden with my bro. Speaking of…” Her expression on the screen brightened. “Great news bro! I did it! I mastered fire element!”

“Really?” I asked, surprised yet proud. “That’s amazing. I knew you could do it!”

“Damn right! I only get a pittance of Levels compared to the others, so I need to get stronger somehow. The study materials your secretary sent me really helped bro, so thanks. There was… uh… one problem though.” Her eyes were swimming, and I knew something was up. “I guess it’s relevant to Miyu-san here so, it's all for the best, right?”

“Come on sis, spit it out. What did you do?”

“So… so I wanted to be damn sure I could learn fire, right? And I thought it’d be helpful when I take the plunge for light too, so it made totally logical sense at the time, and…”

“Enough stalling, out with it.” I was frowning. “What did you do?”

She pulled a pose, sticking out her tongue and knocking her head with her free hand, which had been hidden from view. It was then I noticed. Hinata too, as she gasped in shock.

“Aiko, your hand and wrist…” You stupid, stupid girl! What the hell have you done?

“Well, I figured if I really wanted to know fire, I had to get burned, get it?” She shrugged, and I could feel my anger boiling. An ugly burn scar was running from the back of her hand down her wrist and up to her forearm, the skin shiny and crimson. “It definitely worked, I learned it much easier than Eri, so don’t go mad, bro! Though she did manage to learn it afterwards…” she finished quietly, causing my already boiling anger to start erupting.

“What the fuck have you done, stupid Aiko! Your poor arm! What if it leaves a scar, or affects your archery? It must have hurt so…”

“Yeah it hurt. But not as much as not being able to stand with you.” she spoke firmly, cutting me dead. “Miyu-san, these are the lengths people like me will go to, merely to get a fraction of what you were given and so despise. Face reality. You’re lucky.” She snorted bitterly.

“When my arm burned I realised my bro was suffering wounds like these all the time. Shaeula told me when he faced her brother, he set himself on fire to win, for her. When I remembered that, I didn’t hesitate. Maybe I’m an idiot… no, in fact, compared to bro and Eri I’m pretty sure I am one.” She smiled then. “But I’m an idiot that loves Eri, Shaeula, my big bro… and I’m never going to let them fight alone. You don’t have to either, Miyu-san. All it takes are the magic words.”

“You don’t love me, Aiko? I’m hurt.” Hinata laughed, though her eyes were sad, looking at the nasty scar.

“I don’t know you that well. But… seems you love my bro, so I guess I respect that. And you are thinking of me and my family so… I’m happy to have you as a sister-in-law, bad friend though that makes me!”

“Excuse me.” Koga-san said diffidently, speaking for the first time since the phone call started. I turned the phone to her, still seething, but at least willing to let Aiko explain before I took a train back to Nishimorioka, and Aiko squealed, excited.

“Wow. That’s a ninja, right? Is that cosplay? Wow, so cool!”

“It is not a costume. I am a ninja!” Koga-san declared huffily, before returning to her prior thoughts. “That does not matter now. That burn… I do not understand entirely, but you suffered it to grow stronger, correct?”

“That’s right. Here.” Aiko grinned, and a small wisp of flame appeared above her palm, flickering like a candle in the wind. “I’m a firebender!” she giggled. “Maybe I could have done it a different way, like Eri did. But I’m a girl who thinks with her body, not her mind, unlike her. And it worked. Results are what matter, right?”


I’m thinking you need a damn spanking to teach you a lesson. I told you to stay safe and not to be reckless! I can’t believe Eri allowed her to do this…

“Do you not worry about being scarred? Your marriage prospects will be hurt by such an injury.” Koga-san continued.

“Eh, I’m still young. Not really thinking about hooking up any time soon. Besides, if there was a guy I liked, and a scar put him off, well I guess he wouldn’t be worthy of me. Besides, I know the magic words. Want to see how they work, Miyu-san?”

“But, even so, a girl should not…” Koga-san insisted, and my sister sighed.

“I’m a sister before I’m a girl. Not just that, a sister-in-law too. Eri wants to stand with my bro, Shaeula already does. I want to be with them all. Not sitting at home, worrying if they’ll be all right. This last week has been hell. I hope you haven’t been back long bro, or Eri and I will have to kill you if you forget to text us to let us know you are okay. You were doing some scary stuff, weren't you?”

Damn, I did forget, as there were all the impurities, and then having to see Miyu… no, they’re just excuses. I had time to text them instead of messing around in the bath. Even so, it won’t stop me being pissed off Aiko did something so stupid!

“We came here as soon as he woke up. Shaeula still hasn’t returned, but is fine.” Hinata covered for me, smiling at a confused Miyu. “Sorry, we should have messaged you, but he was trying to help Miyu here, so can you forgive him?”

“Yeah. I’m just glad he’s safe. Now, Miyu-san. Listen well. If you are hurting, or sad, or don’t see a way out, don’t do anything stupid. Never give up what you’ve been fortunate enough to receive without a fight! Just do this.” My sister's gaze on the screen turned to me then, and she smiled so sweetly I was surprised, her sapphire eyes earnest.

“Hey, big bro. I’ve been a bit of a little sis sapphire…” She giggled, using her own mockery of me against herself. “… and I burned my hand. It kind of hurts like a bitch, bro. Can you fix it for me? I’d be happy if you would.”

I sighed then, a long exhalation, trying to get all of my anger out. That’s right. She’s an idiot, but not stupid. She knows about Ether Healing. A burn like that, Shaeula or I could fix it easily enough, and if she’s gained eight Levels, the boosts to her Fortitude should have reduced the damage and hastened her healing anyway… “I’m still angry, but there’s no way I can leave you hurt like that. By the way, what did father and mom say?”

My sis winced. “Dad… he chewed me out, but when I told him why I did it, and that you’d fix it, he came around. Mom knew straight away that you’d heal it, so she wasn’t too mad. Hey, Miyu-san, your grandfather can’t be any worse than my dad. He’s scary when he’s furious!”

“I’ll get to Nishimorioka as soon as I can.” I promised. “I don’t care whether it matters to you or not whether you have scars. I hate the thought of you being hurt. Don’t do shit like this again. Promise me!”

“No way bro. I can’t make that promise. If I have to, I have to.” She shook her head. “Miyu-san, if you want the impossible, you have to be prepared to pay for it, but if you want the impossible, there’s nobody better to ask than my bro.”

“There’s no need to go to Nishimorioka. I’ll push up the schedule.” Hinata promised, and Aiko nodded.

“Thanks. I appreciate it! Damn, my bro keeps finding nice girls. I guess it’s Karma for being a loser all those years. So anyway, Miyu-san. All you have to do is open your heart and say the magic words to my bro. I’m sad, I’m hurting, please help me! It’s easy. Though I suppose a gloomy, defeated girl like you might find that hard. It looks to me you enjoy being a martyr.”

“What do you know about me, you common…” Miyu snapped, fire in her eyes.

“Wow, I don’t know shit about you, stupid.” My sis cursed. “Only what I’ve seen and heard, which doesn’t impress me. But I don’t need to know anything about you, do I? I know everything about my big bro. And I know he wants to help you, the Gods only know why, as I’ve talked to you for all of five minutes and I’m all for telling my bro to cut his losses and forget he ever knew you!” As Miyu gaped, open-mouthed at sheer rudeness that she had never experienced, my sis turned to me. “But you won’t, will you bro? Can you do it, if she asks?”

Can I? Well… if we consider the issues one at a time…

“He can. And if he can’t, well, we can fill in what he’s lacking, right Aiko?” Hinata promised, and my sis smiled, her annoyance fading.

“Yeah, we sure can. He doesn’t like hitting girls, so feel free to slug her for me!”

“I won't let him…” Koga-san whispered, eyeing me warily. Still, she was not interfering in the abuse Miyu was receiving, so perhaps she realised what was going on.

“I do not understand why you are being so rude to me! I am the one suffering here!” Miyu shouted, all her usual noble restraint shattered, her raw emotions out now for all to see. “I am all alone, surrounded by people who only care about my family. I am not Miyu, I am only Fujiwara Miyu! I am proud to be a noble, but even so, I want people to look at me, to respect my choices!”

“Alone? Hardly. What about your ninja friend there? Or my bro and Hinata, who are listening to your whiny bullshit? Aren’t they looking at you?” My sis continued. “It seems to me, your problem is too much pride. I suppose I get it. if you are anything like Hinata and the others, then you don’t know much about anything outside of your narrow world. A bunch of princesses. Of course you aren’t free! Nobody in life is! Not unless you have power. Power you are so eager to toss aside, just because you are scared. Damn bro, I can see why you called me. You aren’t going to get through to a girl like this!”

“Again, how dare you…”

“Oh shut up, princess! It’s a simple choice. You can keep your pride, wallow in misery and lose everything, and I’ll make damn sure my bro won’t help you, if I ask Eri and Shaeula, they’ll stop him.”

“I’ll agree as well.” Hinata nodded, looking at Miyu sadly. “Miyu, I think you are scared, aren’t you? I get that. But you can’t seriously ask Akio to risk everything for your convenience, when you offer so little in return. When Aiko here is willing to go so far to obtain power like yours… when all of us at the training school, noble, commoner, shrine maiden alike are struggling. And yes, sometimes I’m worried, afraid of what it could all mean, but… I’m not alone. And you don’t have to be either.”

“Well said.” Aiko approved. “My bro will keep us all safe, and we’ll keep my bro safe. It’s like, just wow, girl. Surely you know what the best thing to do is.” She flexed her burned arm in front of the camera.

I was suddenly surprised as Koga-san spoke up. “Miyu-sama. I do not wish to see you harmed. I understand them. These girls are worthy of my respect, as they wish to stand by the side of their lord. As I wish to stand by your side, mistress.” She turned to me then. “Could… could it be possible for me to stand by her side, in this dangerous place? After all, your training school…”

“That’s easy enough.” I agreed, and Hinata snorted.

“Only for you and Shaeula. Nobody else. So, what will you offer as payment?” Hinata asked.

“Everything.” She knelt in seiza, head pressed against the floor. “But… could you save Miyu-sama from her suffering? Your sister is a brave girl, and she believes you could. Am I wrong?”

“I don’t know. But I do know this. Miyu needs to want it herself. And she needs to pay for it. If she really wants to step out of the cage she is in, then she needs to unlock the door herself.” I warned.

“But can I really…” Miyu began, uncertainly. “To go against grandfather, to shame my family…”

“Why do you have to do that?” I shook my heard irritably. “I told you. Tell me what you want. It’s okay if you think it’s impossible. We can then decide how to get that. And what price you’ll have to pay.”

“Damn, she’s hard work. Definitely don’t fall for this one, bro, she’d be a real pain for a sister-in-law!”

“I told you, it isn’t like that.” I denied my sis.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say. So, like I said, I don’t know you, but I know my bro. And I know there’s no-one you can trust more. So spill. Let’s hear it. What do you want, no bullshit.”

“Fine then.” Miyu actually started crying, all the tension of having been given strange powers, her fears for the future, her isolation, all springing free. “I want grandfather to approve of me like he does Honoka-sama. I want to be her equal, no, better than her! I want to uphold the honour and pride of my house! I do not want to get married to someone I do not know, I want Michiru to stay with me forever, I want to become the greatest traditional dancer I can be. I want to play piano when I am happy, when I am sad. I want to be friends with the other girls at school, yet still be the elegant, refined daughter of Fujiwara they look up to. I want… I want the fear of Ame-no-Uzume to disappear. You see, it is impossible!”

“Wow, slow learner.” My sis chided. “Go on then, Miyu-san. Just use the magic words.”

She looked at my sister on the screen, and heedless of the tears that had ruined her beautiful makeup, she smiled a little. “Oshiro-san… no, Akio-sama…” She bowed, the movement precise and delicate, even in such a restrictive kimono. “… please help me. I implore you! I am so tired of bearing these burdens.”

“Fine then. And the compensation?” I asked, making sure she was serious. “And then…”

Before I could finish my sentence, Miyu was on the floor beside Koga-san, also in seiza. “Anything you desire that I can give you, though I have little of worth, I am afraid.”

“Well, it looks like she’s finally honest. You can handle it from here, right bro? I’m going to tell Eri you’re safe. It went well, I’m guessing?”

“It sure did. Massive gains all around.” I reassured her. “Though don’t forget you are in serious trouble for that stunt with your arm. I’m serious. Be prepared for a lecture that will crush your spirit!”

“Fine. Since I know you care, bro!” She stuck out her tongue at me. “Later.” And with that she ended the call. I pocketed my phone, before looking down on the two girls on the floor.

“So, what’s the plan?” Hinata asked me. “That’s quite the wish-list.”

“It is, isn’t it? But…” I looked down at the two girls, kneeling before me. “… now my sis has hyped me up so much, how can I fail?”

“Yes, you do love your sister so. Anyway, how long as you two going to kneel there? Akio hates that sort of thing. Motoko and Natsumi did that to him, and he still feels the trauma.” Hinata giggled. “Raise your heads and do make us some fresh tea, Michiru. We have a lot to discuss and little time to do it…”
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“Removing my clothes?” Michiru-san cried. It seems strange to call her Koga-san now we are going to be working together to protect Miyu. “I knew you wished to get your dirty hands on my maidenly body! Still…” She adopted a tragic mien. “I did promise you could do with me as you wished, for compensation. I ask that you please spare Miyu-sama’s purity and content yourself with… ouch!” She flinched as I whacked her on the head.

“At this point I can’t be sure whether you are joking or are seriously convinced all men are after your body.” Hinata sighed. “You really are too wary of men, even more than our school teaches us.”

“Of course.” She puffed out her chest proudly, striking a pose. “My father has shown my sister and I many videos of the cruel ways girls will be treated when captured, so that we never let our guards down and endanger our mistresses! Though sadly, I cannot in good conscience resist you now, after all, I gave my word…”

“Your father is a criminal, showing young girls porn.” I declared, irritated. “I’ve half a mind to report him to the police.”

At that Miyu laughed, a pleasing sound, the first I had heard from her. Her mood had changed, after she finally bared her heart and accepted our genuine aid, and she looked refreshed, radiant. “Koga-san is certainly unique. Grandfather trusts him well though, and he is often used to deal with problems that skirt the law, where Fujiwara Security cannot intervene. Though his sense of fashion is also rather… flamboyant.”

Another highly-visible ninja, huh? Well I guess if they left the family, I shouldn’t let them ruin my impression of one of Japan’s greatest historical secrets…

“He needs to adjust your body.” Hinata said suddenly, shooting Koga-san a superior glance. “I have been through it, as have Motoko and Natsumi, as well as many others. If you want to enter this Boundary alongside Miyu-sama, then…”

“Do not call me Miyu-sama again. it… it is unpleasant.” Miyu said suddenly, surprising Hinata. “You were rude to me, harsh with me, yes. But I now know you did it out of compassion. I was a fool. Though I still tremble…” She shuddered, thinking of what was to come.

“There’s no need to be afraid.” I promised, my Eye glittering as Michiru-san shed her ninja garb, only her underwear, which was a rather cute pair of pink panties, and bizarrely enough, a chest wrap made of bandages, remaining on her pale body. “You accepted my terms, so I am duty bound to protect you and your Territory.” I gently touched Michiru-san’s belly, allowing aether to trickle in, forming pathways between her Chakras. She shivered, but did not cry out in pain, keeping her poise.

“A Vassal. Such a term of shame.” Michiru-san gasped, her voice high as she fought against the torment as her body was modified. “Still, better that than death, mistress, or worse, suffering great injury.”

“Yes. I’m confident I could have repaired your body, were it damaged, but … confidence isn’t a certainty. And if you died… well, I don’t even want to think about that.” I shook my head, imagining it.

“Still, grandfather will be angry with me.” Miyu muttered in a small voice. “I have kept secrets.”

“You were scared,” Hinata smiled reassuringly. “I’ve been scared too, and acted rashly. Luckily, Akio was there to catch me when I fell. Now he’s caught you too. Besides, Fujiwara-sama is going to be far more angry at Akio.”

“Don’t remind me.” As my Chirurgery had broken the first bottleneck and reached Rank 6, it was easy to create a perfected network from memory, as I had done it several times. Patting Michiru-san on the shoulder, I told her she could get dressed. “Hinata, explain the exercises, please.”

She agreed, and I turned to Miyu. “Look, as my Vassal, your grandfather can’t use you as he pleases. And I’m afraid I cannot allow you to be married off yet. No, you are my responsibility.” I grinned. “All you have to do is stick to that position, and I’ll take all the heat. But it isn’t without compensation. As my Vassal, I’m going to work you hard. Your Skills are great. Ame-no-Uzume was very generous to you. But don’t worry, you won’t be alone, and not fighting that much either. You’re what we would call a support class anyway.”

“I am still scared. I do not want to fight, but…”

“I shall protect you, mistress! Even if I have to burn my flesh like Aiko-sama did!”

I see, so my sister is Aiko-sama to her now, eh? She’ll be amused by that…

“Nope.” I rapped her on the head again, and she scuttled away. “If I won’t let my sister be so dumb, I won’t let you either. Learn the normal, sensible way. The training school should be teaching that sort of advanced course anyway." Once everyone can enter the Boundary, they can start working towards wind and earth elements. I need to secure a source of water element too. “But in terms of protection, yeah, we’ll make sure you aren’t exposed. After all, I need you to dance for me until you drop, right?”

Miyu flushed, nodding. “The Dance Of The Returning Dawn. I… I will do as you ask.”

As soon as she accepted being my Vassal, my Eye could see her Skills far more clearly, and she has some truly outstanding ones.


Dance Of The Returning Dawn. This Skill will radiate out a shining golden light of Dawn while the wielder dances. Allies touched by the Dawn will find their Chakra Networks will work at increased efficiency which continuously strengthens while the Dance lasts. All allies that the Dawn touches will be blessed with increasing strength while the Dance lasts. Enemies touched by the Dawn will take continuously increasing Light Element damage while the Dance lasts. The efficiently of Territory construction touched by the Dawn will continually increase while the Dance lasts.
Dance Of The Departing Dusk. This Skill will radiate out a shroud of deep blue Dusk while the wielder dances. Enemies touched by the Dusk will find their abilities suppressed, this suppression continuously strengthens while the Dance lasts. All allies touched by the Dusk will find their resistance to Elemental damage continuously increasing while the Dance lasts. Enemies touched by the Dusk will take continuously increasing Darkness Element damage while the Dance lasts. Enemy Territory touched by the Dusk will be slightly suppressed, this effect continually increasing while the Dance lasts.


“I admit, I would wish to see your brave dance shining, Miyu-sama! Surely Akio-sama is right, you were chosen by the Goddess because you are worthy!” Michiru-san insisted.

“I do not feel worthy, only frightened.” Miyu admitted.

“I’m frightened too.” I declared, and everyone looked at me quizzically. “I’m about to call your grandfather’s secretary and tell him what I’ve done…”

“Oh. Right.” Hinata grinned. “I should be going then…”

“No way. We are all in this together.” I laughed, grabbing her by the arm. “Sure, I’ll take the brunt of his fury, but I’ll need you to console me afterwards since Shaeula is busy!”

She flushed at that, and Miyu let out a little giggle, surprising us. “You two are indeed very close. If all arranged marriages were like that, perhaps I would not fear so.”

“Well, time to put that on hold, anyway.” I took a deep breath, pulling out my phone. “Here goes!”
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“I must say this is rather… unexpected.” Fujiwara-san declared, his two towering bodyguards beside him glaring at me, causing the girls to shrink back, even his granddaughter. I could see Ueno-san and a dozen of his most imposing Fujiwara Security Service recruits, all carrying firearms, which I was sure was illegal, hiding in the shadows of this massive and stately reception room. Not that I couldn’t easily handle them now. Really, there’s not too much to worry about for myself. It’s to keep my friends and family safe I have to negotiate here.

“Yeah, I found it so too.” I agreed politely. “We thought we were going to a gathering of girls from her school. To think she would turn out to be chosen by a Goddess, a candidate for Astral Emperor. A small world indeed.”

He turned his stern gaze towards his granddaughter, who flinched. Even so, she met his gaze, despite her pale face.

“So, why did my own granddaughter not tell me about this? We have been searching for those who can aid us desperately, and now I find my own granddaughter is one? Kira and Itsuki will surely laugh at this old man, who cannot even control his own granddaughter.”

“See, it’s that which is the problem.” I said, taking a step forwards. The two guards moved instinctively, but I merely shot them a withering glare, and at the sheer pressure from me, they faltered.

“Don’t be foolish. I have no interest or desire to hurt Fujiwara-san. He’s an ally of mine and has been helpful indeed. Besides, Miyu is my Vassal now, so why would I wish to upset her by hurting her grandfather? No, I intend to cherish and protect her, nurture her gifts. Though since she is sworn to me, I fear she’s unable to use her powers without my consent.”

That’s largely a lie, though she is restricted in some respects. Still, I need to establish some boundaries. “Also, I think it best if all this talk of Miyu’s marriage is put aside for the foreseeable future. Your granddaughter is one of the most important people in the country now, and her value is significant. Any prior marriage commitment… well, I think it foolish.”

There was a long, aching silence. Fujiwara-san considered me, steely eyes unblinking, before letting out a dignified sigh and turning to his granddaughter. “Miyu. Is this what you wish? As your grandfather I do want to accommodate your wishes as much as I am able, but we have responsibility to go with privilege, and we have a duty to preserve the nobility, and the best of Japan. Marriage and providing heirs is one aspect of that, a role only a woman can do.”

“I… I have a role I can do.” Miyu stood her ground, talking about what we had discussed in the car over to the Fujiwara main estate. “I can be the representative of the nobles in this new world. With me as a spokesperson, it will give a lot of credence and weight to our words.”

“Can you do it? You are not bold, like Honoka. I have always felt a quiet marriage, out of the spotlight, would suit you best…”

“Well, who are we to question the Gods?” That’s crap, I question them all the time, but in this case, I think the Goddess was right. Though if she’d have been more understanding, like Ortlinde was, this mess could have been avoided. “Your granddaughter was chosen. I know what a burden that is. But I also know this. There is nobody better to protect and nurture her talents than us.”

“I agree.” Hinata supported me. “The training school is showing results, Akio is stronger than ever, and my grandfather rather likes him, and has no intentions of being stingy with financial support. Motoko and Natsumi are happy too. Besides…”

“Yes. There’s more.” I grinned. “Some relatives of Shaeula need new documents. There’s no way I can let my Vassal struggle alone. I have to provide support. There was one name you might be interested in. Though we’ll have to change it a bit. How about… Suzuki Harumi?”

At that, Fujiwara-san reacted, his eyes going wide. “You mean, she has returned to life? It could seriously be done?”

“Life? Well, kind of. She’s still a ghost, though just like Shaeula can, she now has a perfectly fine physical body and can live a normal life. She could get married, maybe even start a family. But most importantly, she can see her father again.”

“Incredible. I must be present for that. The Prime Minister too.” Fujiwara-san declared, thinking. “You do constantly surprise me. And it seems those around you do too.” He smiled then, looking at Hinata. “You’ve changed, girl. I have always kept an eye on you, since you are Itsuki’s granddaughter, but you were always too concerned with what you could never obtain. Now you seem much happier.”

She grabbed my arm proudly. “Of course. I’ve obtained what I want, and I’ll get everything else too. After all, I know the magic words.”

Laughter echoed around the room, and I was shocked to see it was Miyu and Michiru-san, both laughing furiously, tears streaming down their faces. The sniffles turned into sobs for Miyu, and she rubbed at her face. Fujiwara-san made to come down and comfort her, but I shook my head, mouthing at him to let her cry it out.

When she was finally done, she bowed, apologising for her unseemly display. “I am ashamed you saw me lose my composure, grandfather. But it has been… a rough few months. I was always terrified, not knowing what to do. I asked Akio-san here to remove my curse, no matter the risk. But instead he persuaded me to stand strong. Well, him and his sister, anyway.”

She smiled, her face still damp. “I am frightened, I admit it. I hardly think I am cut out for battle, for saving the world. But… I will do what I can. So long as Akio-san keeps his promise to protect and support me. I will dance for him, bringing the Dawn. After all, I did pledge to him.”

“Akio-san, I see, I see.” Fujiwara-san pursed his lips, before fixing me with a steely glare. “Removing this curse? Can it be removed?” he asked, cutting to the heart of matters I wished to avoid.

Yes, I think it possible. Not easy, but possible. I can’t believe I was going to try it first on Miyu, the huge increase in stats I received recently must have short-circuited my brain. But there is… one way… to test it. I didn’t want to do it. It was arguably an act of evil, despite everything. But was it more evil to do nothing, and potentially risk some future tragedy I could avoid with knowledge and experience? I wasn’t sure.

I can be as intelligent as my stats can make me, but issues of morality are far from black and white. “I think Suzuki-san should confront Kondou Kazuo again, before his execution. It might give her some closure, seeing his end. I’ll bring Shaeula too, so there’ll be no issues.” I said cryptically, and his eyes widened as he took my meaning.

“I see. Yes. Since he cooperated, he is merely waiting for his execution. Perhaps that would be a good thing. After all, he should do some good in death to make up for his sins in life.”

“Right. So anyway. Miyu here has very good Skills. I’ll make sure she is trained to maximise them, as well as making sure she is safe. In exchange, I’ll be using her as I see fit.”

“I see. And you are fine with this, granddaughter?” he asked.

She nodded. “I am still worried, but I shall do my best, so that I can be a granddaughter you are proud of, that supports the nobility, that upholds Fujiwara house. Though I am afraid I cannot bear an heir right now, or get married, for… for the Goddess Ame-no-Uzume has chosen me for greater things. For I must dance.” She smiled at me brilliantly.

“Yeah, as much as you want, hell, probably more than you want, I’ll have you working that body until you can’t even stand up!” I smiled. “And speaking of… you need to establish your Territory. I was thinking, perhaps if you moved in with your Grandfather? This area is home to many of the most prestigious noble estates. It strikes me as an ideal spot…”
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“No problems at all. Not that scary, see?” I soothed, as the remaining giant centipedes evaporated into ether. I had shown off a bit when we entered the Boundary, emerging into the mirrored form of the Fujiwara estate, which was infested with spiders, centipedes, rats and bats. Bursts of water, wind and my trusty spear had dealt with them all easily enough though. I’d have to be asleep to let small-fry like these bother me now. “Seriously though, this place is nice. I suppose because it is so old, it easily reflects the Material. The ether density here is pretty good too.”

“I am still frightened though!” Miyu muttered, clinging to my back, looking around warily. “I knew I could not do this!”

“You can get used to anything in time. Seriously, don’t worry, I’m here, even if a dragon attacks I’ll fend it off. I wouldn’t let my precious Vassal get hurt, would I? After all, your grandfather would kill me!” I declared. “Come on, let’s go to the garden and set up your Territory there. The position and ether density looks superior.”

She nodded, and as we exited the building we were greeted by the aurora-streaked skies of the Boundary, shining down onto the wide, open garden, which was full of strange trees and bushes, mirroring the ancient trees from the Muromachi period. A small flock of bird-creatures saw us and flew our way, but wind blades effortlessly shredded them. “Take a look. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? You can’t see sights like this just anywhere.”

“Yes, it is eerily beautiful.” Miyu-san nodded, looking around with widened eyes, taking it in honestly for the first time. “Strange, to see the Fujiwara estate in such a light. I suspect you must have seen many strange and terrifying sights during your struggles. How did you get so strong, so brave?”

“Strong, yeah. That’s easy. I just kept fighting and struggling, and I had a lot of luck too. I met the right allies, took some chances, and it just sort of happened. As for brave? Nah, no way. I’m still a coward at heart. But what worries me more than the danger is being unable to protect those I care about. That’s why I need power, and I advised you over and over not to give up your blessing. That way is filled with regret.”

“So, am I one that you care about?” she asked, surprising me.

“Of course, you’re my precious Vassal, right?”

“I find the way you keep calling me your Vassal rather suspicious.” She smiled delicately, still looking around the garden, clinging to my back. “Does it please you so much to have authority over me?”

“Well, you did say you’d pay me anything, didn't you?” I shot back, amused.

“I did, but must you be so forward? Michiru likes it, because now she sees you as her master, thanks to her ninja creed. If you keep repeating that, I shall begin to think you only helped me to get your claws into me.”

Well, I didn’t help for free, sure. Especially now I know what Skills you have. “I suppose it must be annoying to a young lady such as yourself, being a Vassal to a commoner like me. Yeah, well, I’ll try to be respectful, all right?”

“I think you do not understand my issue, but that does not matter, I suppose. At school tomorrow I shall also carry out your wishes, and make sure that Motoko-san, Hinata and Natsumi are seen to have my favour. It might stimulate Honoka-sama, but seeing as I have moved in with grandfather as well, now, I suppose that was inevitable. I do not do well with other daughters of nobility, but I will try my best.”

“Michiru-san will help too.” I patted her head to thank her, and she squirmed, looking down. “So anyway, you know how to set up your Territory, don't you? Here seems good.”

She looked up at me. “Well, Ame-no-Uzume wished me to plant the Sakaki tree and dance, protecting the area from harm. But she said I would not be able to do so without destroying the vile creatures that dwelt here, gathering their essence to form the tree.”

“Trees huh. Seems we share a bit of similarity.” Now that my Territory is Rank three, the silver Anchor is definitely looking more tree-like, and I did get the Mystic Eye Of The Tree of Knowledge Skill too. I guess it makes sense, a lot of myths have sacred trees, as do the Fae, with their Rhyming Trees…

“Anyway, just let me finish off all the enemies around here so you can claim this place.” Water element surged, and a cascade of piercing water droplets showered down around the entire garden, easily crushing all of the weak foes that made this domain their home. “Draw in the remaining ether. You’ll need it.”

Miyu-san nodded, eyes wide at the instant devastation. “So, is that the Skill your Kami granted you? Is Okami-no-kami of the rain your patron deity? It seems more useful than dancing.”

“No way. All I got was a lecture, a little tutorial, which don’t get me wrong, was helpful, as the aftercare a lot of the Gods seem to give out to people like you is pretty shit, and apparently some seeds from the fruit of a World Tree. Information cheats basically. My Kami isn’t even Japanese.” I grinned, remembering my first day in the Boundary. As I recited my tale I pulled out some red and orange Etherites I kept for emergencies, handing them to the surprised Miyu-san.

“No, first day, I had to beat down zombies and monstrous insects with whatever weapons I could scrounge up, heavy branches and old railings. It took me a while to learn how to use my first element, and that was only because my fiancée taught me. She’s a Fae, you know. Well, a Yōkai too. Did you know I’m marrying a Kamaitachi? You heard us talking about her. Shaeula. You’ll like her. She’ll also be visiting sometimes as part of your protection detail.”

“Is that even possible?” Miyu muttered, shocked.

“Not just possible, inevitable. It won’t just be humans that are a threat, otherwise why would the Gods need us? No, Yōkai, monsters, demons… who knows what terrors we’ll face. Which is why I’m proud of you, for finally realising your responsibilities. Although you were a pain about it.” I ruffled her hair again, and she smacked away my hand.

“Do stop that. Please! You should not touch a young lady carelessly. Michiru would rage. Or perhaps you are hoping I will get used to your touch so you can manhandle me as you please? Well, I suppose I did…” She looked down, face flushed.

“No way. Sorry, force of habit. I’ve looked after my sister and Eri, another one of my girls, for so long it’s just something I do without thinking. I’ll be careful. Anyway, are you ready?”

“I am. I have made my resolve!” She swallowed, eyes wide with nerves. “So, what must I do with these?”

“Concentrate on absorbing them. That should give you enough to plant your tree.”

She nodded, and after a few moments the red Etherites shattered, silvery ether pulled into her. Then the orange ones broke, and she pulled in over a thousand ether in one go. My Eye glittered under the dark sky, and I could see a rainbow aura around her body. Concentrating, my Eye at Rank 2 significantly keener than before, and also incomparable to when I relied on Examination Skills, I watched her closely, as the ether circulated to her throat and forehead, where it was absorbed by the strange leaves that were merged with her. If nothing else, seeing this is definitely beneficial to my own understanding of how all this works.

I glanced down at my own right wrist, where the bangle of silver seeds Ortlinde had bestowed on me dwelt, and though I could barely see it, if I concentrated until my Eye burned and my head ached, I could observe a thin strand winking in and out of existence, connecting me to my far-off Territory. A bit like the Silver Cord, but translucent, less tangible. I hope less vulnerable, too.

She began to dance, a similar one to the one I saw in her condo, yet somehow more majestic. Golden light seemed to be radiating from her, and as it illuminated the rooftop, ether began to shape a tiny bud, brilliant lights glowing prismatically around it. So, this is the Returning Dawn, huh? I definitely feel aether surging within me, and it seems to be interacting with the Anchor. The Anchor is attracting aether too, though mostly it is the ‘red’ type I have started to notice since I gained my Spiritually Pure Physique.

I watched her dance for a while, her body graceful, silvery droplets of sweat flying from her. The strengthening of aether within me was slowly increasing, by the merest trickle, but even so, her Skills had great potential. The Anchor sprouted, growing, using the excessive ether the Etherites had provided, and soon the Territory formed, and I was able to check the status of it. Miyu sagged down, exhausted, yet with a brilliant smile on her face.

“That dance… I felt Divinity touching me. A curse? Perhaps. But… a blessing too.” Her pink face looked at me. “So, how was it? Did this Vassal please you?” Her smile was mischievous.

“You sure did, but…” I tossed her another Etherite, this time a shining blue one, my precious cargo. Turns out we found another couple of blue ones in the forest around the Spring when we were doing our final round of looting. So if I save one for Suzuki-san, I can still spare this one.

She caught it, and I grinned. “I did say I would work your body to the bone. Just consider me a ruthless dance instructor. Crush that, suck in the aether and get dancing. The aim is to grow your Anchor to Rank two." If it’s like mine, at ten thousand, with forty thousand rush-build costs, we can get a Rank two up and running and still have spare change. Besides, a hundred thousand is small change to me now…

As a nimbus of shining ether scattered, Miyu began to dance again, and I observed her and the Anchor with my golden Eye, learning many interesting things…
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Your Class, Conqueror, has increased from Level Eleven to Level Twelve.


Nice, I forgot Vassals can give me Levels in Conqueror. Only one though? A shame.

“Please let me rest.” Miyu slumped down, exhausted, chest heaving. “I have danced until my feet are raw and my body is aching.”

“Yeah well, you did good.” I gestured to the small forest that occupied her new Territory. “It’s a shame you are starting so far behind the curve compared to others such as me, but I’ll twink the hell out of you and Suzuki-san. Long-term that works for all of us.”

At each corner of the expansive garden lurked a strange tree, a single crystal fruit hanging from the branches. Her buildings are rather pretty. Trees and glass fruits. They were Defensive Emplacements, and since she had a defensive barrier and was concentrating on keeping her Territory compact for now, that should be safe enough. I hope, anyway. Thinking about how I would remove these powers from someone has given me quite the set of worries. I need to see Kondou Kazuo, confirm some things…

In addition there were six long, slender white trees topped with bunches of glittering diamond berries, Ether Spires to draw in ether, two of which were wreathed in glowing light, as they began to upgrade. There was also a single small bush with glass leaves, that was somehow her Silo.

“All you need to do now is when these two are done, upgrade your Silo and another Ether Spire, then work on the other three Spires. Then go for upgrading the Defensive Emplacements. Damn, I need a Rank four Territory before I can reach this place. That’s not happening any time soon.”

“Do not worry. I am too afraid to be reckless. Though I have to admit… watching you defeat such creatures was very impressive and reassuring. I am glad I do not have to do this alone.”

“Yeah. Michiru-san might not be much help to start with, but at least she can keep you company. And I’ll have someone on rotation to assist you, at least for now, until you find your feet. I may well also call you over to my Territory to dance for me.” I grinned wickedly, imagining the potential time savings. Every little helps, after all!

“I look forward to it.” she replied stoutly, but I could see her feet were aching…


Two Hundred And Thirty – Contains Status – Shaeula 8


The streetlights of Tokyo shone in through the window of the expensive car we were being chauffeured in, illuminating the tired face of Hinata, who was leaning against me, an expression of contentment on her face.

“Quite the day, huh?” I said with a smile, and she returned it.

“Yes, definitely not what I had expected. To think Miyu was like you. And so stubborn as well. Still, you finally got through to her in the end. I’m glad.”

“Well, it was mostly you and Aiko, really. That sister of mine, doing something so dumb as burning her hand. I’m extremely angry with her!” She’s definitely going to get a piece of my mind when I see her. Once I’ve Healed her, of course…

“She is very proactive. I can’t say I don’t understand though. It must be frustrating for her. It is for me. All I can do is spend money, and that isn’t even really mine, it’s grandfathers. That reminds me…” She looked up at me, expression serious. “Do you think you could have removed the ability from Miyu?”

“A good question. I think… probably. I have my suspicions about the Conqueror Class that I need to test, and if not, perhaps via Chirurgery. Yeah, that might also work, but it’s definitely less likely. I’ve never done it before, after all.” Thinking about it makes me worried. Conqueror seems a Class at odds with saving the world, in a way, though it’s definitely geared towards becoming stronger…

“I see. And what would you have done with it, if you successfully extracted it? I for one would be happy to take it. I’d put it to proper use.” she assured me, and I found that cute, so I patted her head gently, and she squirmed like a cat under my touch.

“I doubt it’s that simple. Assuming that I could even succeed and that the ability remained free, I expect aptitude plays a big part in it. How good are you at dancing?” I smiled then, trying to shake my gloomy thoughts.

“Not very. I guess I make a poor noblewoman.” Hinata sighed. “I see. Yes, that makes sense. It is a good thing as well, otherwise if people found a way to transfer such powers, the world would fall into anarchy.”

“It’ll still happen. Though I suspect it’ll be more a case of candidates hunting each other down rather than normal people trying to gain powers, though there still could be an element of that. It’s easier to do what we are doing though, and train from scratch. Look at my sister and Eri, they’ve done all right.”

Hinata agreed. “Yes, I’m quite jealous. Not of the fighting, or your sister's recklessness.” She clenched her hand reflexively, perhaps imagining the feel of fire, and shuddered. “But I’d like to do more. Besides, the more I understand about this other world and how it affects and is affected by this one, the more I can do for you. Motoko and Natsumi will obviously wish to fight, but me… I’d do it to gain these Levels, but…”

“Yeah. Miyu is the same. I don’t think she has the temperament for battle. Though who can say how things will change when she gets used to it? But her gifts are simply too good to waste. Gaining her as a Vassal was huge.”

“Are they really that impressive?” Hinata asked, still happy under my stroking, and I nodded.

“Yeah, what’s the only thing you can never buy with money?” I replied, and Hinata answered immediately.

“More time.”

“Good girl. Of course, in the Boundary, that’s not exactly true. You can buy time, in a way, but the cost gets ever more ludicrous. But Miyu’s dance… it’s still weak and the benefit is small, but she can speed up the formation of a Territory and the Buildings within with her Dance Of The Returning Dawn. If she trains hard and dances… well, the more time we can save, the stronger we’ll be overall.”

“I see. And if someone does try to take your power, if you are too strong, then it doesn’t matter as they’ll simply fail.” Hinata understood what I was getting at.

“Exactly.” I agreed. “I’m still a bit worried, so I need to confirm my suspicions, even if doing so… isn’t exactly a good act. I gave Miyu enough resources that her Territory should be safe for now, but until she grows stronger, I’ll have to protect her. Though she is my Vassal now, so that goes without saying.” Three Vassals. So counting myself, that’s four Chosen from Japan working together. I’d like to increase the number, but the easiest way of doing that is winning the support from the Shrines and Temples at their Conclave, whenever they get around to it.

“So, are you going to marry Miyu?” Hinata asked impishly, and I shook my head, not even surprised by the question.

“No way. Firstly, I’m happy enough with who I have now.” Hinata made a pleased noise at that, so I continued. “Secondly, I agreed to help her find love with who she wanted, and I may not be the sharpest when it comes to love, but the relationship between her and Michiru-san… it seemed to me there was something there, right? Lastly, I doubt Fujiwara-san would consent. He accepted the situation with Miyu being my Vassal, but he didn’t exactly have much choice. I bet I pissed him off by my handling of it.” Though less than if my experimenting hurt or killed her, of course.

“It isn’t unusual in our circles. Motoko and Natsumi have that vibe going as well, right? We attend school with other girls, rarely see any men but our brothers and fathers, it’s only natural affection develops, and as long as it is discreet, well, it isn’t like it can disgrace a family like getting pregnant, is it?” Hinata shrugged. “Still, that doesn’t mean that they have no interest in men. Motoko and Natsumi are quite taken with you too.”

“What about you?” I teased, and she flushed, hitting me in the arm gently.

“Me and Kazumi? No way, she’s my friend, but I’m into…. No, I guess I’m not into men. I’m into you!”

I answered with a long kiss, more comfortable with physical affection ever since our bath. As we separated, breathless, she continued. “So, not interested in Miyu, huh? So long as she pays her compensation for your kindness I don’t care. Use her as you see fit.”

“I sure will. I’ll have her dancing until she drops.”

“Great. So, did you want to come over to my home?” Hinata asked. “Grandfather would be happy to see you, and I’d like to spend some more time with you.”

“Tempting, but I want to get the preparations done for bringing my new Heroes back to the Material.” I grinned, imagining the reactions to some of them. “But I definitely intend to go another time. I probably need to visit Motoko’s parents, Natsumi’s too.”

I still don’t know how Natsumi’s parents took her request. Motoko messaged me to say that both engagements have been approved by the nobility, but Natsumi is from the Three-Hundred, so they might have just bowed to pressure. Another worry, but a minor one for now, I guess…

“A shame. Oh well, perhaps another kiss for compensation then?” Hinata laughed, and our faces moved closer together, our breaths hot…
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Opening the door to my room, I wrinkled my nose, the smell unpleasant. “Yeah, need to clean up first. Oh well, luckily I am prepared.” When Hinata’s driver dropped me off, I visited a store that was still open, buying a number of large glass bottles, as well as buckets and cleaning products. Might as well get to it, this mess won’t clean itself..

From there, it was just a case of scooping up the impurities into the now-empty bottles. I intended to keep them, in case they served any useful purpose. Mopping the floor, I removed the soiled bedding, which were totally ruined and unsalvageable. In doing so, I revealed that Shaeula and her yukata were also covered in my filth.

“This is totally not weird, she’s my fiancée.” I muttered, stripping off her yukata. Once it was fully off her body it disappeared, the impurity soiling it dropping to the ground. I then cleaned that up too, as well as wiping down and cleansing the still, naked Material body of Shaeula. Yeah, I’m pretty sure this could make one hell of a creepy doujin. Once I was done I wrapped Shaeula carefully in a fresh sheet, expecting her to likewise soil it when she returned.

“Right. No more diving into the Boundary in our bedrooms. I’m definitely getting a clean room set up with suitable garments for this. I’m tired of getting blood and worse everywhere. Oh well, there’s too much to do right now, I’ll get Karen-chan to look into it.” With a quiet prayer for my overworked secretary, I entered the Boundary.

It didn’t take long before I found Azuki, who was kicking her legs gently as she sat on one of the lower steps around the Rhyming Tree. Asha also appeared, smiling happily, offering me some fruit, which I took and bit into, appreciating the tart taste.

“Azuki, how’s the situation at the Spring?” I asked her, as the Zashiki-Warashi was our effective go-between for the Material, Boundary and Fae Lands at the moment.

“The princess can speak for herself.” Azuki shrugged. “But it seems to be going well. She met her father and some other important Fae. After they left, she seemed happy though.”

“Her father, huh? Damn, it isn’t just Natsumi’s parents I need to speak to. I have to speak to Prince Shaetanao too. Hopefully I won’t have my head spiked on the Twilight Gate or nailed to that tree like Shaeula used to joke about.” Not that I was seriously worried about that. Shaeula would never stand for it now. “Anyway, do you know if Grulgor, Hyacinth, Shirohebi and Suzuki-san are done with their Levelling yet? If so, can you fetch them for me?”

“Hyacinth?” Azuki shuddered, still finding her hard to deal with. I guess they are both house-spirits in a way, so it makes sense they’d have a rivalry. “That crazy… she was done quickly.” Azuki changed what she was about to say with a grimace. “From what some of the weasels told me, they almost felt sorry for the monsters and enemies who she encountered.” She wrung her hands like she was using a washcloth. “Squeezed until they burst.”

Hyacinth does seem to favour constricting attacks with her nature element. Oh well, it all counts towards Levelling up. “Great, so can you get her for me?”

“She’s with the princess, she said she needed a maid.” Azuki nodded, hopping down, dusting off her little velvet dress, and rushed off towards the Ring Gate. As she left, Asha bowed to me, eyes damp.

“I thank you. My sisters have been avenged, have they not?”

“Yes. The Myconids were destroyed, and Duke Myrcolaxriath perished with them.” I assured her. “We intend to replant the dead forests too, so perhaps one day you can return, if you wish.”

She shook her head, her auburn hair, like autumn tree leaves, flowing as if in a breeze. “No, my Tree is here, and here I shall remain. But perhaps I shall visit, in time, to wash away the memories and sorrows of the past.” Sorrows of the past, huh? Yeah, Suzuki-san…

I spent a while chatting with Asha before doing a bit of Territory Maintenance. We had accumulated nearly three hundred thousand ether, which while it was a pittance to the massive amount we’d earned from taking the Myconid Territory, showed that our investments would pay off in time. The first thing I needed to do was clear a Queue, so I finished off the Defensive Emplacement to Rank 2, which had only about six days left, so it wasn’t too expensive. Right, what do I want then?

At Rank 3, the Warehouse was able to store a volume of a cube of six metres per side. That was a total volume of two hundred and sixteen cubic metres, whereas before it was only twenty-seven cubic metres. At forty thousand ether, and a hundred and twenty thousand more rush-build costs it was steep, but it would let us store the parts of Myrcolaxriath, so I spent the money. Damn, I’m bourgeoisie now, I spend recklessly.

Adding an Etherite Silo by Shaeula’s old Territory and pushing it quickly to Rank 2, allowing the storage to be a hundred and fifty red Etherites and fifty oranges ones, and upping the Treasury to Rank 2 so it could store more gems and precious metals, blew through another modest amount, though it was less than twenty thousand. I then decided to improve our defences a bit.

We had four points of defence, being the Shirohebizumi shrine, the Dark Rhyming Tree, Hisuikomushi shrine, and Shaeula’s old Territory. At each of those I added another pair of Defensive Emplacements, one of which was a Rapid-Fire Emplacement, the opposite of a Sniper Emplacement, with the range and damage much lower, but the firing rate dramatically increased. I notice that I can also build Earth Elemental Emplacements now, but I want to save my earth energies for an upgrade of the Earth Altar, so maybe later…

That set me back another thirty thousand, leaving me with enough ether to rush-build one Sniper Emplacement to Rank 2, and refresh the queue with a third, also towards Rank 2, further increasing our defences. Ideally I’m getting all of these turrets to Rank 2 for peace of mind and deterrence.

With that done, I waited for everyone to arrive, enjoying the company of Asha and a few weaselkin, ratkin and Kobolds who were taking a break, enjoying the glade that had sprung up around the Trees. Suzuki-san was the first to appear. She was still floating, accompanied by her ghostly sisters, but she was in a totally human form, looking like she used to, I supposed. On seeing me, she looked at me with a mixture of respect and trepidation, and I liked the look in her light brown eyes.

Yeah, she looks calmer. Still afraid, but the madness that had haunted her seems to have faded. I observed her status, and was pleased to see she had gained twelve Levels, significantly boosting her stats, and most importantly, her Resilience, which was above a hundred, so her mind should have stabilised. Although all the stats in the world are useless if the bearer doesn’t have the will to utilise them properly.

“Well done, you’ve got stronger, haven’t you?” I praised, and she nodded, landing beside me, taking a fruit from Asha, biting into it, marvelling that she was able to enjoy it now.

“Yes, it was… it was a bit scary, but I wasn’t alone, so I managed. I’ve been practising my Telepathy, like you told me to, as well. I’m… I’m ready to help you.”

“Great, I’m glad to hear it. And it helps you too. If you have the strength to protect yourself, you’ll never suffer like that again. In any case…” I said, broaching the subject. “… it’s time to fulfil my promise to you. We are returning to the Material world.”

At that she flinched, but she then shook herself, shuddering, before nodding, eyes meeting mine, damp with emotion. “I… I want to see daddy, but I’m afraid he won’t accept me, that he won’t think I’m me, but an imposter. I… I died after all.”

“No, you are definitely you. You know that, and he will too.” I promised. Her father seemed a man who loved his daughter, there’s no way he won’t be overjoyed at her return, no matter how it happens. “I’ll arrange a meeting with your father, although I’m afraid it will likely have other participants too. The Prime Minister for one.”

“Really?” She cocked her head, and I laughed at her naivety.

“Really.” I promised. “You don’t think your return is a big matter? Besides, apparently he is a friend of your father, and he wants to see him shake off his sadness. But first, why not savour all of the things you used to do? I’ll get you a new phone, and you can go shopping, eat desserts, take in a movie, whatever. Just take a day to remind yourself what you have regained, and why you need to fight to keep it.”

“That does sound… wonderful.” she agreed, the dampness becoming full tears, though her smile was happy. “Even so, when I think about going back, my heart races, and my breath comes fast, and I sweat and I feel faint. Ironic as I am dead, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it’s understandable. But… you are an Onryō now, physically harming you would be difficult, and you’ve grown far stronger. And you know you aren’t mad. Enough practise and you’ll be able to shut out the voices of others. But I know all I’m saying are words. I think… I think you need closure, to see he can’t hurt you anymore.” I’m not going to pressure her, and hell, I’m no expert on these matters, but… I think it could give her some peace.

At my words her face screwed up, and I told her I had no intention of forcing her. Finally, she sighed. “I’ll… I’ll think about it. Nothing seems real yet. When I’ve seen my daddy again, when I know I’ve truly come home… I’ll see.”

“Fine, in the end, it’s your call.” I promised. It was then that Azuki returned, leading Shirohebi and Grulgor. On arriving, she hopped back up onto the steps.

“Ixitt says he will return when he is done, he is working on something with that dwarf.” she said, before snuggling down, her task complete.

“I see. That doesn’t surprise me. Well, he’s already had a brief orientation to the Material, so it’s not a big problem.” Anything he’s working on probably benefits me anyway. “Right, you two, we are heading to the Material soon. Grulgor, I need you to get acquainted with how things work there. There won’t be any fighting, it might be boring for you, but long-term I’ll find you some fun.” If he can keep his rage under control I can roster him in to protect Miyu’s Territory, as well as where we set up Suzuki-san’s.

“Grul understands.” he rumbled, sounding… surprisingly patient. When I checked, I noticed he had capped his Levels at fifteen, and his mental stats were now actually high, probably outclassing the average person! Still, it wasn’t like that would suddenly pump him full of knowledge, but even so, I could tell the difference. “Grul is curious about the world the princess talks about, anyway. Grul also trusts you.”

“Great.” I agreed, pleased. “As for you, Shirohebi, I want you to meet those of your shrine, as well as our other religious allies. It’ll prove my words true, and should push them further towards supporting me at their upcoming Conclave.”

“It ssshall be done.” they promised. “It hasss been too long sssince I walked the mortal world. I am curiousss to sssee how it hasss changed.”

“I think you’ll be surprised.” I smiled. “As will the Izumi family. I know Kana has been here already, but hearing from her won’t match seeing you in person.”

I outlined the itinerary. They would all be photographed so that Fujiwara-san could get them documents and a valid Japanese identity, to prevent trouble and allow foreign travel if necessary. Being able to bring them to the Material meant I could also take them back to the Boundary far distant, opening up options of farming areas of significant value for experience and resources. Damn, I have almost too many options now.

“Master, we have returned!” Hyacinth called out, skipping towards us, followed by Shaeula, who looked tired but happy, surprisingly enough in her Kamaitachi form, Velna, and… Shaeraggo and Selensha. On seeing me looking, Shaeraggo snorted sourly, but said nothing, merely nodding at me in greeting.

“I have missed yooou! But Hyacinth has dooone well, have I nooot?” She giggled, rushing up to me. I checked her Level, and she was at thirteen, which apparently she had achieved rather quickly, according to Azuki, who was ascending the steps of the Tree, staying out of Hyacinth’s line of sight.

“Yes, you have.” I pulled her into a hug. She stiffened monetarily before returning it, smiling, before her usual perversion returned and she started sniffing me, her hands groping. I allowed it for a moment, before patting her head and disengaging. “Later. All right? We have guests, it seems.”

“Yes.” Shaeula came for her own hug, her fur warm. It’s been a while since we’ve hugged in weaselkin form. I suppose it’s nice occasionally. I still was definitely not a furry, and obviously was attracted to her human form, but she was a weaselkin, so I had no problems with a little skinship like that.

“My brother and his wife have decided to visit. The Price-Price of Trial in that regard is meaningless now. For I have met-met my father and my sister again.” She smiled, her form returning to that of a mortal, bringing another wry snort from her brother, though Selensha was looking on fondly. “It was good to see them again, though I did-did wish you were with me.”

“I daresay I can’t put it off forever.” I agreed, relinquishing the hug. “Shaeraggo, Selensha, what brings you here?”

“It’s true then.” Selensha declared, peering at me. “I feel an equally strong water element from you too, that which lingered in the Spring. Sister-in-law did say, and I didn’t doubt her, but even so, I’m shocked. Your presence is so much more powerful than before, and so quickly too.”

“Yeah, that reminds me.” I thanked her for her compliment, then spoke to Shaeula, who was holding my hand now, much to the irritation of her brother. “When you get back be careful, as my body went crazy and poured out all this black impurity crap. I mean, I’ve definitely benefited heavily from that, but… well, it ruined our bed, and you got a bit messy. I cleaned you up though, so don’t worry.”

“You share-share a bed?” Shaeraggo asked, scowling, and Selensha shook her head, embarrassed.

“Of course we do, brother. Surely you must-must accept it now. Akio and I are to be married, even father must-must yield on that. Of course we share a bed, and use-use it too.” Shaeula grinned wolfishly at his discomfort. I could hear Hyacinth muttering enviously, and hid my own grin. Soon. Soon enough.

“Listen well, Akio.” Shaeula began, incredibly excited, which made her look shockingly cute. “Primal Forest, my father, the Prince of the Elves, they-they…”
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“… so I will require Grulgor to fulfil his promise and stand-stand with us against Duke Formor, should he oppose our settlement.” Shaeula finished her lengthy tale, explaining to me that she had successfully swayed significant support to our cause, from the Way-Wardens to three of the Princes of the Seelie. Her claim to the Spring was likely to be granted, though there was still work to do.

What was most important was that she made up with her father and sister though. Her other brothers are still absent, one on the borders, the other in lands unknown, but in time… she can have everything back. “I want-want my maids back too. I must-must rescue she who was loyal to me, and as for that traitor Risha…” I felt a faint tremble in the spirit lights around me. “… I must-must have retribution.” At her fury, Grulgor nodded his massive head, agreeing to hold to his Oath.

“She will indeed pay-pay.” Shaeraggo snarled. “Thanks to her the mansion I gifted you is-is ruined!”

“We’re rebuilding it.” I promised. “Besides, it was a necessary sacrifice to deal with those two idiot cats from the Night Parade. I’d pay a house to take out a few strong enemies every time.” Again there was a trembling, this one more intense and angry.

“Yes, the Night Parade has crossed a line, aiming for my beloved sister. Father and Shaeranna are both most-most wroth.” he agreed.

“Sister-in-law was raging, wasn’t she, Ula?” Selensha giggled.

“Ula? Cute nickname.” I stroked Shaeula's hair as she looked embarrassed at the memory, before turning my attention to Selensha. “So, what brings you here then?”

“I am here to teach you and Shaeula water element, as I promised.” Selensha declared. “My darling is here because his sister is watching the Spring right now, along with a force of Way-Wardens, so he finds it more comfortable to be away from her. She’s still very angry he hid this all from her.”

“I still cannot believe you would be so reckless as to attack the Spring. Though results do-do speak for themselves.” He peered at me, eyes glowing a fierce green. “If I was to battle you now, perhaps I would lose again. Shaeula, sister, you… your growth has been-been monstrous.”

Yeah, while I’m here I need to take a look at that. 
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"Impressive, no?” Shaeula grinned, seeing me looking at her with my Eye glowing amber to match hers. “You have grown much-much as well.”

“Yeah.” I had to agree. I did notice that instead of Spiritually Pure Body, she had a skill called…

Enhanced Spiritual Form


…which was very similar but seemed to apply more to spiritual lifeforms. Turning to her brother, I asked him a question. “So, I promised that your sister would grow strong enough to silence her critics and reclaim her place in the Seelie Court. It didn’t even take three moons, did it?”

“No, it did not.” He agreed sourly. “I suppose I must-must thank you. My sister… she is happy now. Both of my sisters. Father too. And my brothers will be pleased as well-well. I may not like it, but I must-must accept it. Brother-in-law.” His face twitched as he said it, but I held in my mirth, imagining the day when I would have to say the same to Aiko’s fiancé. Well, so long as he isn’t trash and treats her right I’ll smile and shake his hand. If he’s no good though… I’ll bury him…


Side Seventy-Five – Zhao Daiyu, Incorruptible Jade Sect


“Sixteen guards, six by the main entrance, ten patrolling in pairs. Sloppy though, their course looks random at first glance, but it’s actually patterned and therefore predictable.” Wei Feng declared, the sea breeze blowing off the mountainous cliffs causing his hair to ruffle around his handsome face. The air smelt of salt and ozone, and Daiyu was once more reminded of how she preferred her own home, deep in the mountains of Shaanxi Province. There are mountains here, yes, but the sea encroaches on them unpleasantly…

As her attention wandered, Brother Wei frowned. “Daiyu-er, are you troubled?” he asked, the other Cultivators they had gathered for this important task looking equally nervous, as she was the trump card in their assassination attempt here. Troubled? Me? No, I just have a portentous feeling, as if something is going to happen, be it for good or ill… Looking up at the moon overhead, she forced her features to her usual mask of beautiful, calm stillness.

“It is fine. I was just… just extending my senses. Carefully, of course.” With her Foundation Realm, she was most suitable for detecting the Qi of other Cultivators without being discovered in turn, so it was not entirely a lie. With one last glance at the moon, she extended tendrils of Qi outwards, the invisible threads spreading out like an ethereal spiderweb.

“I feel three.” she said at last, puzzled. “That seems at odds with the information we had gathered.” The favoured Chosen of the Heavens that we have uncovered at great risk, he should not be so unguarded. The information that we extracted from the disciple of Chong Gui, that vile traitor, advised that there would be at least five, from the Unquenchable Sun, and the Emerald Lotus sects, the two Great Sects that have betrayed the Cultivators of China and sided with the Party.

“Surely that is to our advantage. We brought eight to ensure we could overpower their five, and we should be superior in skill, should we not?” A woman said arrogantly, her twin sister beside her echoing those sentiments, nodding her head, short brown hair framing attractive features, though the cast of her dark eyes was harsh.

“My sister speaks true! When fortune offers favours, only a fool declines out of cowardice.”

“Now, don’t be so rude to Beautiful Daiyu’er, Min’er.” Brother Wei interjected, causing the two sisters to pout, irritated, and Daiyu wished she could show such annoyance herself, but as she was in charge of this delicate operation, she was allowed no such luxuries. “I too am suspicious of such good fortune. When meat buns fall from Heaven, only a fool eats them without checking for poison.”

“Perhaps when we disposed of that treacherous member of the Unquenchable Sun they changed up their defences? But why weaken them?” One of the Cultivators from Daiyu's own Sect said, scratching at his head, puzzled. “Unless they have an Art or Technique to mask their Qi from even our Daiyu’er, and are lying in wait somewhere. But how would they even know when we planned to strike?”

“There’s no traitors here.” The other twin sister snapped. “If there has been a leak, it hasn’t come from the Mountain Fang Sect, look to your own!”

“Peace, Mei’er.” Brother Wei interceded again, and Daiyu was finding her patience with the two sisters slipping. They are both Blade Cultivators, well known for being hot-tempered. Still, they do raise a good point.

“None of my people would betray us and leak information. My Honoured Patriarch would surely dispose of them, but not until they had suffered endless torments, as befits a traitor.” The breeze off the sea up the mountain roared, snatching at her words and fluttering the deep black dress she wore in lieu of her usual white gowns, the materials made from anti-ballistic fibres, a technology that was an affront to the noble art of Cultivation.

Divination, Formations, Refining, Smithing, Talismans and Taming. Though I suppose one could argue that it could count as Smithing, though no Qi or Arts has gone into the crafting… “If there is a leak, it must have come from Golden Starfall, after all, did not Tang Bai assist us in luring out and capturing that swine? Even so, what merits would it have for him or his Sect? No… it is either coincidence, or…”

She looked up at the moon again, biting her lip in a rare display of nerves. Some of the members of her Sect held in their surprise, to see the fearless, intimidating Ever Beautiful Black Jade so animated. “...if you do not trust coincidence, as I do not, then it is either the Dao showing us the way to strike, or something else unrelated to us has happened.” Chang’e, Goddess of the Moon, why do you watch us so? And what will you see? Our victory, or…

“So, do we turn tail and run, missing our chance?” Mei’er demanded, and her sister Min’er echoed her, the long, heavy, curved Blade she carried shining dully in the moonlight. “We need to cut the head of this chicken, to show the monkeys of this CCP that we have no intention of being bullied! Our Sect may not be of the new Five Great Sects, but our founder was still from Kunlun!”

“Enough.” Daiyu snapped, her tone harsh. “Keep calm, or you are no use to us. My honoured Patriarch has decreed this Heaven-blessed who knows too much must die. But we shall leave no evidence it was us. After all, Qi cannot stop steel, even now.” Not without… no, I must not think of that. Power uncontrolled is power best left unused.

“Yes, we need to stick to the plan, but remain vigilant.” Brother Wei agreed. “So, Daiyu’er, your Sect brothers and sisters will take the guards patrolling in pairs and those at the gates to the mansion. Silent and deadly. Bodies go over the cliffs into the water. We leave no traces. The four of us who have the best combat skills will infiltrate, kill any enemy Cultivators or Heaven-chosen we encounter, then make sure that the worm who sold us all to the government meets a just end.”

“Then the mansion shall be destroyed in fire. I want none to discern what happened here. If however, the target is not here, or it is a trap… you all have the pills, I believe?” Daiyu asked, though she knew the answer, so it was more to settle their tension.

“That we need to resort to such methods is a great shame on us all. I would rather die drowning in the ocean, but… yes, we cannot leave proof behind that damns our Sects. That bitch from the Emerald Lotus would certainly see us destroyed if she had evidence she could use.” Mei’er cried.

“Enough then. We all know what we must do, and what is at stake. Begin!” Daiyu commanded, with one last glance at the moon. For good or for ill, the eyes of the enemy must be blinded. Father, pray for your daughter. Perhaps the Heavens will listen…

[image: image-placeholder]

“How did you get in… argh!” The soldier cried out, head bisected from his neck by a single slash from Mei’er, her heavy, thick blade cutting through flesh and bone like butter. A second fell to a slash from her sister, and Brother Wei had his sword out, Qi glittering around the edge of the blade. One soldier raised the weapon they carried, an automatic rifle, a vile and crude contraption, that robbed one of the need to hone strength, to improve, to Cultivate.

It was worthless in the face of artfully forged steel wreathed in Qi wielded by a Sword Cultivator though, and metal and plastic were sliced apart, before the severed arms and head of the soldier hit the ground, blood spraying.

Sword Cultivation is effective, I must concede. But I abhor the inelegance of it. The last two soldiers were backing off, one reaching for some sort of communication device, a phone or a radio. Dodging the spreading droplets of blood that were splashing as the sisters and Brother Wei did their grizzly work, Daiyu concentrated, unleashing two lethal palm strikes.

The first guard staggered, Qi forced into their body detonating within his meridians, instantly rendering him unconscious and dying, while the second was struck in the throat, and with her training and newfound strength, even a slender girl like Daiyu could crush a throat and snap a neck with ease, flesh and bone giving under her fist.

Not the first I’ve killed, but it never feels good. Especially not when they are merely hired soldiers, doing their duty. Still, mercy is a luxury for the strong, and right now our position is one of weakness. “None of the Cultivators have noticed us yet.” Daiyu frowned as she extended her sensing Qi.

“That seems… odd. Still, it will only be moments before they react. Your sword Qi was very… noticeable. I must congratulate you on the technique, by the way. Is it a lost Art?” she asked as they raced for the stairs, ascending rapidly. As they did so a blearily blinking face peered down over the banister at them, an older woman in a lacy nightgown, her face bare of makeup.

“Intru…” she began, eyes going wide in alarm, before a pair of thin throwing blades took her in the eye and throat. Her body jerked and spasmed, hand scrambling at the sharp edges, cutting her fingers to the bone, before she was beheaded by a swing of Brother Wei’s sword as he crested the stairs. The headless body fell, and Daiyu caught it, the spray of blood soaking her hands.

Disgusting. She fought the urge to wipe off the blood as she lowered the body to the ground gently. The twins were looking proud at their first strikes, rows of throwing weapons visible in belts over their dresses. They did act fast. She was a Cultivator, though only Qi Refining, not even at the Peak.

“Yes, now I have managed to master the art of projecting internal Earth Qi into other objects, though due to my Dao, it only seems to work with swords.” He grinned. “Being blessed by the Heavens and the Dao is a great opportunity for us, one that these dogs are determined to snatch from us, like curs snatching a bloody bone from our plates.”

“Less talk, more speed.” Daiyu cut him off, her sensing Qi picking up the remaining two Cultivators, though they seemed… dull, barely conscious. This is disturbing indeed. Still, we must succeed!

The polished wooden door to the master bedroom was locked, so Daiyu merely kicked at it, her slender leg extending from the hem of her black dress, slamming the door violently, the lock shattering and the hinges breaking.

As the door fell inwards one of the Cultivators staggered weakly towards her, and she paid him no mind, leaping forwards and hitting him with multiple lightning-fast palm strikes in the soft style, injecting torrents of her Qi to lethal effect. Brother Wei was in next, the second enemy dying under his sword with barely a struggle.

“What is going on here?” he asked, puzzled, Qi flicking the blood from his blade, another show of how his Cultivation had advanced since he was chosen by the Heavens. “I’m not sensing any life from the… by the Dao!” He swore, shocked, and Daiyu blanched too, blood draining from her face. He matches the description of the target, but…

There was a man in bed, older, perhaps in his late twenties or early thirties, somewhat overweight, but still with sharp, patrician features. Yet now those features were twisted into an expression of terror, mouth locked open in a soundless roar, eyes staring and dead. A fly buzzed slowly, drifting lazily from the open eye, and Daiyu felt the urge to gag.

There were others in bed with him too, a pair of young female Cultivators, who were also dead, it seemed, similarly tortured. One had vomited copious amounts of blood, and had suffered numerous blooms of bruises and lacerations internally, her skin black with damage. The other was twisted as though her spine had shattered, and her legs were distorted and deformed, the muscles having knotted cruelly. She had bled too, her eyes crusted with blood and filth.

“He is… already dead?” She pulled down the sheet he was wrapped in, the silk stained with blood, vomit and other fluids, careful not to touch the filth. Their target was ruined too, and he had several large clusters of internal bleeding around his lower body, another centred on the heart.

“We should go. I don’t like this. It smells of a decoy, or worse.” Brother Wei was spreading his own Qi, trying to sense danger, though as he had still not breached Foundation Realm, his perception paled compared to Daiyu’s. “I suggest we just burn down this place. Let nothing of what happened here be known.”

“I agree.” Mei’er supported him, and her sister chimed in her approval too.

“Start preparing the alchemical flames.” Daiyu declared. “I need to be sure…” She placed her hand on the forehead of the deceased man, feeling bruising starting to form underneath her touch. Qi flowed from her, investigating the corpse, and she was immediately struck with the absence of life. There was a little Qi remaining, but far too little for a body that was only just starting to cool in death.

Behind her, the twins were splashing around the sickly-smelling, aromatic liquid from several flasks. It was a modern concoction, though from the old recipes a few things had been added, meaning it would be harder to extinguish and would burn even if doused in water or starved of air, at least for a short time. “You need to hurry. We have to meet up with the others and make our escape soon. He’s dead, we succeeded.” Brother Wei said urgently. “It is too much of a risk to…”

“Be quiet. I am concentrating.” Daiyu waved him to silence, concerned and irritated. Such delicate Qi manipulation was hard even at the borders of High Foundation Realm, and required immense focus and tight Qi control. I can feel the residues. Yes, he was not a Cultivator, there is no refined Qi anywhere, but some crude Earth Qi that has been pulled in through an alternate method. He was definitely a Heaven’s Chosen, but… even in death, there should be more lingering traces…

The flow of Qi passed down to the entry point of the body, the meridians often called the roots of the spiritual form. No, that is… not right, not at all. Flames were starting to flicker as the first sparks were lit, the alchemical fluids slow to burn, but unstoppable once the conflagration was established, and the light cast grim shadows over her face as she considered the possibilities.

His body… it seems like everything spiritual has been torn from him, leaving only a damaged, dead husk. Her gaze went to the two beside him, the dead Cultivators. Them too, I suspect…

“Come on.” Brother Wei took her arm, as the flames started to burn, brilliant in red, orange and yellow, tongues of blue and white starting to creep into the fires as drapery and wooden furniture ignited, filling the room with oppressive heat. “Dead is dead. I doubt very much he knows of any ancient clone Techniques, or could even get them to work if he did! We’ve won!”

Daiyu nodded. With one last regretful look back at the bodies, the edges of the bed starting to burn, she turned to the door. The twins leapt through it first, blades in hand, and she followed them, Brother Wei in the rear.

“So, do you think some other Sect got to them first? I’d imagine there would be no shortage of others who wish the eyes of this Department for Managing of Divine Mysteries blinded, even if for revenge at their own secrets being discovered.”

Daiyu shook her head as they descended the stairs, passing by the headless body from earlier. “No, this was not the work of a Cultivator. A Heaven’s Chosen perhaps, or something worse. It was as if their very souls had been devoured. There was a dark Qi lingering too, perhaps why the other Cultivators were so…”

Before she could finish her thoughts, she tensed. She had been extending her Qi instinctively, searching for danger, and now multiple signals were shining in her inner vision. Worse, sounds of gunfire and explosions could be heard…

“Shit, is that enemies?” Brother Wei cried, sword ready, and Daiyu agreed.

“Four Cultivators. Three Peak Qi Refining, one is Lower Foundation.” She grimaced. “And worse… I can no longer sense the Qi of most of the members of my Sect.”

The door to the mansion burst inwards, and stepping over the bodies were a pair of robed Cultivators, one man, and one woman, as well as a dozen Ministry soldiers, equipped with modern armoured bodysuits and holding top-of-the-range assault rifles, as well as grenade launchers and more. On seeing each other, the groups froze, but it was the newcomers that spoke first, the girl saluting in Cultivator fashion, fist over her heart.

“Well, isn’t this a surprise? When the life-signal in our lusty little Vice-Minister went out a few hours ago, we raced over. To think it would be the famous Zhao Daiyu, the Black Jade that is Ever Beautiful. One of our own.” She shook her head with seeming sadness, and at the colour of her dress, which was a vivid, luxurious green, Daiyu already had suspicions as to who sent her.

“Life-signal? I thought Life-Candles were a lost art, unable to function since Kunlun retreated?” Brother Wei asked, buying them a moment to think, but the woman in green merely snorted derisorily.

“This is the modern world, a fact that most of you Sects have failed to grasp. Technology. He simply had a smart-watch relaying his heartbeat to us.” she scoffed. “I get why you are aggrieved, Cultivators just love secrecy. But that is why we are weak! The old ways are dead, we need the best of both the old and the new. You are too late anyway. Our poor dead Vice-Minister had already used his gift to identify most of the Chosen in China. A few might escape us for now, but they’ll be brought into the fold or killed in due time, should they prove reluctant.”

“Who are you?” Daiyu asked, assessing the situation. Four versus fourteen were bad odds, even if they had twice the Cultivators. The only blessing was in these close quarters, the firepower of the soldiers would be limited, and alongside Daiyu they had three weapon Cultivators, specialised in close brutality. “And why…”

“Well, I wouldn’t expect such a prodigy as you to know me, miss Black Jade.” she smirked. “I am Sun Lisha, of the Emerald Lotus Sect. Since I only recently made Foundation Realm, I am far from a famous prodigy like you. But I digress. My sister Lihua agrees with you. She thinks these modern tools make us weak. But Cultivators should grasp power wherever they can, right? You understand, miss Black Jade. Not all of us are as blessed as you, so we must take help where we can.”

She shook her head sadly. “To think you’d have murdered the Vice-Minister. We were going to use him to ferret out all the other Chosen worldwide and help them see serving China is the only real choice. Now we can’t. Have you no patriotism, no love for anything but your Sect and your own power?”

“We did not kill him.” Daiyu sniffed, looking around for a way out. “He was dead when we got here.”

“A likely story. Even if I believed you, then why are you here in force, when no-one is supposed to know about this lonely clifftop mansion? And with such numbers too. Your Sect fought well, but in the end, they died. One of them gave me a nasty shock too.” She giggled, gesturing down to the burned hem of her robes. “Well, that doesn’t matter. Your Sect is over now. I guess we will see just how incorruptible your jade is, Zhao Daiyu!”

Blades flashed out then and several soldiers died, pierced by the sharp darts in vital spots. Brother Wei leapt forwards, and his Qi-wrapped blade cleaved another, before the male Cultivator moved to block him, a heavy iron rod his weapon of choice. Metal met metal with a ringing crunch, Qi dancing in the air. More blades flew, dropping several more soldiers, before the survivors began to fire back, their discipline holding even in the face of sudden death.

Qi cannot stop steel yet. Though perhaps… Daiyu thought of the moon once more. Numerous impacts shocked her, her bare arms being sliced open by trailing bullets, her dress blocking other hits, though her speed, already surpassing those who lacked the will to Cultivate, had been boosted by her blessing from Heaven and the Dao. She did not like to use such, as power that was not her own was power she could not control, but even so… I must not fail here, else the Sect will be targeted!

“Can’t you fools do anything right?” The man shouted, pushed back by Brother Wei. He suddenly swelled, muscles bulging grotesquely, and his blows increased in power, his metal rod pushing Brother Wei back.

“Come now.” Sun Lisha smiled, meeting Daiyu in a flurry of blows, her own style relying on poisoned blades that were wrapped around her knuckles, as well as using her Qi to reject intrusions. “We are up against some tough opponents. Blade Cultivators, huh?” She smiled at the twins, who had cut down most of the soldiers. “We should have waited outside.”

“Regret your folly in your next reincarnation!” Daiyu declared, finally landing several blows. Her cheek stung, poison already seeping in, but she forced Qi to the site to neutralise it as best she could, stimulating her natural healing. Sun Lisha staggered backwards and out into the open air, followed by her male companion, who despite his sudden massive strength, lacked skill, and one arm went flying, Brother Wei slicing through it with his sword, bone and all severed.

“I’m not sure what Sect you brought these weapon Cultivators from, but we’ll find out when you are captured!” Sun Lisha grinned, despite the pain of foreign Qi from Daiyu’s blows that was seeping into her. “But that means we only need you alive!”

Min’er staggered, blood blossoming. Then a mighty roar sounded, the bullet from the distant sniper having exceeded sound. Her sister howled out a cry of pain and fury, rushing towards her, but Min’er waved her away as a second and a third bullet pierced her torso, the wounds clearly fatal, even for a tough weapon Cultivator.

“Sister!” Mei’er howled, her blade cutting down the last of the soldiers, and she threw her small knives at the one-armed man and Sun Lisha, though they both evaded.

“I’m done…” Min’er coughed, blood streaming from her mouth, as well as soaking her legs and the clifftop beneath her. Bright flames from the blazing mansion were reflected in her dark eyes as she made a decision. “No honour, you have no…” She fumbled a bloody hand and was swallowing something. The eyes of Sun Lisha widened as she leapt backwards.

More bullets were coming in, and Daiyu felt a sickening impact on her shoulder, the fabric stopping the bullet from penetrating, but the force enough to crack her collarbone and gouge a crater in her flesh. Even so, she never took her eyes off Sun Lisha, knowing she had to die, no matter the cost.

“Farewell, sister!” Min’er had swallowed, and all those who could feel Qi recoiled as the treasured pill, a rare, precious legacy of Kunlun erupted within her, triggering a wild cascade of Qi energies, raising her body temperature explosively, creating human combustion. Qi Flame Cascade Pills. Father gave me these to ensure we would never be taken alive, and any evidence of us would die with us. Even so… Sun Lisha knows me!

Even in death, the flaming Min’er leapt, her legs carbonising and shattering below her. She flew at the one-armed man, and as bullets pierced her disintegrating body, she distracted him enough that Brother Wei was able to use his most secret skill, Puppet Sword.

Strings of Qi held his blade at a distance, and such a feat was only possible now that he had grown stronger after his blessing, and it was still a mere shadow of the arts of old. Even so, an extra metre of reach was enough to send his blade scything through the neck of his distracted opponent, and the man died, choking on his own blood, before the weight of his head tore it free.

“Well, this didn’t go to plan, did it?” More sniper rounds rang out as Sun Lisha hopped backwards. “We’ve suffered far too many losses trying to capture you alive. I am in for quite the scolding. Perhaps they’ll dock my allotment of pay and spiritual resources for this.” She smiled bitterly.

Daiyu had taken a second hit, and some of her ribs were broken, and her dress was torn. “That one should have killed you though.” Sun Lisha noted. “You have grown strong, miss Black Jade. A shame. Why couldn’t you and your Sect just be happy with what you had? Is it such a hardship, sharing your talents with the Department, for the good of the Country, no, the world?”

She raised a fist and the bullets stopped, which was timely, as Brother Wei was barely able to stand, a bullet having blasted through his thigh, only his Sword Cultivator training and Qi restricting the pain and blood loss keeping him upright, and Mei’er was wracked with grief, her eyes dead to all but rage and revenge.


“Are you all so selfish that you would drink from this blessing alone until you were full, denying others even a drop? Already, several of us have reached the Third Circle, as the Ministry calls it. Far better we have fewer, stronger Chosen, than let everyone serve only themselves. It leads to this. Four Chosen dead, plus how many Cultivators? A waste.” She shook her head, and several armoured vehicles drove up, heavy machine guns pointed at Daiyu and the others.

“So, you might as well surrender. Your Sects will be sanctioned, but if you agree to be bound by one of our Chosen who has a suitable Divine mandate, then you can live and pay for your sins against the Party, China and the World!” She gestured to the mansion, which was now fully ablaze, the heat scorching their skins in the cool night.

I see. Divine mandate. Yes, this power has come from the Heavens, but I do not trust it. Power I cannot dominate is power worthless to me. But right now… I will grasp at any sword, even one without a hilt, one that cuts me deep, so long as I can survive this. Chang’e, give me your strength!

“Die, murderous bitch!” Mei’er cried, rushing forwards, blade in hand, and Brother Wei threw his sword, piercing Sun Lisha in the shoulder. He then retreated, hobbling desperately on his ruined leg, calling out for Daiyu to run.

“Fine. Damn, that hurts.” Sun Lisha cried. “They chose death. A shame…”

You can run, they don’t know your Sect, though I do. Still, there is no retreat for… Sounding like a buzzsaw, the machine guns opened up. Mei’er was down, both legs sawn clean off by the blasts, and before she could fumble for her pill, Sun Lisha was there, poisonous blows striking her arm, numbing her.

So fast, unstoppable. And I am slowing from that poison too. My Qi cannot fully neutralise it. Even with her boosted kinetic vision and speed she was helpless, the numerous small calibre rounds battering her, shredding through her armoured dress. Qi and the power of Chang’e held her body together, but even so, she was losing blood too fast, her Qi almost entirely depleted. If it wasn’t for the blessing I would be dead already.

Daiyu stumbled, knees hitting the ground next to the edge of the cliffs, the waves crashing on the jagged rocks below sounding almost soothing, as if to lull her into the next world peacefully. Her mouth tasted iron and bile, and she tried to turn her head to see if at least Brother Wei could escape, but everything hurt too much.

“Oh well. Your corpse is proof enough, I suppose.” Sun Lisha declared, having yanked out the sword, looking pale from her own blood-loss. “Or you can have one last try at killing me, I know you want to. But my fellow Cultivators are back from slaying the rats from your Sect.” She gestured to the two robed men, accompanied by more soldiers and armoured vehicles, coming across the clifftop.

It’s over then? Her hand went to her dress, where her pill remained. Going out in a blaze of flaming Qi was perhaps a better fate than this, her life draining away. Chang’e was supposed to be immortal, having stolen the elixir of immortality from her first husband… well, it seems she chose poorly in me. For here is where my jade shatters. Incorruptible? Hardly.

For a moment then her thoughts strayed to Jang Huifen, the poor businesswoman who had no clue of the world she was thrust into. She had proved surprisingly good company, and mercifully she would not be implicated by this disaster. If she continues to support the Department, our defeat will not touch her. With a bright, bloody smile, she coughed, messily scattering a rain of red.

“Down on your knees, I see. How the haughty have fallen. My sister should take note. Qi cannot stop steel, right?”

“Fuck off.” Daiyu spat an epithet, most unlike her. “I stopped plenty of it.” Her hand moved towards her pill, and Sun Lisha paused, unwilling to be burned along with her. She raised a hand to signal another barrage, but Daiyu merely leaned backwards, her body tumbling off the cliffs towards the inky blue water below. Jagged rocks passed by her fading vision, and then there was an impact, and she was sinking, the night skies above fading away, only the shining moon left in her eyes…


Side Seventy-Six: Princess Eleanor Elizabeth Diana Windsor


“They are coming out the damn water!” David cursed, wielding the heavy spiked mace he had received as a reward from the treasury under the Tower of London.

At the time he had complained that such an old, ugly mace was “ill-befitting of a war God such as him” but once they were in the mirrored version of London, the crude-looking mace had become a shining silver ball of death, and he wielded it to shatter the flesh and bones of the hideous creatures that were crawling out of the Thames and onto the shore.

Overhead loomed numerous skyscrapers, many of them even larger than they were in the mortal world, the Shard being particularly distorted, now a polished sword of obsidian and diamond jutting far into the skies.

“Just fucking die, fishy shitheads!” David slammed the mace down on the head of another of the aquatic beasts, before spinning gracefully and smashing the ribs of another. Bolts of water came flying out of the water at them, but Aditi returned fire, her bow sending arrows of brilliant light piercing through their bodies, spilling stinking blue and green blood into the polluted river.

“A big one is coming.” Sir Arthur declared, watching the battle from beside her, using his age and experience to keep everyone calm and the formation effective. “The water is bulging up.” Orange energies were radiating everywhere, and a long, serpentine neck broke free of the mirror Thames, the head very similar to that of a dinosaur, yellow eyes glaring at them balefully.

“They’ve brought a damn Nessie down tae here, I’ll be bloody damned!” Sarah declared with her thick Scottish brogue, eyes going wide in surprise.

“Shield up, idiot redhead, I don’t like the looks of this. I can’t take them all by myself!” David roared, continuing to wade into the seemingly endless tide of creatures that were boiling out of the Thames, squirming onto the banks with their foul webbed feet, clutching spears, tridents and nets, their beady, dark eyes glittering with anticipation as they waited for their foes to tire. “And get off your arse, Donovan, Princess, old man. I may be a God of War, King of the Octagon, but there’s only fucking one of me! And Mary-Jane, are you done yet? I’m getting pushed back!”

”Sorry Mr Reckless, everyone.” she apologised, the middle-aged woman wiping sweat from her brows as she held up her long wooden staff, energies gathering around her as a slender column of white marble was rising, the dark skies streaked with auroras above sending down shimmering prismatic motes of silvery light, which were being sucked in. “It will not be long, I hope. Until then, I ask you all to do your best!”

Yes, she does sound like a schoolteacher. Eleanor thought idly. “I guess it’s time. Come on Donovan, no need to worry. We have done this before, haven't we?” Yes, if we hadn’t seen the establishment of multiple domains scattered around Central London already, the sight would be quite breath-taking and magical.

Her hands tightened on the hilt of her sword as she raced to aid David Reckless, her blade cleaving. Each time she cut flesh, she felt sick, bile rising, but she forced it down, just as she ignored the blue-green blood splattering her green armour. A spear pierced her wrist, a lucky blow stabbing through the joints.

Pain flared, but she slashed out and the creature fell back, dying, face cut to the bone, skull cracked. The spear tore free, and Eleanor shook her wrist, pain diminishing as the wound closed, her gift from the Green Man giving her ferociously quick regeneration. I still can’t get used to the pain though. Every time it hurts, and it never gets any better…

“These old bones are getting quite the workout.” Sir Arthur was beside her, sword slicing in a figure-of-eight pattern, fishmen dying around them. Donovan was there too, his long spear giving him significant reach, as he thrust and stabbed at the seemingly endless horde.

“Incoming, you dumb fuckers!” David roared as the ‘Nessie’ belched out a stream of concentrated water, shining a brilliant orange, heedless of the fishmen in its path, which exploded into clouds of the shining silver energy that they needed to collect as they died to the friendly fire.

David leapt backwards, but it looked like he would be caught in the blast, until Sarah stepped in, a massive bronze shield held in front of her, a tower shield in the old Roman fashion, the face polished to a mirror sheen. The compact jet of water struck, and the cascade scattered backwards, droplets of water slicing through the packed mob of enemies. David was hit by several, one cutting his forehead, and silvery-red blood started running down his face.

“Shit, I be getting pushed back here! There’ll be trouble if I cannae hold the line!” Sarah cried out, her feet sliding backwards as the endless wave of water continued unabated. It was then the beam shot upwards, the beast rearing back, one eye exploding as a bolt of light from Aditi took it in the head. The beast roared, the fishmen too, and then the reptilian monstrosity dropped into the water, disappearing from view, only leaving a trail of blood behind, dyeing the river behind it.

Panicking, the fishmen started to break, their forces fleeing back to the sanctuary of the Thames, and David grinned, slaughtering as many of the retreating foes as he could. Eleanor joined him, Sir Arthur and Donovan at her side, and they hacked, slashed and stabbed until their muscles ached, breath came fast and hard, and the shore was empty, the remaining fishmen trying to escape the arrows Aditi was unleashing.

“Yeah, that’s right. Fucking run, fishheads!” David waved his mace at the fleeing enemies, before he wiped the blood from his face, frowning. He glared at the exhausted Sarah, expression unpleasant. “What the fuck was that? Knock it away from me next time, if I get scarred, it’ll be a national day of mourning!”

“If ye say so. I cannae see it myself.” Sarah scoffed, lowering her heavy shield to the ground with an audible thud. “It be Donovan who is popular with the ladies now, ain’t he?” She chuckled, causing the shy young man to flush.

“Well, it’s certainly true.” Sir Arthur agreed, joining in the teasing, and Eleanor held in a smile herself. Trust Sir Arthur to lighten the mood. I feel much happier with him at my side. With all of them, really. Grandmother was right. Not being alone is wonderful.

“Donovan does attract a lot of attention during the parties at the palace. So, which will you be dating? That heiress from the Marches, or the daughter of that Tech Company? Or both?” Sir Arthur grinned at his obvious embarrassment.

“Well, uh…” Donovan stuttered, turning bright red. “I do think Nicola is very pretty, but Marie is fun to talk to… but then, Suzanne is also very…”

“A third, is it? Damn, he’s making us look bad, David.” Sir Arthur clapped Donovan on the back, nearly knocking him from his feet.

“Oh, shut the hell up.” David was resting on the polished wooden shaft of his mace, eyeing Mary-Jane and her shining pillar. “I can get any woman I want, but I have high standards.” His gaze flickered over to Eleanor for a moment, and she nearly missed it. Really? Me? No, I don’t think so… he’s a bit too angry for my taste, even if I do like the pretty-boy look coupled with muscles. Ugh... why am I wasting my time with this?

Aditi was chuckling gently as her last few arrows pierced the water, dropping a few fleeing fishmen, and Sir Arthur was chortling hugely. I hope I’m not blushing…

It did amuse her to see David was looking a little embarrassed too, as if he had been caught out doing something he shouldn’t. Still, there is no point making an issue of it. At least the tension has decreased.

Her lips quirked into a smile. “Mary-Jane, are you done?”

The older woman shook her head. “No Princess, but soon. This will be the last one then, won’t it?”

Eleanor nodded. “Yes, with all of your Avalons positioned around the Palace and Tower, we should be able to control the area. Though going into the buildings is still far too dangerous.” Her gaze went to the Shard and the other monstrous skyscrapers that were in this place.

She had ventured into one once during the early days of her quest, when she was alone, and inside she felt so terribly oppressed and weak, and was forced to flee, leaving behind an ear and two fingers for the hideous Goblins within. Just remembering it made her shiver. I am lucky I can grow back lost body parts, and the armour of the Green Knight repairs itself as well…

“Really, everyone has grown much stronger.” Sir Arthur approved. “Though there is still a great deal to learn.”

“I was strong from the start.” David snorted, but he looked pleased by the compliment and the change of subject. “You lot just need to not hold me back.”

“You lot? I’ll be happy tae kick yer arse any day, laddie.” Sarah taunted, and before an argument could break out again, Eleanor felt it was wise to intervene. Being a leader is draining, even with the support from Sir Arthur.

“Come now, no need for bickering.” She smiled reassuringly. “After all, we just won a significant victory, we are growing stronger. Taking on a horde of creatures like that was surely impossible for us before. But our hardships and struggles have not and will not be in vain.” She gestured to the Thames, still radiating an orange glow, like the sun was reflected in the water, only there was no sun here in this distorted reflection of reality. “And we can extend our control over this London now that we have a firm foothold. London will not fall, no matter what comes to pass!”

“You sound just like your grandmother there.” Sir Arthur teased her, and Donovan shot her a sly grin, while Aditi, who had now shouldered her bow, came trotting over like a happy puppy.

“Wise words, Princess. I am more than happy to protect our homes!” Aditi agreed in her usual polite tones.

“Yeah well, I still don’t get it, but Caturix’s blessing tells me I need to fight. Not that I know any other way of life. I can’t box or fight in the Octagon anymore, my strength would just shatter the bodies of my opponents. Still, maybe being a damn hero isn’t so bad, is it Sarah?”

“Aye, it’s nay bad at all.” She grinned back, enjoying her usual heated back and forth with David. The pair of them seemed to rub each other the wrong way all the time. Although, they do say opposites attract, don't they?

“There is one thing though…” Donovan offered up diffidently, shy as ever. “Just how is a small group like ours going to clear out a city the size of London? It’d take us years, no, decades. And then there’s Manchester, Birmingham, Edinburgh, Cardiff, Belfast, Newcastle… there’s too many cities and too few of us. Towns, villages too.”

I’ve considered that myself. “I think the answer lies in these Avalons we have established. I don’t know if you can feel it, but as they strengthen they can do many wonderous things. I have been thinking, and I believe… well, soon I believe we can create an army of our own.”

David nodded. “Yes, I was thinking that myself. Though all I seem to be able to create is weak, idiotic copies of our slain foes. Still, even if they aren’t even a tiny bit as useful as me, or even you lot, if we are going to wage a war, we need an army.”

Eleanor nodded. Yes, the strange domains grandmother calls Avalon we can establish here are even more mysterious than the power of the Gods we have been blessed with, or these artefacts my family has hoarded. Up to now all I’ve done is strengthen the defences of my Avalon, so that the places that need protecting will stay protected, but it’s time to raise a war-host… “My grandmother, the Queen… she is still searching for others we can use. She trusts us to protect London, those others will likely travel the land, securing other cities…”

As she discussed her plans, well, her grandmother's plans, really, she held in her worries, that time was not on their side. I feel this dreadful urgency, like something bad is on the horizon. A storm is brewing, and though we are growing stronger rapidly, I don’t feel ready. Not at all… but what choice do we have? It can only be us, nobody else can protect London, and this country…
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“Well, isn’t our little shy boy just loving the attention?” David grunted sourly, downing half the glass of champagne he was holding. “And why is it always wine at these events? No drinks for real men.” He sighed as he watched Donovan chatting away merrily with several of the female guests, with ages ranging from teenagers to their early fifties.

“Jealous, are ye?” Sarah grinned, slapping him on the back.

“Hell no. Are you an idiot?” He shot back, and as they bickered, Eleanor stifled her own smile, masking it by taking a sip of her own sparkling wine. Looking around, she could see Aditi and Mary-Jane together, looking very calm and at ease, and it made her remember the first such event they attended, where Aditi looked like a frightened rabbit, very out of place. Everyone has built up camaraderie as we fought in that strange land. After all, life and death battles make strong bonds. It’s like the army, at least that’s what my brothers tell me.

Speaking of her brothers, Sir Arthur was meeting them and her grandmother at the moment, to discuss the successful creation of the ring of Avalons. Eleanor missed him, he had become quite important to her over the series of battles they had fought together. It helped that he was like an uncle to her, of course, and she had known him before. But even so… is it strange that I feel lost without them now? This rag-tag group, have they become my friends? It surprised her, but then, grandmother had told her it would happen, and she was seldom wrong, except when it came to following the advice of her personal physicians, of course.


As David and Sarah continued to bicker belligerently, Eleanor shook her head, walking away. If I was more crude, perhaps I’d tell them to get a room. Placing her now empty glass on the tray of a passing server, she surveyed the guests at the party. She recognised a number of them, other nobility, her extended family, as well as leaders of politics and business.

Sadly I have to put myself out there. Grandmother is relying on me to be the foundation of this venture, and we’ll need the support of politicians of both parties. Though getting Labour and the Conservatives to agree on anything was impossible. If one said the sky was blue, the other would declare it was surely red. We’ll need money too, and technology. I’m not cut out for this… but it is easier than battle.

Eleanor greeted the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and after that she was introduced to several important figures in business. One of them was a tall, well-built man, with close-cropped brown hair and a suit that was clearly from the top end of Saville Row, the buttons seemingly made from antique ivory, which might just have been barely legal, if tasteless. He was accompanied by a woman, perhaps her age or maybe a touch younger, who had simply stunning blonde hair, which reached her knees, the longest hair Eleanor had ever seen. That must really take some drying after a shower…

She also had the most intense deep-green eyes, as well as extremely attractive features. But what was stranger was she was wearing some sort of religious vestment, similar to priestly cassocks, but with a more gown-like skirt flowing down to match her hair. On seeing her gaze, the woman merely smiled at her charmingly, while the man spoke, holding out a hand. I don’t recognise her, but she must be Church of England, surely? Perhaps a bishop, though I haven’t heard of any new female appointments recently…

Eleanor took it, giving it a gentle shake, before offering the same to the woman, whose grip was surprisingly firm.

“I am Maxwell Power, it’s an honour to be here tonight, princess.” The man said, and Eleanor stifled a giggle.

“Max Power? Seriously?”

“I get that a lot.” He grinned, not offended. “But it truly is my name. Perhaps my parents had a sense of humour. Anyway, I am here with this beautiful lady here, who…”

“I can introduce myself, Max, you flatterer.” The lady gave a gorgeous smile. “I can speak for myself too, and let me say, alas I am pledged to God, not man, so I’m afraid no matter how shamelessly you flatter me, I’ll never spread my legs for you.”

Eleanor choked at that frank comment, but Max Power seemed not to care, merely smiling silently under her chiding. “Anyway, it is a pleasure to meet you, Princess. I have heard much about you up until now. Isn’t the world a strange place? Anyway, I am Mary Stuart. A pleasure, this was surely ordained by God, this meeting. Are you a woman of faith, Princess?”

Faith? Well, it’s hard not to have faith considering what I’ve experienced, but I doubt that is what she means. “Like most of my family, I’m Church of England. I must admit to not attending Mass as much as I probably should, but… well, God is forgiving, no?”

“Church of England? A shame.” Mary shook her head, beautiful golden-blonde hair swaying around her like a long cloak. “Still, God is indeed forgiving, of everything but worshipping false idols. At least Protestantism has its heart in the right place, even if it has a filthy, heretic mind.” She was idly playing with a unique-looking golden ring on her finger, which looked very unlike something a woman of the cloth would wear.

“Come now, my pretty.” Max Power interceded, seeing the strained look on her face. “Don’t berate the Princess so. You know the Royal Family has to be C of E, it’s pretty much an unwritten rule, no?” As Mary gave a snort at odds with her appearance, Max continued. “Princess. I did want to spend more time talking to you, but alas, I need to discuss business with some other boring old men, but you can count on the support of my charitable foundation.”

He handed her a business card, which she glanced at. It was black, with silver lettering, saying “Silver Hands Foundation” with various contact details. “If you need personnel, land, money… just give me a call. The Queen herself is gearing up for a massive project, it seems, and you are to be at the heart of it. Interesting times indeed, are they not? I wonder what is going on?” He smiled conspiratorially. “Care to give me a hint?”

“I am afraid not. Grandmother will announce the details in due time.” Eleanor demurred. So far she’s merely laying the groundwork, keeping secrecy to prevent panic. Slowly more and more influential people are finding out about the legacy of the Royal Family and our hidden duty, but if the populace knew of the chaos lurking through the mirror, separated from us by nothing more than a dream… there would be unrest on a grand scale.

“Do be a good boy and get lost.” Mary waved her hand at him, and with a last chuckle, Max Power left. Mary watched him go. “Well, he’s not entirely a sinner, though the blasphemous name of his organisation will see him suffer on Judgment Day. God does not have a fine sense of humour, I fear.”

As Eleanor paused, unsure of what to say to this strange woman, Mary shrugged. “Well, enough of that.” She reached out a hand, caressing Eleanor’s cheek, surprising her. What the hell?

“I am here to give you some advice. In the name of God, of course, for I am but his humble worshipper, speaking his words, his will. Step aside from your course. God will not forgive anyone who forsakes him, drawing on powers profane and blasphemous. I would hate to see your beautiful skin burnt black from the fires of perdition." She gave a brilliant smile, and Eleanor was still frozen, shocked at the knowing words of the woman. “Of course, should you be prepared to abandon your foolish ways, the Church, the true Church, can reach out a caring, compassionate hand to you. Your companions too.” Her gaze went to the other members of Eleanor's party, as they were spread around the room.

“I suggest you think about it. Do you really want to offend God?” Mary shrugged again. “I understand you might be confused, but do think about my words. After all, did not Satan tempt Jesus by offering him all he wished for when he was in the wilderness for forty days and forty nights? It may seem wise, the only way, to accept the gifts of Devils, false gods, but the price paid is always more than you can bear. Now, I must take my leave, now I have seen you all. I daresay we will meet again. If you decide you wish to know more of what is truly going on, or wish to repent, feel free to call Mr Power. He can get in touch with me. Now, I see some of your companions are coming, so I shall take my leave. Farewell for now, Princess.”

As Mary Stuart swept away, David and Sarah strode up to Eleanor, watching her go.

“Who the hell was she? Damn, she was fine.” David whistled. “That hair, those eyes. Nice.”

“Ack, shut up, ye damn pig.” Sarah chided him, and as they started arguing again, Eleanor looked down at the card, with the strange name shining silver, an email and mobile number below it. Just who was she? It seemed… it seemed she knew about everything. Is she chosen like me? But… For a long moment Eleanor remained frozen, thinking. I need to speak to grandmother about this… after all, didn’t she just threaten me to my face? Or did she? I don’t really know. Religious allegory isn’t my strongest suit. I only go to Church at Christmas and Easter…

Shaking her head, she shook off her sudden gloom. After all, they had achieved their goal in the mirrored London, so letting some strange priest upset her would be foolish. No, nobody dangerous would be here anyway, the guest list has been vetted by my father and grandmother. She was probably just concerned for me. Still, if she is like us, she could have been clearer. Well, in any case, if she is, I’ll see her again, as grandmother will recruit her to protect other cities, other places. Now, I could use another drink…


Two Hundred And Thirty-One


“So, you are staying here for a while then, Shaeraggo?” I asked, and he nodded, still looking sour, but I could feel he had grudgingly accepted me, in a way he hadn’t before. It makes sense. His sister has returned in triumph, and their enemies are on the back foot. No brother looks forward to the day his sister falls in love, but at least I’m a decent catch.

I had to keep in a grin at the thoughts I had, which would have been sarcasm back in July, but now I actually mostly believed them. If I didn’t, I’d make the girls who love me fools, which they aren’t…

“Yes, I shall-shall keep an eye on this Territory while my sister is absent. Father and sister Shaeranna have much to do, many-many negotiations with troublesome pests.” He glared at Grulgor, who actually looked uncomfortable, perhaps his renewed Intellect allowing him to comprehend the awkward position he was in with regards to our forces, as he and his Trolls were of an opposing faction.

No, that’s not really true. He’s pledged to me now, so he’s in our faction. I’m not sure whether Shaeula would be considered a Royalist like her father or not? After all, she thinks she should be the Queen. Oh well, it doesn’t matter in the end. What Shaeula wants, I’ll see she gets.

“Though I must declare, the Territory is a far-cry from the pathetic state it was in when I first-first arrived here. I thought then you were leaving my sister in danger with your incompetence, but this is far-far better. Though of course an Unseelie raid or the Wild Hunt would still tear through this land like it was-was nothing.” Shaeraggo still had to talk down to me, it seemed, but I let it slide, as he was making an effort.

“What I think my darling means to say…” Selensha giggled, drawing our attention. “… is that you have impressed him, and he was wrong about you. I’m impressed too. To think you both mastered a water so strong, as well as transformed the lands so.” She gazed around at the gleaming red and gold Earth Altar, the Rhyming Tree with the winding stairs around it and the first construction of the Treetop café beginning, Kobolds working away busily, and she nodded, impressed. “Yes, it is far weaker than the Seelie Court, but… this land has been in existence for what? A year? Less?”

In Astral days, yeah, eight or nine months at a rough guess. Might even be less. I nodded. “Somewhat less than a year. Though it was helped by the fact we managed to seize what remained of Myrcolaxriath’s domain and used it to build up here. It isn’t every day we get such a bounty. Though I like to think we invested it wisely for long-term gain.” Yeah, the way we built up nearly three hundred thousand ether so quickly, when such sums before took ages, shows we have the generation part down. Next is defences…

“Even so. Shaeraggo is impressed, aren’t you, darling?”

He grunted in response to his wife. “I admit to being… not entirely displeased.” He paused then. “My bow. I hope it is being used by one who cares about the pursuit of archery? Your sister, I believe you-you said?”

Damn, remembering sis makes me a little mad right now. She’s really going to get a lecture… “Yeah, she likes it.” I saw no reason to lie. “She’s also mastered the fire element herself, which is quite the feat.”

“Indeed. It seems talent runs in your bloodline.” Selensha praised, and I wondered why she was being so complimentary, looking at us with starry eyes, until Shaeula grinned fiendishly.

“Do not-not worry. The water of the Spring and the power it carries will be yours when the Spring replenishes itself. I have-have promised, and I do not-not go back on my word without good cause. Though that may take years until there is-is enough. Far faster perhaps to…” Shaeula looked at me then, her amber eyes telling me to trust her, so I silently nodded, letting her scheme away. “… find a source of significant water energy we can hold within the Territory. Akio and I can-can convert water element into the stronger, more-more potent Spirit Water, though it takes far-far more than I can muster. But if we had such a source of water element, then your gift comes all-all the sooner.”

“Dearest husband, can we perhaps…” Selensha began then, making her own pleading eyes at Shaeraggo, and he conceded with a sigh. It’s amusing seeing he is a henpecked husband too. Makes me feel a little better.

“Well-well, we always intended to remain here for a while.” His gaze strayed to us. “Sister, Brother-in-law, do you perhaps know of such a source that can be captured?”

No, but we have guesses. “To the south of us is a large bay. Where better to find water elemental energy than the sea? If you could cut a path to there, bringing the land into my control, I’d appreciate it. Shaeula would too, right?”

“It would indeed be a fine-fine present we would appreciate greatly, and remain thankful for.” Shaeula agreed, knowing how to provoke her brother and his siscon instincts. “And it is one that can not-not be destroyed either.”

Not entirely true, as we could always lose the Territory, but if there is water element there, we’d need to move a couple of the Ether Spires and set up a fifth defensive front. We can afford it though. Making Spirit Water seems a good plan. Eri, my sis, the trainees… I’m not sure how long it’ll take to make such a lot of water, but if they are going to learn, why not learn the best? No, I should prioritise my sis, Eri and the other girls first, rather than my allies. Unless they support me fully at their Conclave of course. Another bargaining chip. Neat…

“Very well. We shall handle it. Ulfuric should be more than capable of holding the Territory, and commanding the other forces.” Shaeraggo agreed, and I thanked him, to which he growled that he “did not need my thanks, and was only doing it for his sister.” Yeah, male tsundere are so not cool, especially ones that have animal ears…

“Excellent. I shall not-not be absent long, for I have much to discuss regarding my stewardship of the Spring. Oh, brother, they may-may be sending an Elf over to be our liaison. If she arrives, treat her with all due respect. It would not-not do to alienate her.”

“I see. That.” He eyed me sourly, and I was a bit lost.

“Do not-not worry about it. I shall explain later. For now, I wish to relax in the mortal world for a while, play some games, drink some strong-strong alcohol, and enjoy myself. I shall aid you in performing more-more Chirurgery before returning, and I can show Hinata and the others around tonight?” Shaeula offered.

“Sounds good. I have a busy day ahead, so you might as well take it easy.” With that we finalised our plans, and gathered the group to return to the Material…
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“Well, this is… unpleasant” Shaeula muttered. Shortly after opening her eyes, she discovered she was naked and resummoned her yukata after teasing me about mopping her naked body. Moments later though, she started ejecting her own impurities. Unlike with me, where the massive flow forced me to fall unconscious from the strain, Shaeula was merely dripping it out, as perhaps with her body being so new, it had not the long exposure to contaminants that accumulated through everyday living.

“It sure is.” I commiserated. “At least you only have a…” Before I could finish my sentence, the door to my room slammed open, and someone came bounding in, tremendously excited, exuding levels of energy and enthusiasm that would put a hyperactive child to shame. What the hell is she wearing?

“Master, mistress, this is yooour other home?” Her nose wrinkled in disgust as the smell of the impurities hit her. “Nooo this will not dooo, not at all. Such mess!” She began to bend down as she pulled out a cleaning cloth from her skimpy outfit, but I stopped her in a panic.

“Hyacinth, don’t bend down or you’ll have a wardrobe malfunction!” I declared, and she paused halfway, cocking her head in confusion. “Seriously, what the hell are you wearing?” I asked. “That maid outfit isn’t functional like your usual one. It’s a maid café outfit, and a particularly scandalous one at that!” Yeah, it’s a frilly French maid outfit, but the skirt is a mini, showing off her slender, long legs, and the front is so low cut that she’s bulging out just standing there. There’s no way she can go out wearing that…

“I dooo not understand? Is this not what yooou wanted, master?” she remarked slowly, and I paused, frowning, Shaeula chuckling beside me, though it was interrupted by coughing gasps as more impurities were pushed out of her pores. Well, I admit I’m attracted to Hyacinth, she’s very pretty with a large chest. And her personality, it makes me want to shower her with affection, showing her life isn’t all bad… but do I want her dressed like that? I know I used to frequent maid cafés with Hayato-san and the gang all the time back at uni, but even so… “Fine, I think we have scarves or shawls in Shaeula’s room. You can cover that chest up before we go out. But before that, no cleaning. Not for now.”

“But master…” she whined, and I got up, patting her head.

“But nothing. You can later. After all, this is your home too now. But first we have to… oh, here he is now.” Well, holy shit, it’s like he stepped out of a manga…

“Grul is here. This world is strange! This body too. But Grul likes it, it looks strong!”

“Damn, you are… looking good.” I had to declare. “Rocking that Saitama look, though that suit harkens back to his businessman days rather than his hero ones.” Yeah, with that muscular body in an expensive suit, that bald head and those angry yellow eyes, I’m quite certain a number of ladies would find him attractive. Now there’s a scary thought.

“Saitama?” Grulgor asked, and Shaeula answered for me.

“I know-know that one. Yes, I do indeed see the resemblance. You would approve, Troll. This Saitama is the strongest being in his world, a single-single punch and he can defeat any foe. But that matters little. What does is do not-not bring any trouble for Akio while you are here. And later, you shall come with me and persuade Duke Formor to back me. Understand?”

“Grul understands. Grul will need to find this Saitama and show Grul is stronger though…”

Uh, yeah, sure. Best keep him away from Akihabara then, don’t want him killing any unlucky cosplayers. We dug out a fetching shawl for Hyacinth and she covered her cleavage, allowing me to finally look away. Shaeula was pouting a bit at my attention on Hyacinth’s chest, but it wasn’t like Eri was small either, though in her mortal body, it looked like Hyacinth had jumped a cup-size or two, as in the Boundary she was rather bigger than Eri, but here she completely outclassed her.

“So where-where is the White Snake and Haru?” Shaeula asked, and I shrugged.

“This is Shirohebizumi shrine, so they can look around all they want. As for Suzuki-san…” I listened, and could hear TV going in one of the rooms downstairs. It could have been a trainee using a room, but considering the sobbing I could hear, I doubted it.

“Follow me.” I gestured, descending, and on reaching the room I knocked softly on the door. “Suzuki-san. It’s me. Can I come in?”

There was a moment of silence, before the door opened, revealing her to me. She was wearing a black mourning dress, with long black gloves and dark opaque tights, as well as a black veil covering her face. The only splash of colour on her was a bit of thick white lace around her throat. Pretty much all her skin is covered. It makes sense, I guess she has a lot of trauma.

“Oshiro-san… I… it’s true. I’m back.” She was still sniffling, and I could see damp cheeks under her veil. “When I turned on the TV, watched the news, it hit me. I’m… I can see daddy again. I can go shopping, listen to music… everything I used to. Well, except live, I suppose. I’m still dead.” She managed a weak smile, before reaching out one gloved hand to me hesitantly, her fear of men still strong. Still, I knew she needed this, so I took her hand.

“Yeah. I need you to work for me, as agreed, but when you are having your downtime, you can spend it however you want, either in the Boundary or here. Nice veil by the way, Suzuki-san.”

“Please, don’t be so formal with me.” she managed. “Call me Haru. After all, you are my boss, aren't you? And… you brought me home. I didn’t think it was truly possible. As for the veil… it helps me to have something to concentrate on to block out the voices. I can hear a few people not far from here, but if I use the veil to trick my mind, I get silence.”

“That’s clever.” I approved. “And I’m pleased that you managed to learn to control your Telepathy at least a bit… Haru-san.” I said her first name without stumbling, remembering how difficult I used to find it referring to girls so closely. No point getting embarrassed by things like that now, is there? “Still, don’t slack on your training, Skill Ranks are important. Anyway, once I’ve introduced you to my secretary I’ll get her to make arrangements to meet your father.”

She nodded, turning off the TV and wiping her eyes. “I’m ready.”

“Great then, just Shirohebi to pick up.” I mused, and they were found a few moments later, blinking in the early-morning sun as they surveyed the training school, a pensive expression on their face.

“Thisss… isss my ssshrine?” they asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah. The Izumi family generously let me take over ownership and build this training school here. I have no intention of usurping them, don’t worry, but you must feel the lower level of ether here? This is high for the mortal world, due to that. Anyway, you can go visit the Izumi’s later. First we need to check in and get your photographs taken so we can get your koseki and passports done.”

They looked confused at that, but Haru-san and Shaeula understood. “I see. I’ll need new documents. After all… I’m dead.” Haru-san muttered, and I consoled her.

“Yeah, but the name I chose for you was Suzuki Harumi, so there should be no dissonance, and if you respond to being called Haru, well, it’s a nickname, right?”

“That makes sense.” she agreed. “After all, I do look the same as before. Well, not exactly.” She shook her head, the black veil moving with her breath as she spoke. “My hair and skin is perfect. I doubt I even need makeup now. Hooray for being dead…” She attempted to make a joke, her expression pained, and we all just smiled back warmly at her attempt to be strong.

“All right then, follow me!” And with that, we headed for the outbuilding that was Karen-chan’s office…
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“So, it’s just one wild thing after another with you, isn’t it?” Karen-chan complained lightly, rubbing at her forehead. “Though… are maids your thing now? She’s a real beauty, I’ll give you that. She’s got a real punk vibe with those highlights and contacts. The outfit is lewd though.”

“Ooof course, I must be ready tooo warm master’s bed whenever he wishes!” Hyacinth declared proudly, puffing out her massive chest, straining the knots on the coloured shawl.

“Normally I’d say something like you sure are dedicated to your maid roleplay, girl but since the world has gone mad, I doubt it’s that.” She glanced at Shaeula. “And you are okay with her flirting right in front of you?”

“Hyacinth has more-more than earned her right to be intimate with Akio. I could not-not deny her, nor would I wish to. She can also satisfy Akio when neither I nor-nor Eri are present.” Shaeula grinned, and Hyacinth flushed, her face red, her breath coming in hot gasps.

“Tonight.” I promised, causing Hyacinth to giggle wildly, and I was surprised to see faint spots of red dripping onto her shawl, her nose bleeding. “But before that I have quite a lot to attend to. Karen-chan. Tanaka-san, Hashimoto-san.”

“I told you to call me Noboru.” Hashimoto-san protested, and Tanaka-san echoed him, asking me to call him Taku.

“Fine. I will in future.” I promised. “Anyway, I know Hinata has bound you under contract, and you know secret stuff is going on here. I understand if you want out, and as long as you keep secret what you learned here, I’ll give you glowing references and enough severance to get you back on your feet. But if you want to stay, then you’ll need to become stronger to aid me. As employees, I’ll expect a lot more from you than I would my trainees. Though overtime will be paid at a fair rate, and you’ll find you have more energy, so working long hours won’t kill you.” I smiled to rob that of its sting.

Karen-chan was the first to accept. “When I heard about this, I knew I’d accept. You gave me a second chance, and I do like this job. I’ll accept everything it entails.”

“Great. Well… you can accept the pain then.” When Karen-chan blanched, I shrugged apologetically. “It only hurts at first. And as a side benefit, you get comprehensive medical care afterwards.” With Ether Healing, if they get ill or injured I can fix them, so in a way it’s better than medical insurance.

“I am in too!” Noboru-san declared, confidently. “I want my daughter to continue to respect me, and to prove my ex-wife wrong. No pain can hurt worse than my own daughter looking at me as if I am a worthless loser.”

Taku-san hesitated for longer, but in the end he agreed as well. “I’m not going to be the only one who quits. I thought I might be too old for this, but… Watanabe-san is right. You gave us second chances, and I’d be a fool not to see it to the end. Besides, with Nichibotsu backing you, you’re going places. Their young lady is going to be your wife, isn't she?

“Oooh, another mistress? Hyacinth simply must meet her!” she cried, having been looking around the office at all the unfamiliar devices such as computers, the fax machine and more with chronic excitement, although her urge to clean and tidy was rising, only held back by her lust, which was also on the rise, her face ruby red.

“Putting her aside, I have to wonder, who are the other three? The poor girl looks like she’s in mourning, but the other two… is she a girl or a guy? I can’t tell…” Karen-chan observed the priestly Shirohebi. “As for the hulk there, he’s a big guy. Love the suit though, makes him look like a professional bouncer.”

“Oh, yeah. This is Grulgor.” I gestured to him, as he looked bored, standing there with his muscular arms folded. “He’s… well, the ultimate hired muscle. If we ever have more trouble with yakuza, he can go and break some heads, or if you need an escort somewhere, like when you are depositing massive piles of money or something, he can be used. As for this… err, well I don’t know if they even have a gender. They’re the patron deity of this shrine, Shirohebi.”

“Oh, that… what?” Karen-chan cried, stunned, and the other two looked equally shocked. “A Kami? Really? Here?”

“Yep, no kidding.” I laughed at their reactions. “With all that goes on here I’d have thought you’d be more composed.”

“Composure is one thing.” Taku-san shook his head. “Meeting a God face-to-face is another. I had best start donating to the shrine!”

“I think faith is good enough. Kami like your prayers.” I grinned. “Once we are done here I’ll introduce Haru-san here, and then one of you can take Shirohebi to the shrine proper. I think the Izumi’s would want to meet the Kami their family has served for all these years.”

“Yeah, I’m sure they would!” Noboru-san agreed, shaking his head too. “But done here, what do you mean?”

I grinned, still amused. “First we have to perfect your networks. We have a lot of others to do tonight, so I want to let my aether rebuild before then. Come on you two. Shaeula will handle Karen-chan, but you boys are all mine.”

The two of them exchanged wary looks before nodding. Might as well get this done. I’d probably enjoy Karen-chan more, but after her experiences with her boss, I’d never be so crass…
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“That hurt…” Taku-san groaned, shivering, as we returned to the office. “… but my mind does feel clearer, and my aching joints don’t feel as bad as they usually do.”

“Yeah, it’s like…” Noboru-san began, only to stop as we had visitors, the atmosphere tense. Karen-san and Shaeula were back, and Hyacinth was busy cleaning, my absence allowing her to regain some sanity, leaving her pink delusions. Grulgor had actually gone back to the training school, as I told him about the special enhanced fitness room, so he had gone to lift weights. I told him not to mess with the machines until I showed him how… they were custom-made and expensive, so he had better listen!

Shirohebi was sitting quietly in the corner, observing, and our visitors… they were eyeing up Haru-san, who was looking away, nervous.

On seeing me enter, Officer Usui waved at me brightly, us having grown closer since we busted the moneylenders and their scammer comrades, but Detective Kato was focused entirely on Haru-san.

“You are Suzuki Haru, right? You look exactly like the photos and videos of you we’ve seen. But you are dead! I’ve seen your severed hand!” His gaze dropped to her lap, where both hands were resting.

Oh, great. More complications… Still, we were going to have to face this sooner or later, so I might as well get this handled now. Taking a deep breath, I stepped forwards, shielding her from view. “Detective Kato, nice to see you again. You too, officer Usui. Now, why don’t you calm down, take a seat, let Karen-chan bring you some tea, and we’ll discuss this… unusual situation.”

He gave me a very pointed look, before nodding, taking a deep breath to steady himself. “Yes, I think we should. I think we should.”


Two Hundred And Thirty-Two


“So, care to explain why you aren’t dead?” Detective Kato asked. “We have your severed hand, although thinking about it…” He touched his stomach, remembering when he was shot and nearly died, and the Healing I did to keep him from bleeding out and hasten his recovery. “… our Oshiro-san here has quite the healing hands, doesn’t he? If you can regrow lost body parts, you could make a fortune. Anyway, Kondou Kazuo confessed to your murder. Even without you being dead, he’d still be due the death penalty for the others, but even so…”

“No, I am dead.” Haru-san declared sadly, and the Detective blinked at that.

“Sorry, could you repeat that?” he asked, perturbed.

“I am dead. That man… he killed me. But Kiku brought me back as a slave to her, with her nails.” She shuddered. “But I’m dead. Definitely. A ghost.”

“A ghost? Sure, that makes sense… did you think I’d believe that? I’ve seen a lot of strange things and mysterious powers, but raising the dead isn’t something I’ll easily swallow.”

“Akio-kun…” Haru-san called me, surprising me, as she didn’t seem that close to me before. “I want to show the Detective. Is everyone here trustworthy?”

“Of course. We are indebted to Akio-kun, just as you seem to be.” Karen-chan grinned. “We have been taken into his confidence, and if we blab, well, that Hinata-chan is quite the scary girl, I doubt she’d let us get away with it.”

“Fine then. Can someone bring me a knife?” Haru-san asked, and after some rummaging a sharp knife used for cutting vegetables was found, the edge gleaming and tapered. Haru-san took it gingerly, and reversed her grip on it, the blade pointing towards her neck.

“Hey, wait…” the Detective cried, suddenly alert, but Haru-san paid him no mind. She thrust, and the blade slid into her cloth-covered throat. Everyone except Shaeula and I panicked (well, Hyacinth didn’t either as she was busy in her element cleaning, humming to herself) but Haru-san merely sighed, sweeping the knife through her flesh repeatedly.

“See? I’m dead. An Onryō, a vengeful ghost killed by a man. Even this borrowed form Akio-kun bestowed on me still retains the properties of a ghost.” Under her veil she smiled weakly.

“So, how can you hold an object then? Can you be touched?” The Detective held out his hand to grab hers, but Haru-san flinched away, causing Officer Usui to sigh loudly, chiding him.

“Seriously, Detective. Calm down! You know Suzuki-san was a victim of assault, being touched by strange men is the last thing she’d want now.” She turned to Haru, speaking with a kind tone. “But just to verify, can I take your hand?”

Haru-san nodded, pulling off one glove and offering her own pale hand for a shake. Officer Usui took it, and gripped it firmly. “Feels normal to me. Can I?” She took the knife and after a brief moment of hesitation, her common sense warring with what she had seen, she stabbed it down through Haru-san’s palm, wincing in advance of the expected feeling of cut flesh and pierced bone, only to gasp in shock as the blade passed clean through, falling to the floor, making everyone jump, her expectations shattered.

“See?” Haru-san whispered sadly. “I’m definitely dead. Only thanks to Akio-kun can I come home, see daddy again, breathe the air, eat and drink, watch TV…” She started to cry, her emotions getting the better of her, and Officer Usui and Shaeula consoled her while she wept, leaving us guys sharing an uncomfortable silence, until Karen-chan broke it.

“So, uh… you can bring back the dead then? Are you… a God?” she asked, half-serious, and I shook my head in denial, but before I could answer, Shaeula spoke up from where she was hugging the sobbing Haru-san.

“Hardly a God, no. Akio is rather-rather powerful though. But Haru, her circumstances were quite-quite special. Her spirit yet remains, as do several other victims of Kondou Kazuo, though many have gone-gone to their eternal rest. So please do not-not die, Karen, for Akio would not-not be able to save you. It was the vile-vile arts of Kiku, coupled with his power, that created this miracle.” That’s a bit rich, considering your Kin Bonding, but you are right. Returning from death is a rare and precious gift indeed.

“I see.” Karen-chan weakly murmured, and Detective Kato spoke up.

“So, where is this Kiku now? I believe she is the accomplice Kondou spoke of who betrayed him?”

“Yeah. But she’s dead and gone too. She was beyond help, so sending that vengeful ghost back to her rest was the only way.”

“I slew her myself.” Shaeula affirmed. “It is quite-quite the shame, as she would have made a good-good ally for Akio, but I would rather have Haru now.”

“I see. Well, if she was a ghost too, I expect it is technically not illegal to kill her… or is it even killing what is already dead? Damn.” Detective Kato scratched his head. “You weren’t lying when you said we needed new laws and a new police force to deal with the changing world.”

“Yeah, anyway…” I turned to Noboru-san. “Can you nip out and get Haru-san a phone and a few other essentials, and draw her out some money? She needs to experience being back to shake off her gloom.” As he nodded, I turned to Taku-san. “As for you, can you get the camera set up, we need to take photographs of everyone for their new documents.”

“And me?” Karen-chan asked.

“As for you…” My grin was wicked, causing Karen-chan to look nervous. “… I need you to make a couple of phone calls. The first, is to this guy here…” I showed her my phone.

“That says… personal secretary to the Prime Minister?” Karen-chan gasped. “That’s a nickname, right?”

“I doubt it.” Detective Kato observed, knowing who I was acquainted with, and I echoed him.

“Yeah, I’m afraid it’s legit. Tell the secretary that I need to speak to the Prime Minster regarding Suzuki Haru and her father. He should make time, especially if Fujiwara-san has spoken to him, if you tell him it’s a go, ahead of schedule.”

At that Haru-san winced, but I reassured her. “Don’t worry. Take today to get your thoughts in order. Go out, go shopping, eat some parfait, do girly stuff. I’ll be there with you when you see your father again, it’ll be all right.”

“I still remember when we met your father, Suzuki-san.” Officer Usui consoled Haru-san. “He was so devastated at your death. I hate that part of the job. But I never thought I’d have this part of it, where we could reunite a father with his dead daughter. Makes you think, huh?”

It sure does. Again, I’ve had a lot of good from the gift Ortlinde and Tyr gave me. This is one of them. One sad story that otherwise would have been commonplace evil has now been overturned. I can’t save everyone, but those within my reach… those I can.

Karen-chan was on the phone, sweat on her brow. “Yes, you don’t know me, no. How did I get this number? Uh, well, my boss, Oshiro Akio… oh yes, you know of him? Great. Well… uh, how to say this. He needs to speak to the Prime Minister urgently. Yes, yes, I know he’s busy, he’s the leader of the whole country, I get that. But… well, it’s about Suzuki Haru. It’s a go, apparently ahead of schedule. Please pass it on. Yes, of course I’ll hold…” She put the phone down with a wince as cheery hold-music began to play on her speakers. “Damn, that was nerve-wracking… anyway, it’s been a day for it, hasn’t it?”

Yeah, that reminds me… “So, what brings you here, Detective? You didn’t know about Haru-san, so it seems an odd coincidence.”

“I don’t believe in coincidence.” he declared. “Though this time it was one. I was actually here to see your secretary.”

“Karen-chan, why?” I asked, and she grimaced sourly, still on hold.

“Turns out my ex-boss and his firm were involved in some dodgy shit. Well, I knew that, but… oh wait a minute...” The hold music stopped and she began talking to the secretary again.

“I can take over.” Detective Kato declared. “When we went over the details with the illegal loan sharks, it turned out they had contact and dealings with a number of companies in the greyer sector of finance and yakuza-adjacent industries such as pachinko, soaplands and hostess bars, as well as actually illegal matters such as underground gambling. Most of them we can’t do much more than keep an eye on, though we have managed to shut down a few gambling rings. However their finance company is one your secretary used to work for. Small world, huh? Anyway, we pulled the boss and his high-ranking staff in, and when we saw the books, it seems Watanabe-san used to work for them, so we needed to question her. It was a shock when we found out she now works for you.”

“Her boss was bribing our dirty cops too.” Officer Usui chuckled. “So he’s going down, his company too. From what Karen-san was saying before you arrived, it seems he was a true scumbag, so he’s no loss. I hear you promised her you’d crush him. Looks like you did it by accident.” Her smile was vicious and satisfied.

Yeah, even hearing about her abusive employer pissed me off. Well, I guess if you do good deeds, you get rewarded. I’ll have to thank Ichika-san too, or get Shaeula to do it. “I’m sure Karen-chan will cooperate with you if…” I was cut off as she handed me the phone, mouthing it was the Prime Minister, her face incredulous.

“I need a pay rise to deal with this stress…” she whispered as I took it, and I grinned, knowing she was joking. Hopefully, anyway. “Hello, this is Oshiro Moonstone Akio speaking.”

“Yes, I know.” The Prime Minister answered, and I recognised his voice from our meeting at Fujiwara-san’s party. “I’ve been keeping appraised of your exploits. Tsumura-san tells me you officially got engaged to his granddaughter, yet strangely enough I hear you already were engaged to the heiress of Nichibotsu technology. Bigamy is a crime, you know.” he chided me, and I wasn't sure if he was joking or not.

“Well, please turn a blind eye, or change the law.” I bantered, half-serious. “Seriously, I’ll sort something out. I’ve had enough of being arrested.”

“You’d better. Fujiwara-san was on the phone earlier, complaining you had been toying with his granddaughter too, taking her for your own. You are a brave man, people who piss off that old geezer don’t tend to meet good ends. Although with all your women, I’d imagine you are getting stabbed long before that.”

Seriously, that’s technically accurate, as she’s a Vassal now, but that phrasing is hellishly misleading. “Don’t worry, I’ll do anything to avoid a nice boat scenario.” There was silent confusion at the end of the phone on that, so I continued. “As for Miyu, she’s helping me with my work. It turns out she has talent so… she reached out to a schoolfriend, who happened to be Fukumoto Hinata, so I ended up taking her under my wing, which I think is for the best. That’s all.”

“I see. Miyu huh? That sounds awfully intimate to me. But I’ll take your word for it. Oh, before we get down to business, there is some news. We have continued to pressure the Americans over your incident. Those mercenaries you captured gave us some useful information, nothing major, but enough to embarrass the Americans. So they’ve agreed some further compensation and concessions if we give up on some other grievances. We can discuss it when we meet.” He paused. “So… seriously. Suzuki Haru? She’s alive? If this is some sort of trick you’ll kill her father. He’s barely been functioning since the news of her death. Poor bastard. I’m a father too, so I know just how he feels.”

We’ve had this conversation. She’s still dead… but that will only confuse matters. “It’s rather more complicated than that, but she’s here now. She’s a bit shaken by everything, as you can imagine, so I thought she could spend today remembering what it is to be alive. Could we set up a meeting tomorrow with her father? I believe Fujiwara-san wants to attend as well.”

“Right, right. I am extremely busy as you can imagine, but a good chunk of that are problems you and your fellow superhumans are causing. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs are tearing their hair out trying to stay calm handling this mess. The military too, though Tsumura-san is doing good work there. He’ll probably need more help from you in due course.”

Foreign Affairs? The Americans? “Really? You’ve found more candidates like me then? I’ve not heard anything about it.”

“You wouldn’t. Luckily incidents have been small in scale and we’ve been able to cover them up, and every country we’ve spoken to, from the USA on down, has been in agreement to keep knowledge of you all sealed for as long as possible. But if you liken secrecy to a dam, then you bastards are the lake behind it, and the dam is straining, starting to crack with every ill-advised thing one of you does. It’ll burst soon, so we have to be ready.”

Well, it has been nearly three months. Yeah, those candidates the Gods chose who are successful in the Boundary should be accumulating decent amounts of strength by now. I can see some of them causing trouble, though hopefully most of them will draw less attention than I did. I still felt ashamed of how happy-go-lucky I had been with information sharing, putting everyone at risk. “Well, I have some ideas on how we can proceed on that. I’d be more than happy to help, as a consultant.”

“So, you want fees, huh?”

“Not monetary ones, merely some harmless concessions.” I need to run it past Hinata, but I think I can use this. “But those are matters for another time. Suzuki Haru.” I reminded him, and he coughed.

“Oh, yes. Well, tomorrow should be fine. My secretary will text you a time. Bring her along then. Damn, I’m happy for Suzuki-san, but… how are you going to explain it?”

“It’s obviously her, so I thought… the truth?”

“Novel. Well, I do like an honest man.” We made a little more small-talk, before I could hear his secretary shouting about a meeting with the Minister for Foreign Affairs. “I am afraid I must go, Oshiro-san. More international troubles.”

“Good luck with that!” I laughed, as he hung up. I turned to realise everyone was looking at me. “What? Why the surprise?”

“It’s just you seem rather comfortable chatting with the leader of this entire country.” Karen-chan observed, and Officer Usui agreed.

”Yeah, no kidding. You are a weird one, Oshiro-san. You switch from bumbling idiot to calm and collected, seemingly at will.”

That hurts my feelings a little! “Why should I be worried? I’m delivering good news. Anyway, that’s settled now, Haru-san. You can stay in that room tonight, and we’ll meet your father tomorrow. When Noboru-san returns with a phone and money, feel free to enjoy yourself. It’ll be a tough day tomorrow, emotionally.”

“Right.” She nodded, drying her eyes. “But… after I meet daddy, what will I do? What do you want me to do?”

“I don’t know yet. Your abilities are great, so we’ll have to work out where they fit. But worry about that after tomorrow. Hey, Hyacinth, are you done?” I called, and she scurried over, dirty cleaning rag in hand.

“Yes, I am. All clean, all clean!”

“Great. Then it’s time to head to Shirohebizumi shrine and introduce Shirohebi to their loyal adherents.”

“Much as I’d love to see that, we have work to do.” Detective Kato turned to Haru-san. “I apologise for my earlier hastiness. I was rather shocked to see the dead walk. No offense.”

“None taken.” she replied slowly. “I am dead, after all.”

“At least you’ve kept a sense of humour.” Officer Usui smiled. “Well, we’ve established Watanabe-san had nothing to do with the crimes her old firm committed, so I guess we are done here. I daresay we’ll see you again.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I think so too.” After all, the need for police who can deal with candidates and creatures from the Boundary is growing, especially after what the Prime Minister said…
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“This beggars belief…” Izumi-san muttered, slumping down in his chair, eyes wide with shock. “I know my granddaughter met them in the spiritual realm, but even so, to see our Kami…” Tears were forming in his eyes. “Son, did you ever dream this day would come? It is like the tales of our ancestors, when they detailed the Kami, Yōkai and spirits walking the earth, before science and secular times took over.”

“Yes, father.” Daichi-san agreed, also incredibly emotional, as he looked at the androgynous Shirohebi, who was sitting cross-legged at the table, sipping elegantly on some tea, serpentine eyes narrowed in pleasure. “It is a miracle. No, it is what Oshiro-san promised us. Though you did say it would take until Christmas, did you not?”

“Yeah well, the situation changed. Everyone has worked hard, so I managed to gather the relevant spiritual resources faster than anticipated. And Shirohebi here graciously agreed to work with me, so here we are. It’s all thanks to your foresight in allowing me ownership of the shrine.”

“I am mossst pleasssed at your ssstewardssship of thisss sssacred ssshrine.” Shirohebi hissed sibilantly, and at their praise the two older men looked as if they were children receiving the birthday present they wanted. “Akio here hasss been a fair neighbour and a good massster. You have done well to trussst him.”

Their praise pleased the two of them, though one part of it caught the attention of Masaji-san. “Master?” He raised one greying eyebrow. “A Kami would serve a mortal man?”

“Ssserve? In mattersss not of the ssspiritual, yesss.” Shirohebi hissed slowly. “Asss for hisss mortality, isss he? I think not, and thisss powerful ssspirit ssservesss at his ssside, no?” They nodded at Shaeula, who was also enjoying tea, as well as some delicious homemade cream cakes Nagi-san was serving.

“Indeed.” she muttered, when she hastily swallowed the cream in her mouth. “Your Kami is most-most wise. The Shrine in the Boundary is rather impressive now. We have made many-many improvements. There is no-no shame in serving Akio. I am his lover, so it is quite-quite different for me, but even was I not-not, I would allow him to lead me to victory.”

The two priests still looked troubled, but Nagi-san sighed, speaking conspiratorially to Shaeula, though her whispers were comically loud, clearly meant to be heard. “Shaeula dear, Kana was very impressed by what she saw. She came back all pink and trembling. She told us ‘Akio is incredible, Shaeula too, there was this huge tree, and a shiny building with golden snakes, and so much more…’, she couldn’t stop gushing. What was it she said after that? Oh yes, it was ‘Akio, we can’t let him get away! If larger shrines get their claws in him he might be lured away. He’s ours, I found him first!’.”

She giggled charmingly, not looking her age. “Kana seems determined to hold onto you, Akio. It makes sense. After all, we are a shrine family. I may have married in, but I know how important it is to my husband and father-in-law.” She turned to them then. “Kana never used to like the shrine, she was ashamed of it and our poverty. Now she is genuinely invested. And who do we have to thank for that, and this miracle? Besides, shouldn’t you trust that your God knows best?”

As Nagi-san expressed her thoughts as somewhat of an outsider, Shaeula nodding approvingly, not forgetting to gluttonously devour more snacks, I grinned, happy. Hyacinth was cleaning up some of the unused storage rooms that hadn’t been converted into Marika-chan’s bedroom, the mess intolerable to her, and she had also been a shock for the shrine, seeing another spiritual being like Shaeula.

Oh well, this is well in hand. Time to do another matter I’ve put off long enough. I pulled out my phone and dialled a number. Putting it to my ear, I waited for an answer. And waited. And waited. No answer huh? And as usual her answerphone is switched off, as she says she never needs it.

I checked the time, and it was still early afternoon. She could be in class, maybe? Though to be honest she skips half of them. Her grades are good enough to get away with it, and she can always pull the health card…

I hung up and fired Shiro a text, asking her to call me when she was free, before turning my attention back to the conversation, which was reaching a conclusion.

“… so, this is a good thing for us, our shrine, our good Kami here…” Nagi-san smiled brightly at Shirohebi. “… and our daughter. The other shrines have good fortune too, but it’s only ours that can see their Kami in the flesh right now, no?”

“Others may join us in-in time.” Shaeula nodded. “But the resources required now are significant, if we wish-wish for more. And we have many demands on our time and powers. Shirohebi is here-here as Akio believes in fulfilling Oaths, as all should, and he would not-not wish to disappoint Kana.”

“Oh my!” Nagi-san covered her mouth in mock-surprise and I rolled my eyes at that. I’m pretty sure that impressing Kana was not exactly a priority for me. But Shaeula would see it like that, I guess…

“Putting that aside.” I drew everyone’s attention. “I think it’s time that we expanded the training to you as well, Masaji-san, Nagi-san. After all, the shrine is likely to become the centre of Tokyo faith, and I’d feel better if we had the insurance of you all having some extra power.”

“Me as well?” Nagi-san asked, surprised, and I nodded.

“Yeah, you as well. I don’t want to see any repeat of the yakuza attack, but wouldn’t you feel some peace of mind being a bit stronger? It might just be enough to prevent future problems, although with Hyacinth, Grulgor, Ixitt and Haru-san able to traverse both worlds now, we have fewer issues with security, although I expect they’ll all be pushed for time. Besides…” I asked her seriously. “… won’t you feel left out if your husband, father-in-law and daughter are all involved, and you aren’t? My mother and mother-in-law are both training too, so I believe it’s for the best.”

“Fine.” Nagi-san agreed, smiling shyly. “I can’t say I’m not curious about what has my daughter so excited. It was quite the day she came running back to the shrine, with news of you. My husband was chewing her out, accusing her of skipping chores to play around with her friends, and…”

As Nagi-san reminisced, I found myself smiling at her exaggerated tales of Kana. This is nice. It’s been a tough week, and I had little time to relax yesterday, what with the situation with Miyu. Tomorrow will be stressful as well, meeting Haru-san’s father, so I might as well enjoy today…


Two Hundred And Thirty-Three


Ileft the Izumi family with Shirohebi after Shaeula and I had perfected their networks. It was easy enough for me to make tweaks to Kana’s father to turn his already existent Chakra network into a more perfect one, though I had to be very careful around his solar plexus Chakra, as he had a natural, if incredibly weak, gift for flame energies, and doing Chirurgery around other elements required finesse, as I had discovered with Ren-san previously.

Masaji-san managed to endure it without complaint too, though he did mutter that he was too old for such trials, but when I reminded him his granddaughter would be happy if he could see the world their Kami came from too, he set his jaw and endured. When I was helping him out of the room, back to the others, Shaeula was bringing back Nagi-san, who was red-faced and teary eyed. She looked at me accusingly, and said “That hurt! You’re cruel, Akio-kun!”

I’m pretty sure she’s joking. But seeing her looking like that, I’m once more reminded Kana is fortunate she takes after her mother. “Sorry about that.” I apologised. “But it does cut out most of the tedious training.”

“So, did you do that to Kana?” she asked, and remembering Kana in her underwear I tried to keep a straight face. Shaeula was snickering and the men of the shrine seemed a little resigned.

“Your networks should be a little prickly and tender for a while until aether flushes out all the debris and soaks into the capillaries.” I ignored her question, changing the subject. Nagi-san gave me a knowing smile, her face still red, but let me continue. “All I will say is, never enter the Boundary anywhere but the shrine, as the Boundary is not safe. Around the shrine is my Territory, so you shouldn’t have any problems. I dare say Kana will want to take you in herself, anyway.”

As they listened to my warnings earnestly, Shaeula was nodding, backing me up. Hyacinth finished her cleaning, so we took our leave, allowing Shirohebi further time to spend with the loyal family that had taken care of their shrine for endless years. Well, that’s one good job done.

My Chirurgery didn’t take too much aether now I was more skilled, so by the evening I should have refilled, especially since I had a lot of Rank 3 Ether Spires running, sending me some extra, even with the earlier Chirurgery on my old neighbours too. Tonight, we need to perfect the networks of as many students as possible…

Back at the office, I saw that Noboru-san had returned, and Haru-san was gone. At my questioning gaze, Noboru-san explained. “Yes, I got her a prepaid phone. Just a cheap one, as I’m guessing she’ll want to get her own when she gets her new identification. My daughter is always going on about how shameful it is to have a cheap phone. I hope I didn’t overstep?” he asked, and I shook my head in denial.

“No, good job. Today is just for her to calm herself down and solidify in her mind she’s back and still a woman, despite everything. Anyway, is there anything else that needs my attention while I’m here? Might as well catch up on things, as I’ve been way too busy lately.”

“There are a few things.” Karen-chan said, coming over. “Do you want tea or anything?”

“Hyacinth will dooo it, I must be the one to serve master!” she declared, hustling off, her legs eye-catching under her miniskirt maid outfit. I saw Noboru-san and Taku-san looking, and our gazes met. They both seemed embarrassed, but who was I to judge? After all, my wandering eye has been getting me into trouble a lot these last few months.

“Careful, that’s his woman you are eyeing.” Karen-chan warned, shooting me a grin. I looked down, shamefaced, and she continued. “I’m not wrong, am I? She’s desperate to serve you, to be of use. I think it’s kind of sweet. And the way you look at her… well, tell me I’m mistaken?”

“It’s complicated.” I demurred, and beside me Shaeula chortled, having been in consistently good humour ever since she met her father and sister.

“It is not-not complicated at all. Akio desires Hyacinth, for she has a terribly sad past, and has a deep-deep hole in her heart. Akio is weak to such females, and wishes to make-make them happy. Hyacinth reminds him of his sister and Eri. As for Hyacinth, she is not-not accustomed to such kindness as she is shown, but her erstwhile nature as a Brownie means she is disposed to serve-serve a master faithfully, tend a home. It will not-not be so easy to have the relationship you wish for, you know this, right, my Akio?” she turned to me, and I sighed in agreement.

“Yeah. If I just wanted a master-servant bond, that’s easy. But I’d feel bad with just that. But it’s a problem for another time. I want her to meet Eri first, and Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi. It’s only fair.” As Hyacinth returned with tea, expertly prepared despite her unfamiliarity with modern appliances, we changed the subject. It’s not the time for that yet. Besides, that’s a problem I don’t have to hurry to resolve. It isn’t life or death, after all. “Hey, this is great. Well done, Hyacinth, and thank you!”

She blushed and squirmed at my praise, muttering to herself, and Karen-chan shook her head. “Damn, when I shared a few beers with you on the balcony that time after work when I was depressed, who could have thought we’d end up here?” She smiled, her mood also having improved significantly, now that she knew her ex-boss had got what was coming to him.

“Though perhaps I should have guessed when you had me take that purse back to Konoe-san. That was something out of a manga, definitely.” She took a sip of her own tea. “Anyway, outstanding matters. Sure.” She opened up her laptop. “We sent the university information to your sister, as well as the stuff we gathered on elements. I think I get why you want some of these strange things now.”

She smiled at me slyly. “The guys pulled together information on Tyr, Valkyries and Norse Gods in general. Most of it seems like garbage though, I doubt it’ll help. Oh, and there’s a follow-up report on the matter you asked me to look into about the rates of crime, suicides and missing persons.” She handed me a stack of printouts.

Scanning through them, I remembered. Yeah, I was trying to track down other potential Astral Emperors that way, amongst other methods. I remember glancing at the report, but I was incredibly bogged down with important matters at the time, so never finished reading it.

My eyes scanned the contents and went wide with shock. Nearly two thousand percent higher rates of suicide, general crime and missing persons than the national average, and the figures had been rising steadily since… July.

This can’t be a coincidence. Shit, I should have paid more attention to this, but I can’t be everywhere at once. There’s only one of me after all. That’s why I need strong, trustworthy allies so we can cover more ground, solve more problems. So, where is this? Shit… that’s not good, not good at all. There were several areas listed, one of which was Kyoto, which had numerous mysterious deaths.

I can attribute that to the higher preponderance of candidates in that area, after all, priests and shrine maidens have a disproportionately higher rate of being chosen by the Gods, which makes a lot of sense, I'd say. The others though… several major cities around Japan, several areas of Tokyo, and... Inuyama.

At that, my thoughts went to the strange shop where we bought Azuki. The Boundary version contained that hideous creature that was a mass of dark slime, tentacles and eyeballs, and we had not only rescued Azuki from it, but found the pink jade bells and dagger of light, as well as a vestment, although we hadn’t found a use for that yet. That store was clearly not ordinary. I have the number though so…

A bit rattled, I dialled the number in my phone. Inuyama was still a fair way from Nishimorioka, but it was the closest city, so it was only natural I’d be concerned. The phone rang and rang, and I thought bitterly that it seemed to be a day for people not answering me, before suddenly there was a click. I went to speak, assuming someone had picked up, but alas it seemed to be an answerphone message.

“We are sorry to inform you that Takakura Antiques is closed until further notice. We apologise for any inconvenience.”

Well shit. Hanging up, I sighed. Shaeula looked at me quizzically, and I explained the situation. Once I was done, she nodded, eyes burning with anger as she remembered the injuries I had suffered. “You think it is perhaps this creature, rather than another like you-you, who is causing the deaths and disappearances?”

“Yes, I do.” I said with a sigh. “Perhaps some of the deaths were other would-be Astral Emperors. I know we weren’t exactly powerhouses at the time, but even so, that creature was dangerous. I could easily see it killing an unprepared candidate of Kondou Kazuo’s calibre.”

“Should we be worried about this?” Karen-chan asked, and I realised we were speaking about such matters in the open, completely disregarding our listeners. Still, they aren’t completely in the dark on these matters now, and are pledged to support us, so I guess it’s fine.

“Not here. Our Territory covers the shrine, the surrounding area, and stretches up to Hisuikomushi and the hotel around there. It's growing all the time. Eventually everything within ten kilometres of here should be under our control. No monsters or other candidates should find it easy to cause trouble, not with Ulfuric and your brother around, right Shaeula?”

“Indeed. Our Territory may not-not be as powerful as the Seelie Court, yet, but it is simply a matter-matter of time.”

“But what about elsewhere? My daughter… she lives on the other side of Tokyo.” Noboru-san asked, rattled.

“Look, calm down.” I declared. “This is all just speculation. But if you are worried about your daughter… isn’t the best thing to do work hard, earn money, and perhaps you could get custody of her? In any case, even with the massive increases, it’s still just a handful of people out of the city who are affected. But I don’t think we can leave it to worsen.”

Shaeula agreed, and Hyacinth piped up, saying she would be happy to squeeze my enemy to death, and I entertained a briefly amusing thought of a tentacle battle between her vines and its nasty slimy ones.

“Well, we can take care of it this week, but… ugh. If monsters can affect the Material already, this is pretty bad. It means that Hinata was right though. Property values in areas that are within a safe Territory should start to spike… looks like her grandfather is going to make those sweet returns on his investment after all…”

That reminds me, we still need to go over just what properties Hinata has control of now, in our name. I’m going to have to make sure we capture those areas in the Boundary, and we might need a Boundary To Material Connection or two…

While I was thinking, I dialled another number. Third time lucky, I hope. Moments later, it was answered, and a familiar voice spoke gruffly. “Hey. I was just there this morning, what do you want now, Oshiro-san?”

“Well, Detective, I think you might want to hear about this…”
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After discussing the matter with Detective Kato, I spent some further time catching up on everything else that demanded my attention, before it reached late afternoon. Marika-chan had returned from school, and I was now watching the most adorable scene, as she fawned over Shirohebi like an excitable puppy.

“This is incredible, Akio-sama!” she cried, hopping over to me, eyes bright. Still can’t get her to drop the -sama huh? “A Kami, in the flesh! I was so envious when Kana-chan said she met her Kami!” But she’s Kana-chan now? I guess I’m happy you are fitting in here and have made a friend. I feel bad pulling you from home, even if it’s for my ambitions at the Conclave, whenever that’ll be. “Do you think that Chairo-sama can come soon too? I want to meet him! Grandfather will too!”

“Well, Chairoakitara shrine is a fair way outside my control. But yeah, in time, he’ll be able to visit the Material. You’ll probably be able to visit him first though.” I promised, gesturing to Shaeula beside me. “It’s time for us to perfect your network, using all the Skills and experience we’ve gained. Are you ready?” I asked, bending down and looking the young girl in the eyes. She seemed a little pale, but she nodded, her expression resolute.

“I am.” She swallowed, her small throat working as she sought her words. “Ever since I agreed to come to Tokyo, I made a promise to grandfather and myself, and to Chairo-sama, that I would do anything. I love being a shrine maiden, serving Chairo-sama. I want to be the best one I can be! It is the whole reason I came here! Kana-chan says it hurts a bit and is embarrassing, but I know you would not do anything bad to me, Chairo-sama and the White Snake-sama both trust you!” Her formal tone and word choices, at odds with her age, were endearing, as was her earnest desire to perform what she saw as her life's work.

“It does hurt, I’m sorry. But the pain is only temporary.” I patted her head gently, reassuring her. “And as for embarrassment, don’t worry about that. Shaeula, this one is yours.”

“She would not-not mind…” Shaeula began, and I cut her off.

“Yeah, Marika-chan is a good girl, very polite and obedient.” She looked down, embarrassed but happy at my praise. “But I’m not comfortable with it. I’m no lolicon, despite what people joke sometimes when they see me with you. It’d be creepy me doing this with Marika-chan. No, I’ll leave the Chirurgery on girls to you.”

“Fine.” Shaeula shrugged. “I do-do understand. But there are far-far more females than males at the school. I may not-not be able to complete them all…”

“We’ll worry about that later. Anyway…” I patted her head once more and smiled. “Good luck Marika-chan. When it’s done you’ll feel far stronger, so just think of that!”

She smiled back at me. “I know. I thank you again for this opportunity, Akio-sama, Shaeula-sama.”

Damn, she’s such a good girl. Her mother must be proud, even if she doesn’t really understand shrine business. Anyway, it won’t be long until the others get here. This evening is a big one, so I’d better prepare…
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“Akio, good evening!” Hinata greeted, rushing over and kissing me on the lips fleetingly. Beside her, Kazumi-san rolled her eyes, but she didn’t look unhappy. “I’ve missed you!”

“It’s only been a day.” I grinned. Natsumi was also there, and she was pink with embarrassment, but she too greeted and kissed me, followed by Motoko, who was more aggressive, even though her face was red.

“There is obviously nothing wrong with kissing our fiancé, is there?” Motoko explained, and Hinata and Natsumi agreed. As the expensive car that they had arrived in drove away, I watched it go.

“Not coming by helicopter today?” I remarked.

“No, I’m afraid it was already in use.” Hinata shrugged, kissing me again, not wanting to be outdone by her fellows. “By the way, who is that? She’s gorgeous, but she’s looking at us in a rather strange way. Her face is red, and she’s panting like a degenerate.”

“Master, they kissed yooou! Are these… Hyacinth needs to knooow if these are yooour mistresses!”

“I guess I should introduce you then. This is Hyacinth. She’s… well, like Shaeula. She’s a Fae. She’s a Brownie, mostly, so she loves to serve. Hyacinth, these are my fiancées, yes. I’ll be married to them one day, along with Shaeula, and Eri, who you haven’t met yet.”

“Mooore mistresses! Hyacinth knew you were an important man, master! Only those ooof power can have many beautiful wives!”

“Yes, I agree. I like you!” Hinata grinned. “Akio is a man of great importance indeed. And as for wives, we aren’t just beautiful, we are from noble bloodlines too!” She puffed out her chest proudly, looking elegant in the uniform of Hanafubuki. As she continued to talk to Hyacinth, both of them extolling my virtues, which was a unique form of torture, embarrassing me to no end, I turned to Natsumi and Motoko.

”Sorry about this. Anyway, tonight is the night you enter the Boundary. I’ll be happy to show you around my Territory. I think you’ll find meeting Ulfuric fascinating. He’s my master in combat arts.”

At that, their eyes shone. “Yes, I would dearly love to spar against your master!” Motoko declared, and Natsumi agreed.

“I could use some pointers, as I never beat Motoko. It’s a bit frustrating.”

“Oh, that reminds me…” I remembered something, as we walked towards the training school, still chatting. “Natsumi… how did your parents take the talk of engagement?”

“Well, they agreed in the end.” She shrugged. “Apparently they had already started marriage talks with a few other families of the Three-Hundred, but luckily they were just at the preliminary stages. When they found out I’d be marrying the same man as Motoko, that pleased them. After all, the Tsumura family is one of the most prestigious in Japan. Even so, they didn’t really want me to be a concubine…”

“You won’t be.” I assured her. “I’m not doing this mistress or concubine crap. All of you will get married properly.”

“But, I don’t mind, if it’s to be with Motoko, and you…” Natsumi began, before Motoko chided her.

“Let him speak. Akio, he is considerate of us, we should accept that. After all, he will have our sword, spear, bow and body from now on.” She flushed again.

“I’m sorry.” Natsumi apologised. “But really. We made our resolve. We cared too much about getting what we wanted, so I don’t mind being a concubine. I’m prepared for that. It’s not so unusual anyway.”

“Well I mind. I decided to accept you… no, that isn’t fair to say. That makes it sound like you are burdens. Look, Hinata, you two... you are all wonderful girls. Any man would be happy to have you, and I am too. The guilt I feel about being a cheating bastard is my penance, I guess. But because I like you all, then it’s only natural I want to give you all the happiness I can. And that’s marriage, right? A wedding with all your family and friends, one you can be proud of? Shit, I’m doing a lot for this country, and I daresay I’ll do more. The least they can do in exchange is change a small law like that. And if not, we can always marry in the Boundary. You just let me worry about that. But your parents can rest assured, you’ll not bear the stigma of being a mere concubine. I’ll meet with them at some point and we can hash everything out.”

“You see? I told you so.” Hinata smirked, from where she was conversing with the extremely excited Hyacinth. She turned to me then. “Natsumi has been a bit worried. It’s very hard for her to shed what she’s always known, that she’s one of the Three-Hundred, not the Fifty-Eight. Being equal to Motoko, it makes her uncomfortable, even if she longs for it. But I know you don’t like that part of the nobility. Today at school was wild, wasn’t it?”

Hyacinth cocked her head in puzzlement, and I was lost too, only for Hinata to elaborate. “At lunch, Miyu and Michiru came to see us, being very friendly and respectful.” She grinned broadly, clearly amused. “Sakura and Mayumi were shocked. Even Honoka-sama looked perplexed. Everyone was amazed that shy Miyu would talk to us so casually, especially me and Natsumi, considering the status of our families.”

“She insisted I called her Miyu, without honorifics.” Natsumi shrugged. “It… it isn’t right. Still, I did it.”

“Oh, well you outrank Miyu now!” Hinata chuckled “After all, she’s Akio’s Vassal, while you are his fiancée. It’s only natural!”

“But nobody knows that! The afternoon classes were… everyone was asking me what I’d done to attract Miyu-sama’s…”

“No, say it right!” Hinata interrupted, and Natsumi winced.

“… Miyu’s attention. And I didn’t know until you explained on the way here!”

“Sorry about that…” We reached the training hall as the girls bantered. The other trainees were here, and we ordered them all to gather up in the hall. Motoko and the girls joined them, while Hyacinth, Shaeula and I were joined by Grulgor. There was a buzz of questioning whispers as they saw the hulking Grulgor and the scandalously dressed Hyacinth, but Shaeula clapped her hands, drawing everyone’s attention.

“Good evening. Today we are going to start pushing the training up.” I nodded at Kana, who waved back, smiling. “Kana here proved that we can definitely get you to a level where you can enter the Boundary, so we intend to perfect all of you tonight. Well, I say perfect, but it just means the form of your Chakra networks, you still need to put in more work to Rank them up. Now… it hurts a bit.”

Ren-san blanched at that, but was also relieved he was already done, though he did look at his sisters sympathetically.

“But… it’s necessary. So, before that, I wanted to introduce you to some people. This here is Hyacinth. She’s my maid, but don’t be fooled, she’s strong enough to crush any of you without blinking. You’ll likely see her around. Grulgor here too. He’s our muscle.”

Grulgor grinned broadly, exposing his teeth, flexing hard, which looked weird in a suit. “Grul will crush any enemies that bother you. So if you have problems, tell Grul and he will smash them!”

“There’s also Haru-san, who isn’t here today, and Ixitt, who some of you may remember kind of… left his body here.” At that a buzz went around the room, and Kana looked pissed off, probably remembering the trouble she had calming everyone down that time. “There’s one more too…” At that Marika-chan and Kana’s father entered, escorting the androgynous form of Shirohebi.

“Wait, is that…” Ren-san cried, and others started talking over him, the shrine maidens and apprentice priests recognising the aura of Divinity Shirohebi was radiating.

“Yes, this is the White Snake-sama, Kami of this shrine!” Marika-chan declared. Her face was a little pale from the Chirurgery, but she was a tough and mature little girl, so she had bounced back fast. “Akio-sama promised us our Kami would walk the world once more, and this is the proof he did not lie!”

As that declaration stoked everyone’s passions, other than the schoolmates of Kana who were dragged into all this, who were merely looking confused or interested, I shrugged. Yeah, we aren’t getting much training done tonight… oh well, we need to do the Chirurgery anyway…
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“So, the numbers do not-not work for us.” Shaeula grimaced. “There are too-too many females, and few males. You will need to take two females, else we can not-not finish tonight.”

Well, we can wait until tomorrow, but I admit, I have a lot on my plate, so finishing tonight would be better… Still, the girls here who required Chirurgery varied in age from middle school to recently graduated from high-school. So I wanted to avoid having them strip, it felt wrong. My ruminations were interrupted by a surprising source, as one of the listening girls, Kikuchi Maiko-san, spoke up.

“I’ll do it.” she declared, her expression stiff. “My father has told me just how much we owe to you. You cleared our debts, you’ve saved his life, you protect Hisuikomushi and our Kami… this is the least I can do.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, and she nodded. “Izumi-san told us about it. It’s embarrassing but no more than a medical check-up. If I think of it like that it's not a big deal.”

“I’ll do it too.” Takagi-san shouted, sticking up her hand. “I don’t want Kikuchi-san to go through it alone.”

“It is decided then.” Shaeula agreed, before I could speak. “I shall prepare the other females. Akio, you do the males and these-these two.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, and Kikuchi-san slowly nodded, and Takagi-san agreed more forcefully.

“Let’s get this done. I still don’t know why I’m here, but… I think for an ordinary nobody like me, this is a chance that will never come again.”

Well, that’s a problematic statement, but it isn’t as though I don’t understand. I thought that when Ortlinde first came knocking. But perhaps… it was her fate, and if not, it is now, due to her own choices. I wish she had more confidence…

Taking them to a spare room, I prepared myself mentally. “Right, yes, this is a medical procedure, so don’t worry, I’m not…” I stopped, as Takagi-san had already shed her shrine maiden outfit, down to her plain underwear. Seeing me looking, she flushed a little, biting her lip, before snapping at me, a touch acerbically.

“Oh, I know you don’t want to ogle me. I’m just a boring plain girl. Not like Izumi-san or her friends. Or those twins. Those haughty rich girls too. And Shaeula. All the girls around you are stunning and you can take your pick. Why would you care about molesting an ugly girl like me?”

I thought we agreed this was a medical procedure and nothing weird? “Hey, Takagi-san, you aren’t…”

“Oh, don’t lie to me. I hate that. If you were to say something stupid like 'you aren’t ugly, you’re attractive' I’d be angry. I respect you a little because as far as I can tell you don’t lie much. Don’t spoil that now.”

Hey, I lie plenty when I have to. Though I admit, I do have a problem with being too honest, sharing too much. Hinata chides me about that all the time. “Fine then. Lie down on the bed and we’ll get started. It does hurt a fair bit more than the initial work, so I apologise for that.”

“Yeah, I heard, but if Izumi-san can handle it, I can too.” She relied on her stubbornness to keep her calm, but even so, she flinched as I touched her belly gently, shivering as aether flooded in.

“Well, in that case, I might as well be honest. Takagi-san, you are far from ugly.” She glared at me as I spoke, but I shook my head, denying her. “Honesty, right? Okay, well I admit there are some gorgeous girls here, so I understand it must be tough. But really, you’re just a bit plain. I think if you changed up your style a bit, tried some different makeup, you’d scrub up quite nice. Comparing yourself to Kana or Shaeula is a mistake. Just concentrate on your own charms. Besides, you have something that is beautiful. Your personality. You came here to help your classmate, worried she was being bullied, didn't you?”

As her eyes went wide, Kikuchi-san agreed. “Yes. Thank you Takagi-san. It meant a lot to me. You’re nice. That’s why… you should stay here. You might not know how big a deal all this is, but… we saw a Kami, a God! You worry you’re plain and boring, but you are here, doing something almost nobody else has ever done before! That makes you somebody!”

“Well said.” I approved, my concentration intense as I made adjustments to her Chakra network and forced open some minor Chakras. Takagi-san moaned in pain, but biting her lip, she once more stubbornly refused to cry or scream.

"I suppose… I… do get… paid for this. The money is… nice. I’ll stick it… out.” she managed to spit out the words.

“Yeah, you should. I’d be lonely without you.” Kikuchi-san agreed, as I was finishing up.

“There, all done.” I patted Takagi-san on the back, impressed. “You barely cried out at all. Oh well, your turn now, Kikuchi-san.”

“Oh, great.” she muttered, trembling hands doffing her hakama. ”I can hardly wait…”
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“All done.” I said to the sweating boy who had just endured my Chirurgery. “You were my last one, let’s head back.”

“Sure.” he grated, redressing. “Damn, that hurt. But I do feel spiritually cleaner.”

“That’s the spirit, think of the positives.” I approved. Back at the training hall, Shaeula was not back yet, but she did have more people to do, so I decided to step out and take some air, Hyacinth trailing after me. Kana looked like she wanted to follow me too, but her friends were lying there limp and weak, Shaeula having done them first, so she wasn’t able to.

“Master has wooorked hard.” Hyacinth observed, wiping my sweating brow with a cloth as we took in the soothing night air. The lights of central Tokyo were shining dully in the distance, blotting out the stars. “I am impressed. Yooou are very kind. I looove that, masters should be kind, nooot…” She shuddered, and I pulled her into a hug, stroking her hair. For once she didn’t start to pant, merely looking at me with her shining silver-violet eyes.

“It’ll be okay. Those times are over.” I promised. “Hmm, looks like someone is flying tonight. You’ve never been on a plane or helicopter, have you?”

“Nooo, I do nooot know what those are.” She shrugged, and I pointed to the silhouette of the helicopter as it flew our way.

“It’s a flying device. You can go places very fast and in comfort if it’s a nice helicopter like Hinata’s. Hmm, wait, that does look a familiar helicopter. And it’s coming this way.”

A minute later, it was descending to the usual landing spot at the shrine. The door opened, and out popped a boisterous girl, leaping down and landing with elegant grace, before flashing me double victory signs and a smile. “Hey bro, surprised?”

Aiko? Here tonight?
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“Don’t ‘ hey bro’ me, stupid little sister sapphire!” I snapped, shocked to see her here but quickly overcoming it. “Your damn hand… show me it quickly!” I could see the vivid burn on her hand more clearly now than I could over the video-call, and just looking at it made me angry. Aiko quailed under my gaze, looking momentarily sorry, before putting on a bright smile.

“Well, cheers for worrying. Bro, but…”

“Can we do this later?” Eri asked, climbing out the helicopter with far more decorum than my sister. She brightened when she saw me, only for her expression to twist sourly when she saw Hyacinth in my arms. “And who might this be?” Eri queried, her tone cold. “You said six, right? Or are we on seven already?”

If looks could kill, I’d be stabbed to death by that obsidian glare now. Hyacinth too. “No, still six. This is Hyacinth, she’s a bit like Shaeula. Anyway, I’m surprised to see you both.”

“Both?” Eri shrugged, still annoyed, but she turned to the helicopter, where her mother and mine were descending, my mother looking enraptured by the exotic travel, while auntie Hana was matching her daughter in looking at me and Hyacinth warily. “No, it’s all of us today.”

“I see.” Father and uncle Junpei were last out, and while I was happy to see them all, I hadn’t prepared for their arrival, so I was at a bit of a loss. “Oh well, why don’t we take this inside?”

“Yes, we should.” Eri agreed, speaking for the group, and I led everyone inside the training school…
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“Wow bro, be a bit gentler, that bloody hurts!” My sis complained as I examined her hand.

“Of course it hurts, idiot.” I shot back. “You stuck your hand in the fire!”

“Yeah, but I had a good reason, didn’t I? Seriously bro, you don’t know what it’s like, being outclassed by my best friend and brother. I feel such a loser sometimes. But I’m not one to stay down! No, I thought how can I pull this off and I came up with this. And it worked!”

Kana giggled, marvelling at the idiocy of my sister. She hadn’t had the pleasure of Aiko before, and seemed to have taken to her quite well. “You know, Aiko-chan… I can call you that, right?” My sister nodded, and she continued. “You are a lot like Akio here, aren’t you? He’s always coming back injured, isn’t he Shaeula?”

Hey, back me up here! I pleaded silently, to no avail, as Shaeula sold me out, as she tended to do when other girls were involved. You know, I think I’m starting to understand why. Without her mother, and her one sister being rather a tomboy from her description, and the maids being… largely traitorous bad influences, Shaeula hungers for genuine female comradeship. I suppose I can’t be too upset then…

“Yes, injuries in battle are to be expected and can not-not be avoided, but Akio is willing to endure anything to grow-grow stronger, why, to train his Ether Healing, he…” She then regaled them with a brutally honest tale of how we used the dangerous spores to train, despite the pain. I tried not to listen as I worked my Healing on my sister, and she groaned as the old, burned flesh flaked off, revealing pink, healthy skin beneath. I just need to check for internal damage, and… done.

“Wow, that’s awesome. No more pain, and not even a scar.” Aiko wiggled her fingers. “I can do archery again… ouch!” I cuffed her around the head, not hard, but enough to show my displeasure.

“Don’t be so stupid again, all right?” We are going to have long words about this later, and she isn’t going to enjoy it!

“Stupid? I think you are being quite the hypocrite here, Aki. We heard Shaeula’s story just fine.” My mom broke in, taking a sip of the tea Hyacinth had prepared. “Oh wow, this is good. And as a Brit, I know tea!” She grinned at Hyacinth. “So, you were hugging my boy when we arrived. Are you his new girl? Damn, my son is so sinful. He’s definitely going for a football team made up of his wives!”

“Yes, I’d like an explanation too. Did you know about this?” Eri asked Hinata, who was in the corner with Motoko and Natsumi. They had met my parents back in Nishimorioka, but they were only prospective partners then, not fiancées like now, so their nerves were getting to them.

“No, Eri. I promise.” Hinata spoke for them. “We only knew he had a sixth prospective girlfriend, not who it was. We won’t keep secrets from you, we promised…” Hinata looked at me then, before shutting her mouth. Auntie Hana, uncle Junpei and my father were looking incredibly displeased, but that was only to be expected.

“Damn, I’m glad I got chosen to offer the hospitality of the shrine.” Kana grinned. “It’s pretty funny seeing you suffer like this, Akio. You deserve it though, you heart-breaker.”

“Nooo, I am nooot master’s woman, I am his servant, his maid! Tend hearth and hooome, cook the meals, warm the bed, looooook after the children, service the master when he is in the mooooood…” Hyacinth denied it, shaking her head, her long hair cascading, shimmering green and purple.

“Warm the bed? Service the master?" My father was fuming, clenching his fists as if he wished to hit me. “Son, just what have you…”

“I haven’t done anything!” I denied the accusations. Ever since I confessed to my father what I’d been doing these last few months, the instinctive fear of him had diminished a lot, and I felt we were on a similar footing now. “I would never abuse my position of her being a servant to force her into that. I mean, come on. Don’t you remember this conversation last time and how it went? Jumping to conclusions is bad.”

“Yes, but… then it was only Shaeula. Now you have all these others.” uncle Junpei complained, and I couldn’t refute that.

“Little Eri, what do you think?” auntie Hana asked. “We’ve talked about it, but… everyone is here now, so it seems this might be the best time to be open about everything.”

Everyone? I looked at Kana quizzically, and she shrugged, returning a slight smile.

“Yes, I think that best. We girls, we talked. As for what was said, that is for us girls to know. It’s our secret. I have to say, I didn’t see this happening. I was so happy when Akio accepted my confession.” Eri looked at me, her dark eyes moist, and she did look happy, which was awful for my guilt. “And I’m still happy, even with these… these annoyances.”

She sighed then. “Look around? We have nobility, I didn’t even know Japan even had those, I thought only auntie Emily would be from a country with nobles.” As my mom giggled, nodding her agreement, Eri continued. “And we have Fae, creatures from myth.” Shaeula smirked at that. “And a shrine maiden, whose Kami has been brought to this world by none other than our Akio here.”

“Well, yes that’s certainly true, but I’m not sure why I’m being brought into this.” Kana shrugged. “I’m just here to show our hospitality, as the family of our great benefactor.”

“Yeah but… from what Eri said, and from what I can see, you totally like my big bro, right Kana-chan?” Aiko piped up.

“Well yes, of course I do.” Kana agreed, surprising me, though I had an inkling, as the way she talked to me recently had been significantly more intimate, though she never made a move or any suggestions regarding it. “Still, it’s not like I’d ever be accepted. After all, you hate me quite a bit, don’t you, Mori-senpai, and Akio won’t do something you all truly hate, will he? For a man who can take a bullet to the face without flinching and defeat beings from myth and legend, he sure is under the thumb.” She grinned sourly, taking a sip of her own tea, purring at the excellent taste, nodding politely at Hyacinth, who was quite overawed by the atmosphere of having all the mistresses in one place.

“And I have my pride. That and my looks are all I ever had until now. I know I’m shallow, so what? We never had anything to boast about before. My grades at school are middling, I’m not exactly sporty. But boys always liked my looks. Still, I’m not a cheap girl. I wanted my boyfriend to be someone special, handsome, rich… madly in love with me. And he isn’t, and he won’t be.” She let out a long sigh, and I could hear the bitterness.

“I’m too proud to ask, and I’m not going to beg you to like me, Mori-senpai. I mean, there are plenty of other guys out there. I have other things to boast about now, I’m special.” Her sad smile turned to a grin, though it looked fake to me. “So, don’t mind me. At least I don’t feel bad losing to you girls. My pride can handle that.”

“I don’t like you. You’re so false.” Eri complained, then her gaze softened a bit. “But you seem a bit better than last time I saw you. Akio has a good influence on those around him. Shaeula told me that. We’ve all changed, thanks to him.”

“Though she also said the reason you and I were so messed up in the first place is because we learned the wrong things from him, Eri!” my sister chortled. My parents and Eri's were listening to this closely, their expressions different. My mom’s was happy, while father and uncle looked grim, and auntie was unsure. “Still, I get it. Every girl dreams of being special to someone. I’m a girl, I get it. But my bro, he’s destined for bigger things it seems. But you, Kana-chan, I think you’re all right! You seem fun!”

“I think I like you too, Aiko-chan.” Kana returned her praise. “You’re cute, and you don’t seem bitchy about it. Plus, you must have the patience of a saint, putting up with her all these years.” She gestured with her head to Eri, who pursed her lips yet said nothing.

“Hey now…” I interjected, only for mom to shush me.

“It’s all right, Aki. Girls get like this. They are feeling each other out, and sometimes we do that by being mean. Boys do the same, right, alpha male stuff? Remember the baseball?”

“Don’t remind me.” I groaned. “I got carried away. At that point I was fighting Trolls and worse, and I used that strength to bully an immature kid. Even if he was a prick.”

“Yeah, but you still won, right?” uncle interjected, surprising me. “I wanted my little girl to be your one and only. But… she’s still so happy. She never expressed herself like this before. Showing how much she dislikes someone, she’d always have been too shy before. And the training… she throws herself into it with such a smile, no matter how hard. Though she’s not stupid enough to burn herself for it.”

“Hey!” My sis protested. “I’m a tactile thinker, my volleyball coach says. And it worked! Bro did the same too with those spores, so I’m just following him again! I can’t be blamed!” Oh, I think you can be. But not now.

“That’s for later.” Eri spoke, stopping the derailment. “This is for now. We’ve laid the groundwork, but… we need to make everything clear, and have you on board, Akio. Else there’ll just be chaos. I love you. I love Shaeula. I can be happy with the three of us.”

What about Hinata and the others? My thoughts were soon answered, as Eri repeated the sentiments she offered when we were making love on her birthday. “I don’t hate you girls. And Akio likes you, and you offer him a lot. If he was just a normal man working a normal job, then I wouldn’t accept it, I’d tell you all to piss off and find your own man, but… I’m first wife. Shaeula may have given me the role so I’d accept her too, or maybe to push off the troublesome crap to me…”

At that Shaeula looked away nervously, giggling. Eri glared at her, before continuing. “… but we all promised we’d make sure we all were loved and had his love, and that none of us would ever be sad. Look around, nothing about life now is normal. We can’t reach for ordinary happiness. It won’t work.”

“Akio said that he would marry us all. Not mistresses, concubines or clouded relationships.” Natsumi nodded, understanding. “I get it. The only way this could ever work is if everyone agrees to stand on the same stage.”

“Exactly.” Eri approved, pleased. “Now, I’ll always imagine he loves me the best. I am his childhood friend after all, his first kiss, we took each other’s virginity, he’d do anything, even kill anyone for me. But I know you all think differently.”

Shaeula nodded. “I know he loves me the most, for did he not-not slay a Duke of the Unseelie for me, face-face my brother for me, give me everything I ever-ever wanted?”

“You three… you might think the same. I have my eye on you the most, Hinata.” Eri pointed out.

Hinata smiled back, and I could read pride on her face, and I understood. Yes, she thinks I love her just as much or more than the others. And how can you measure love? I can’t and I don’t want to, else I think my mind would crack. If I constantly compared everyone I’d have no room left for joy…

“Our daughter has grown so much, Junpei.” auntie sighed wistfully, and he nodded, expression complicated.

“She has, and I’m proud. She’s right about one thing. If you were a normal guy still, Aki, I’d give you such a beating… but… you are a man. You have to shoulder a lot. Now you are shouldering their happiness.”

“Can you do it?” my father asked me. “Seriously? If you fail now it will not be just Eri-san you will hurt.”

“I have no choice. Though that makes it sound like they’re a burden, instead of the joy they are.” I declared. “I’m a bastard I know, and I’ve said it before and will again, but I’ll make sure that their lives are full of happiness. I swear it here and now before you all.”

“So, you need to make it clear.” Eri continued. “Hyacinth, was it? Akio likes you. Will you be his woman too?”

“I do nooot understand?” She cocked her head in confusion. “I am already belonging to master. I am nooot a Boggart, I am nooot! I am a good Brownie, and I looove master dearly!”

“Yes, but I want you to stand with the others.” I tried to clarify. but she shook her head.

“Nooo, master and the mistresses are above me, I am here tooo serve!” She denied me, pouting, and I was struck by the difference in culture the Fae had. Am I being too pushy here, trying to force my own wants on her? But… otherwise it just isn’t fair.

“I get that, but… don’t Brownies get married, find love? They must do, surely?”

“Yes, but nooot with the master. That would be toooooo improper!” she replied defensively. “Hyacinth is nooot worthy. I am dirty, I was in the booox sooo long, and hurt so much. Master should just use Hyacinth when he wishes, and be happy with the mistresses!”

“Okay, I get it now bro. Damn, you’re so predictable. Some would call that endearing, but not your darling sister!” Aiko chimed in, and Eri agreed too.

“Yes, Akio’s kindness is what I love, but we prefer it when you are kind to only us, else we feel less special. Still, it’s clearly too late. Akio wants to save her, like he did me, and Shaeula.”

“Me too, though I don’t claim to have been suffering anywhere near as much as this poor creature.” Hinata agreed, sympathy on her face. Beside her, Motoko and Natsumi were also looking on with pity. “I think she’s no problem.”

“She is indeed a good-good female. I distrusted her at first, as she was fallen to Unseelie, but… we put our lives-lives in her hands, and she risked her own without hesitation. I too-too wish to see her happy.” Shaeula praised her, and Hyacinth blushed, hiding her face behind her long hair, muttering in embarrassment.

“You see, mother, father?” Eri gestured towards us. “We don’t do anything lightly, and Akio doesn’t accept just anyone.” She looked at Kana then, who shrugged. “He isn’t a lustful beast.”

“Though he is rather passionate when-when embracing us.” Shaeula grinned, and my sis gagged.

“Ugh, don’t remind me. Eri still owes me for that one time. I still dream about it sometimes.” She stuck out her tongue and made mock-choking noises.

“Oh, I’m curious about that.” Hinata asked, and my sis waved her away.

“Later. Not in front of the parents, wow. I’m still being tortured by the event. Find me some booze and I might talk.”

“No drinking, Aiko!” my father declared sternly. “You are still underage!”

“I know but my bro can heal the side-effects, so it’s no big deal. Come on, don’t be such a grouch all the time, dad! I have to celebrate anyway, I picked the uni I’m going to take the test for, didn’t I?”

“Fine.” He sighed then. “But in moderation and only on the grounds of the shrine. I will not have my daughter frequenting bars until you turn twenty, understood?”

“Fine!” Aiko sighed. “You heard him bro, break out the good stuff. Eri and I are skipping school tomorrow anyway, so it won’t hurt. You want in too, Kana-chan? We’ll be seeing a lot of each other come the spring, when I move in here.”

“You have to pass the entrance exams first.” Eri warned. “But we are getting off topic, fun though this is. See, fun. Mother, father, you have to accept this. Once I accepted Shaeula, it seemed silly to worry about it, even if it is frustrating. Though again, no bad girls allowed!”

“Stop digging at me, Mori-senpai. I get it, you don’t have to kick me when I’m down.” Kana sighed.

“I think you misunderstand, but whatever.” Eri tossed her head, annoyed. “Hyacinth. I don’t understand your suffering, your past. It sounded bad.”

She parted her hair, peering out. “Mistress? It was, it surely was. But Hyacinth is better nooow. In the dark, I am almost nooot scared at all, Hyacinth doooes not tremble when away from master, nooot much at all! That is why I must serve master and the mistresses. It is whooo I am.”

“So, I get it. But there’s a simple solution, right bro? I mean, come on, your stats are stupid high, don’t tell me you don’t get it. Wow, lame.” my sis chimed in.

“Of course I get it. It’s obvious.” I sighed. “Hyacinth.” I stepped in front of her, looking her in the eyes. She gulped and flushed, but didn’t look away. “I like you. I want you to be one of my wives. Don’t you like me? You just said you did, and you are prepared to do everything a wife does, so what’s the problem?”

“But, Hyacinth can nooot be a mistress, I am a servant!”

“You can be both.” I declared, and reached out a hand, rubbing her head gently. Her lips parted and she let out a little gasp. “If you want to serve still, do the chores, warm my bed, who am I to tell you no? I want all my wives to do whatever makes them happy. But when it is just the two of us, I sometimes want some time where you’ll be more than that. A wife in truth. Can you accept that?”

“Damn, seeing my bro pick up a woman all smooth like this... it’s a complicated feeling. I’m a little pissed off, but also kind of proud, you know. Wait, is this all my fault? I urged you to accept Shaeula, Eri. Did I start this veritable harem off?”

“Don’t flatter yourself.” I sighed at my sister's words. “I take the blame for this. I’m too weak. But I like seeing people happy, especially sad girls. And I'm happy myself too. How could I not be? They’re all too good for me.”

“I beg to differ…” Motoko declared, shaking her head. “I am honoured you accepted me. You are a fine man.”

As the others chimed in their agreement, again, their praise somehow more stinging that criticism would be, Hyacinth looked at me, tears in her eyes. “You want Hyacinth? Me? Really? I am nooo good, a bad girl, dirty and sad. I dooo not think I could make you happy, master, and I could nooot bear that. You were the ooone who gave me this name, who did nooot hurt me, who gave me homes to clean, mistresses to serve. You believed in my pooower, even when it was wicked, and made me realise I cooould do good things with it. When I look at you, I sometimes feel that maybe I cooould be nice again.”

My mother had burst into tears and was being consoled by auntie Hana, who was also close to crying, wiping her nose and eyes on her handkerchief. My father looked troubled, but as I caught his gaze he nodded, and I thought I understood what he meant. Yes, a real man takes responsibility. I opened the box that let out Hyacinth, and I’ve looked after her since. I’ll continue to do so, whatever she decides.

“I think what would make me sadder is if you continue to see yourself that way. That’s why I’d like it if you could be more than just a servant. If it makes you happy to serve, then do it as much as you want. Just… be more than that too. Be more to me, to us!”

“You would be a fool-fool to turn down Akio now.” Shaeula mused. “You are one of the slayers of Myrcolaxriath, none-none shall look down on you, and if they do, well then…” She grinned balefully. “Akio shall surely smite them. I too will rage-rage and crush any who does!”

“Master!” Hyacinth cried, throwing her arms around me, wailing. “I never wish tooo leave! Hyacinth is happy! If master wishes, I can be a mistress! Thooough I will always respect and serve the other mistresses!”

“That’s enough for now.” I returned her hug, and surprised by my boldness, I kissed her. Her tongue tangled mine, and I could hear my sister complaining I was soiling her eyes again, not that I had time to pay her any attention. As our lips parted, Hyacinth giggled. “Master, I looove you!”

“Yes, it doesn’t feel so great watching Akio pick up another girl in front of me, but… it’s hard not to feel sorry for her.” Eri shook her head. “See?” she addressed our parents. “Akio isn’t frivolous. So accept this, and accept them. I’d hate to have to fall out over this.”

“She swings a mean axe, don’t let the YandEri get you!” my sis joked. “Seriously, bro. Congratulations, I guess? And to you too, Hyacinth.”

“As the sister of the master, I shall serve yooou too!” Hyacinth promised, still rubbing at her lips soaked with my spit, giggling.

"So, yeah. this makes me feel kind of bad. Can I go?" Kana asked, and Eri shot her a flat look.

“I know you said you couldn’t be proud of your brains…” Eri began, and Kana interrupted her sourly.

“No I didn’t say that, I said my grades were nothing special.”

“Huh, well, whatever. But it’s up to you. I think it’s quite clear what is going on here. But anyway…” Eri turned to the others. “Honesty time. Are there any others on the horizon? I’d like to firm up our stance now. I know you mentioned a possible arranged marriage to this Sakura girl. I don’t like it, but…”

That’s Hinata’s cousin, right? I don’t need any more noble marriages, I have plenty.

“Yeah, but maybe it might be Miyu instead now. That makes sense.” Hinata mused, thinking, and I had to protest.

“No way. Miyu and Michiru-san are totally into each other.”

“So?” Hinata shrugged. “Would you stop them if you married Miyu? I know you wouldn’t. Besides, that would be a good marriage for her, as you are rather understanding, and as your Vassal, she knows you’ll look after her. But it might not happen. Sakura still strikes me as the logical choice.”

“Okay, any more?” Eri asked.

“I fear there might-might be an arranged marriage from the Seelie Court in time.” Shaeula chimed in. “The Prince of the Elves wishes closer ties to us, since-since our glorious reclamation of the Spring. I do suppose he could engage Aiko to one of his sons instead…”

“No way. My sis isn’t getting lumbered with arranged marriages!” I protested.

“Wait, don’t rule it out yet bro. A pretty-boy Elf sounds kinda hot! But yeah, no commitments or arrangements, I’m too young for marriage anyway, and I’d want it to be a love match. Besides, the way you said that kinda makes me feel bad for Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi.”

“We know he doesn’t mean it like that.” Hinata laughed. “He is very overprotective of you, isn’t he?”

“Sure is, a big bro that isn’t super siscon isn’t a true big bro moonstone. Seriously though, Elves huh? I bet Elf girls are gorgeous. Feeling threatened, Eri?”

“Hardly.” she snorted. “An Akio who doesn’t love me the most is clearly an imposter.” She echoed my sis. “So, that’s it then? Two more maybe?”

As everyone nodded, she turned to me. “And you? Any more girls like Hyacinth you are keeping from us? Seriously, I promise I’m not mad, neither are our parents. I think they get it now. This isn’t a normal situation. So, if there are any girls, any at all, that you have your eye on, best tell us now. We need to vet them, and prepare.”

Well, one does come to mind, but she’d never want me… “Don’t worry, there’s only one other girl I’ve ever really been interested in, and she’s just a good friend. She’s got high pride. You get it, right Kana?”

“Do I? I think so, but… sorry Akio, you made all these girls here accept sharing you. It’s crazy, but I think you underestimate yourself. Maybe you could get her if you wanted.”

“Well, we’ll get the details later. But just one, you promise?” Eri pressed me.

“Yeah, I swear. I mean, I used to quite like Aimi-chan, but she’s got a serious boyfriend. So yeah, just one girl.”

“Great. Now we know what we are working with. Well, almost.” Eri scowled at Kana again. “It’s time to get these perfect networks you were offering.” Eri’s smile turned bright then. “Anything that makes us stronger is great, right Aiko?”

“Yeah, I’m ready! Shaeula, get down to it!”

“Sorry, but I can not-not today!” Shaeula shrugged, her eyes tired. “I am too-too low on aether. Akio will have to do the Chirurgery. His Skills have exceeded mine now anyway.”

“No way. Eri and father are fine, uncle Junpei too. But I’m not doing mom, auntie or my sis. Too embarrassing.”

“Oh really? You told me it was only my underwear, so not to worry.” Kana smirked meanly, and Eri chuckled, though I felt there was little humour in it.

“I see. Well, we’ll be talking about this later, anyway. Aiko, you don’t mind, do you? After all, you wore that risqué bikini in Las Vegas. This is nothing different. As for you, mother. Akio has no interest in you, and you’ll be his mother-in-law, suck it up. I know you don’t care, auntie Emily.”

“No, I’ve nothing to be ashamed of.” Mom giggled, her sapphire eyes twinkling. “Come on Aki, stop being a baby. We flew a long way to get here, man up! The helicopter was awesome by the way, thanks again, Hinata dear. You’ll make a fine daughter-in-law! I’m set for life!”

“Why thank you, mother-in-law.”

As the girls bantered, I sighed. Eri’s actually right. It is nothing to be embarrassed about, unless I had weird thoughts in the first place, which I don’t. Still, this is going to tire me out. “Okay, guys first. Just to be warned though, this hurts, much more than the previous time.”

“Probably not as much as seeing my daughter’s fiancé secure his sixth wife! I don’t know how Arab fathers manage the pain.” Junpei grinned weakly. “Still, Eri is right. Seeing the process does make us understand it better. You aren’t being trash.”

“Indeed. Son, I promise to stop jumping to conclusions. You are shouldering a lot, and not making decisions lightly. I may disapprove, but… it is your life. Just do not screw up, as I will not help you pick up the pieces.”

Praise from father. Again! Damn, this truly is a bigger miracle than anything so far…


Two Hundred And Thirty-Five


“Yeah, it’s strange. I’ve worn swimsuits with less fabric around you before, but since it was my underwear, I felt super embarrassed.” Aiko remarked, glad to be putting on her clothes again. “It didn’t hurt as much as you said, either.”

“Maybe you’re a girl after all, Ai.” My mom teased with a wan smile. “Underwear and swimsuits are psychologically different. As for it not hurting… lucky. I was in agony, I can’t believe my Aki would do that to us!” she pouted.

“Wow, rude! I am a girl, a totally cute one.” my sis protested. “That’s right, isn’t it bro? I’m very girly!”

“Sure you are.” I agreed, patting her head in mock praise. She joined my mother in pouting, cheeks puffed out at my response, so I turned to our other parents. “Are you three all right? You took it especially hard, auntie.” I had to stop three times during her Chirurgery to let her recover from the pain a bit, but now we were done, at least.

“It wasn’t fun, little Aki. Not at all. But you are right. I am starting to feel better already.” auntie sighed in relief.

“The exercises work somewhat better now.” father observed, as he sat cross-legged in a meditative position, concentrating on drawing in ether. “Though I suspect much of that is due to this shrine, am I right?” That’s my father, he’s no fool, never has been.

“Yeah, the ether density is a lot higher here, which means you naturally find it easier to absorb more of it. Though you aren’t wrong, the perfected basic network should have an easier time anywhere.” I continued explaining, again emphasising my warnings that if they ever wished to enter the Boundary, which I did not recommend, to enter in Chairoakitara shrine, as that area was secure. I know Inuyama is a fair distance away, but it still makes me paranoid.

“Don’t worry.” My sis smirked, her mood improved as she started moving her body, now fully dressed, stretching and crunching to relieve the ache in her muscles. “My bro is a real worrywart, he says the same to me and Eri every time!”

“As he should.” My father supported me, surprising me a little. My sis looked shocked, but father continued. “Your brother knows more about all this than you do, and it can be extremely dangerous. He does not want to see you hurt, you should know that from his reaction to your burned hand. Neither do we, Aiko. As your parents, we want you to be happy and healthy.”

Aiko looked down. “Yeah, I know.” She sighed then. “But I also want to join in. I don’t want to be left behind.”

“You won’t be, stupid. Eri and I, we’ve always been by your side, haven’t we? Nothing has changed even now, only that Shaeula and the others are joining us. The more the merrier, right?”

“It certainly is for you bro, I’m like a tagalong for your harem.” Her pout was back, but I could tell she was putting it on, mostly, anyway. “But yeah, I get it. It’s just hard seeing how Eri is soaring ahead of me. I was the one who always had to look out for her. And Shaeula, well, I can’t compete, can I?”

“No matter how pissed off I am about your reckless methods, you mastered flame element, didn't you sis? I’ll be asking you to give me a rundown when we enter the Boundary.”

“Yeah, but Eri did too, so my advantage was short-lived.” She shook her head in irritated denial.

“You need to understand the mind of a girl, little Aki.” auntie Hana chided me. “Poor Ai is feeling the pressure from being surrounded by a lot of rivals for your attention. After all, she doesn’t want you to forget about her, right Ai?”

My sis flushed a bright crimson, looking down again, embarrassed. “It’s not like I need you to pay attention to me, bro. Not at all. I have plenty going on. It’s just… oh, screw it. We promised, didn’t we? Back in Nishimorioka, and in Vegas too. We were never going to drift apart again. And I feel like you and Eri are flying ahead, while I flounder, struggling for every little gain.”

“I see. Yeah, I get it.” I nodded, patting her head again. “We’re all changing, but we know what we don’t want to change. So… how about the light element? If you mastered that, it’d be an edge only you have.”

“Well, I didn’t want to blow it.” she admitted. “So I haven’t tried yet. I was hoping Shaeula could help me?”

“Fine, well, when we enter the Boundary, I’ll hold a coaching session as well as showing everyone around my Territory. I’ll have to… wait a sec, hold on.” My phone had started ringing, so I pulled it out, wondering if it was Haru-san, but it turned out to be Shiro.

“Oh, hey Shiro, thanks for calling back.” I spoke brightly, trying to ignore the curious stares of my sis and the rest of the family. “I wanted to talk to you.”

“It’s Shirohime, I don’t know how many times I’ve told you that, Aki. And of course I guessed you wanted to talk to me, I had a missed call. It isn’t like you to ring me, is it?”

“Yeah, you got me there. Still, it isn’t like you to not answer, either. I don’t need an answerphone, I’m always available, remember?”

“You know…” She paused, a touch embarrassed. “… a real man wouldn’t throw that in my face. Even I have things I need to do. Lectures for one. Even though I’ve already passed all the classes, I still have minimum attendance requirements. It’s honestly so stupid, but…” her voice dropped. “… I get a medical exemption, so my numbers are reduced quite a bit.”

“I see. That makes sense. Anyway, I wanted to ask you if you are free this weekend to go out?”

“Already?” Shiro was surprised, probably that I was the one initiating, as usually it was Aimi-chan or Hayato-san who got us together. “I know we said we should catch up more, but it’s only been a couple of weeks, Aki. I doubt everyone has the time or money for another meetup. Oh well, I forgot you were pulling in decent cash now, right? Even so… I’m just a poor, hungry student.”

She paused then, before putting on her best wheedling tone. “Besides, you should be spending the time working on my game, right? You promised to help me more, I haven't forgotten. Since you feel sorry for poor little beautiful Shirohime, working her fingers to the bones, wasting away like some kind of pale ghost.”

“As I recall, I promised to think about it. I’m snowed under with work at the moment, but when I get some leeway, I can do a bit.” With my stats I can probably grind out a week or so’s worth in half a day.

“You’ve said it now, so no takebacks.” Shiro declared grandly. “Trust me Aki, you don’t want to be going back on a deal. It isn’t worth the consequences.”

“Well, okay.” I conceded, curious at her attempts to make me agree. “So, are you free this weekend then?”

“Didn’t I just say…” she began, but with a smile I interrupted her.

“No, sorry, I meant just you, not the others. Don’t worry, I’ll cover the bills, we can’t have a poor hungry student pay and go without her noodles and cup ramen, can we?”

“I’ll have you know I eat healthily. I have to.” she denied me, before pausing. A long uncomfortable silence extended out, broken only by the sniggering of my listening sister, before Shiro spoke again, her tone… conflicted.

“Look, Aki. I don’t want things to get weird between us. I’m sort of wishing I never really told you what I did in that taxi. Things between us were comfortable before. So if you just feel sorry for me then don’t. I hate that. I made a deal with myself that I’d never give in and wallow in self-pity like my parents did.”

Stepped on a landmine here, I see. “No way, it’s not like that.” I promised. “I just had something I really needed to talk to you about, in person, so thought we might as well have some fun while we do, right?”

Another long pause. “Aki. You’re engaged, aren't you? I know it. Seriously, it’s such a sin being as gorgeous a princess as I am. I know you might think you have a chance with me, just because you’ve really worked on yourself but… well, I’m not interested in being your side piece, Aki. And even if you were to tell me it wasn’t working out with your childhood friend, I’m not sure I’d be impressed by that.”

“Again, I think there’s a misunderstanding. I’m not trying to hit on you, Shiro.” I promised, waving away my sister, who mouthed “liar” at me, her sapphire eyes twinkling mischievously. “I get that you have it hard, being so stunningly beautiful, so most guys do hit on you, and a lot of them would cheat on their partners in a heartbeat with you, I’m sure. But you know me, Shiro. Do you think I’d do that?”

“Normally I’d say not, but there was something about you when we all met up, Aki. You’ve changed, but then, Hina has too. Aimi and Hayato as well. Everybody changes but me, I guess.” She sighed, before speaking suddenly. “Well, I’m already pretty much perfect, so why would I change? Seriously though, your tongue is dangerously smooth now, Aki. For a moment there when you called me stunningly beautiful my heart skipped a… hey, is there someone else there, I can hear laughter!” she protested. I palmed away my sister, who was chuckling furiously.

“Just my idiot sister. She’s paying me a visit today. Please ignore her.”

“The fabled sister that you are all mad siscon for, huh? I’m in the presence of a legend, it seems.” At that my sister only laughed harder, my mother joining in, stifling her giggles behind a hand. “I guess you wouldn’t be arranging a hook-up with me in front of her. You may have grown bold Aki, but not that bold. So now I’m curious. Just what do you want to talk to me about that has to be in person?”

“It’s a secret.” I declared grandly. “But… trust me, it’s important. Now, since there’s no Aimi-chan this time, want me to pick you up from your dorm? I remember where it is from before. We can hit Bar Sekirei, then head into Akihabara proper. I have a good feeling you might have the energy for it this time.”

“I see. Now I’m curious. But hmm, picking me up from the dorm, huh? I am already getting asked about you by all the girls who saw you last time. It’s a real pain. They should obey their princess and just leave me alone! But… going alone… fine. Just… just try and be stealthy, all right? I don’t need any more hassle.”

“It’s agreed then. Saturday at half six work for you?”

“If you’re paying.” she confirmed it. “Though don’t expect me to go easy on your wallet, Aki. I’ll suck you dry, and you’ll love it. After all, I am so very stunningly beautiful after all.” She emphasised what I had said earlier. “Being seen with me is your reward!”

“Yeah, it sure is.” I laughed, and we bantered a little more before I hung up, satisfied.

“So let me guess, bro.” my sis spoke when I was done. “That’s the other girl you are into, right? Damn, if Eri heard you calling another girl stunningly beautiful like that, the axe would be coming out.” She made chopping gestures and whooshing noises. “I know we said that you could tell us about any other girls you fancied, but to think you took that as the green light to make a move on her. Bold bro, very bold. You’re lucky Eri went off to see Shaeula and your other girls again after her Chirurgery.”

“Yes, it doesn’t feel good seeing you woo another girl.” auntie agreed, shaking her head. “But we have to accept this one. Little Eri and the other girls do.”

“Hey, it isn’t like that.” I protested. “Well, you’re not wrong. Shiro is the girl I talked about, but I’m not hitting on her. You heard her, she’s not a sharer. She’s sick, all right? Like, really, really sick. A genetic disorder, she says. I just… well, why was I given these powers, and gone through all this training, if I can’t help my friends? I want to see if I can heal her. I might not be able to, it will be far more complicated than Healing wounds, but I want to try!”

“I see. One of those girls, huh? Can’t be helped then. I guess I’ll think of her as a sister-in-law then. Might as well be prepared.” my sister muttered, deflating. “Sick, huh? Poor girl.”

“Didn’t I just say…?” I began, but mom cut me off.

“Now Aki, your sister is right. Don’t you know how these things go? But that doesn’t matter for now, does it? I believe Ai is eager to get to work, right?”

“Yep!” My sister started bouncing up and down, full of energy. “I want to see your Territory. Eri hasn’t stopped hyping it. Besides… I could use that training, too.”

“Yes, you could.” I agreed ominously. And also your chastisement, for burning yourself so idiotically…
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“Are you all ready?” I asked the group, which consisted of Kana, Eri, Aiko, Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi and Ren-san. Hyacinth, Grulgor and Shaeula were here too, while Shirohebi was still entertaining the rest of the trainees, who now that they had perfect networks, should be able to start entering the Boundary over the next few days.

“I admit to being rather excited.” Hinata smiled at Eri and Shaeula. “Also, we are finally sharing what you two have shared with Akio. It’s a happy event!”

As Motoko and Natsumi agreed, I turned to Ren-san, who was looking a bit sour. “Cheer up. Your hard work and suffering is paying off. Besides, look, we’re the only two guys here amidst all these girls. You should be happy.”

“Your girls, you mean.” He shrugged. “I doubt they’d give me the time of day. Considering I’m the heir to Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine, I would have thought… oh well. Let’s see this Territory of yours then. I hope it’s impressive, since we agreed to take your side at Conclave.”

Cheeky little swine. Still, he has a point. I need to wow him, so he can persuade his father that instead of just pleading my case, he should get his whole faction to rally behind me. “Well, I won’t spoil you, but prepare to be amazed!” And with that, we all entered the Boundary…

“Wow, so yeah, this is quite impressive bro.” my sis shouted, looking around, crimson bow slung on her back. “That’s one hell of a tree. And what’s that on top? I see parasols and… and a terrace? Is that a damn café in a tree?”

“That building is new too.” Eri pointed out, eyeing the Earth Altar with its glittering red and gold decorations. “What’s it do?”

“It strengthens the earth energies around here, and when it’s upgraded it will empower Shirohebi and true believers like Kana here.”

“Yeah, it’s really something. It makes a girl think. Much like our talk earlier.” Kana agreed. “But that isn’t the half of it… oh, here they come.” She smirked, looking at the noble girls. “Prepare to be amazed!”

“Princess, master, you have-have returned!” Velna cried, rushing up to us, followed by several Kamaitachi. Asha followed, stepping out of her Tree, her auburn hair highlighting her pale greenish skin beautifully. Then there were Kobolds too, pressing handfuls of gems on us, and the scene devolved into chaos. Hinata was taking everything in, eyes wide, while Motoko and Natsumi were looking over several of the weaselkin warriors who had arrived, checking their stances and equipment.

“So, what do you think? This isn’t everything, of course.” I grinned, nudging Ren-san with my elbow. “But Shaeula and I have put in a lot of work to get it to this state. I doubt very much that anyone in Kyoto can match this.” Not when we dropped the amount of ether we got from the Spring into it. Even multiple candidates working together would struggle to match us. It would take some sort of state-sponsored program or a similarly lucky break…

“I don’t have anything to compare it to.” Ren-san hedged. “But I concede it’s rather impressive.” I could see him trying hard not to gawk at the spectacle of all the Fae around, but since he was a kid I cut him some slack.

“So, where-where is my brother and Selensha?” Shaeula was asking, and Velna shook her head.

“He is to the south, leading his forces, princess. He did-did declare he would seize the coast for you. I can send-send a runner to alert him to your return?”

“Do so.” Shaeula agreed. “But tell him he can-can finish up what he is doing. I shall remain here for some-some time before returning to the Spring.”

“Master, mistresses. Eat, eat!” Hyacinth declared, bringing over some of the fruit she and Asha were growing. Hinata took a bite, and her eyes went wide at the incredible taste, so unlike mortal fruits.

“This… this could sell. If only we could bring it back to the Material.” Her business mind was whirring with possibilities.

“All right, you’ll have plenty of time for exploration later.” I clapped my hands, and everyone looked at me. “First, we need a brief orientation. We’ll do it by the main shrine. Then it’s training time.” I looked at Aiko, who glanced away, whistling innocently, knowing me well enough to know I was still angry.

On route we passed Bjarki’s forge, and Ixitt and the ratkin were working outside. On seeing us, Ixitt brightened, tail lashing. He rushed over, grinning. “So, you brought your wives then, Akio? How delightful. And you are back too, young lady.” He nodded at Kana, who shrugged.

“And who might you be?” Hinata asked, and she was shocked to find it was Ixitt. It was then she noticed a sparkling pile of silvery metal on a table. “Pretty. What metal is that?”

I think I know. ”Ixitt, you haven’t been dismantling anything you shouldn’t, have you?”

“No, I assure you, all I have done is remove a bit from some of your upgrading Buildings. All that does is pull in a little ether to repair the deficit. Your supply is plentiful, you can spare some for me. I assure you it will be well worth it!” He paused then. “I do need more knowledge though. Mortal science is fascinating. I trust I can return when I need to access more of this internet?”

“Yes, but don’t cause Karen-chan trouble or you’ll be barred. If you need any particular technical manuals or textbooks, Karen-chan can give you a budget.”

As we hashed out the details, I noticed Eri and Aiko were talking to Shaeula, mirror in hand. “So, I was hoping you could pour in more light element. I’m not confident I’ll get it in one go.” my sis asked.

“I am quite-quite low on aether. I would rather not-not, if possible.” Shaeula sighed. “I did much Chirurgery tonight.”

“Oh, I see.” Aiko's face fell, and that gave me an idea, my grin wicked. Beside me, Ren-san shivered, his intuition kicking in. Well, it won’t hurt him… it’s good training, after all…
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“So, time runs differently here, usually faster, so it’s not only the ether density here that makes it the perfect place to train. So I’m counting on you all to take charge.” I looked at Kana and the girls, as well as Ren-san. “Remember, I can’t stress this enough. Only enter the Boundary at the shrine, as you are protected here by my Territory. I don’t want to come back one day to hear that one of the trainees is badly injured or dead due to disregarding my warnings.”

At their nods, I smiled. “Okay then, time for your personalised training. Motoko, Natsumi. This here is Master Ulfuric, my teacher in combat and weapons.” I gestured to the imposing badgerkin, who had returned via the Ring Gate. He bowed politely.

“So, you are more of his wives, I see. Your stances are good, I can see you have a foundation in weapons.” he said in his usual booming voice.

“Indeed, we study the Tsumura family Arts, passed down for generations.” Motoko replied, excited. “I shall be in your care, master of my husband.”

“Yes, we are inexperienced, but eager to learn.” Natsumi joined Motoko in bowing, martial-arts fashion.

“Just go easy on them. They are still only human.” I warned, and Ulfuric snorted a laugh.

“Yes, but their foundations are solid. With the right work, I believe they can both be better than you with the sword and spear.”

At his praise the girls looked delighted, validated, and I chuckled myself. “Yeah, probably. I relied too heavily on my stats at the start to cover for lack of skill. They don’t have that problem, and the stats will come in time.” Eventually, when we get married, Lovers’ Link…

“Hinata, you and Kana should try and learn an element. Kana, I think earth, since that is the basis of Shirohebi’s strength. Hinata, wind for you. I’ve wrote down what worked for us, and you can have Shaeula help with wind. I can help with earth later.” I looked at Ren-san then. “Sis, give Ren-san your mirror.”

She cocked her head, confused. “Okay bro, sure thing. Be careful with it, Ren-san, this is quite precious.”

He took the mirror gingerly, and I addressed him. “Okay, Ren-san, you have a natural powerful light element. All of you listen up. The foundation of strength, at least the way we learn, is the Chakra network. We are fortunate to be working off a non-human one, that we have somehow made work. That’s pretty much thanks to Shaeula.”

She grinned, waving to accept their praise, even though it wasn’t offered, so with a slight smile, I continued. “The Silver Cord connecting your subtle bodies is important too. And then lastly, elemental abilities. Gaining and honing those is a sure route to power.”

“What about Skills and Levels, bro?” My sis asked, sticking up her hand like she was in class.

“Yeah, Levels are important, but not something easy to get yet, but what Levels give you is largely based on the quality of your Silver Cord and Chakra networks, so improving them will never betray you. As for Skills, yeah, important as well, but the foundations are what I’ve said.” As everyone took that in, I turned to Ren-san again.

“So, you having a powerful, mutated element means you are a big deal.” I winked, stoking his ego. “So to that end, you need to train it. Concentrate on outputting it into the mirror, which will absorb it. Practice both output and fine control, and you’ll grow powerful quickly.” And Aiko will get a nice boost to the quality of the light energy she can try to absorb. Everyone wins.

“What about me and Eri, bro?” my sis finished, satisfied as to why she had given away the mirror.

“Well Eri, you can use the darkness energy around the Rhyming Tree, practise absorbing it and manipulating it. It’ll be a trump card for you, so make the best of it.” At her nod, I then turned to Aiko, my smile wicked.

“As for you, my dear little sister sapphire, you are with me, for a special course of training, perfectly suited to an idiot who would burn her precious hand, putting Kyūdō and volleyball at risk, worrying her family and friends. Since you are so eager and willing to be reckless, I have just the regimen for you.”

At my grin, she swallowed nervously, looking away. “Well, shit. And here’s me thinking you’d be the best big bro and let this go…”

“No way. But don’t worry, I am the best big brother, hence why I’m going to educate you properly. You’ll thank me for it one day!” Yeah, to be honest, I am a bit of a hypocrite, I’d do it myself in a heartbeat. And I let Shaeula suffer with the spores too, though it hurt me. So I’m not going to punish her… but I’m not going easy on her either. I’m going to show her the right way to be reckless…


Two Hundred And Thirty-Six – Contains Status – Aiko 2 and Aiko 3


“So, uh, bro… go easy on me, all right?” My sis asked as we found a quiet spot to train. My answering smile was kind, yet it still seemed to unnerve her a bit.

“Aiko.” I replied seriously. “I’m angry, and you know why. But it isn’t like I don’t understand. Don’t think this is a punishment, it’s training. You want to be stronger, and I want you to be stronger. I’d have more peace of mind, and you wouldn’t feel so irritated, left behind.”

“Uh, yes.” She nodded. “Fine. I may regret this, but I trust you, bro! I’ve shown I’ll do whatever it takes, right?”

“Right.” I agreed. “So, prepare yourself.” As my sister nodded, eyes damp, pumping her fists to motivate herself, I scanned her status, my Eye shining a majestic amber. “We have to see what we are working with first.”

“Nice, that looks just like Shaeula’s eyes. Kind of cool, bro…” my sis muttered, but I wasn’t listening, as I was reading the amber letters detailing her progress.

[Oshiro Sapphire Aiko] [Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might            58 90
Fortitude       50 83
Intellect         60 91
Resilience      60 99
Alacrity          62 99
Precision        70 105
Aether          178 301
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                1
Majesty
Charm                  2
League
Determination      2
Foresight
Fate
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 1 Rank 2
Aether Manipulation Rank 1
Unstable Lunar Chakra Rank 1
[Elemental Skills]
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 2
Flame Manipulation Rank 3
[Physical Combat Skills]
Combat Technique Rank 1
Bow Technique Rank 4 Rank 5
Spiritual Kyūdō Rank 2 Rank 3
[Unique Skills]
Lovers’ Link Rank 1
[Level] 0/0 7/8


“Not bad.” I approved. “I’m feeling less worried now I see your stats. You’ve been working hard.”

“Yeah.” my sis agreed, embarrassed, before gaining strength and declaring. “Yeah. I have! Good job on noticing bro, now that you are a popular guy, you’ve finally worked out how to compliment girls. Again, good job!” She gave me a thumbs-up to cover her embarrassment. “So, what’s the verdict? Damn, it’s so inconvenient we can’t check our own status. Isn’t that like… fundamental? That’s what those two in class said, anyway.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you. But it seems that even a lot of the others like me don’t get that. Anyway…” I read out her stats, and Aiko was pleased, though she noticed one thing that puzzled her.

“Hey, a Skill has vanished. Unstable Lunar Chakra, or something like that, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah. I think it was just a representation that your Eight Moons Chakra Network wasn’t adapted properly for human use. But since we’ve fixed that and your network has hit Rank two, I guess there’s no need for it anymore.”

“Yeah, that makes sense. So, I remember yours from before. Care to fill me in on your progress, bro?”

“Sure thing” I laughed, and after I was done, Aiko punched me in the arm, though gently, as she was learning. With her cheeks puffed out in an annoyed pout, she grumbled at me.

“Well bro, that is just so unfair. Are you even human with those numbers anymore? And your stat sheet is stuffed with Skills, and a load of them are high Rank! And what’s with all those Classes? Even Eri has one and I’ve got nothing… damn. Wow, now I’m super pissed off!”

“Hey, don’t forget I had quite the head start and other advantages.” I soothed her. “You’ve made good progress too. I’m impressed your archery has gone up, you must have put in a lot of effort leveraging your new stats. If it works like my combat Skills though, you won’t get any better without finding your own path or borrowing one from others. Combat Techniques is a nice pickup as well. I was going to recommend that and daggers too.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed this last week I’ve been able to hit the target pretty much every time, without much difficulty, even at longer distances than usual. My hands just do what I want without effort, and my eyesight is unreal. I reckon if I entered a tournament this year I’d take first place. I’ve also had to really try to not be too awesome at volleyball club. But hey, no changing the subject, bro! So, what’s the training you are going to put me through?”

“Well, like I said, the keys to strength seem to be your Chakra network and Silver Cord, as well as your elements. So we’ll work on something that combines them all, as well as a little something else. Though… no, never mind.” I stopped, shaking my head, a look of mock-sadness on my face.

“Wow, don’t do that bro, spill it. I can take it!” My sis cried, pumped up for her special training. I guess being sporty, sis always did enjoy practise. To be honest, I get the appeal now, even if I never did before. Numbers going up is damn addictive.

“Fine.” I reached out and patted her head, my face showing a sad smile. “Since my brave little sis sapphire is capable of heroically enduring savage burns just to grow stronger, there is one Skill I think you should have. I was torn over whether to have you and Eri try for it, as the thought of the two of you suffering made me ill, but… well, you’ve gone and grown up, right? So, I decided.”

“Wait, you don’t mean…?” Aiko began, and I nodded.

“Yeah. Ether Healing. It’s too good not to try for, though with how little Aether you have compared to us, I doubt you’d be able to get more than a Rank or two. Even so, it offers a ton of benefits, and for a girl about to go out into the wide world, it’s a handy Skill to have.”

You do hear horror stories about spiked drinks and so on at university. I doubt it happens much, at least I never saw any at my uni, but just the thought of it… no, resistance to drugs, poisons and foreign substances is something I want all my girls to have.

My sis looked around then, as if she expected Hyacinth to jump out, but I laughed at that, amused. “No, the spores are the advanced course. No way you’d learn anything from that right now, and I don’t want to hurt my precious sister for no reason. We’ll start slow, and try and develop your true lunar Chakra as well, as it’s stronger than any of the other seven as far as I can tell, and you already have fire element. This is going to be tough, but it’s what we both wanted, isn't it?”

“You know it!” she laughed, holding out her palm, while a ball of yellow flame blazed above it. “So, I’m not scared of hard work! In fact, I’ve always been less lazy than you! Hit me with it, what do I do?”

“Fine. To learn Ether Healing, it was a multi-step process. The first… well, sorry sis.” Even though I want to teach her not to be reckless, this is still hard for me. Still, what brother would want to hurt his sister? No brother I’d like to know, that’s for sure. This wasn’t for pleasure or punishment. It was a Skill she needed. The others too. It won’t just be my sis learning from this, I will as well, as if I can teach her, I can teach Eri and the others too.

“I get it.” She shrugged. “Healing, huh? I have to be hurt to heal. Makes sense. Just… just go easy on me bro. Please.” She winked at me, trying to be endearing, and I gently rapped her forehead with my knuckles.

“Easier than you went with the fire huh? Well, sure.” I took her hand. “Hold still, this is going to sting." She squeezed shut her eyes as I drew on a thin strand of wind energy, and pierced clean through her palm. She let out a yelp of pain, before closing her mouth, muscles in her jaws working. Blood both silver and red splattered from the wound, and I felt an instinctive sense of revulsion that I was harming my sister, just as I had felt with Shaeula and the spores, but I hardened my heart, Resilience working overtime to keep me calm.

“All right then.” I sighed, and my sister opened her eyes, her blue ones meeting mine, resolute despite the tears that were accumulating. “You need to feel aether moving through your body to heal the injury, but that’s the easy part, sadly. You could just use aether to heal it with the proper image, but that’s not what we are doing. This is much more fundamental than merely using Aether Manipulation. Anyway, once you master that, the next, far harder step begins.”

“Okay, I get it.” She squeezed shut her eyes again to help her concentration, and with my Eye I could see aether moving through her network. Still, her command of it was one I could call rudimentary, if I was being charitable.

“You aren’t moving it right. You are making the wound heal through Aether Manipulation, not through your body.” I chided her, reopening the closing wound suddenly, causing her to yelp.

“Fuck bro!” she swore, unusual for her. “Give me a warning before you pierce me like that.”

“Phrasing.” I snickered, and she flushed.

“Fine. I’ll get it, I will. The first time I picked up a bow I could barely draw the string. And when I did, I sliced open my fingers, remember?”

You know, I think I do. There are still some extremely faint scars on her fingers from that, but you can only really see them when she gets a suntan in summer. “I guess you’ve always been reckless. Oh well, keep at it. But you might want to…”

Using my Eye, I could see the flow of aether in her body, through her recently perfected network. This intense training was doing a good job at flushing out the debris of the Chirurgery and strengthening the new capillaries and lesser Chakras, but Aiko was rapidly running out of aether, so I placed my hand on her belly. Her eyes snapped open at my touch.

“Wow bro, I said don’t shock me like that. What are you doing?” she asked, and I answered that I was giving her a boost. Aether flooded from me, cascading into her network. A lot of it was wasted, but enough was usable for her.

“Cool, I’m all full of energy again!” she grinned. “This time, I’m getting it for sure!”

“Sure you are.” I sighed again. Even with the power of my Eye, it was a little hard to see the exact path the aether was taking as her clothes obscured it. “All right, shirt off.” I declared.

“This again, huh? Looks like you got a taste for me in my underwear, Eri will be devastated… ouch!” Once more I rapped her head, and she was sighing now. “I’m just lightening the mood, bro. Don’t be such a grouch…”

“I know. But I have others I want to tutor a bit too, so there’s no time for messing around. It isn’t often we get an opportunity for everyone to be together like this.”

“Yeah, I get it.” She acquiesced, unbuttoning her blouse and setting it aside. “Well, here goes.”

Yeah, I see it. There’s the problem. “Some debris have gathered here.” I poked her shoulder and base of her ribs. “It’s diverting the flow. Flush them out with concentrated aether… yeah, just like that…”
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“Seriously, your Eye is a cheat and a half, bro.” My sis grumbled, flexing her healed hand again. “I wish I had one too. The colour is pretty as well.”

“Yeah, I’ve definitely grown to love that colour.” I agreed. As my sister laughed and said she’d definitely tell Shaeula that, I moved onto the next part, the hardest part. “All right. Now you’ve mastered healing the Astral body, you have to realise the link between the Material and the Astral, and use your aether to heal that too.”

“Oh yeah, my real body is being all sliced up by you too bro. Ugh, you should be grateful you have a sister who is prepared to endure all that pain and blood for you!”

“I know you’re phrasing it that way on purpose now.” I chided her again, though I couldn’t help but smile. It was great to be on such good terms with my sister again. “In any case, your hand.” I took the offered hand and pierced it several times. Aiko barely even flinched now, having grown used to it over the last few hours.

“That should be enough damage to be working with on the Material. Now, this time, instead of taking in ether from your Silver Cord, this time you are pushing aether through it and back to your Material body. This step is hard.” Once you realise the bodies are linked and how, and condition aether to move to heal both of them, then the Silver Cord and subtle bodies change to absorb and disperse healing aether naturally…

“Well, with you in my corner, I can do it, right?” My sister was hyped up, and that lasted about ten minutes, until she was grinding her teeth in frustration. “Damn, how the hell do you do this, bro? It’s like pushing treacle through a sieve, it just doesn’t want to go!”

“Yeah, I remember that. Really, it’s just a case of practise and focus. Having the proper image and control is important, and you are trying with Skills far less developed than I had.”

“Yeah keep bragging about your high numbers bro.” she sighed. “Hang on, maybe…” She closed her eyes, and adopted a strange pose. One I recognised, her feet and body-line placed very specifically, even though her hands were empty. That’s Ashibumi, right? Placing the feet. Now she’s moving into Dōzukuri. Her body was straight and proud, and her arms stretched out, even though she held no bow, mimicking the three stages of Yugamae.

That’s incredible. No wonder Kyūdō is a spiritual art. Her aether was reacting to her will as she focused, and her Silver Cord was pulling in aether at a fairly decent rate for its low Rank. Spiritual Kyūdō is no joke. I expect Motoko and Natsumi will be able to achieve similar heights with the Tsumura techniques, though they are more martial in essence…

It seemed like many hours had passed while I watched my sister, though it couldn’t have been more than one or two. Even so, she was struggling to break through the wall in front of her, aether pooling in her Cord, blockages forming as it didn’t have much throughput, limiting her abilities.

Still, I’m impressed by her resolve. Shit, I still don’t approve of her burning herself, even if she believed I could fix it, she’s a girl after all, scars are bad. But seeing her like this, I guess I understand. She’s dedicated to this now. I should just be a good brother and support her, helping break through what obstacles confront her.

She was drawing an invisible bow once more, blood splattering the ground from the savage wound in her palm, and as I watched, I concentrated on seeing below the surface, peering into her Silver Cord, and what lay beyond it, her Material body.

“Aiko.” I whispered, not wanting to break her concentration, but needing to tell her. Her eyelids fluttered, and she whispered back.

“What, bro? This is damn hard, I need to concentrate.”

“I know. You are doing great. But... the problem is, you are trying to force too much aether through, it’s backing up. It’s like… I don’t know, trying to use a bow with too great a draw strength. What should you do instead?”

“Use a bow with a lighter pull. Bro, that’s genius!” she declared, eyes opening wide in shock momentarily, before she began to move again, flowing gracefully through the stages of Kyūdō, as if she was silently dancing. My eyes could see the flow stabilising, choking off, and a trickle was seeping through her Silver Cord, down to the Material.

As I watched, her Cord shimmered in a prismatic wave of light, before expanding, growing in size. More aether could now flow, and it was finally reaching her Material body. Controlling it through her Cord was difficult, and the first flows scattered wastefully, but as it did I continued to supply her with more and more aether.

“Just… a little bit… more…” my sis declared, sweating silvery mist from the effort. The wounds on her Astral hand had healed, despite her attentions being elsewhere, and through my Eye I could see an amber overlay of her entire physical form now, observing aether squirming through her capillaries, towards her hand, which despite the fact the Material body suffered lesser versions of Astral damage, was quite the mess. Damn, I know I said I’d teach her not to be reckless, but I’ve done nearly as much damage as the burn…

“I can… do this!” my sis declared, forcing her focus to a razor-sharp edge, just as she did when releasing her best shots in Kyūdō. Aether finally flowed into her Material hand, and the wounds began to close. Even so, she didn’t have much aether, and it was brutally inefficient, so I continued to flood her, marvelling at how I’d used up nearly half my aether by the end. Even so, it was well worth it, as my sister was now hugging me, delight in her eyes.

“I did it, didn’t I bro? Tell me I did it! Wow, that was something special.”

“You sure did.” I returned her hug, rubbing her head soothingly. She was soaked with sweat, mist rising to the dark skies overhead, and her face was pale from the tremendous mental exertion, but her rewards were worth it.
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“Not only did you get the Skill, your Silver Cord and Aether Manipulation Ranked up. So great job! You’re definitely my sister. It must be in the blood.”

“Damn bro, if I wasn’t your sis, who would be?” Still, her smile was proud, if exhausted. “Anyway, thanks again, bro. You’ve given me a lot of time today, and I know there are no end of others who want and need your help too. Don’t neglect your harem, bro, or else you’ll be getting a knife in the guts or an axe to the back of the head.” She giggled, a mixture of exultation and fatigue making her giddy.

“Silly. Any girl I love is going to have to accept you are important to me too!”

“Wow, damn, my heart skipped a beat there.” Aiko fanned herself, pale face flushing. “So that’s how you keep luring them all in, huh? It almost makes me miss my poor loser virgin big bro, but I guess this is way better. Eri would say so for sure.” She released her hug, sitting down, looking up at the aurora-streaked sky. “So, the Skill is that good, right?”

“Yeah, but at lower Ranks not so much. Still, you can work on it now you have it. And now for the next training.” I grinned, and she shuddered, looking up at me with teary, pleading eyes.

“Oh Gods, please no, bro! I’m spent! This is tyranny, abuse of power! I knew you just wanted to punish me for burning my hand!”

“No way. This shouldn’t be as bad.” I promised. Yeah, she’s totally drained. This should be a good lesson for her. “You still have fire element left unused. What you need to do is use it to help initialise your lunar Chakra skill. That will give you a lot of extra elemental energy to play with. And speaking of elemental energies… you are trying for light element before you go, once Ren-san has been squeezed out, of course.”

As Aiko protested, clinging to me, I hardened my heart. You wanted to be strong no matter the cost. Well, I’ll make you strong, dear little sister sapphire. Strong enough to stand beside Eri, for sure!
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“So, how are you doing?” I asked Hinata, as she concentrated, green energies swirling around her, being slowly drawn into her body. She winced as the energies prickled and burned at her insides, but even so, she was resolute.

“I’m managing.” she replied, smiling happily that I had come to see her. “It’s hard, but Shaeula has been very helpful. She sure does know a lot.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula approved, watching lazily, her eyes glowing. “After all, I was-was a Fae of wind, before. I understand it quite-quite well. Still, Hinata has been most diligent, and I approve.”

“Of course.” Hinata agreed, her smile bright despite the discomfort. “I may not need to fight, but I can’t be weak, can I? Not as a wife of yours. I shall master this, I will, if not tonight, then the next time I train, or the time after. I’ll not stop until I succeed!”

I gave her a hug and a kiss, touched by her pride and devotion, and she flushed adorably. “Don’t push yourself too hard, okay? We have plenty of time.” I warned, and she looked at me, surprised.

“Do we? Are you sure?”

“You know what… I’m not.” I realised. “Sure, Ortlinde told me we would have a time where more powerful entities couldn’t target Earth easily, but I have no idea how long that will last, or if other potential Astral Emperors might go against us. Even so…” I warned her. “I don’t want you to push too hard. Getting stronger is important, but it can be a lot of risk and stress. There’s no point if we break ourselves by being hasty and careless.”

“Yes, I understand that. But even so, I have to do what I can.” Hinata disagreed. “I don’t want you to worry about me. Besides, having such a great instructor…” She winked at Shaeula, who waved off her praise modestly. “… I can’t pass that up. And Aiko, my sister-in-law, well, she’s been working hard, hasn’t she?”

“She sure has. She’s had some success too, though when I left her she was bitterly grumbling that I was bullying her. I hope she’s learned her lesson. All right then, I can spare you a little time to help out before I go see Motoko and Natsumi.”

“Great.” Hinata hugged me again, happy. “Oh, and while I’m here, I was wondering… do you have a map of what land your Territory controls? I need to point out the areas you need to capture to overlap with what my grandfather has secured for you…”
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“Oh, you were here too, Kazumi-san…” I said, surprised, as she was running through unarmed combat drills, Ulfuric occasionally rumbling commands and advice to her. Motoko was sitting down, exhausted and bruised, but looking extremely happy, and Natsumi was clashing spears, being driven back step by step by his measured yet powerful assault.

“Yeah, I get it. I’m not worth noticing, I’m not one of your girls.” She grinned sourly. “So, how is Hinata? I’m not worried, but… well, you get it, right?”

“I do.” I agreed. After all, Kazumi-san is her bodyguard and friend. “I told her not to push things too hard, we have time yet. Shaeula is keeping an eye on her. It’ll be fine. Though when I’m not about during the training, you are in charge of stopping her from being reckless, all right?”

“No problem, that I can do happily.” She laughed in agreement, just as Natsumi slumped down, spear knocked from her numb hands.

“Excellent timing.” Ulfuric rumbled, handing me a heavy practise sword. “You can assist me in training these girls. They have good foundations, even if their current strengths are weak. This… Tsumura Style… has promise.”

At that praise, Natsumi and Motoko brightened, pride in their eyes. “Yes, please do stay and spar with us for a while.” Natsumi wiped at her sweat, her hakama clinging distractingly to her skin, and I realised again she was actually somewhat well-endowed.

“Indeed, please, do show us your skills, Akio.” Motoko blushed saying my name, which was an adorable departure from her usual refined, stoic image. “After all, you did say you had improved.”

I still have time, so it wouldn’t be fair not to. “Fine. Though go easy on me!”

“It should be us who are asking that.” Natsumi chuckled, and Ulfuric had me face off against Motoko, her own sword held in an unfamiliar stance to me.

“Match her speed and power, else you will both learn little.” Ulfuric advised me, and I nodded. “Very well then, begin!”

“I shall strike first!” Motoko attacked, and out of the corner of my eyes I could see Ulfuric taking on both Natsumi and Kasumi-san in unarmed combat, blocking their strikes and kicks with practiced ease.

“Do not look away from me!” Motoko warned, her blade almost reaching me. “Right now, I wish for you to look only at me!”

That’s quite the declaration of love. I grinned, and she seemed to have realised that too, her red face turning nigh-on crimson. Still, she was undaunted, and attacked again and again. Since our speed and strength were about equal, me pulling my blows, her superior skill started to tell, but as I had mastered the fundamental techniques of swordplay and how to move my body in combat, I was still putting up a good fight.

“You were not lying. You have changed.” Motoko grinned brilliantly, the exhilaration of the training, moving her body and swinging her sword, all combining to fill her with joy. “Your clumsy movements from before, relying on superior speed and power, they are now polished, clean. I am proud of you. I always dreamed my husband would be a warrior, unlikely, impossible as that seemed. Still…”

Her blade struck my hand, attacking from an unexpected angle. Obviously it didn’t hurt me at all, but since we were keeping things even, I released my blade, holding up my hands in defeat. “… you still have a fair way to go yet. If I had to advise you…” She frowned, deep in thought. “… your moves are too polished. They are therefore predictable, as you seem to act almost mechanically. You lack a style.”

“You have a good eye.” Ulfuric agreed. Natsumi and Kazumi-san had finished up while I was fighting, and had watched the bout with sparkling eyes. “He indeed has mastered the basic combat forms, and against an unskilled opponent he will dominate, but those who have their own styles, they will see the patterns. With his superior speed, he should still overcome all but a true master, but even so, weaknesses should be expunged, or no growth will follow.”

“Yes, that makes sense.” Motoko agreed. “So, would you care to learn…” She hesitated, before gathering her courage, as if she feared my answer. “… if you wished, I could teach you Tsumura Arts.” Her eyes were pleading for me to say yes.

“Oh, oh, me too!” Natsumi shouted. “I may only be a student too, but I would love to help train you. After all… a husband and wife who fight together will surely find happiness.” She too was blushing.

“Of course. I’m all for learning new things. And how could I refuse my fiancées?”

“In that case…” Natsumi grabbed her spear. ”I want to fight next! That’s fine, right?”

At Ulfuric’s nod, I also took up a spear. “All right then, Natsumi. Show me what you’ve got!”

“With pleasure!” she cried boldly. “I’ve learned so much in just a brief time here under your master. This is heaven, is it not, Motoko? We can fight and train as much as we want!”

Heaven, huh? Ulfuric is a hard taskmaster. Let’s see if you still say that after a few more sessions. Still, keeping the smile off my face, I attacked, my spear darting out, only for Natsumi to knock it away, countering with a swift thrust. Motoko and Kazumi-san were facing off against Ulfuric again, and as another sharp stab whizzed past my face, I found I had no time to worry about them…
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“So, I bet I’m the last, huh? Not that I should complain.” Kana was saying, as she sat in a meditative position, watched over by several white snakes, the ruby energies of earth surrounding the Earth Altar being drawn slowly into her body.

To one side was a pale-faced Ren-san, who to his credit was still concentrating on the mirror in his hand, trickles of gold and indigo energies sparking into faint life before being drawn into the polished surface.

“Though you did say you’d be helping me with my training. So I can’t help but be a little disappointed.” Kana looked a bit frustrated too, so I apologised.

“Yeah, sorry about that. My sister took a fair while to assist. But you aren’t last. I haven’t seen Eri yet.”

“I suppose I can’t complete against your sister, now can I? Though I’m ahead of her, huh? She won’t be pleased. Oh well, you can make it up to me now, right?” her smile turned bright. “I’m struggling a bit. And I’m starting to really ache.”

“Right, let me take a look.” I agreed, my Eye glowing.

“Do I have to strip again?” she grinned cheekily, and I shook my head.

“Not for this, it doesn’t look to be too delicate a work.” I placed my hand on her stomach, allowing aether to flow, soothing the minor yet accumulating damage around her root Chakra, where earth energies were slowly accumulating. Yet since they weren’t under control they were being used by the network like aether, which Shaeula warned me was harmful, back when I first tried to master wind. Even so, the damage isn’t severe. I daresay it would recover in time. Though with repeated exposure without success, it might cause permanent harm, maybe…

“That tickles and is pretty shivery.” Kana shuddered. “Still, whatever you are doing is helping. Thanks.”

“You know, I was thinking. Your gift is a visual one, right?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I would say it was actually useless, but it found you, so maybe it isn’t.”

“Well then, I think we need to work on that as well. With the ability to see what you are doing, all this training is far easier. Not easy, but still.”

“So, how would I go about doing that?” Kana asked, interested.

“That’s a good question. I’m going to look deep into you now, it might feel a little strange, but it’ll help me assess you better.”

“Fine. I guess it’s too late to mind that now.” She shrugged. “Are you sure you don’t want me to strip?” She winked, enjoying embarrassing me.

With a chuckle, I focused my gaze, trying to locate her ability, just as I did with Ren-san’s, though his was easier, as I knew it was light-related, so likely to be around the third eye Chakra. Still, I had no idea with Kana, so I had to scan her thoroughly.

“Yeah, that does feel uncomfortable. It’s like you are peering into my soul. Damn, this isn’t the first time you’ve toyed with my body, you really do need to take responsibility for that.” Kana grumbled.

“Yeah, sure, I’m sorry, just bear with it, and I’ll do whatever you want to make it up to you.” I replied idly, my concentration engrossed in the search for her ability. In the end I managed to find it, and it was strange, not anchored to any main Chakras, or even the lunar one, but tied to several minor ones around the eyes, which had tenuous links to the third eye Chakra. I’ve never seen anything quite like it…

“What is it? No takebacks.” Kana declared as I frowned, only to sigh as she realised I hadn’t heard what she had said before it. “That’s an unpleasant face. What’s up?”

“Nothing. Your Skill is just unusual. I guess I’m too used to seeing elemental Skills. This is more… well, a Divine one, maybe, due to your heritage. Anyway, here goes…”

She gasped and shivered rather erotically as I peered into her Skill, but I paid it no mind. Here.


Eyes Of The Shrine Maiden [Class: ???][Type: ???]
These Eyes are a remnant of a Divine blessing bestowed on the bloodline of a faithful worshipper, though the Adherence that created this blessing has almost been exhausted. These degraded Eyes were only capable of occasionally perceiving fragments of mystery, or sensing the surface thoughts of others during rare moments of stress, yet due to the increased flow of Aether and stronger supporting Chakra Network, these Eyes are beginning to regain the form they possessed by her ancestors, allowing conscious control over the Eyes.


“So, how is it?” she continued to ask me, so I answered.

“Yeah, not bad. Eyes Of The Shrine Maiden. Seems pretty apt. Apparently some ancestors of yours were blessed by a Kami, but over the generations what created and powered the blessing was exhausted and it degenerated, hence why you had so little control or power.” I explained the rest.

“So, that’s it?” she asked, and I asked her what she meant by that.

“Well, don’t you know a lot more about Eri, your sister and a few others? I don’t get all my Statistics and Skills? If not, how can I improve that Skill and the others?”

To think Kana has changed so. Originally she used to hate her shrine and all her duties. Now she seems keener than ever. “Well, I only get full details on those I consider kin, or who have Lovers’ Link. I’m sorry. Maybe when my Eye Ranks up.”

“Right. I see.” Kana nodded. “A shame. Still, you’ll continue to help me until I master the earth, right?”

“I sure will. But first, let me just check on Ren-san.”

“Fine.” Kana smiled, winking at me. “But you shouldn’t keep a girl like me waiting too long, you understand?”

“Yeah, you got it.” I chuckled, waving her away. I approached the tired Ren-san, who glowered at me with his handsome face as I approached.

“I told you.” he grumbled, and I cocked my head, confused. On seeing that, he snorted bitterly. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter, and you won’t get it anyway.”

“Yeah, so how’s your training going?” I asked, ignoring that, and Ren-san shook his head.

“It’s draining. I’ve never done anything harder. Still, I think I’ve improved.” He let out more soft light which was drained by the mirror.

Yeah, but compared to what Shaeula does with the dagger, it’s a trickle. My sis won’t succeed with just that. “Good job, it definitely looks stronger. But when Eri was practising with darkness, she also practised withdrawing darkness out of the mirror too. It’s even better training for you, as you have a very high quality mutated element.” Which I want to get for Aiko. It’s like the Moonlight Spirit Water, it’s too good not to share…

“Yes, I do. After all, our shrine is one of the most important outside of Kyoto, it only makes sense.” He stood taller, shining with pride, and I felt a little bad. Well, it isn’t like I’m tricking him, really. He will grow stronger, it’s just I’m getting a side benefit too…

After some further encouragement I watched him start extracting the light and absorbing it, using my Eye to correct him a few times. It sure would be great if Kana could develop her eyes more and she could help with this sort of thing. Shaeula and I have too many demands on our time as it is, and it’s only going to get worse… Seeing Ren-san convert the store of light into mere trickles of sunlight, I bit down on a sigh. It looked like I would have to delay my plan to have my sis learn light element, until Ren-san had become better able to fill the mirror. She’ll probably be relieved…

I left Ren-san with a few last words of praise, keeping him motivated, before returning to Kana, who was watching me, amused.

“He doesn’t know you that well, but I know you better. You had a wicked gleam in your eyes as you instructed him. Maybe you should buy my silence with some more training?” she smirked.

“Sure thing, I can spare a bit more time.” I laughed, demonstrating some of my own earth elemental abilities…
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Okay, I’ve used up more time than I planned, but Kana is close to a breakthrough… Leaving her with fresh insights, I headed towards the graveyard, where the Dark Rhyming Tree was. When I arrived, I could see Eri and Hyacinth sitting under it, both talking softly, their expressions annoyed. As I approached, they both whipped their heads towards me, fixing me with hungry gazes, one black as obsidian, the other silver-violet.

“About damn time!” Eri snapped, reminding me of that time in Nishimorioka she went a bit mad on darkness element. “Why did you keep me waiting so long?”

“Yes, master. Hyacinth is sad. Where were yooou?” They leapt to their feet and came rushing towards me, their faces changing between a myriad of emotions at a rapid pace.

“Got you!” Eri declared, grabbing one of my arms, while Hyacinth conjured vines that grabbed my other.

“We have yooou now, master! Nooo escape!”

Sure, I could have easily avoided them, but it’s Hyacinth and Eri, they mean me no harm. Although… The way they were looking at me hungrily was making me distinctly uncomfortable, and as the darkness element swirled around us, I remembered it was an element deeply connected to negative emotions… Like jealousy, right? Well, damn…


Two Hundred And Thirty-Seven – Contains R18/Adult Content


“So, what’s up?” I asked, and Hyacinth giggled, looking at Eri and I with warm eyes.

“Mistress was missing master. Hyacinth was listening tooo her, she loooves you a lot it seems!”

Eri flushed, but she didn’t deny it, pulling me close by my captured arm. “Of course I do. Unlike Shaeula, I don’t get to see you as much as I’d like. I understand it, and I know it’s not forever, but I still get jealous. I know I shouldn’t, I accepted Shaeula, but… it’s hard sometimes.”

She snuggled into me, seeking a kiss, so I didn’t refuse. Our tongues tangled, and she sought me greedily. She guided my arm into her cleavage, the soft feeling slightly masked by the armoured gothic-lolita dress she wore. On seeing the slight look of disappointment on my face, her kisses became more frantic, as if she wished to devour me, and we were both breathless as we separated, saliva glittering on our lips.

“Still… no matter how jealous I get, how envious of Shaeula… all it takes is seeing you, touching you, to know you love me.” Eri’s dark eyes were like limpid pools as she gazed at me, love clearly visible, and I felt warm in my chest, heart pounding. I’ve made love to Eri a few times now, but every time it still feels exciting. To think my childhood friend could be this cute, no, this seductive!

“Thinking about having sex?” Eri grinned, face red. “I don’t mind. No, I want to. It’s hard being at home alone. When I touch myself, thinking of you… but it’s not the same.” She then asked me a surprising question. “Do you… no, you wouldn’t, I guess. You have Shaeula. But… I’m curious. When you are all alone, doing what guys do…” She went crimson, her flush intense. “… who do you think of? Is it me?”

Seriously? What a question… “Uh, well, I’ve not really had time recently. Not since I’ve become a candidate for Astral Emperor.”

“So, before?” she asked, insistent, and I shook my head.

“Not really, no. Before… I thought of you as just a young girl, a sister to me. Really, it was… other girls.”

“This one you like then?” Eri shook her head, disappointed. “I don’t even know her and I feel a bit defeated, as a woman. Seriously, I’m beautiful, everyone says so.” She pushed against me again. “I can’t believe you never used to think of me that way. You’re an idiot sometimes, Akio.”

She struck me with her free hand, the small fist making gentle impacts. “Still, I guess it doesn’t matter anymore. I was the one you turned to in the end. I’ll always have that. But…” She closed her dark eyes. “… it’s all right to hope for more, right? For this happiness to continue forever?”

My only answer was to sever the vines holding my other arm with a burst of wind. Hyacinth grinned, watching, as I pulled my free arm around Eri, tugging her close, forcing my lips onto hers. Her eyes remained shut, but her mouth loosened, and we kissed again. Once the wet sounds were done and we separated, I patted her on the head, stroking her hair like I used to, and she made noises of happiness, snuggling close.

“I get it. You’re uneasy. It makes sense.” I sighed. “Shaeula was one thing, but… Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi. You feel threatened, and I don’t blame you. But whatever happens, I’ll never abandon you. I love you Eri, I think I always have, as love is love, as Shaeula would say, right? Yes, it’s not hoping for more, it’s knowing there’ll be more, endless days of joy. Though we’ll have to fight for what we want to protect now, hence all the training.”

“So smooth.” Eri giggled. “Sorry, I know I’m needy and clingy. It seems worse when I’m practising darkness, it’s as if I can’t keep my emotions bottled up anymore. But… I don’t need to hide anything from you, do I?” When I shook my head, she grinned, a touch maliciously. “Besides, I think you forgot a name, didn’t you? What about Hyacinth here?”

On hearing her name, Hyacinth twitched. “Me, mistress?”

“Yes, you. I don’t know you at all, but… you seem tormented by your past. I don’t claim to know what you’ve been through, and I think it’s wrong to ask. I’m just a stranger to you. But Akio isn’t, is he? You like him, I know.”

“Hyacinth does, I looove master.” she declared proudly.

“Well, I’m the first wife, the first mistress, see?” Eri proclaimed, and I wondered where she was going with this.

“Yes, yooou are.” Hyacinth agreed, equally puzzled.

“In that case. I need your help, Hyacinth. We’ve talked about it between us women, but you need to know as well. The rules. Akio, go over there a minute.” She finally released my arm, and shooed me away. “And go far away, I know your hearing is too good!”

“Fine. How long do you need?”

“Five minutes should be enough.” Eri replied, pulling Hyacinth behind the large trunk of the Rhyming Tree as I retreated. I wonder what they are going to discuss? Girl talk, I think… uh, this isn’t going how I expected. From the conversation, I had expected Eri wanted to have sex, and I was hardly opposed to that.

Caring for her fragile emotional state was one of my duties as her husband, after all, and a lovely girl like Eri, who I adored… well, what man wouldn’t be happy to make love with her as often as possible? Oh well, we need to train, anyway. I’d really like Eri to get Ether Healing too…

As I pondered that, five minutes passed, and I returned to see Hyacinth nodding furiously, a serious expression on her face. On seeing my return, Eri smiled. “Good timing. Come here.” She patted the grass underneath the Rhyming Tree. We sat down, Hyacinth standing beside us, and Eri turned to me.

“Akio. I love you. I do. I want to make love.”

My gaze strayed to Hyacinth, and Eri shrugged. Her hands were already at the clasps on her dress, and she pulled it down, exposing her sizable chest wrapped in a pretty pink bra. That’s different underwear to last time. I wonder if it’s what she’s wearing in the Material today? Thinking stupid thoughts I watched as she pulled her dress off, revealing matching panties, and I could see the material was already damp, her slit clearly outlined.

“What are you waiting for, don’t you want to?” Eri smirked. “No, that’s not true. I can see your body is honest, anyway.”

I guess it is. My dick was straining against my armour, the sight of the scantily clad Eri, her panties growing more and more see-through as she grew further aroused, driving reason from me. “But, Hyacinth, she’s watching…” I began, only for Eri to snort in denial.

“You were the one who declared so boldly to us you wanted her as your sixth. So why worry now? Are you shy? I am a little.” Her skin was pink, a mixture of shame and passion dotting her skin with sweat which steamed silver as it faded. “I don’t know her well, not at all. But even five minutes is enough to know she loves you. So… it’s just like when Shaeula and I…”

She smiled, embarrassed, remembering the times they had served me together. “… it’s probably not as bad as when we had sex in front of Aiko.” Eri was converting shame into arousal, and as my Eye glimmered, I could see she was absorbing darkness element at a significantly higher rate, perhaps magnifying her emotions.

“Look, I’m here.” She spread her arms, inviting me. “Stop thinking of stupid things and eat me up, make love to me. Fuck me, so I have the memories to tide me over until I can return to your side again!”

“Hyacinth thinks yooou shooould, master.” she muttered, eyes on the scene, twisting and squirming, skin boiling red. “The master and the mistress need tooo looove one anooother.” Her speech quirk was going into overdrive, and I could smell something sour in addition to the scent of Eri, one of citrus and freshly cut grass. “Hyacinth… I ooonly know how cruel beings looove. Please.” She bowed, her violet eyes scattering bright tears. “Shooow me sooomething brilliant, that I can believe in!”

Fine. It’s stupid to worry about dumb stuff, when my precious Eri, and the Hyacinth who I’ve grown to care for are here. I should just do what I want, what makes us all happy. I quickly stripped, flinging my armour aside, and when I pulled down my pants and my engorged member popped out, a spear ready to pierce, Hyacinth squealed a little.

“Touch it.” Eri commanded her, and I frowned. Wait, what?

Still squirming, Hyacinth hesitated. “But, mistress was goooing tooo…”

“I still am. But… you should touch it first, trust me.” She looked at me earnestly then. “I know I’m the one you worry about the most. Shaeula doesn’t care, the noble girls see multiple partners as normal, and probably think servants are there to be banged.” I was a little surprised at the crudeness of her speech, but then I had discovered these past few months that Eri was surprisingly aggressive under her shy façade. This is a case in point.

As Hyacinth gingerly reached out, a hand both eager and timid slowly grabbing my penis, her skin cool against the heat of my lust, Eri continued, talking over the gasp Hyacinth made, looking at her hand and my dick in dazed shock, her hand timidly sliding up and down it a little, crudely but still enough to send shivers through me.

“I’ve given up on wanting you for my own. I did that when I accepted Shaeula. There’s no going back now. And I was honest when I said if you needed the nobles, take them.” She paused, eyeing Hyacinth. “That’s enough stroking. Put it in your mouth now. Suck it a bit, get it nice and wet.”

Seriously? Uh, wait… Hyacinth nodded, face aflame, and she slid down me, licking my glans timidly at first, the taste of my precum surprising her, before she swallowed my tip, her tongue working it. As she grew more confident, her head slid down my shaft, swallowing me up, and her tongue was licking me. It was undeniably crude, but also arousing enough to make me shudder. On seeing that, Eri nodded in satisfaction.

“Look, Akio. I’ll be honest. I’m a jealous, envious girl. But I’m not stupid. Aiko has been acting weird recently. She’s worried she can’t catch up, right? To think I used to be the one looking at her back. The nobles, they have their worries too. Shaeula did as well, but seeing her now… she seems like they’ve been blown away. You did that, didn't you?”

“No, we did… ugh, Gods, this is…” I gasped as Hyacinth continued to attack me. She had pulled at her maid dress, and her chest had spilled out, exposing herself to me. “… we did it together!” I managed to gasp out somehow.

“All right, that’s enough, Hyacinth.” Eri ordered, and the Brownie paused, her eyes regretful. Even so, she slid off my soaked dick, saliva and precum dripping onto her dress and bare breasts.

“Good girl.” Eri approved. “Now, before we begin… my only regret is I never made you mine earlier. I don’t regret Shaeula, or the noble girls. Or even this Hyacinth. I’m jealous, envious, sometimes a little angry, but I’m always angry… when you look at me with guilt in your eyes. Now enough talk. Fuck me. Fill me up with your love!”

I couldn’t resist any longer. Motes of dark blue energy were swirling around us, the atmosphere around the Rhyming Tree reacting to the strong emotions. I lay down beside Eri, one hand pushing aside her panties, exposing her dripping pussy, which was leaking constantly, her thighs soaked. Wet enough for sex. My other hand tore down her bra, and I started sucking on her breasts. She moaned in pleasure, her body arching, and her arms circled me, pulling me down.

“Give it to me!” she pleaded, and I pushed my dick against her sopping pussy. It slowly started spreading her open, and she gasped, a gasp matched by the watching Hyacinth, who was still kneeling there in a daze, her lips and chest still stained with liquid.

“Of course I will. I love you, Eri!” I moved my mouth from her breasts to her own mouth, and we kissed savagely. In that moment I thrust my hips, and I slid inside. She was still tight and warm, and I found tears in my eyes, happiness overwhelming me.

“I love you!” I whispered as I pulled my mouth away, and that caused her body to spasm, tightening up on me. I then began to move, slowly at first, then picking up speed, my dick searching out her most sensitive areas, and as Eri gasped and moaned, her smile was so bright, so happy, that for a moment I forgot my guilt.

“Eri, I’m going… going to cum!” I gasped, and she shook her head, eyes full of happy tears.

“No, ahn, uh, please, just a little... ahn... longer and we... uh, ahn... can go, ahn, together!” she whispered, and I nodded, focusing all my muscle control, tightening my ass, holding in my rising tide of ecstasy.

“See, Hyacinth, ahn, this is... uh, ahn, uh… love!” Eri cried after twenty seconds more of my thrusting. The tip of my dick was rubbing a particularly sensitive spot, and her body shuddered, climax building.

“I’m... ahn, oh, uh... flying… Akio, give me…” She couldn’t even finish her sentence, convulsing powerfully, her whole body squeezing me furiously, arms and pussy alike, her teeth biting my lip, though her strength wasn’t sufficient to injure me. I continued to stab at her orgasming body, releasing my control, and moments later I erupted too, a furious orgasm sending my cum spraying inside her. Her womb gulped greedily, yet I continued to pour it out, and the volume was intense, filling her and more. Trickles splashed out around my dick, and Eri cried out in happiness.

“The warm heat of your love! I’m full of it. I just wish… we could have a child.” she gasped. “But right now, we need to be stronger, it's not a good time, is it?”

I nodded, our tongues tangling again, and I bit her lips too, gently enough not to break the skin, but enough to arouse her. I made to pull free, but she shook her head. “Please, stay inside me for now. I want to feel connected.” Darkness energy was pouring into her, and I could see her throat chakra gathering a halo of it.

“Sure, I love you. But…” I rolled over so that she was on top, though the side-effect of this was Eri’s ass and pussy, still speared with my dick, weeping cum, was presented squarely for Hyacinth to view, who squeaked, dazed. “I must be heavy.” I finished.

“A bit.” Eri giggled, flushed and spent, but exuding a satisfied glow, her stomach full. “But it makes me feel comfortable. Happy. So… now you know I’m not lying, right? I can only speak the truth at this moment.”

I nodded, wondering where this was going, and our foreheads clashed a little. Eri giggled, kissing me again, before releasing a flood of saliva down my throat. I gulped, surprised, and she grinned when she pulled free. “I normally drink from you.” she laughed. “But, seriously. Honestly. I don’t want you to feel ashamed of what you do. I know you are thinking useless things like I should feel guilty, I’m cheating or I broke my promise to Eri again. And maybe those are true.”

Eri let out a long sigh. “But just because they might be true doesn’t mean anything. All I want, all Shaeula wants, all I’m sure Hinata, the others want… is to spend time with you, be with you. As long as I get my share of this happiness I’ll endure… no, wait.” Her eyes lit up with understanding. “Akio, I need you to punish me.”

“Punish you? Why?” I asked, confused.

“Because I’m an idiot after all, it seems.” She sniffed self-deprecatingly. “Us girls, we talked about this. I understood, or so I thought, but I’m not sincere. So… punish me.” She pulled off me, and a mixture of my cum and her love nectar spilled out down her thigh and also soaked her panties. She grimaced, pulling them off, tossing them to the ground. ”Look well, Hyacinth. Even I’m not above chastisement, so be a good girl, all right?”

I still don’t quite get it, but… if Eri wants this. “So, how should I…” I began, but she flourished her bare ass at me. “Oh, I get it.” Shaking my head, I gave her ass a slap, careful to control the strength and angle, so it merely stung. Even so, she yelped, but as she turned her head, eyes meeting mine, I could see she was resolved, so I struck her other cheek. I repeated this, noticing how she was aroused by it, so I grinned, my own sadism slightly stimulated. Instead of delivering the tenth slap, I instead thrust inside her, grabbing her and lifting her into a sitting position, supported by my weight, showing Hyacinth clearly my dick entering Eri's slit.

“No, wait, I’m still recovering…” Eri gasped, but her dripping pussy belied that statement.

“Well, you wanted punishment, right?” I asked, and she let out a lusty sigh, nodding. Her lips sought mine once more, and I began to pound away at her quivering pussy. I was strong enough to lift her one-handed, so I used my other to start playing with her clit. She shivered, another orgasm approaching, and soon she was a quivering mess, drool leaking from her lips. “And ten.” I said, slapping her ass gently, and she shuddered, squirting a little more.

“So, why did you want to be punished?” I asked as I laid her down in the grass, pulling out my penis, which was still hard as unlike Eri, I hadn’t orgasmed again.

“Because I can’t help it. I said endure, which means that you’d still feel guilty, despite what I say, what I mean.” She let out a bitter sigh. “Listen. I want our time together to be happy. If you are constantly feeling guilty then it’ll make me feel bad too. All I… no, all we ask is our share, and that you never bring in a girl who doesn’t get it. I wouldn’t want another me after all.” She laughed at that, and as she was cute, I stroked her long black hair tenderly.

“I think I do get it.” I muttered, realising the truth. “Feeling guilty… it’s just a luxury. I made the choices, maybe I was forced into some, but… really, who can compel me? No, I must have wanted this, secretly. All right then. Eri, I promise you this.” I looked at her seriously, and she met my gaze the same way, her dark eyes glittering.

“I will make you happy. The others too. Tomorrow happier than today, and the next day happier still. But you were right before. To that end, we need strength. So, your training…”

Eri shushed me, her finger over my lips. “I get it. But first…” She gazed at Hyacinth then, who was still shocked at seeing our sex. “… are you ready? If you don’t want it, he won’t force you, but I can tell Akio likes you.”

“Eri, I…”

“Enough.” she cut me off. “I’m first wife. Shaeula might have meant it as a bribe, or a joke, but I don’t mind. I feel proud, and it helps me stay calm. So as your first wife, I accept her. Make her yours, so that she can never leave you, like me, like Shaeula.”

“Mistress…” Hyacinth started sobbing, great tears falling onto her bare chest. “… am I really wanted? Hyacinth thought… I thooought nooobody ever wooould.”

“Hush now.” Eri turned to me. “Now Akio. A girl you love is suffering. Go help her. Keep your promise. I want her tomorrow to be happier than today, and that way, mine will be too. Besides, having her keep an eye on you is probably a good thing. Shaeula was talking about some Elf after all. Elves are supposedly super-beautiful, aren't they? I need to make sure you don’t get sucked in by her charms and forget about the rest of us.”

“Yeah, I don’t know anything about that, I promise, and I’m not going to let them walk all over me this time.” I declared resolutely, and Eri nodded.

“I believe you. But what if the Elf is a suffering girl, like Shaeula, or Hyacinth, or me? If they are clever, they’ll find someone you’d like…”

“I…” I opened my mouth, but stopped, unwilling to lie to Eri. Well, she does have a point. I just want sad girls who remind me of my sis and Eri to smile. But I have limits. I can’t save every girl in the world… no, in both worlds… “I get it. But that’s for another time.”

“Right. You have a maid to comfort. Hah, isn’t that like the dream of all guys, a cute maid to serve you?”

“Who told you that?” I asked, and she only smiled.

“Just go. Show her what love is.”

I gave Eri one last kiss, before walking over to Hyacinth. She looked up at me, her violet eyes glittering with tears, her cascade of black hair with purple and green highlights around her like a cloak, though her breasts were still bare. “Hyacinth…” I spoke gently, and she jumped, rising to her feet.

“Yes, master?”

“Are you sure? I like you. You’re kind, despite your suffering. You did such a lot for us. I’m more than happy to have you as just a maid, but… honestly, I’d like more. But if your only reason is…”

“Stupid master!” Hyacinth grabbed onto me, her large breasts pushing against my naked chest, my still-erect penis tangling in the fabric she had pushed down earlier. “I am nooot wishing fooor this tooo serve! Hyacinth loooves you! Hyacinth wishes tooo serve fooorever!”

“Just serve?” I asked, and she shook her head slowly.

“Nooo. I was… I was scared, when yooou said yooou wanted me tooo be a mistress. I dooo not understand that. Hyacinth did nooot, anyway. But… nooow I do. Mistress Eri…” She used her name, surprising me and Eri both. “She has shooown me. I can still be me, still serve, and be a mistress toooo when alooone with you. Like…” She blushed then, giggling, but there was no madness in it. Darkness energy was flooding into her too. “… like looovers, ooour secret!”

That’s all that needs saying then. Eri was lying back, the afterglow of her two orgasms and the scene in front of her making her smile warmly. She gave me a reassuring nod, and her eyes were clear. I could see envy, jealousy… but no reproach.

She means it. She doesn’t want me to feel guilt for what I’ve decided. Instead, she wants me to pay her in happiness instead. I think… I think that’s healthier. I knew enough about myself to know it wouldn’t be easy to shed my guilt, but I would try to be better.

“Hyacinth… let’s kiss.” I asked, and she nodded, her usual lustful nature buried, her expression surprisingly shy, the gap between this and her usual behaviour adorable. I pecked at her lips, gentle feather touches stimulating her hunger, until she started attacking me greedily, our tongues tangling. One hand went to her breasts, kneading the soft flesh and playing with her nipples, while the other slid into her maid dress, taking it off. She didn’t wear underwear in the Boundary, it seemed, and I was glad that wasn’t true in the Material. Her skirt is so short there everyone would see her bare pussy. I wouldn’t like that…

“Master… nooo, Akiooo, I looove you!” she gasped, as my free hand now started playing with her body, her normal Boggart form sharing enough similarities with humans to have a clitoris. She began to shiver, and her body became hot and loose. She slumped against me, before grabbing my hard dick, squeezing it.

“I want it in me, just like Eri did! Please Akiooo!” she cried, and after another savage kiss, I dropped down low, licking at her pussy, making sure she was wet and ready for insertion, as well as bringing her pleasure.

“Is that nooot for us tooo dooo?” She spasmed, and I probed at the spot that made her aroused with my tongue, marvelling at how rich, fruity and almost vegetable-like her love nectars were. No human girl could taste like this. Shaeula doesn’t, is it because she has a mortal form?

“No, Akio loves to make us feel pleasure too. Just let him. It’s good, isn’t it? Damn, why isn’t it my birthday again? I suppose there’s Christmas Eve, but everyone will want him that day…”

“You don’t need a special occasion..” I muttered, mouth full, and Eri grinned.

“That’s right. Tomorrow happier than today. But right now, in this moment, you and Hyacinth are becoming one.” More and more darkness energy was being sucked out of the atmosphere. “I’m jealous, envious, a little sad, but my insides are on fire, and I feel happy watching. Maybe I’m too easy a girl, or maybe I love you just too much. But I don’t care. Hyacinth, never betray him, never betray us, and we can be sisters. Forever. You’ll have a family. My family, Akio’s family. Even Hinata’s, Motoko’s, Natsumi’s. You’ll never be alone again.”

At that Hyacinth burst into tears once more, great heaving sobs, but her expression was happy. “Hyacinth has always been looonely. The booox was dark, but perhaps… perhaps I was put there sooo I cooould meet Akiooo, and Eri, and the princess… if… if I believe that, can it be true?”

“It is true.” I promised, intensifying the movements of my tongue. She pulled together her thighs, gasping, and moments later she shuddered again, letting out a loud, passionate roar.

“Oh, so she’s a loud girl.” Eri giggled, red with shame. “I suppose at least she didn’t pee herself.”

“I don’t know if she even can.” I laughed, pulling free, kissing Hyacinth, allowing her to taste herself. She started licking at my lips, her expression curious, and as she did so I forced my tongue inside her mouth, kissing her deeply and passionately.

“I suppose that was pretty hot.” Eri continued to giggle. “It’s less embarrassing watching than when I did you together with Shaeula. I feel a lot closer to Hyacinth now.”

“I understand.” Hyacinth agreed, stopping her lustful licking. “Hyacinth feels very clooose to mistress Eri nooow. Is this what being a mistress is like?”

“Yes, I guess it is.” Eri agreed. “Isn’t it better to feel like this, the love? You need to serve, I get that. I think anyone who sees you would. But that’s a hobby now. Your main job is to be a mistress, as you call it. And there’s nothing better. I dreamed of it for years, lonely and sad, and the reality was still better than my dreams.”

Really? Eri, I think you love me too much. It isn’t entirely healthy, but then… it’s my fault. After all, Eri and Aiko learned from me, if Shaeula understands us, which I don't doubt. Besides, does it matter so long as she’s happy? If I was a bad person, she’d end up sad and ruined in the end, but… I’ll do right by her, and all my women. That’s it. No more fucking useless unproductive guilt. I’ll accept what should have been obvious. The choices are made.

This Elf… I’ll refuse her if it’s merely political. Hinata’s cousin too. Unless it is going to bring us all more happiness, they can fuck off. They have to be right for us. Shiro… well, I’ll Heal her, whatever it takes. And… damn, I’ll even ask her out. Fuck it. I know I always told myself I was merely attracted to her, as every straight man would be, and even a lot of women too.

But no more lies, convenient misunderstandings. I do love her. She’s got a bad personality, but she’s funny, prideful, sad, tormented, complicated. And now I know her inner pain, I love her all the more. Still, she’ll probably tell me to fuck off and I’ll have to accept that. But even if she refuses Healing, I’ll find a way to give her a chance at a normal life.

“I love those eyes.” Eri spoke suddenly. “Those are the eyes I, Aiko, Shaeula, the others all want to see. You’ve decided, and are going to do something noble. I understand just why you were the one chosen to save the world. I don’t remember much about that day with the dog…” she shivered. “… but I remember you looked at us with eyes like that before fighting it off. The day I fell in love. With those eyes.”

“Yes, Hyacinth knooows just what yooou mean, Eri!” she screamed, exultant, her tears running down her face now ones of joy. “When Hyacinth begged tooo die, and he gave me a name, Akio looooooked at me like that and saved me. When he faced down the Duke ooof the Myconids, his eyes were free ooof doubt and fear. Such eyes… Hyacinth is … I looove you Akio! Nooot as a master, but… I looove you!”

“Yeah. I guess there’s no more time for luxuries such as shame and guilt. I’ll embrace it. I’m greedy, and I’ll make everything I want in this world mine. But what I want most of all is to make those I love happy. So I will, impossible or not. And then I’m happy.”

“And when you are happy, we are.” Eri nodded, approving. “An endless circle.”

“Akiooo, if you can looove this dirty, wretched me, please… I wooould give yooou everything!” Hyacinth declared, and I took her in my arms, carrying her down to the soft grass next to Eri.

“Hold her hand, okay?” I asked, and Eri nodded, reaching out. As Hyacinth clasped her hand, the darkness around us boiled, the blue deepening. With one final kiss I pushed my penis to her sopping wet pussy. Her temperature was noticeably colder than Eri or Shaeula, and as I slid inside, Hyacinth twitching, I felt her walls of flesh wrapping around me, squeezing.

I took her free hand in mine, my other hand playing with her chest and clit, stimulating her. As she gasped and moaned I slid in further and further, her groans filled with pleasure, until our bodies met with a wet slap. “I’m in. We’re one, Hyacinth.” I whispered, and she nodded, eyes gleaming.

“I can see it. I can feel it.” she agreed, looking at her bare belly in wonder. “But, surely yooou must fill me up, like with Eri, nooo?”

“Yeah. So I’m going to move now, all right?” At her assent I started thrusting, and her body was shuddering with each time I pounded her. The look in her eyes, dazed, lustful and happy, only made me hornier, and I started biting her nipples playfully. As my lust rose, like a hot ball of lead inside me, Hyacinth started pouring her elemental energies and aether into me. Oh, the Fae way of bonding. I guess that makes sense.

Remembering what I had done with Shaeula, I started sharing my own, and Hyacinth began to shake, the twin stimulation of her physical body, being hollowed out by my thrusting cock, mercilessly targeting the spots that aroused her most, and her spirit, which was invading mine as well as being invaded in turn, was driving her to new heights of happiness and ecstasy. Her words turned barely comprehensible, which worried me a little, but her eyes and her kisses told me she was still wanting it, so I continued. Though as if I could stop now… I don’t think any man could…

“What are you doing?” Eri asked, noticing our state. “Ugh, that’s so not fair. I wish I could make love the Fae way too.”

I didn’t have the energy to answer Eri, as Hyacinth's lunar Chakra was beating as one with mine. Darkness energy was heightening my emotions, focusing on the traditionally negative ones. My lust spiked, but was lust so bad? I loved my girls, and if I didn’t lust for them, then they’d be devastated, thinking I didn’t care. Anger, but I was angry at the cruelty Hyacinth had endured, and it helped me resolve never to allow her to face that again. Envy and jealously. I was a man, I envied those that had it better, but I could use that to grow, gain what I wanted.

It’s all how emotions are used. There’s no good or bad, only light and dark. I could feel my understanding rising. There was another energy too, made up of water and earth energies, seemingly, yet forming a unique, perfect whole. It was beyond my reach though, so I merely focused on the beating of our hearts and lunar Chakras, the moment my cock made contact with her body, bringing us both pleasure.

Yes, it won’t be long, but Hyacinth is close too. It’s her first time. It should… should be together. My other hand stopped groping her chest, and Eri grabbed it. Her black eyes were envious, jealous, yet still happy for me, for us. I squeezed and she returned the gesture, mouthing at me to "make Hyacinth feel my love."

“Hyacinth doooes nooot knooow what is happening tooo me? I feel… this is nooot what they said looove was! Nooo pain, ooonly pleasure!” Her words became coherent as her body climbed towards an orgasm both physical and spiritual. Eri was pouring out her darkness energy, adding it to what we were drawing in, trying to be a part of this. “Yes, Hyacinth knooows. I swear three Oooaths! I will serve Akiooo fooorever! I will be Hyacinth tooo yooou! And I will looove yooou always!”

Fuck, that’s cute as hell. I felt my own eyes tearing up at the love and joy she felt, knowing that my decision to spare her that day had saved her from her sorrow. Though she’s so damaged it’ll be a lifetime of commitment and effort to fully banish her demons. But a lifetime we have. Together.

“I am boooiling away!” she cried, and at that moment I joined her, orgasming violently, cum gushing into her body. At the same time as we both came physically, our lunar Chakras merged, and the feeling was rapturous.

Your Class, Fae-Souled, has increased from Level Twenty-seven to Level Twenty-eight.
You have gained a Skill, Throat Chakra Of Darkness Rank 1. Your Throat Chakra will generate Darkness energy. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Foundation]
You have gained a Skill, Darkness Manipulation Rank 1. You have gained the ability to manipulate and control Darkness energy. Your understanding of Darkness has slightly increased. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Foundation]


Yes, understanding the emotions behind darkness, and that they are not necessarily bad, or wrong. I get it. Yin and Yang, Female and male. Darkness and light. Without both, neither can exist. Still, even the result that I had gained new skills, despite the fact I was supposed to be training Eri, was not important now. What was… was Hyacinth, in my arms.

“I see. The warm heat ooof looove. I get it.” Hyacinth sighed, nuzzling close to me. “Akio. Thank yooou.”

“That’s not right.” Eri laughed.

“Oooh yes. Akio. I looove you.”

“Better.” Eri approved, a pout appearing on her face. “Damn, you looked like you really enjoyed her. I know I shouldn’t get jealous, but I’d not be a woman if I wasn’t. Why can’t I make love like that? It’s frustrating.” She bit her lip, irritated.

“Why nooot?” Hyacinth shrugged, giggling, stroking our hair as we released her hands.

“Because I’m not a Fae like you.” Eri sighed.

“Nooo, but you are nooot entirely mortal either, are yooou?” Hyacinth seemed puzzled.

“I’m not?” Eri asked, and I remembered the conversation we had with Shaeula about it, that it was the lunar Chakra that made one a Fae, to an extent. It might be possible… maybe?

“Yeah, it might just be possible. Do… do you want to try?”

Eri nodded so fast I worried she’d hurt her neck. “Of course! I want to be closer, however we can!”

“Hyacinth will help.” She giggled cheerily. “I knooow how it wooorks now.”

“Fine. I’ll happily accept your help, Hyacinth.” Eri smiled with joy. “We need to stick together, be better, else Shaeula or the rich girls will take more than their fair share of his time.”

“Yes, then, in exchange, Eri, shooow Hyacinth hooow to do all thooose fun things Akio likes.” She bent down and licked my now floppy dick, pulling a face at the taste. “I must be good at it, ooor else I will be shamed!”

“Well, I’m not exactly an expert. I was a sheltered girl who was terrified of other boys until recently. We just do what seems fun.” Eri shrugged, causing her sweaty breasts to jiggle. “But sure, come here.” They both knelt in front of me, and Eri began to instruct her in how to give a blowjob. As my dick hardened, Eri slurping it, her cheek bulging, Hyacinth started telling her how she could merge her lunar Chakra with mine. I interjected when I could, but a few minutes later I was exhausted, cumming yet again. Hyacinth coughed, semen spilling from her mouth, but she gulped furiously, trying to swallow like Eri instructed. Even so, as my penis had slipped free, some jetted out and splattered Eri’s hair and down her breasts.

“It's a good job this isn’t back home.” Eri laughed, and I found the sight painfully erotic, her beauty dishevelled. “Though compared to the mess we made of my uniform…” she blushed. “Anyway, I’m ready.”

“Then listen tooo Hyacinth…” she instructed, and I pulled darkness energy from the Silo here, funnelling it into Eri along with my other elements and aether. We were lying together, our naked bodies touching, but we weren’t having sex, as neither Eri or I were confident we could manage both at once. Not the first time, anyway.

“This feels strange. I’m shivering inside. I can feel your love for me. Really feel it.” Eri marvelled. “But it’s light and dark. Oh, so sweet.” She giggled again, seemingly a little delirious with emotion. “You are possessive too, you worry I’ll cheat on you because you did it to me. Silly.” She kissed me softly, a gentle brush of our lips. “But you also love me deeply, and that’s both light and dark too.” She kissed me more fiercely then, rubbing my hand on her soiled breast. “You like it when you dirty me. When I’m lewd. Well I always feel lewd for you. You can feel my heart, you know I'm telling the truth, don't you?”

Perhaps it’s the darkness energy that makes it so intense emotionally, more than even with Shaeula and Hyacinth. But yes, I do feel her. “Sorry. I’ve been a fool. I was always worried about how guilty I felt, not what you feel. But now I know. No more mistakes.”

“Those eyes… again.” Eri gasped. Hyacinth was whispering in her ears, and I could hear her guidance, telling her to move the darkness and flame energies she held. “Those are the eyes everyone wants to see. Though I love your lewd eyes too! I’m glad I was born a woman. Though if I was a boy, I’m sure I’d love you just the same!”

“Well I’m glad you are a girl too.” I laughed, my Eye glowing. “Eri, you are almost doing it. Just move the flow down these routes…” I traced her body with my fingers, and she shivered at my touch, the smell of the grass carpet around us. As our elements and aether merged, our hearts started beating in sync, breaths coming fast, and again I wondered for the thousandth time how our Astral bodies worked.

“Oh, so… this is… being one. Truly one!” Eri convulsed, orgasming again, the experience too much for her sensitive body. “I… I can make oaths too. Three, right? In the stories it’s always three. I swear to be yours for a lifetime. I’ll love no other man. I’ll make sure no bitches take advantage of your kindness, only the worthy should have your love. And… we’ll win. I don’t know against who or what, but whatever threatens you, this world… we’ll crush it together!”

The darkness energy swirled in response to her oaths, and I felt a powerful tide of Eri’s love. Even though we weren’t having physical sex, my penis discharged, cum soaking her yet again. The experience was… definitely … sensual. Darkness element was powerful when it came to heightening emotions such as pleasure and lust. Even so, as Eri laughed madly, semen trickling down her belly and thighs, my Eye could see a change in her body.

When I read what it was, the amber letters spelling out the details, including a pair of new Classes, my eyes went wide. We can do that? Seriously? Damn, that’s good, but… I wasn’t entirely unfamiliar with Chinese novels and content, no otaku truly was, so even though I didn’t know much I had a passing familiarity with the term Dual Cultivation. As our hearts and lunar Chakras beat as one, we kissed, Hyacinth laughing happily as she watched over us.

“That… that was incredible.” Eri smiled, after she calmed down, the glow of her climax fading. “I like sex too though. How about both together next?”

“Not now though. I may have high Fortitude, but I think my balls are empty. Give a man a break.”

She grabbed them, squeezing, a grin on her face. “Hmm, you might be right. Still, taking on multiple girls multiple times is the sexy punishment you deserve. Now, tell me. I know you know. Something happened within me. It’s like the link we shared, the Lovers’ Link, has changed. It’s stronger now. Much stronger. I’m happy!” We kissed again, her passion evident and rising anew.

Well, Lovers’ Link did Rank up, but that’s not what you feel. Shit, I don’t want to be a Dual Cultivator, powered by sex. Sex should be for pleasure with those you love, not for power. Ugh… oh well, I should be happy for Eri. Gesturing for Hyacinth to lie down beside me, I snuggled between the two girls. “Fine, give me a minute and I’ll explain…”

Oh well, Aiko is going to be pissed off. One step forwards, two back it seems. Eri has leapt ahead again…


Two Hundred And Thirty-Eight – Contains Status – Eri 6, Hyacinth 2


“Looooook at mistress Eri first, Hyacinth can wait.” The adorable Boggart drawled, her head lying on my extended arm as we stretched out on the grass under the Rhyming Tree. Eri, on my other side, smiled prettily.

“Fine. I have to admit, I’m curious. I want to know what changed.”

“All right.” I agreed, my Eye shining a brilliant amber, and Eri giggled.

“It’s a bit hard to see, but when you look closely at your eye, it’s like a sea of stars, little flecks of amber in the grey. It’s unique, but I like it.”

“I’m starting to think you have an eye fetish.” I teased, relaxed, and she giggled a second time, her good humour after our lovemaking radiating from her.

“No, I have a you fetish.” she whispered softly, and Hyacinth chimed in as well, agreeing.

“All right then. Enough banter. Here we go, prepare to be shocked, as I am. I don’t get it myself…”

[Mori Eri] [Bonded Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might         91 143
Fortitude    90 146
Intellect   131 181
Resilience  99 150
Alacrity    133 184
Precision  122 173
Aether      347 511
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune           1 3
Majesty           1 2
Charm             8 9
League            1 2
Determination   3
Foresight
Fate
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1 Rank 2
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 1 Rank 2
Aether Manipulation Rank 1 Rank 2
[Elemental Skills]
Throat Chakra Of Darkness Rank 1 Rank 3
Darkness Manipulation Rank 2 Rank 3
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 2
Flame Manipulation Rank 3
[Physical Combat Skills]
Axe Technique Rank 1 Rank 2
[Unique Skills]
Lovers' Link Rank 5 Rank 7
[Level] 11/24 29/57
[Classes] Dark Temptress 2/10 4/10
Fae-Bonded 3/20
Spirit Pledged 3/10


“I don’t get it. Fae-Bonded doesn’t make sense as a Class. What Noble Fae did Eri make a compact with?” I complained, though the boosts to her stats were significant and welcome. Still, the description of the Class was slightly different to when I had obtained it, not even counting the lack of question marks.

By agreeing a Covenant with a Noble Fae who has become your lover, you will gradually take on more of the aspects of the Fae, who are renowned for their great Fortune and Charm. Aether will increase and your Elemental abilities increase more rapidly. There is a chance you can obtain abilities your Covenant-bearer possesses that are mediated by the Lunar Chakra.


So, the difference is she’s become my lover instead of my servant, but even so… Shaeula is hardly my servant now, I expect if I examined my Class again it would have changed.

“What dooo you mean, Akio?” Hyacinth asked, puzzled. “Are you nooot a Noble Fae yourself?”

“No, I’m quite sure I’m a human.” I disagreed, but Hyacinth would not be dissuaded.

“Nooo, you are wrong, Akio. You are very much a Fae nooow too, just as I am both Boggart and Brownie, Seelie and Unseelie. It was hard fooor me to accept this, but…” She paused, embarrassed, and Eri finished for her.

“But now it doesn’t matter. That’s just a part of you. A part Akio loves.”

“Exactly.” Hyacinth shook her head furiously in assent, happy. “And Akiooo is the same. Human and Fae too. Besides, you are marrying the princess, Duchess of the Spring ooof Clear Reflections. That makes you Noble, nooo? Your elements are many toooooo.”

“I see, well, your other Class reminds me very much of Shaeula’s Pledged One, but…”

Spirit Pledged is a token of the unbreakable Bond freely given by a Fae and gratefully received by the recipient. It is a mingling of spirits, a deep Bond, facilitated by the sharing of powerful spiritual energies. Strength flows between those so bound, and Skills known by either partner are easier for both to grow, as knowledge is shared on a spiritual level, and Impurities will very gradually be expelled from the Pledged One's body, as more Spirit Water is absorbed during the act of sharing essence and Lunar Chakras. As this Class grows, a small amount of Adherence will be generated slowly for the recipient of this Pledged Bond.


“I don’t get it. If people in love could get Classes that easily, everyone would have them.”

“I don’t get it either.” Eri admitted. “Now I’m a Fae?”

“Yes, Eri, yooou are. After all, Hyacinth believes you could nooot share your lunar Chakras were you not, at least in part.”

“I see. I’m glad.” She accepted it easily, giggling once more, elated by everything that had transpired. “Now I’m closer to you. I’m not particularly attached to being human. Does it matter? Shaeula, Hyacinth… they are all people to me.”

Hyacinth was touched, and started sniffling, while I leaned over and kissed Eri on the cheek. “Good girl. That’s exactly right. So it seems that it is the Astral subtle body and lunar Chakra that defines a Fae. So we are able mass-produce Fae, it seems. I’m not sure if that’s problematic or not…”

“Who doesn’t want to be a long-lived, beautiful Faerie?” Eri pointed out. “Besides, if I’m more charming, you’ll like me more, won't you?”

“Impossible, my love for you is already maxed out.” I grinned, kissing her again, and Hyacinth pouted.

“Akiooo, Eri, stop flirting! Hyacinth wants to know how I have improooved!”

“Sorry.” Eri smiled gently. “My bad. I’m curious too.”

“All right then… round two.” I said, reading out how Hyacinth had changed, to her shocked gasps.

[Hyacinth] [Noble Grey Fae] [Darkness and Nature/Wood Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might              89 173 (+15)
Fortitude        110 194 (+15)
Intellect           44 128 (+15)
Resilience        13 101 (+15)
Alacrity          151 235 (+15)
Precision        131 215 (+15)
Aether            704 965 (+15)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                 3 (+0)
Majesty                1 (+0)
Charm               2 4 (+0)
League                 5 (+0)
Determination      1 (+0)
Foresight             3 (+0)
Fate                     1 (+0)
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1 Rank 2
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 4
Aether Manipulation Rank 1
Weal And Woe Rank 2
[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
Lunar Chakra Of Nature/Wood And Darkness Rank 1
[Unique Skills]
Sporecaster Rank 3
Blessings Of Home Rank 2 Rank 3
Curses Of Home Rank 3 Rank 4
Lovers’ Link Rank 3
[Level] 0/15 12/39
[Classes]
Great Darkness and Nature/Wood Grey Fae 6/20 8/20
Walking Plague 8/10
Pledged One 3/10
Dweller In Twilight 1/10
[Mastered Classes]
Darkness and Nature/Wood Fae 10/10


“Hearing your stats and Skills makes me understand how Aiko feels.” Eri sighed. “Even so, I’m happy for you.”

“Thank yooou mistress Eri. You are kind tooo me.” Hyacinth sniffled, and Eri looked away, embarrassed. Still, this was Hyacinth’s moment, so we waited, as Hyacinth gathered her thoughts.

“Grey Fae? Noble? I dooo not understand that. Hyacinth is no noble.”

“Well, neither am I, right?” I smiled as I recalled our conversation mere moments ago. “But if I can be a Noble Fae by virtue of marriage and power, surely the same applies to you? After all…” I kissed her on the cheek now. “Wasn’t this our engagement vows?”

Hyacinth flushed, but nodded weakly, her mind racing, so I continued. “And as for Grey Fae… I like it better. And I think your new Class explains it.”

Fae of Light or Fae of Darkness, all are the same under the light of the Moon, the Fae realm eternally in Twilight. A Dweller in Twilight is neither of Light nor Darkness, but claims both. Oaths, Pledges, Weal and Woe, all are the same to such a Fae, who eschews concepts such as Light and Dark, doing as their will dictates. The abilities of both Fae and Dark Fae can be utilised, and Woe can be paid in ways other than pain and suffering. Charm and Majesty increase, as does League. Affinity to both Darkness and Light Elements increases.


“I see.” Hyacinth muttered. “Sooo Hyacinth is no Boggart nor Brownie. I was right.”

“You were.” I grinned. “You are your own self, a self we love. So I can’t fix the past, but I can make sure your future is bright. After all, even twilight is light, right?” I kissed her cheek again, and she giggled.

“Akiooo is a bad man, seducing his servant like this.”

“He sure is.” Eri agreed. “Which is why I need you to balance Shaeula, as we agreed.”

“I will dooo it! Hyacinth does nooot want this happiness to ever go away!”

“Yeah, enough of your scheming. We still have a little to look at. Pledged One, we know what that does. And your lunar Chakra is working again, which has strengthened your elemental abilities a lot. But Weal and Woe…”

Weal and Woe is an art of twisting Fate. Great blessings, the Weal, can be granted, the nature of these blessings depending on the nature of the wielder, and then the Woe must be paid, an equal or greater amount of suffering and harm. This is often paid by another. Should the Woe not be paid, Fate will backlash, snapping back into a proper course, inflicting three times the Woe upon the wielder, so the ability must be used with great care.


“But if you can pay the Woe other ways… that’s either going to be useless or great, right?” Eri asked, thinking.

“Yeah. Though experimenting is going to be dangerous, so that’s a task for later. Anyway.” I sighed. “This has been fun and profitable, but… even with the accelerated time here, time is marching on back in the Material. Hinata and the others will need to return soon. They have school tomorrow.”

“Yes, but Aiko and I don’t. We’re skipping out. So we’ll stay and train. And maybe something else.” Eri licked her lips, and I laughed.

“Sure, later. Come on, time to get up and get dressed. I don’t want other people seeing you two like this.”

[image: image-placeholder]

“Well, isn’t this interesting?” Hinata observed, and beside her Shaeula grinned knowingly, seeing Hyacinth and Eri clinging to me. Shaeula looked at them both with her glowing eyes, and she gave a nod of approval at the strength circulating through their Chakra networks.

“It seems to me like you have taken a step forwards with Hyacinth.” Hinata finished, her face red. “I’m a little jealous, but I’m happy for you too. A servant you can trust is a valuable thing.”

“Not just a servant. A wife too.” I grinned, pulling my girls close.

“Yes, Hyacinth will continue tooo serve, for it is what I wish, for me. But I alsooo want to love Akio, so I will!”

“I approve.” Shaeula said, nodding. “Now you are indeed-indeed worthy of Akio. You have changed too. You are no-no Boggart now, are you?”

As we explained that Hyacinth was now a Grey Fae, Eri asked Hinata how her training was going, clearly excited to brag about her own successes.

“Not bad, but even with the help of Shaeula, I haven’t quite got it yet. Still, it’s only a matter of time. I’m determined not to lose to you or Shaeula, Eri.” she declared, and I was once more struck by her positivity and drive.

“Well, I’m sure you’ll succeed.” Eri agreed magnanimously, still flushed with pride and joy from earlier. “Aiko and I managed to learn fire element, so wind should be within reach for you.”

“We need to wrap this up though.” I pointed out, and Hinata nodded.

“Yes, it’s a shame, but as students of Hanafubuki and nobles, we can’t be seen to miss classes. It’s lucky I seem to be less tired recently. I guess your Chirurgery has worked wonders on me.”

We chatted as we regrouped with the others. Kazumi-san, Motoko and Natsumi had been joined by Aiko, and Aiko was facing off against my two girls in an archery contest, while Kazumi-san was sparring with Ulfuric. On seeing us, Aiko waved, though when she saw Eri and Hyacinth clinging to me, she rolled her eyes.

“Bagged your third then, bro? A girl can tell.” she observed, her tone wavering between admiration and exasperation. “Well, it’s none of my business, I guess, but… well, welcome to the family, sister-in-law.” she said to Hyacinth, who smiled back prettily.

“Hyacinth is happy tooo be here! If yooou need anything, Aiko, I wooould be happy to serve you!”

“Damn, that is kind of hot. I think I might get the appeal of maids now.” My sister blushed. “Anyway, how was your training, Eri? I made solid progress, didn’t I bro? Even if you were a brute about it, piercing me relentlessly, blood everywhere, even when I begged you to stop!”

“Oh Aiko, it’s jokes like that why people call you a brocon.” Eri chuckled, her good humour unshakable. “Anyway, I’m sorry.”

“Uh, why?”

“Because I made more than solid progress, I’m up by leaps and bounds.” Eri grinned triumphantly.

“Yeah, I’m afraid so. But… don’t worry, Aiko. My focus is on your growth right now. Even if I have to scrape together the ether for a Throne upgrade, I’ll do whatever it takes to help you grow stronger!” I reassured my sister.

“Damn, when you say it like that, bro, there’s no way I can be mad or jealous.” Aiko sighed. “Slow and steady wins the race, I guess. I wasn’t able to master Kyūdō just by picking up the bow, and I can’t use doping like Eri.” She slapped her cheeks, hyping herself up. “All right, I can do this. But yeah, bro, you owe me, so I’ll be needing your help. If you need to bully me more, I can take it!”

“She is very passionate.” Motoko agreed approvingly. “And her skills with the bow are better than mine or Natsumi’s. Most impressive.”

“Well yeah, they would be.” Aiko shrugged, embarrassed by the praise. “I only do archery, you do spears, swords, unarmed combat… obviously with a split focus you’d struggle to keep up.”

“Modest too.” Natsumi laughed. “I always wanted a sister. Motoko was that sister. But now I find I have a second in you, Aiko.”

“Not just Aiko. Me too.” Eri chimed in, and so did Hinata.

“So, Ulfuric, how were they?” I asked, leaving the girls to their bonding. The badgerkin frowned, considering.

“Not bad. They take instruction well, and adapt it to their styles. As for your sister, her skills with the bow are good, as they said. It would be a waste not to train them. But certain elemental abilities will benefit them. Fire suits your sister, as the bow she inherited from Prince Shaeraggo can be affected by it and strengthened, but many archers choose wind. Yet mastering two elements is no easy task." He looked at Shaeula then, thinking. ”But perhaps if anyone can teach her, you or the princess could. As for these warriors…”

As he called them warriors, I could almost see the hearts in their eyes. Motoko and Natsumi both loved the Tsumura Arts, so to be praised by a mighty fighter such as Ulfuric was almost more than they could bear.

“.. earth element is a safe choice. It has applications in both offense and defence.”

“I know that well. You were quite-quite the tough opponent, master Ulfuric.” Shaeula grinned, remembering.

“I apologise for that, princess. But I was just doing my duty.” As Shaeula waved away his apology, he continued. “So yes, earth element is orthodox, but water element is also effective in combat, both for strengthening and healing. Though it does lack offensive power.”

“I don’t think it does. Not with the right science behind it.” I disagreed. “Still, we don’t have a ready source of water element here, unless Shaeraggo finds us some, and the Spring isn’t usable for that yet…”

“Perhaps one of us could learn earth, and the other water?” Motoko proposed, and Natsumi agreed. As we debated it, amber letters flared up on my vision, and I frowned, surprised.

You have gained a Mirror Bee Hive Rank 3 Special. In addition, four hundred and one Mirror Bee Workers, seventy-two Mirror Bee Soldiers and one Mirror Bee Queen have joined your Territory as your subordinates. You may now recruit Mirror Bees from your Barracks.


At that message I let my senses out, and I could see it was on the southern end of my Territory, which had expanded towards the bay significantly. I guess Shaeraggo is doing a good job. I suppose I have to get along with him, as he’s Shaeula’s brother, and thus my brother-in-law. Still, he does need to make it up to us for his shitty past behaviour. Investigating the details of the new building, I smiled.

Mirror Bee Hive Rank 3 Special- Special Rank facilities cannot be Ranked up by Ether, they grow as their requirements are met. This Hive is the lair where Mirror Bees, a type of Yōkai, live and are spawned. All Mirror Bee Level caps are increased by six Levels. This Hive produces Mirror Honey and Mirror Jelly, two rare and delectable foods, with healing properties.


“Looks like your brother is doing his work properly.” I told Shaeula, explaining our new allies, and Hyacinth perked up at the thought of honey, muttering about making fruit mead, honey mead and other treats. That set Hinata off, talking about the potential if such impossible drinks could be sold, and everyone broke out in excitement.

“I’m going to fetch Kana and Ren-san.” I mentioned, leaving them to it.

“I’ll come.” Eri said, and I nodded.

At the Earth Altar, Ren-san was the first to spot me. He looked exhausted, so I slapped him on the back reassuringly. “Looks like you’ve worked hard.” I observed, and he nodded grumpily, looking down at the mirror he was holding. My Eye glowed, and I could see the mutated light element inside, barely a fraction of the light that was there before, but it looked like he had converted some at least.

“Yeah, that was brutal. But I’m the heir to Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine, this is nothing to me!” he replied stoutly.

“Great. That’s what I like to hear. You are a key player during the upcoming Conclave, right? Being able to show your power will bring honour to your shine and Kami.” I praised him with ample flattery.

“That’s right!” he agreed, falling into my trap.

“So, to that end, keep the mirror for now. It’ll be your training to have it filled up.” If I borrow the dagger of light, we can all use it to make light element for him to play with. For a mutated element, no amount of trouble is too much…

Eri gave me a look, knowing how valuable the mirror was, but my smile told her not to worry, so she merely leaned her head on my shoulder, as Ren-san looked at her and blushed. “Well, I’m a man, I can do it!” he promised stoutly, and Eri rewarded him with a smile. Wicked woman, a Dark Temptress indeed. Still, as soon as we turned away towards Kana, I knew Eri had forgotten Ren-san already.

“So, how’s it going?” I asked Kana as she was surrounded by a halo of ruby energies.

“Not bad. Still, there’s a ways to go.” She snorted at Eri sourly. “So, how’s it feel, knowing you were last, Mori-senpai?”

“You can call me Eri. I think we understand each other better now.” Eri shrugged, ignoring her needling. “And well, don’t the British say they save the best until last? I’ve heard auntie Emily say that plenty of times.” She was unruffled, secure in her happiness. “I’ve grown stronger, which is all I wanted. And I have a new sister.”

“Really?” Kana was surprised.

“Yes, Hyacinth. She’s accepted Akio. She was so happy, it moved me. Normally I’d be upset and jealous, but… well, maybe I’m growing up.” She winked at me, and she was so beautiful at that moment we had to kiss.

“Doing that in front of me…” Kana muttered, red-faced.

“Why not? We are all friends here, right?” Eri smirked, touching her damp lips as we pulled apart. “You should have seen it, Kana-chan. The Fae way of making love is magical. I can’t wait to try it again.”

Okay, this is quite a strange conversation for Eri. It sounds like she’s taunting Kana, but… I don’t think it’s that.

“You do you.” Kana sniffed. “I don’t think I need to hear about your love life.”

“Fine. Just remember… you don’t have forever, do you? Now, don’t you have school tomorrow?” Eri spoke cryptically, and Kana nodded.

“Yes, I wanted to master this first, but I guess there’s no rush.” Kana stood from her meditative pose, brushing off her shrine maiden hakama, before following us out, Ren-san joining us. We all gathered at the centre, where Ulfuric did his drills, and I thanked everyone for their hard work.

“From now on, there’ll be others joining us. You’ll have to guide them. I’ll do what I can, but I have many demands on my time.” I told everyone. “Still, I’ll at least give everyone personalised plans to work on, and if you get truly stuck, I’ll do my best to help.”

“I wish we could stay longer.” Motoko seemed a little regretful. “But we have noble dignity to uphold. We cannot stay out all night and appear tired at school. As it is, we may struggle a little.”

“Miyu will cover for us.” Hinata laughed. “But we need to go. A kiss first though?” She grinned, face red, and I kissed her. She skipped away, letting Motoko and Natsumi have their turn.

“I’ll give that a miss.” Kazumi-san laughed. “But thanks. This has been fascinating, and seeing Hinata like this is something special.”

“I’ll pass too.” Kana muttered, and this time it was Eri that laughed, causing Kana to flush as red as Hinata had. “I’ll see you tomorrow, all right?”

Ren-san also said his goodbyes, returning to the Material in relief, and that just left Eri and Aiko from the human side. “You aren’t quitting yet, are you bro?” Aiko asked. “In that case, we might as well keep going. It’s not every day we get to blow school off with our parents’ permission, right Eri?”

“Yes. I’m tired, but I can go on.” Eri declared stoutly.

“Fine. You have come a long way. Be sure to thank Hinata for that later, right?”

“Of course we will bro. We have manners you know.” Aiko pouted. “So, what’s the plan now?”

“Well… for you, my dear sister. Aether Manipulation, Ether Healing and learning how to use aether in combat. You also need to study up on the wind element, as Ulfuric gave me some good advice on that.”

“Two elements huh? That’s hard, isn't it?” my sis asked, and Shaeula nodded.

“It is indeed quite-quite difficult. But I believe in you, Aiko, and we shall aid you where we can.” Shaeula promised, and Aiko sighed in relief.

“As for you, Eri. Uh… it might be worth taking you out to grind a few Levels now your cap is decently higher. And since you are doing well with darkness at the moment, pushing through with that. And… learning Ether Healing too.”

“Bad luck, Eri. That sucks.” Aiko winced.

“Oh, I’ll be fine. If I have to be injured…” she looked at me, face pink, licking her lips. “… I can think of some ways it can even be fun.”

“Wow, lewd!” Aiko chortled, and everyone joined in on the laughter…
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“So you do this all the time?” My sis asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah, well, obviously we have downtime. It’s not healthy otherwise, but when we train, we train hard. Still, you’ve impressed me, sis. You’ve really tried your hardest.” I rubbed her head, and she stretched like a cat.

“Of course. How can I not, when I see you and Eri putting in all that effort? I’m a team player, it’s like volleyball. I won’t be the lazy one to screw the team over.”

“That’s cute, Aiko.” Eri smiled, lowering her axe. She had been sparring against several weaselkin, and had actually won, despite her inferior weapon Skills, due to her significantly higher stats. “But I believe in you. You can do it.”

Before Aiko could answer, Velna came rushing in, bowing to us. “Master, prince Shaeraggo has-has returned!”

Eri pulled a face at that, remembering, but Shaeula perked up, smiling. “So, has my useless brother managed to find-find what Akio requires?”

I extended my senses to my Territory, which now extended south to the bay, and out several hundred metres into the water, where... yes, that's water element. Good job Shaeraggo, I guess wanting to impress your sister is the best way to motivate you to be useful.

I was cut off from my answer just like Aiko was by Shaeraggo swaggering in proudly, his embarrassed wife Selensha behind him, looking apologetic. Yeah, she’s got it hard…

On seeing Shaeula, he smiled. “Sister, I have-have returned in triumph. This Territory now extends to the sea, and there is plentiful water element! I…” He paused them, green eyes going wide as he looked at my sister, who was idly playing with her bow.

“That… that was my bow. So you are the one it was for-for.” he muttered, and my sis shrugged.

“Yeah, so what? I have to say, it’s a nice bow, so… thanks, I guess?”

Thanks, I guess? That’s my little sis sapphire, as flippant as ever…


Two Hundred And Thirty-Nine


“You lost the Trial fair and square, brother.” Shaeula interjected huffily. “Do not-not berate Aiko now, or else I shall be most-most displeased.”

“Berate?” Shaeraggo looked affronted. “I merely noticed. I remember you saying his sister was an archer. So this-this is her then?”

“Wow, tense atmosphere.” My sis remarked, bringing a little giggle from Eri.

“Yeah. It was a heated struggle.” I agreed. “Luckily it was between family, and family may fight, but they stick together in the end. Right?”

Shaeraggo nodded, as did Shaeula. “Of course. I did as you asked and found you some water element, did I not-not?" Shaeraggo said defensively. “I accept that things have changed. My little sister is all grown up, and has chosen a husband.”

“He sure doesn’t look like he’s happy though…” my sis whispered loudly, causing Eri’s giggles to grow worse. Even Selensha was stifling a laugh behind one hand, and Shaeraggo’s green eyes twitched. Still, with an effort of will, he continued speaking.

“Whether I approve or not is hardly relevant. My sister has chosen.” He looked at Aiko then, before glancing back my way. “I look-look forward to the day when you have to face the same choice as I do.”

Yeah, no way, I’m not as much of a siscon as you. As long as the guy loves her and isn’t trash, I’ll give my blessing. Though if he’s no good… well, yeah, perhaps I understand Shaeraggo more than I’d like to. “Speaking of, thanks for your help. I really appreciate it, and I know Shaeula does too. Her home is here as well as the Seelie Court. By the way, what about these Mirror Bees?”

“We destroyed many pockets of resistance, foul creatures who were not-not fit for the Territory my sister dwells in.” Shaeraggo explained. “However, the Bees, after our initial combat, where we slew many workers and warriors…”

“Bees are weak to both wind and water element, so we had little trouble.” Selensha broke in. “Their wings are vulnerable to getting wet, and wind element renders their flight a liability.”

“Yes, just that.” Shaeraggo continued. “The Queen then ventured forth and surrendered, knowing we could easily defeat her and destroy her hive. I deemed it acceptable. After all, the Bee Fae are quite respected, creating wonderful honey, nectar and other delights. I assumed these … foreign… creatures could do the same. Besides, I do not believe you are-are terribly bloodthirsty, am I wrong?”

“No, well done indeed, brother. You are beginning to recognise the many-many good points of Akio.” Shaeula praised him, and I could see him perking up.

Still, he’s not wrong. I do prefer allies where possible. “Yeah, good work.” I followed up. “I’ll have to pencil in a meeting with the Queen of these Yōkai, but since they’ve surrendered to us and joined the Territory everything should be fine. We’ll have to toast with honey mead and wines in the future.”

“That would be pleasant.” Shaeraggo admitted. “Sister Shaeranna is very partial to sweet alcohol, so you should-should surely prepare some.”

“Do not-not remind me. It was good to see my sister again, but she is even more stifling than you, brother, and she did not-not take well to news of my engagement.” She turned to me then, looking apologetic. “I fear she will likely seek-seek to test you, Akio. But stay strong, I believe in you!”

“Looks like you have it tough, bro. I have to say, I’m quite curious about your sister though, Shaeula.” My sis said. “She’s a fighter too, right?”

“Indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “Sister Shaeranna is quite the spear-wielder. She can use the bow too-too, yet it is not-not her focus.”

“Our family is going to be huge it seems, right Eri? Who’d have thought that a month or two ago.” My sis laughed after hearing Shaeula's answer.

“I surprise myself at how happy I am about it.” Eri grinned. “You too, Hyacinth?”

“Yes, I am finding the feeling ooof family quite irresistible, mistress Eri!” she agreed softly, and Shaeraggo fixed her with his gaze, surprised.

“You… Boggart… what happened to you?” He was perplexed. “The foul aura you radiated has changed. You are not a Seelie, but… not Unseelie either?”

“Hyacinth is Hyacinth. Nooo more, no less. I am a servant of master, and also…” she squirmed, blushing. “Alsooo his mistress too!”

Selensha and Shaeula shared a look, and at Shaeula’s unconcerned shrug, Selensha smiled, extending out a hand to Hyacinth, who stared at it warily, which made Selensha's smile broaden. “Don’t worry. I merely wished to greet you. Since I am married to Shaeraggo, and you will be to the husband of his sister, that makes us sisters too.”

Hyacinth took her hand, tearing up, and Shaeraggo snorted. “I suspect nothing I say will make a difference. Still-still… the pace of change here is rather… swift.”

“Yeah, Hyacinth merely realised she isn’t bound by labels. She’s who she wants to be. And she doesn’t want to be a bad girl.” I insisted, and Shaeraggo nodded, agreeing sourly.

“It is a good thing. Many powerful Seelie must meet my sister, to cement her rank of Duchess and control over the Spring. Having a powerful maid is prestige, yet-yet this one was problematic. Now… she will cause problems still, but different, more manageable ones.”

“This is all very well and good, but we were supposed to be training, bro!” Aiko chimed in. “It isn’t every day we get so long with you, and you said you were busy tomorrow, didn't you? So every minute wasted is a shame. Come on, come on! Training!”

“Yeah, sorry sis.” I apologised. “I didn’t mean to neglect you.”

“Very well.” Shaeraggo smirked, showing his teeth. “Your sister here…”

“Aiko.”

“Aiko…” he pronounced, as my sister named herself. “Since she has inherited one of my bows, I would wish to see how she uses it. One of my bows used by an unworthy, unskilled wielder would make me weep.”

“Hey, I’m plenty skilled.” my sis protested, hurt.

“You shall-shall have no objections to demonstrating this then? And if you prove worthy, I shall give you some instruction. It is quite the honour, as I am a great hunter, renowned amongst the Fae.”

“It is true.” Shaeula agreed. “Whatever character flaws my brother might have, he is quite-quite the skilled hunter.”

“Fine.” my sis nodded. “I admit, I’m curious. Seeing some of the weaselkin use their bows, it’s very different to Kyūdō. Watching an expert in action should be useful.”

Yeah, my sis loves archery. She’ll never pass up this chance, even if Shaeraggo is rather annoying…

“In that case, we might as well take a break and watch this.” I offered. “I have to do some Territory maintenance, and…” I looked at Eri. “… you need to prepare yourself.”

Eri's smile was gentle. “It’s only pain. I want to be stronger, and I want you to have peace of mind. If Aiko can do it, I can too!”

“It’s settled then.” I declared, sending some of the weaselkin out to set up a much more difficult set of targets. Right, now it’s time to take advantage of the extra Territory Shaeraggo brought us…

I cleared a queue by rush-building the Sniper Emplacement in it to Rank 2, further buffing our defence. But now I needed a fifth point of defence, so I rush-built my usual four Emplacements (one Sniper, one a Rapid-fire) and that set me back just over fifteen thousand ether. That still left me with a hundred and seventy thousand. The large amount my Territory brings in now is great, and to be fair, Shaeraggo contributed a lot seizing a route to the bay.

A rush-built Rank 2 Silo and Rank 2 Elemental Silo was around twenty thousand, then Rank 3 Silo for eighty thousand. That leaves me a bit short of my Rank 3 Elemental Silo too. It wasn’t as if I needed it, exactly, as the other Silos would receive water essence when it was extracted, but doing it this way would make long-term storage and utilisation easier. It’ll be less that an Astral day before I have enough, and I can always burn a few Etherites, yeah, I can get it done before we go.

First though, I needed to move some Ether Spires down there. Using the open queue, I pushed four towards the bay area, one from Shirohebizumi Shrine, one from Shaeula’s old Territory, and two from around the Rhyming Tree. I might move a fifth there later as well, but we’ll see what we can extract with four Rank three Spires…

With the new area defended, and Spires slowly moving down there at the rate of one every hour and a half or so, I decided to enjoy the archery. My sis was being supported by Eri, Shaeula and Hyacinth as she warmed up, going through the stages of Kyūdō in anticipation, while Shaeraggo was watching his sister sourly, Selensha and several of his weaselkin captains by his side. Ulfuric had come to watch as well, it seemed.

Yeah, don’t be jealous that Shaeula is in Aiko’s corner. Though maybe it might have been better if she showed a little support for Shaeraggo… Starting to feel just a little sorry for him, I walked over to him.

“So, just what are the rules?” I asked, as he was stringing a large bow, significantly bigger than the one my sister was using. He snorted, shaking his head.

“Archery, the art of the hunt, it-it is all about accuracy, speed and killing power. So there shall be three trials.”

“This isn’t actually a Trial of Three, is it?” I asked, wary, and he shook his head.

“Of course not. I would not-not bully a mortal so. She stands no chance against me, so any Price would not be fair. No, I merely wish to see her abilities. The bow she inherited is too precious to be left to an amateur.”

I’m thinking you had no problem accepting a Trial against us that you thought you had no chance of losing. Oh well, no point dwelling on that… “To be honest, I’ve faced your arrows. You are quite skilled.” I admitted, and at that he let out a growl of approval, his black-furred maw twisted into a grin, teeth showing. “My sister, of course I believe in her, just like you believe in yours, but… well, it’s a big ask. So, I won’t ask you to go easy on her, she wouldn’t want that either, she’s a sporty girl, she likes competition, honest competition, but I ask that you evaluate her fairly, knowing she’s only a mortal girl.”

“My darling will.” Selensha promised, and Shaeraggo looked away with a sigh, before nodding. “Your sister will learn a lot, just watching, I’m sure.” Selensha finished.

Before I could answer, my sis called me over. “Hey bro, stop hanging around over there and come support your sister! It’s my time to shine, after all. Now you can see all that money you scrimped and saved to get me that Yumi was worth it.”

“All right, I’m coming. Sorry, got to go support my sister. You understand.” I smiled apologetically, heading off. Shaeraggo watched me go, saying nothing, and once again I felt a little bad for him. Though nowhere near enough for him to beat my sister…
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“The first test is to strike the targets at a distance. Twelve arrows each.” Ulfuric declared, and weaselkin handed the wrapped bundles to my sis and Shaeraggo. There were ten targets set up at various distances, ranging from fairly close, the more standard distances Kyūdō was shot at, twenty-eight and sixty metres respectively.

But some of the later targets were much further back, two hundred, three hundred, four hundred and five hundred metres. Then the last was set at a full kilometre away. If I remember, old Japanese bows could hit targets at more than a hundred metres, and English longbows can do three hundred metres, though accuracy at that range is not great. But I guess with our new abilities…

“You okay, sis?” I asked, and she nodded, looking at the distant targets.

“I’ve always had good eyes, and now I can see far more clearly, so I can make out the mid-range targets okay. That last one though… I think I can see it, just about, but hitting it… that’s a joke one, right bro?”

Looking at the confident Shaeraggo, who was swaggering around, Selensha following him, I wasn’t so sure. He’s using a bigger bow too, and has Mystic Eyes and much higher stats than my sister. This is one she won’t win…

“Hitting a target at such a range is not-not impossible for my brother.” Shaeula backed me up. “Though without his Eyes, he would not-not strike it every time. Aiko, do not-not worry about winning, worry about doing your best-best.”

“Hey, you don’t have to tell me that.” Aiko grinned, the thrill of competition starting to build within her, even though she was feeling the pressure from the distant targets. “It’s not winning that matters, but taking part. Mom always told us that. I never won any of the big tournaments I went to, either, though I usually hit a Personal Best. I do my best work in tournaments.” Her grin intensified, turning sly. “Though… winning does matter to us in battle, right? So I’ll take this opportunity to learn. I’d learn from a devil or a demon if it’d make me strong enough to feel useful.”

I rapped her on the head gently, causing her to pout. “Ouch bro, why?” She looked at me accusingly.

“You know why. I get that you feel left behind, but your generous bro is going to focus on you for a while. We’ll find a way, I promise. So no getting snared in any Faustian bargains. I don’t want to have to storm Hell to kick demon ass, teaching them not to mess with my sister.”

“Shit bro.” she cursed, flushed. “It’s hard to stay mad at you when you say lines like that. Shaeula, Eri, Hyacinth, is that how he sank his claws into you?”

“Master speaks frooom the heart, and says what we want, nooo, need to hear!” Hyacinth chuckled, holding Aiko’s quiver, towels, drinks and other essentials, like a proper maid and coach. Shaeula merely nodded, smiling, and Eri poked my sister in the cheek.

“You know how he won me. So less banter and more focus. Shaeraggo is ready.” As the brother of Shaeula strolled over, he looked at Eri, remembering her. He smirked when he saw her heavy axe leaning by her.

“I remember you. The first wife. I hope you will not-not be trying anything foolish today.” he sniffed, and she smiled back, her expression cold.

“Of course not. So long as you aren’t trying to hurt my friends. I’m not such a pathetic weakling as then either, remember that.” She hefted the heavy axe one handed effortlessly to demonstrate.

“No, it seems not. Yet this is but a friendly competition. To ascertain the worthiness of this girl here to carry my-my bow.”

“Fine. Well, Aiko won’t go down easily. I believe in her!” Eri insisted stoutly, and Aiko hugged her, touched.

“We should begin.” Ulfuric interrupted the pre-match banter, and I agreed.

“Yeah, we have a lot of stuff to do, even though time is faster here. So, explain the rules, please.”

Ulfuric nodded. “For the first round, you each have twelve arrows. You may strike any target you wish, but the winner will be the one who has the longest aggregate distance total. A miss obviously counts as nothing.”

“Got it.” Aiko agreed, and I was once more struck by how well she had adapted to this world. Seeing badgerkin and weaselkin should have phased her, maybe even scared her, but my sister was always inquisitive and bold. “You want to go first, I don’t mind?” she asked, and Shaeraggo declined.

“Females first, I believe you humans say.”

“Fine.” Aiko accepted his gesture, taking an arrow and moving through the stages of Kyūdō elegantly. The ether around her reacted, and it was clearly visible in the higher density of the Boundary, being drawn in, energising her. Spiritual Kyūdō indeed…

“That is a strange stance.” Shaeraggo observed. “It does not seem like pure-pure archery.”

“It is an Art the humans have-have developed, brother.” Shaeula filled him in. “It is quite ancient, and also serves as meditation. Aiko does it quite-quite beautifully.”

Indeed, I was unable to take my eyes off my sister as the arrow was released with a gentle hiss. It stuck the sixty-metre target dead centre, and I couldn’t help but applaud, as only professional tournaments in Kyūdō used the sixty metre range.

“Not bad.” Aiko admired her shot. “I still can’t get the Zaiteki down, but Kanteki, piercing the target, that I can do consistently now.”

“I see. Afraid to try for the better targets?” Shaeraggo swaggered to the mark, placing an arrow to his bow. “I shall not-not crush your spirit to begin with.” He unleashed an arrow quickly, and it slammed into the target two hundred metres away, also striking dead centre.

“Hey, not bad.” Aiko applauded, gracious to her opponents as always.

“Not bad? Hah.” He grinned, well pleased by her reaction.

“All right, I can match that, I think.” Aiko muttered. She took a deep breath, and after further meditation, her arrow flew through the air, hitting the target at two hundred metres. It was barely in though, piercing the edge of the small, plate-sized target. Even so, she pumped her fist, exultant. “Well, to be honest, I wasn’t confident. That’s like… trick shooting, not competition. But wow, feels good to do that!”

“You do have some skill.” Shaeraggo's next arrow struck the target at three hundred metres, and Aiko winced.

“Damn, that’s a fine shot again, dead centre.”

“In battle, the prey must-must die, and in hunting, there must be no suffering, else one is as barbarous as the Unseelie.” He told her. “So striking where you aim is simply necessary.”

“Yeah, makes sense. In competition all you miss out on is points. In battle… well, it’s life or death, right?” She closed her eyes, thinking, before taking her third arrow, and landing it dead centre. On the two hundred metre target.

“Not confident?” Shaeraggo asked, and she shook her head, while we all waited for her answer.

“I’m not a fool. I’ve never practised at these ranges, and before I gained these Levels and had Chirurgery, I’d struggle to nail the sixty metre consistently. Besides…” She sighed, though it wasn’t one of anger or sorrow, merely self-deprecation. “… your words were right. I need to make sure I can strike the previous target consistently before trying for more.”

“You will lose then.” he warned, and she shrugged.

“Then I lose. My greatest opponent is always myself. Motoko-chan and Natsumi-chan understand that too. Practicing with them, I really like them. Get them locked down bro, they are too good for you, you don’t want them to escape!”

“Yeah, I’m working on it.” I agreed, to much laughter from Shaeula and even a snicker from Eri.

“I see. Yes. You have the spirit of an archer, if naught else. Then watch closely.” His next arrow struck at four hundred metres, but this time he had to aim, taking longer to shoot. It was still right in the centre though.

“Nice shot.” Aiko whistled, clapping again. “I think the longest confirmed kill-shot from a bow in Japan was like three hundred and sixty metres. You just cracked that. But…” She looked at the last target, far distant. “The historical record is eight hundred and forty-six metres, by some European or other. Even so, that was into a crowd… damn, I feel like I’m in the presence of greatness.”

“You do well to recognise it.” Shaeraggo smirked, pleased by the praise, looking smug.

“Oh well, this isn’t going my way, but quitters never win, and winners never quit.” She ran through her style again, before her arrow sank into the far corner of the three hundred metre target. She whooped in joy at making the shot she thought was well beyond her. Still, over the next few arrows, she missed one and hit two at three hundred metres, before finally sinking two in a row into the centre of the target. “Just four arrows left then.”

“Indeed. Still, you have pushed your limits.” Shaeraggo loosed an arrow, sinking it into the target a kilometre away, though even he was having difficulty now, his arrow hitting somewhat off-centre. He clicked his tongue, annoyed.

“Well, even if I hit four thousand metre targets in a row, I’d still lose.” Aiko stuck out her tongue. “But I’m not satisfied. I can do better.” She pulled back her bow, and loosed the arrow. It clipped the edge of the target at four hundred metres, before spinning off.

“Shit.” she cursed, frustrated.

“Against a Troll or some other large opponent, you would have at least injured them.” Shaeraggo allowed, his next arrow still not to his liking, though it was again in the target.

“Yeah but this isn’t a battle. The target is all there is. Shit, I missed again.”

“Indeed. Then allow me to show you the true essence of skill.” He took his last three arrows, and his Eyes flared into life, green energies scattering. “My Eyes Of Wind Reading allow me to do… this…” Three arrows flashed from his bow, all striking the target at a kilometre, one after the other, splitting the previous arrows, before the target shattered.

“Wow, wow, just wow!” She was flabbergasted. “That was pretty cool. How do I learn to do that?”

“Without Eyes that read the wind, it is challenging. Though with enough proficiency in wind element it may be replicated.” Shaeraggo explained, basking in her praise.

“I see. Bro!” She turned to me, her tone excited. “Remember that anime about all the ninjas? Think you could gouge out his eyes and transplant them into me?”

“Do not-not joke about it.” Shaeula warned, though she smiled at the humour. “Akio might just try it, and I would not-not have my brother be blinded.”

“Besides, we like your blue eyes. If you had his green ones, we’d have to call you Emerald rather than Sapphire.” I chuckled. “Seriously though, those wind arrows are killer, I remember taking a battering from them.”

“Yeah, well… wind element huh? I’m definitely going to have to step up my game. Wind and light. I’ll get them both.” She concentrated, and her next arrow actually hit the target at four hundred metres. “Wow, I broke the Japanese record for a kill-shot. I don’t want to forget the feeling.” Another arrow, and this one was dead centre. Her last arrow joined it.

“Nice. I think I beat myself, if not you, Shaeraggo. Good match.” She held out a hand, and after a moment he took it.

“So, one-nothing to you, big guy. What’s next?” My sis tossed her head, black hair glittering with silvery sweat, and her smile was joyous. Damn, seeing my sister so happy, I feel my antipathy to Shaeraggo fading… though he has to work harder to earn my forgiveness!
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“In battle, you need-need speed.” Shaeraggo advised. The new target was a larger one, and set at just two hundred metres distant. Just. That’s still a massive ask for an archer…

“Your accuracy is impressive, and in ambush you would be able to slay your target were they not too far distant. But given the same time, I would have killed-killed many. So, this time, it is how swiftly you can strike the target. I shall go first. Watch as I demonstrate the difference between us.”

“I’m watching, sure am.” Aiko agreed. “Show me what you’ve got.”

“Fine.” He grinned, in good humour. He had switched bows to a smaller one, like Aiko’s. Taking the bundle of arrows, he began to unleash them, one after another. The speed was magnificent, and after delivering nine, the remaining three he loosed all at once with his wind, and the target was pin-cushioned, splitting apart.

“Very impressive.” I admitted, and my sis nodded.

“Sure was, bro. He’s right. Kyūdō isn’t about speed. I can see if I want to go further, I’ll have to go beyond. It’s been a good lesson.” She bowed to Shaeraggo, before taking her stance. The first arrow struck dead centre, but getting back to her shooting position was slow, too slow. Even so, she tried to speed up, and by the sixth arrow she was noticeably swifter.

“Still not quick enough. Kyūdō is about the mindset, the stages get you into the mindset… so do I need the stages?” Her next arrow was faster still, and it was a bit off-centre, but it was followed by two even more rapidly. They hit, but again the accuracy wasn’t perfect.

“Not quite… it’s no good if the accuracy blows. Even so…” Two of her last three arrows flew out, and were nearly centre mass, before her final arrow launched a mere moment after the last left the bow. Her eyes hadn’t even opened, but she turned away, a brilliant smile on her face.

“That one’s dead centre. I know, because the arrow already exists there in my heart. Zaiteki.”

“She is correct.” Shaeraggo nodded, as the arrow slammed home in the bullseye, piercing deeply, cracking the target.

“Wow, shit, I did it, I did it!” she cheered, hugging me and Eri, before gesturing for Shaeula and Hyacinth to join in. As we hugged, she was crying, happy tears. “Wow, shit. I don’t know if I can get back that feeling easily, but that… that was true Kyūdō! It’s not just a sport, it’s a combat Art, like the Tsumura ones. And that arrow was killer. I’ve only ever had one like it in practice.” She rubbed at her forehead idly.

As we praised her, Shaeraggo agreed. “Indeed, that final arrow had true intent. Out of the twenty-four arrows you have unleashed, perhaps four have been worthy of my bow. But-but… it can stay with you.”

No shit. We won it fair and square, you think I’d let you take it back? Still, my sis will appreciate it more now, since an archer of your calibre has approved of her.

"Four huh? Yeah, I think I know which ones. Not a great average, but I’m happy. There’s always higher mountains to climb. So, you kicked my ass again, but it seems a shame not to finish.”

“Indeed. You might learn something.” Shaeraggo agreed, caught up in the challenge himself. Even though he was winning handily, it looked like he was enjoying himself. “Destruction. Arrows must kill their target, else they serve-serve no purpose.”

Ulfuric created targets of stone, and once more arrows were handed out, this time only three of them.

“Watch closely.” Shaeraggo ordered, and my sister eyed him carefully, absorbing every nuance. “Without wind.” His first arrow pierced the rock, but only sank in a couple of inches.

“With wind.” His second arrow bored deep, and would have fatally wounded many foes.

“Full power.” His eyes flashed, and a great whirlwind of weasel-snakes formed around the arrow, causing me to shiver as I remembered facing those down. His arrow whistled through the air, savagely tearing through the rock, ripping free a massive chunk and sending cracks radiating out from the impact.

“Nice.” My sis clapped. “I don’t think I can do that, but I’ll try my best.”

Her first arrow bounced off the rock, leaving a deep scratch. She clicked her tongue, and using the quiver, she imbued the arrow with flame. This time it penetrated, but only enough to remain stuck.

“Shit. All-out now, I guess.” She poured out her flame energy, boosting the blazing arrow, and this time it penetrated well, melting a little of the stone. Even so it was a far-cry from what Shaeraggo could do.

“Lame. Really got to do better.” She exchanged another handshake. “Well, you kicked my ass, but thanks for the instruction. I’ve a lot to think on. Oh well, there continues my record of tournament losses. I’d say I’d win at uni, but I doubt I’ll be allowed to take part. Sooner or later the world will know about us, right bro?”

“I'm afraid so. But regardless, I’m proud of you sis. See? You may be jealous of Eri, but you’ve worked hard too and come a long way.”

“Yeah, I suppose so.” she agreed. “If I can just grasp those insights…”

“It was a worthy match. Of course I won…” Shaeraggo boasted, but at a growl from his sister he changed his tone. “… but I was not entirely disappointed. Five-five arrows from twenty-seven. Train until at least ten impress me. I shall have you sent some things that may-may aid you.”

“Wow, really? Thanks, I guess!” my sis responded.

Thanks, I guess? Again? Stepping in on her behalf, I nodded, thankful. “I’d appreciate it. Us brothers should look after sisters, right?”

He scoffed. “I am not-not doing it to earn your gratitude. She simply performed better than I had anticipated, and I see her potential. Jewels should be polished, lest they remain-remain worthless pebbles.”

“Ouch, I’m a pebble!” Aiko laughed, and as Shaeula chastised her brother again, I smiled. Yeah, this has been good for Aiko. She’s been feeling down, so seeing her growth is bound to soothe her…
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“Thanks a lot, Shaeula, Shaeraggo.” Aiko thanked them for her training. While I was supporting the satisfied but exhausted Eri to master the first rank of Ether Healing, those two had taken charge of training her in wind element. Shaeraggo could control the wind with his Eyes, while Shaeula could see inside Aiko, and also had experience of wind and fire together, even if it was in reverse. She could also heal the damage with her Ether Healing, and it helped train Aiko’s too. “I think I might be able to get it, eventually. Hurts like hell though. Is all special training so tough?”

“Mine wasn’t.” Eri grinned, flushing, and Aiko rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, I don’t want to know what kinky sex games you two got up to. Did you learn it then, Eri?”

“I did. After all, I want my skin to remain beautiful and scar-free.”

“So vain. Oh well. Damn, I’m exhausted. Are we going back now bro? Didn’t you say you had a busy day?”

“Yes, I have a meeting this afternoon. We should still have time though. At least we gathered enough resources…” As time had passed, as well as Shaeraggo’s forces aiding ours in Territory expansion, I was able to do that Elemental Silo upgrade to Rank 3, as well as filling the queue with another Rank 2 Sniper Emplacement upgrade, though I had to break a number of Etherites to have enough.

The Spires are set up too, so now we should start gathering water element, ready for conversion. “Oh, that reminds me… Eri, you may start expelling some vile black liquid from your body. I doubt you’ll flood like I did, but… it’s probably just a beneficial side-effect of the Class you gained. It’s nasty though, so sorry…”

“You can wash me off then.” she giggled, and I nodded.

“Fine, then let’s go back. Shaeula, I know you are busy, but I’ll need to borrow your befuddling winds at some point.”

“Very well, I shall make-make time. But before that… I have a meeting I would rather avoid.”

“It seems we both do then.” I sighed. “But we’ll be fine. Hyacinth, look after Shaeula, okay? Shaeraggo, thanks for holding down the fort.”

“Until my sister has settled matters, I shall-shall remain here.” he promised.

“All right then.” With our goodbyes done, we returned to the Material…


Two Hundred And Forty – Contains R18/Adult Content


There was a brief panic when Eri and Aiko rushed in, Eri leaking a little disgusting black ooze, as I had told her to expect, but the volume was tiny compared to what I had exuded, so it was easy enough to clean up.

“This is nice. Apart from the vile ooze, of course.” Eri sighed, as I carried her princess-style to the bath. Her clothes were stained with the black liquid, which reeked like a disgusting combination of rotting fish and stale blood. “I think these clothes need burning, rather than washing.”

“I’m afraid so.” I agreed. “But at least you probably haven’t ruined a whole mattress and set of blankets. My bed was like a warzone. I nearly drowned Shaeula in the crap.”

“I imagine that wasn’t pleasant.” Eri agreed. I set her down beside the bath on a stool designed for rinsing off before entering, and quickly started running hot water to fill it. “But then… you had Hinata to clean you off, didn’t you?” Eri was puffing out her cheeks in a pout, so I ruffled her hair, although… Ugh, there’s some gunk in her hair too, it feels all sticky.

Seeing my reaction, Eri’s pout intensified, so with a smile I kissed her. She tried to pull away, feeling gross and slimy still, but I gripped her arm tightly, and after a moment she relaxed, her tongue seeking mine. When we pulled apart after a long, deep kiss, thin bridge of saliva linking our lips for a moment, I patted her head again with my free arm. “Don’t be jealous. It’s not like anything happened, we just bathed with each other.”

“That’s hardly nothing.” Eri snorted. “I know we used to bathe together when Aiko and I were still in early elementary, but Hinata’s a grown woman. But I get it. I do. After all…” Her onyx gaze was distant, and I realised she was thinking back to her time with Hyacinth, and her next words confirmed that. “…I get it. I can’t keep you to myself. I wouldn’t claim that Hinata has suffered anywhere near as much as Hyacinth has, after all, she’s lived a rich and pampered life… but we know money isn’t everything, is it? After all, our families were poor, but we were happy together.”

“Aren’t we happier now?” I kissed her forehead, heedless of the impurities, and Eri managed a soft laugh.

“Yes. But we don’t change easily, do we? I’ve accepted Hinata, for what she brings to you, and because she genuinely likes you. But the jealousy still stings. Of course, then…” She looked at me archly, grinning somewhat teasingly, an expression I seldom saw on Eri. These past few weeks I’ve seen more fresh expressions on Eri than ever. It’s… rather thrilling.

“…you’d hate it if I suddenly didn’t care, wouldn’t you? I’m not Shaeula, I express my love differently. And you’re mine! Not just mine, yes, but still, you belong to me, and me to you! So of course I’m envious of Hinata. Now though…” Her smile turned sly, teasing, and we kissed again.

“Yes, it’s my turn to do the washing.” I promised, gently slipping off Eri’s soiled cardigan, before my hands reached down and tugged at the hem of her t-shirt. Pulling it off over her head, her bra was revealed, cradling her decent chest. Her skin was lightly flushed pink, though sadly that made the smeared impurities stand out.

“Don’t worry, I’ll return the favour.” Eri promised. “After all, you’re mine!” she repeated warmly.

With a smile, I unfastened her bra, and as it fell away her breasts bounced into view, her nipples already hard little nubs. Reaching down I lowered the zip on her trousers, and carefully pulled them down, gently and tenderly. “My sis is right, you really do have the makings of a yandere.”

“And you’re flattered. I know it.” Eri snorted, her breath coming faster as my hands tugged at the fabric of her soiled panties. “Now, take responsibility!” Her words weren’t clear as to whether she meant for her love, or the impurities, but… For you Eri, I’ll take responsibility for everything.

The panties slid down her legs, sliding over her feet, and Eri was now naked. Tossing the panties aside, I gently spread Eri’s legs, revealing her slit, closed and as clean as a knife cut, but still already oozing sour-smelling nectar. Seeing that, she was embarrassed, her legs reflexively trying to close, but I held them firmly, taking a good look until her skin was scarlet with arousal and embarrassment.

“It’s cute.” I spoke suddenly, and Eri jumped, a little startled.

“What is?” she asked, and I grinned as I replied.

“Your pussy. But… you as well. You’re simultaneously so bold, like with Hyacinth, but also the shy Eri I remember remains. It’s the gap.”

“Moe, huh? I don’t get it, I suppose guys like that sort of thing. But… I’ll only ever show my defenceless gap to you.” Eri’s innuendo surprised me, and I raised one eyebrow.

“Actually, Shaeula and Hyacinth have seen plenty of it.”

“Jerk.” Eri laughed, the tension dispersing. She gently punched my arm. “You know what I meant. If we’re to make this work, then we have to be close as sisters. Not as close as you and your sister…” she teased. “Although thinking about what happened in Vegas and back home… maybe the analogy isn’t so wrong. But yes… I feel a lot closer to Hyacinth now we’ve shared such intimacy, and it worked.”

As I listened to Eri unburden herself, I stopped my teasing, and began to shampoo Eri’s hair, gently rubbing suds into the scalp, cleaning out the goo.

“She needed it too. Now she can call me Eri. But yes, if we’re not friends, sisters, it’ll just be horrible. Which is why you have to choose very carefully who you accept.” Eri let out a whistling sigh, slightly erotic, and she leaned back into my hands as I brought the shower head over to rinse her hair. “This reminds me of when we were kids. Honestly, I guess we were destined to be together even then. After all, you’ve ran your hands over every inch of my body, haven’t you?”

“You make it sound so lewd. I was just a big brother to you back then, looking after you and Aiko. And you were a small little girl, and I wasn’t much bigger.” I soaped up a sponge, and began gently cleaning Eri’s face. Once that was done, I rinsed her off, careful not to sting her eyes. I then let the sponge slip down, over her neck, her back, and then lovingly paying attention to her breasts.

“I admit, it wasn’t like this…” Eri let out a series of soft moans as my hands and sponge kneaded her soft, flushed flesh. My hands slid lower, and her legs closed in on me, as I started to wipe at her pussy. “…but to a girl it matters. Though honestly, I never thought about it until recently. You’re right. It was just innocent care. But now looking… ahn… uh… I’m trying to… ahn… be serious here!” Her flushed, slightly annoyed face was beautiful, so I kissed her, her lips tasting a little of soap, while my fingers continued to work.

“…everything was… ahn, ahn… oh my God, ahn… meaningful, meant to… ahn… be!” Eri’s last word was almost a scream, as she climaxed ferociously, her pussy tightening on my probing fingers, hot, sour liquid squirting down her thighs. It took a long moment for the shuddering to stop, and I kissed her again and again, until her body cooled down.

“I was trying to be serious.” Eri complained, and I shrugged.

“Did you hate it then?”

“No, I loved it of course, but… damn it, that’s not the point!” Eri flushed again. “Now I’m all dirty.”

“Isn’t it fortunate that this is a place to get clean then? And it gives me more of an excuse to wash you.” I grinned, and Eri gave up.

“I suppose one good thing of you having multiple lovers is, at least I won’t be a slave to your appetites.” Eri snorted, opening her legs. “Although…” Her expression was suddenly full of desire. “…I think I’m a hungry girl as well. Now, clean me well. And be sure to…” she touched her lips. “…check it’s all spotless afterwards, like you did my lips.”

With a grin, I bowed. “Your wish… is my command!” And the sponge gently rubbed her thighs, wiping the springy, pink flesh clean of her sticky love nectars…
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“Eri, that’s good, yes… just… like… that!” I groaned as her lips sucked on my glans, my dick seeping sticky liquid. Her head was moving back and forth between my legs as I sat on the bathing stool, her hair pulled into a rough ponytail out of the way.

Eri mumbled something hard to understand as her mouth was full with my engorged dick, but I got the idea, as her tongue wrapped around my shaft as she moved. “Yeah, careful though. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

Eri nodded, and somehow managed to push my cock deeper down her throat, her lips now kissing my balls softly. Her tongue darted out, licking them, and I felt a mixture of shame and arousal.

No, I’m clean. Eri rinsed me off perfectly, after… our playtime. Once Eri had been thoroughly cleaned up, I had indeed checked her pussy to make sure it was spotless, licking and tasting Eri until she had squirted again, which led to yet another round of cleaning. Then Eri had returned the favour, stripping me off and sponging me down, and then that led to this.

“If it’s uncomfortable, you can take it easier…” I repeated, only for Eri to nibble my shaft gently in displeasure. Chills spread through me, and I fell silent, Eri looking up at me in satisfaction as her head moved back and forth, tongue twisting like an eel. One of her hands was clutching mine, our fingers interlocked, while her other was groping my ass. My free hand was on Eri’s breasts, gently touching her nipples, enjoying the sensations.

As if triumphant over me, Eri’s hand moved from my ass to my balls, squeezing and kneading them gently, her long fingers teasing, and the heavy, almost metallic pressure I felt inside me intensified, like iron turning molten, and I could feel it rising.

“I… oh… I’m cumming…” I cried, Eri’s feverish ministrations driving my body to respond. Moments later Eri’s eyes widened as I ejaculated, my pearly liquid flooding her. Her throat worked, gulping, and she continued to suck at my dick, her free hand reaching up to clutch my cock, keeping it in place. My orgasm continued, and my free hand was stroking Eri’s head.

After what seemed like an age, I was done, and my dick popped free. Eri grinned, moving swiftly, licking the tip, scooping up the remaining cum, and while thin trickles of sticky liquid were running down her chin, she gazed at me with affection, her dark eyes melting. Opening her mouth, she showed me the pool of cum on her tongue, before swallowing it, licking her lips. “The taste, it’s still a bit bitter. But I agree with Shaeula. It’s your taste, Akio.”

Pulling Eri close, I hugged her, our naked bodies comfortable against each other. Stroking her hair gently, I kissed her forehead. “Yes, but you don’t have to force it.”

“I wasn’t. Doing things like this… it’s everything I dreamed of. I guess I’m a lewder girl than I thought.”

I nodded. “Considering your antics with Hyacinth, I’d say so. But… I don’t hate it. What guy would?”

“I don’t care what other men would like. Only what you do.” Eri insisted. “But I’ve waited too long.” She let out a sigh. “We could have been doing this back in Nishimorioka years ago.”

“I think father wouldn’t be happy with that.” I disagreed, raising an eyebrow, and Eri shrugged, giggling softly.

“Maybe so. But auntie Emily and mother wouldn’t have minded. They always wanted us to be together.”

“And now we are.”

“Yes, now we are.” Eri agreed, and I kissed her deeply, heedless of the fact we had tasted each other just before this. When our lips parted, Eri glanced down, eyes bright. “Oh, now you’re all dirty again.” She idly flicked my glans with a finger, sending shivers through me, my treacherous cock starting to harden again. Seeing that, Eri’s eyes gleamed. “Lucky for us, we are in the bathroom. Let me clean you off again…”

All I could do was shrug, and as Eri’s soft hands grabbed my dick, fingers moving up and down gently, and not to clean, all I could do was gasp in pleasure and raise my eyebrows. I’m damn lucky my Fortitude is so high now, otherwise I don’t think my body would be able to keep up with Eri…
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After another round of pleasuring each other with our mouths, we were finally now in the bath, Eri snuggled against me, the water nearly scalding, but with our stats it just felt pleasant, relaxing.

“So, feeling less jealous now?” I asked, and Eri sighed, looking into my eyes, head tilted backwards.

“I’m not really jealous. Not… not truly.” Eri shrugged. “Besides, Hinata hasn’t done what we have together, and knowing a little about the nobility now, you’d almost certainly have to get married first. Though I wonder…”

“Wonder what?” I asked, as she trailed off.

“It’s nothing much. Just thinking that Hinata’s certainly a greedy girl. She’ll hate waiting. And… there’s reasons not to delay. But… I don’t want to think about that now.” Eri grinned, shifting her bottom, my dick pressing against her while we were both submerged. “It seems you have something else on your mind.” Her hand squeezed me under the water, and I grinned ruefully.

“This is definitely the last, okay? Despite how it seems, my libido isn’t unlimited, and…”

“Yes, you’ve places to be later. Don’t worry…” Eri promised, winking slyly. “…I’m more tired than I thought too. But, fun though everything else was, making my heart race… unless I’m properly one with you it doesn’t feel right. Though I do hear it’s a pain to clean up in the bath.”

“Who told you that?” I asked, curious, and she smirked, even as she guided my cock to her pussy, letting out a languid, impassioned sigh as she slowly slid it inside her, her walls wriggling, the feeling different from usual due to being submerged.

Leaking another hot, aroused breath, she settled her full weight on me, my cock pushing against her deepest places. “I hear the boys talking, Especially those two perverts from class. I may not talk to them, but I can’t help but overhear. Still…” she giggled. “There’s only a couple of boys at school who know what they’re talking about. Even Yae-san and Rika-san are surprisingly innocent, so… most of the boys only have bravado, not experience. But that’s because they are still boys, not a man like you.” She leaned up and we tangled tongues again.

“So, don’t be jealous. That’s my role.” Eri joked as we parted. “Now… make me yours all over again!” Eri insisted, starting to bob up and down in the water, hot breaths stinging my face as her folds and walls rubbed and squeezed at my dick. Helping her out, I moved my own body, up as she came down, and she groaned as I hammered her insides, my engorged glans rubbing on her sensitive spots.

“Yes, ahn… oh. Just like… that!” Eri encouraged me. “Now when you are in this bath… you’ll ahn… ahn… only think of me!”

You are jealous, despite your denials. It’s cute. You’re cute, Eri! I kissed her fiercely, hands roaming over her body even as hers clung to my back. Seeing my passion she gasped out a question, asking why I was so into it, and I grinned, biting her lips softly as we kissed again before I answered, even as my cock slid in and out of her pussy, our fluids foaming together in the hot water of the bathtub.

“Why wouldn’t I be? Just as you don’t feel completely fulfilled unless we make love properly, neither do I! And until you graduate and can live with me, I need something to remember you by, don’t I?”

Eri blushed deep crimson, but her only answer was to tighten up, almost squeezing an eruption out of me. Her tongue was hanging out, seeking further kisses, and as she bounced up and down on top of me, water splashing everywhere, we continued to make love. Soon, Eri was close to her 
climax, and I clenched my muscles, trying to hold back my own imminent orgasm.

Seeing that, Eri started wriggling around in a figure-of-eight, her pussy alternatively squeezing and relaxing. Grinning, I pulled her up, pushing her against the wall of the tub, and began thrusting at a new angle. Drool was leaking from Eri’s mouth, joining her sour fluids that were mingling with the steaming water of the tub, and with a gasp her back arched, her skin now crimson. The bathtub was suddenly filled with a faint lemon colour, and I realised Eri had leaked again.

So cute! Savagely sucking on Eri’s tongue, squeezing her breasts tightly, I continued to thrust into her shuddering body, and then my own orgasm was upon us. The flow of liquid was much diminished after my earlier sex, but Eri’s soaked honeypot quickly overflowed, and now cloudy white joined the pale yellow in defiling the bathtub. Unwilling to finish, I continued to slide in and out of Eri, even as she hugged me, an expression of rapture on her face, and I squeezed out every last drop of my diminishing cum, her insides eagerly drinking it in. With that done, I held Eri in my arms, stroking her tenderly, kissing the exposed, hot skin of her neck and breasts until the afterglow of sex faded.

“I’m so embarrassed. I did it again.” Eri muttered, eyeing the soiled water of the bath. “Worse… now we’ll need to clean ourselves up again. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea after all…”

“You think so?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“No, I guess not. I wanted this, needed this. But… maybe we should have confined it to the bed?”

With a laugh, I carried Eri out of the bath and back to the shower, ready to rinse her off again. “No, it’s fun to try out other things. And you were right, I’ll certainly remember this next time I’m taking a bath.” Eri flushed as I silently resolved to clean the bathtub myself before I headed out. Can’t leave that for anyone else…

“But for now…” After I spread Eri’s pussy and gently rinsed it out, making sure to clean the pee, love nectar and semen off her thighs as well, I kissed her forehead tenderly once more. “…fun’s over.”

“More’s the pity.” Eri giggled. “I’d have liked to do it the Fae way as well, but I worried we might drown in the bathtub if it became too intense. That wouldn’t be the best way to be found dead, would it?” Her giggles continued. “Though dying together with you does sound romantic.”

There’s our yandere! “Please spare me, I’m only human, despite everything, I have limits!” I cried out in mock-horror. “Besides, do you want Shaeula or Aiko to get a terrible shock?”

Eri nodded, now clean, as I turned the water on my own lower body. “I suppose not.” She yawned, stretching, showing off her beautiful body. “I’m tired now too. Maybe I’ll take a nap for a few hours…”

I nodded at that. A good plan. If only I could too, but I have too much to prepare. Though, it was utterly impossible to regret the way I’d just spent the last hour or so. Handing Eri a towel, we dried ourselves off, mostly silent and just enjoying our closeness, and the warm afterglow of our lovemaking…
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Afterwards, Eri made good on her plans, having a brief nap alongside my sis. With their stats that should be enough to refresh them, and then they could spend a few hours enjoying Tokyo with the money I had given them previously, before returning for the evening training session. As for me…

Yeah, perfect. I had dressed in one of the armoured cloth suits I had commissioned, and paired with the relevant accessories, such as an expensive watch, cufflinks and some gentleman’s jewellery, as well as a change to my usual hairstyle, I was looking pretty sharp, I felt.

Today was going to be rather trying, but it was necessary. Not just for Haru-san, but for my ambitions as well. With Fujiwara-san and the Prime Minister in attendance, I anticipated some business being discussed, and I had a few ideas I wanted to get out there for consideration.

Leaving my room I headed down to the room Haru-san was occupying, and knocked gently. A few moments later the door opened, revealing her in her mourning dress and black veil. I could see her eyes through it, and they looked scared, yet filled with yearning. On seeing that, my own worries were washed away. Yeah, this meeting is going to be tough, but for Haru-san it’s worse. I need to step up. As my Vassal, she is owed my full support.

“Oh, Akio-san, good afternoon.” she greeted me timidly. “I’ve… I’ve been waiting.”

“Yeah, sorry, last night ran long, but we’ll still be on time. Fukumoto-san is sending over a car for us, I guess that’s one perk of being engaged to his precious granddaughter. Besides, we are meeting at the Ministry of Finance in Kasumigaseki, we can’t turn up in a taxi.” I smiled gently. “So, how was it? Did you have fun?”

Haru-san nodded, eyes tearing up. “I did. It was a bit strange by myself, a bit frightening, but I remembered that I was stronger than anyone else there now, and as a ghost I’m hard to hurt…” She laughed, a touch shrilly, but even so, it was progress. “The voices came and went, but when I really concentrated, I could shut them out. It’s tiring, but still progress, I think?”

“Yes, it is. Good job.” I praised her, and she sniffed, trying to regain her poise.

“You’re my age, aren’t you, Akio-san? You don’t need to treat me like I’m a child. But thanks for worrying, I guess. So I went and sat in a diner, I ordered a meal and a dessert. Eating again was such a joy it made me cry. What the people around must have thought of me…” She laughed again, this one more natural. “I went to karaoke then, by myself of course. It was lonely, but… I used to go with my friends all the time. I came so close to breaking down and messaging them. But they went to my funeral. What would I say? I can’t see them again…”

“Not yet, true.” I shrugged. “But there’s hope. Eventually knowledge of the powers we wield will come out, and then you’ll be able to step out of the shadows, back into the light. So just bear with it for now, okay.”

“I told you I’m not a younger girl like you seem to be into.” She shook her head, though her wan smile showed she was only teasing me. “Look… I know. My mind feels clearer now I have more of that Resilience, as you called it. Still, it was a shock to me. After karaoke I just wandered about, taking in Tokyo again, the lights, the people, the sounds. And then I knew I was back. I… I can’t thank you enough. I get so see daddy… uh, my father again.”

“No need to change the way you speak for my sake.” I grinned, pleased that she seemed okay. “I get you love your father. Just speak as you always have.”

“Jerk.” she shot back, though again without any true annoyance. “Still, I am grateful.”

“Well, Kiku may have been evil, but we have her to thank too. I hope wherever she ended up, she can rest in peace.” I clapped my hands together in a brief prayer, and Haru-san nodded.

“You’re right. She was clearly insane, but in her own way she did care for the women Kondou… killed.” She swallowed, gathering her courage. “So, shall we go?”

“Yeah. It’s time.” I nodded, leading her out of the building, towards the expensive foreign car that was waiting for us…
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“So, here we are.” I remarked, as we sat in the plush waiting room at the Ministry of Finance. Haru-san had attracted odd looks from security in her mourning dress, but we were allowed passage unquestioned as it had been arranged for us. “Are you ready? Don’t worry, I’m here, and I’ll protect you.”

“From what?” she answered wryly, though my words did at least distract her from the rising tension and fear she was feeling. “Save those words for your fiancées. I… my daddy is here, he’ll… he’ll be overjoyed to see me. He will." She said that as if reassuring herself, and I understood. This is make-or-break for her. If her father shows any reluctance to believe she’s herself, it’ll crush her. Still, I don’t think that’s too likely from what I know of him.

“Sorry, force of habit. But am I not allowed to offer protection to my Vassal?” I winked, and she looked away.

“Seriously. Stop that. You must be doing it on purpose. I’m sure your fiancées are going to have a hell of a time worrying about you every time you are out, imagining you bringing back yet another girl. I don’t envy them!”

“Hey, I’m not that bad!” I protested, but then I did have a habit of making flippant comments. It wasn’t as if I didn’t mean them, though. I did see Haru-san as someone to be protected. Still, I was saved from having to make further excuses by the door opening, and the secretary to the Prime Minister arrived.

We both stood, and he spoke, bidding us enter.

“Well, here goes. Deep breaths, okay?” I tried to keep her calm, and she nodded, face pale under her veil.

Once inside the spacious room, I could see a pair of chairs set in the centre. Around the edges were the Prime Minister, Fujiwara-san, Tsumura-san, and surprisingly enough, Hinata’s grandfather was there too, which I didn’t expect, as well as two old men who I didn’t recognise. There was also Haru-san’s father, who was looking sick, ill and tired, his dark eyes looking our way with an incomprehensible expression.

Lastly there was also an old man wearing a somewhat stylised suit, the cut and colour, grey and dark crimson, reminding me a little of shrine maiden garb. There were also a dozen members of Fujiwara Security Services, as well as several other bodyguards I didn’t recognise, and a half-dozen soldiers, two of which I remembered training with that time we were taken to the Ministry of Defence, and one gave me a reassuring nod, which I returned. Yeah, this is a big deal. More than I thought. Still, more important people means more chance of getting what I want.

The Secretary cleared his throat. “I shall do the introductions. Fujiwara Shige-sama, head of Fujiwara house.” The old man nodded at me, expression stern. No surprise. It’s only recently I Vassalized his precious granddaughter out of the blue. “Then we have Ichijou Kira-sama, head of Ichijou house.”

“To put a face to a name that’s been on many lips recently is worth the trip. So this is your ally then, Shige? Interesting. He does look strong. Though I suppose little Miyu-chan is in play now. Shocking. I’m glad my Mayumi is well out of this.” Ichijou-san said, his eyes piercing, like a bird of prey, his bald head still largely free of wrinkles, despite his advanced age.

Fujiwara-san snorted, a touch unhappy. “I can hardly say I expected this outcome, that my Miyu would hide such a secret from us, from me. But the outcome could have been far worse. A bad man could have done terrible things to her, and I would not have known. Still, it is a… complicated feeling.”

As Ichijou-san laughed at his friend's discomfort, the next of the three old men who were likely the heads of the Three Great Houses, spoke up, after a bout of hacking, phlegm-filled coughs. Damn, he looks ill. His hair is lank and yellow, and his face is hollow. There’s blood in that too. My keen eyes spotted red on his handkerchief. “Now, we can discuss that later, can we not? Please continue.” He addressed the secretary, who was thankful, unwilling to interrupt the powerful men who ruled Japan from the shadows.

“Thank you, Takatsukasa-sama.” the Secretary agreed, relieved. “Takatsukasa Itsuki-sama, head of his house.” Hinata’s other grandfather, I see. He seems to be casting glances at Fukumoto-san, so…

“Then we have The Prime Minister, I am sure you know him, Abe Riku-sama.”

“We meet again, under hopefully happier circumstances.” He greeted me, casting his gaze at the uncomfortable Haru-san, who had instinctively moved her chair closer to mine, shrinking under their regard, her eyes darting towards and away from her father constantly.

I nodded. “Yes. I came to fulfil my promise. Amongst other matters.”

“Then, Tsumura Katsuro-sama, Minister of Defence and Head of the Armed Forces of Japan.” We exchanged respectful nods. After all, he’s my grandfather-in-law now.

“Fukumoto Kenji, head and founder of Nichibotsu Technology.” No -sama for him, I note, but again, he’s my grandfather-in-law now too, and worthy of my respect, even if politicians don’t.

“Grandfather.” I acknowledged him cheerfully, and he laughed.

“Well, doesn’t that warm the heart of this old man. You should try it, Itsuki-san.” He turned to the sickly noble. “After all, my Hinata is your granddaughter too.”

Before that discussion could get out of hand, the secretary continued. “Then we have Takakura Sasuke-sama.” As the man in the strangely coloured suit nodded at me, his eyes searching me out thoroughly, I pondered that. Takakura, huh? A coincidence? No, I’m with the Detective on this one.

“And finally…” The secretary paused, before speaking. “Suzuki Akimitsu-sama. Minister of Finance.”

Haru-san jumped, even though she knew he was there, as she had been staring at him constantly. Hearing the name must have made it more real to her. I reached out a hand behind my back, and she gripped it, her skin cold even through her long black gloves.

“I… well…” he began to speak, but the secretary nodded to me, so I began our introductions.

“I already know a lot of you. After all, I’m engaged to several of your granddaughters.” I nodded politely at the relevant old men, getting smiles in return from Tsumura-san and Fukumoto-san, and a tired look and more coughing from Takatsukasa-san. “I am Oshiro Moonstone Akio, and I’m the Chosen of Tyr, He Who Sacrificed To Trap The Wolf.” I declared grandly.

There’s potentially a small risk of this information being made public, but I can’t see what right now, and it’s worth the grand title to make myself look more important. I need to radiate power and authority. I’m negotiating for matters that might decide the fate of me and my family, no point holding anything back. At my impressive introduction, where I concentrated on displaying all the Charm and Majesty I could, showing my League, everyone looked taken aback.

“Quite the grand title.” Takakura-san muttered. “Not Japanese though. Curious.”

Curious how? Anyway… “And this is… Suzuki Haru-san.” At her name, she released my reassuring hand and stood, blinking nervously, her eyes on her father. Her lips parted, and she spoke quietly into the sudden silence.

“Daddy. I’m… I’m sorry I died…”

And with that she lifted her veil, showing her tear-streaked face. “Daddy… I’ve come home…”

“Haru, it’s… it’s you!” he cried, his own eyes dripping. He stood, his chair falling from the haste, and rushed over to his daughter, grabbing her in his arms, pulling her close. “I’m… I’m sorry too. If I hadn’t pushed you to socialise, when you were ill… but it’s all right now. It’s surely all right.” He sobbed uncontrollably. “You’re alive! It’s a miracle!”

I knew she had nothing to worry about. It was obvious her father would only be overjoyed to have her back. Even so it warmed my heart to see it, and despite the puzzled and awed faces around us, everyone seemed to be thinking the same, and the Prime Minister even winked at me, giving me a respectful nod.

“Sorry, I’m not alive. I’m dead.” Haru-san apologised, and her father shook his head.

“What nonsense is that, Haru? You are here, my little girl! I… I kept your watch. You can… can have it back.”

“I’d like that.” she whispered, before steeling herself. “But you have to accept it, daddy. I’m dead. I’m an Onryō, a ghost. It’s only thanks to Akio-san and a miracle I can come back.”

“A ghost? But I can touch you, you feel warm… well, a little cold, but that makes sense. You’re sick and scared, no wonder you are cold!” He denied it, shaking his head furiously.

She shuddered, and suddenly he passed through her, before she became solid again and embraced him once more. At his shock, she smiled sadly, her face pale. “See? I chose to become Akio-san’s Vassal, and he had the power to make this body for me. It’s a good one. I think… I think even though I’m dead, I can do anything I could before.”

At the term Vassal he glared at me, but there was some light laughter from Ichijou-san, as Fujiwara-san was looking a bit sheepish. Before I could answer though, Haru-san surprised me.

“Daddy, don’t be rude! Without him, I’d be gone forever, or a slave even in death. It’s only natural I’d help him out for that. Besides, he’s helping me with… with my mental problems too. They aren’t psychosis, you must know that now. It’s telepathy. But… I’m getting better.”

“Yeah, your daughter is a candidate to be Astral Emperor too.” I spoke up. “Still, the body she has now… it works like a human one. But she still retains her nature as an Onryō. I do think she could do anything a normal girl could though. Maybe even start a family if she wanted.”

“A true miracle. When you healed my injuries I thought that was the most amazing thing, but this…” Fukumoto-san interjected, smiling happily. “It’s beyond expectations.”

“Again, there were special circumstances, so it’s not easily replicable. So don’t go dying on us, grandfather. Hinata would cry.” I warned him.

“She would, wouldn’t she? And considering how happy she is now, I don’t want that, not at all.” He was clearly pleased at my words.

“Daddy… can you accept me, even though I’m dead?” Haru-san asked her father, still worried about that, and he nodded, face still soaked with tears.

“I don’t care if you are dead, alive, a ghost or a demon. You’ve come back to me, my little girl, my Haru!”

“I think you two should catch up in another room.” The Prime Minister waved a hand, gesturing to the door. “I’m happy for you, Akimitsu-san. But we have business too.”

“It’ll be all right.” I told Haru-san, and with that the secretary led them to the next room, shutting the door, giving them some privacy for their reunion, before he took his position at a desk, ready to take minutes for our meeting here. Here we go then. Time for negotiations. I’m happy for Haru-san too. Power like this was granted for happy endings…

“Before we start…” Fukumoto-san spoke up, surprising everyone, as he was likely of the lowest status in the room. Though not with me. I gave him my attention, and he grinned, that smile that I knew meant he was ready to propose something interesting.

He’s quite like Hinata in that regard. “Akio-kun, Itsuki-san is rather… unwell, as you can see.” Fukumoto-san began.

At that Takatsukasa-san glared at him, but Fukumoto-san ignored him. “He’s Hinata’s grandfather as well, even if they are rather… estranged. I don’t suppose you can do something about it? It’d go a long way to demonstrate your value. Though having seen my healing, and Suzuki-chan… well, consider it a favour to this old man.”

“Of course, grandfather. You’ve been good to me, and I want Hinata to smile. If you don’t mind of course, Takatsukasa-san?”

“I don’t believe he would be foolish enough to do anything to harm us. We have a lot of security here, Itsuki.” Ichijou-san said. “Besides, I’d like to compare him to those like him we’ve gathered.”

Time to do this on my terms. “Oh please.” I spoke wryly. “You think I’m the man I was even a week ago? Do you even know about the lower Astral? I’ve been fighting whole civilisations of sentient spiritual beings there. And we won. If I wanted, everyone here would be dead before you could blink. But don’t think I’m making threats. Just an observation. After all, I have three grandfathers-in-law here, and the treasured family of my Vassals. I just don’t want you underestimating me. Or possibly others like me.”

The guards and soldiers froze for a moment, reaching for their weapons, but my utter lack of tension despite my threats confused them, only for Takakura-san to speak.

“He is likely correct.” The old man's voice was robust and strong, and he was rubbing at his grey beard idly, his eyes showing he was trying to assess me and my character, picking up on every nuance. “The most powerful of the Chosen of Kyoto, they are beyond conventional understanding.”

“That’s why we need to get control of matters.” The Prime Minister pointed out, calming matters down. “Oshiro-san, enough with the threats. We’re not here to force you to do our bidding.”

“I know, but Hinata has told me I’m too easy-going. I just want to be clear. Now, I can certainly have a look, Takatsukasa-san, but I make no promises I can help. Though if I do…” My tone turned stern. “Hinata does seem so sad that she isn’t properly recognised as from the lineage of Takatsukasa, despite her mother being your daughter. You understand what I’m saying?”

“I do.” He coughed again, sourly. “Though it requires more than just my…” He cut off, more coughing scattering further dark blood into his handkerchief.

“Yeah, I get it. Preserving the nobility and the best of Japan is your goal. A worthy one, I suppose. But…” I continued, going to his side. His bodyguard, a middle-aged man standing behind him, eyed me warily, but I knew he couldn’t do anything to me, so I ignored him. “…some change is inevitable. You need to decide what change you are prepared to accept, to save what you absolutely cannot give up on.” I started extending aether outwards, my Eye glowing, drawing gasps from those around us.

“I can’t give up on my family and those I love, and I intend to see them happy and safe through what’s to come. So be warned. If the day ever comes that you feel I’m a threat to you, come against me, and I might even show you mercy when I win. If you go against my family or friends instead, then you’ll not even know peace in death.” Well, it’s not like I can do anything to them when they are dead, but considering Haru-san has returned, they don’t know that. I’m done being pushed around.

“I’d listen to him.” Fukumoto-san warned, and surprisingly, Tsumura-san agreed.

“My granddaughter talks about you all the time, Akio-kun.” he said, smiling. “I have not had chance to speak to her yet today, but last night she was entering this strange world, the Boundary, you call it, if I am not mistaken? Everything she tells me makes you an honourable man, one that would not act recklessly, unless it is to protect those you love. I find it reassuring, what grandfather does not want his granddaughter to be protected and cherished? My Motoko was stifled by the nobility, despite being the very image of a noble girl. She could not give up her dreams. Perhaps a little change is a good thing.”

I nodded, finding a number of problems in Takatsukasa-san’s body. Failing heart and lungs, looks like several cancerous growths, as well as some old damage. I think I can fix it. “Look, Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi. They are all lovely girls, and I guess Miyu is as well.” There were some frowns at my lack of honorifics, but I was close enough to them all for various reasons not to need them. “But I do think you keep them prisoned too much, they need to be able to stretch their wings. But that’s a talk for another time. This is going to hurt a fair bit, Takatsukasa-san, so bear with it.”

“Wait, what…” he began, only to double over, coughing blood ferociously. His bodyguard and several soldiers moved, only for wind to gush from me, driving them back.

“Calm down, this is a medical procedure, and even if I let you shoot me, it’d barely break the skin.”

“Yes, I remember this. Stay strong, Itsuki-san.” Fukumoto-san chuckled, thinking back to his own healing. “I thought I was having a heart attack, but look at me now.” He stood and danced a brief jig.

“Yeah. Now this is tough, so let me concentrate…” Right, first, cut free the cancerous cells and regenerate them. Repair the other damage, but make sure no tumours or anomalies remain. Toughen the heart, clean the arteries… finally the lungs. Remove dead matter and regenerate it. And… done.

Takatsukasa-san shivered, coughing out more blood and foul matter, before wiping his mouth, face pale. He took a long, shuddering draught of air, before his eyes went wide at the lack of pain and shortness of breath. “What, I…” he began, breathing rapidly, without the wheezing and torment.

“Told you so.” Fukumoto-san slapped him on the back. “Akio-kun is a wonder, and he loves his family. And you’re his family, through Hinata. So be grateful.”

“That healing… I know of two Chosen who can heal a little. But Tyr… that is a Norse God, correct?” Takakura-san asked, pensive. “One of battle, I believe. Healing should not be your portfolio.”

Now that piques my interest. “That’s why I believe I have value. Value I intend to get a fair price for. I’m not so bound by what I was given, and I can help others realise their talents.”

“This training school. Yes.” Takakura-san observed. “I have some news you will soon hear about, no doubt.” Takakura-san eyed me, waiting for my reaction. “The date of the Kyoto Conclave has finally been set. Too many have been injured or died in Kyoto. These… sentient spiritual beings, you mentioned earlier. After all, I believe you have brought some to this world with you, like you did with Suzuki-san, have you not? Well, as the Spiritual Centre of Japan, the Night Parade walks Kyoto during the dark hours. The infighting has to stop, the Lady Diviner has spoken. Else Kyoto and the country itself will fall.”

“The Night Parade, huh? Yeah, they caused me trouble too. A pair of Bakeneko. Well, in the end they died like the fools they were, anyway.” I felt a shivering annoyance, pushing it down. “I can see why the full Night Parade would be dangerous though. I won’t say those cats were easy to take down, but I’m still standing, right?”

“I see. A proud boast. The three factions, with some mediating from myself, have agreed to hold the Conclave on the weekend of the eighteenth. I trust you and your backers will be there?”

“We will. And I can show solid results. Speaking of…” I turned back to Takatsukasa-san. “How are you feeling? Ether Healing can be rough, but I think I’ve fixed your lungs and heart, as well as purged a few cancers. Feel free to get a doctor to check you out though, don't just take my word for it.”

“I… thank you.” Takatsukasa-san remembered his manners, and as Ichijou-san congratulated him, Fujiwara-san shot me a stern look.

“My Miyu. She is in danger, is she not?”

“Everyone is.” I wanted to talk about several matters, before getting down to what I could get for my aid and knowledge. “But I’ve taken precautions. She is going to fortify the Territory around your mansion. I gave her enough resources to set up defences enough to deter casual attackers, and I intend to send her reinforcements on rotation until she can stand on her own.”

“I see. If she is hurt…”

“I know. We’ve been through this.” I shrugged. “I look after my own. Now, as to danger. Takakura-san, are you in any way related to the Takakura Antiques in Inuyama?”

“A strange question.” He seemed surprised, but he agreed. “Yes, they are a long-separated branch family of the Takakura family, but due to circumstances, I had to recall them.”

“I see, I thought so. That store was strange. I found a Zashiki-Warashi there, as well as several unique spiritual items. But that’s not the point. Is any government agency aware of the significantly higher rates of missing persons, suicides, death and other crimes in Inuyama?”

“I’ve seen the reports.” The Prime Minister said. “It isn’t the only area of concern. We naturally assumed those like you were involved. Several have caused… issues, and have had to be dealt with carefully.”

“I’ll need to hear about that later.” I declared. “Well, it could still be related to those like me, but I have my own theory.” I explained about the monster of ooze and eyes, and they were horrified, especially Takakura-san, who had a more spiritual background.

“That sounds… very much like a family myth, handed down through the years. Takakura house has a long history, matching the Three Great Houses, but even we lost much in the War, only the main house and the branch family from Inuyama survived.” He frowned, thinking. “Still, we remain influential with the faith of Japan and even abroad, and have much knowledge. Long ago, supposedly as the Kami were departing, one by one, the Yōkai retreated too, the days of the Night Parade moving through the streets of Kyoto or Edo long forgotten. Even now, they do not show themselves physically.” He shrugged, recalling our talk moments ago. “Yet some few managed to survive, drawing strength from other sources than the diminishing spiritual plane.”

“And this mass of darkness was one such?” I asked, and he agreed, expression serious.

“If you believe the history of Takakura house, our strongest shrine maidens and priests sealed it, at the cost of many lives. It was once a Kami, a God, yet in its efforts to stay in a spiritually bereft world, it became monstrous, living off pain and what spiritual energy it could suck from living beings and spiritual implements.”

I see. So that’s why so many treasures and Azuki were there. And now… “I see. Well, I can’t be certain, but I think it’s got out, and is preying on those who can touch the Boundary, be they would-be Astral Emperors or people with natural gifts. It’s probably been strengthened by the stronger Boundary and greater touch of the lower Astral.”

“The Antiques shop was built on the site of an old shrine, which was destroyed long ago by fire.” Takakura-san muttered. “It was related to our branch family, but…”

“So many problems.” The Prime Minister complained bitterly. “My predecessors were fortunate all they had to deal with were lost decades and deflation. I’d say Chinese aggression too, but I have that in spades…” With that he sighed. “So, what can we do? We should seek aid from Kyoto. Could you mediate that, Takakura-san?”

“Why not let me handle it?” I asked, making my pitch. I planned to do it anyway. Might as well get paid for it as well. “I’ll prove I can get a job done, and in exchange… well, firstly, I think you have something for me, from the US Government, right?”

“We do, but… firstly?” the Prime Minister asked, the Three Grandfathers also waiting to hear what I wanted.

“Yes, firstly. Secondly… there’s some things I want. Most of them will be good for you all as well, so shouldn’t be a problem, I hope. Others… well, we here know the world has changed, and we have a candidate, nobility, the military, faith, big business and political power. Surely between us all, we can agree a roadmap to prepare for the inevitable, when the world finds out about the changed paradigm?"

I need to get in on shaping these rules, as they have to work for me and those that depend on me. And if we get the laws ready before shit hits the fan, then we can avoid anarchy and chaos. Hopefully, anyway…


Two Hundred And Forty-One


“So, first we need to establish what we all know about the situation and what is going to happen in the future. I know a decent amount, so of course, I’ll expect suitable compensation for my reveals.” I proposed, and the Prime Minister raised an eyebrow at that.

“What about your patriotism and sense of civic responsibility?” he asked mildly, and at that I had to smile.

“Patriotic? Well, I do love my country. Of course I do. But… I’m a half, right? Luckily I can pass quite easily as a pure Japanese, though I’m quite tall and my eyes are grey, I still look largely Japanese. My sister too, other than her eyes and build. But even so, as kids we did face some discrimination and bullying, until I put a stop to it.” It helps that my sis is cute, so once I stepped in, the harassment stopped quite early, I doubt she even remembers it now.

“My mom, she’s British. So when she moved to Nishimorioka, the first few years she wasn’t accepted, and if she didn’t have auntie and uncle in her corner, it might have taken even longer. It’s fine now, as when you get accepted as Japanese, even if you were born a foreigner, everyone treats you well, but… don’t try and tell me to support the country unconditionally. Especially now.”

“You raise a fair point. There’s a lot of outdated customs and behaviours that need to go. The war changed a lot, but even so, too much remained stagnant.” Fukumoto-san agreed, earning a look of ire from Takatsukasa-san.

“If that is a complaint about…” he began, and I sighed loudly.

“Look, I’m not here to open old arguments. I get what the nobility is for, and I don’t disagree, in principle. Japan has a unique culture, with a lot worth preserving. We also have a deep history of faith, which could well save us. All I’m saying is… we have to decide, now, what we are willing to set aside to preserve what truly matters. Grandfather-in-law…” This time I was addressing Tsumura-san, but he was my grandfather too. Motoko was mine now, and no matter how it started, I was really warming up to her.

“You have some candidates among the soldiers. A couple are here, yes?” I nodded at the two I recognised, and they smiled back, relieved they didn’t have to fight me earlier, as they could feel that my strength and League outstripped theirs significantly. “You too, Ichijou-san, Hinata told me your granddaughter said you had gathered several under your banner. So… you must know. Of the oncoming danger to the entire world.”

“If I may have permission to speak?” one of the soldiers asked, and Tsumura-san nodded.

“I don’t know what you were told, but I was informed when I was chosen I would need to fight, to protect my country and the world. I’m a soldier, the choice is an easy one. But I am not entirely clear on who or when.”

The other soldier also asked for permission and added his thoughts. “I was chosen by Bishamon, which is also apt. I didn’t see his face in my dream where I was granted power, but only a shadow. But he did warn me that the time of destruction was coming.”

“Indeed. Those who serve great Kami seem to have merely seen shadows or heralds.” Takakura-sama mused pensively. “And the shrines of Kyoto are empty of Deities, barring the lesser, like your Shirohebizumi shrine. Even so, the message is the same. The old ways are returning, but with that comes great danger. So, I expect you could not see Tyr, being as he is a God of significant power.”

I guess that’s one good thing about Japan, our religions are very accepting about other Gods from other cultures. Some countries and faiths are going to struggle badly. “No, not Tyr. Instead I was greeted by a Valkyrie, though she was hidden under a cloak at the time so I didn’t even know she was female until… well, until later.”

There’s no need to discuss the connection between us yet. I mean, it’s obvious the powers come with attachments. After all, she did say she was hoping when we succeeded saving Earth, I’d stand with her camp. Norse Pantheon then, I guess? Whether that hope has some means of… enforcement… I wouldn’t like to speculate on. Yet. One problem at a time.

“I think, due to my fortunate meeting with Shaeula, that I know a lot about the Boundary and lower Astral beyond it. I expect that there simply isn’t enough… ether and spiritual power, I guess… to support such mighty beings. I think they dwell up in the higher Astral, far beyond our reach. For now.” I looked at everyone, my eyes serious, drawing their attention with my Charm and Majesty. Majesty should make people more likely to listen to and agree with me. And I need that now more than ever.

“I believe that’s the danger. There are civilisations out there in the lower Astral. Many, like the Fae and the Night Parade, lived partially in our Material world before, when ether was plentiful. And above us dwell Gods and civilisations we can only dream of. Think about it. I can already shrug off a lot of modern weapons, run as fast as a sportscar, heal grievous injuries, wield elemental abilities. I’m proud of what I’ve achieved, but… the Night Parade, the Fae, they already have many as strong as me or stronger. Do you think these higher civilisations above us are any weaker?” Might as well get in a brag about my strength to deter any attempts to pressure me…

“That seems unlikely.” Fujiwara-san nodded, frowning. “So, just what point are you driving at?”

“I’m saying, the danger and the apocalypse… as the inevitable increase in ether happens as the Boundary dissipates, drawing the lower Astral and Earth together, we’ll become vulnerable. Fae, the Night Parade, Yōkai … they’ll walk amongst us again, like they did more than fifteen hundred years ago. Worshipping Gods and Kami will likely be a matter of power, rather than faith, and society itself will collapse unless we prepare. But that isn’t what I fear. I’m already preparing. After all, I’m going to be married into the ruling class of the Seelie Court, the Fae, and Shaeula is also of the Night Parade.”

At that, Takakura-san gasped, and I grinned, having revealed one trump card I had that held great value to the Conclave, especially if the Night Parade was killing potential Astral Emperors from the shrines in Kyoto.

“I’m planning to help Shaeula with both, and if I can safely integrate them into the mortal world, we have the advantage. So don’t tell me I’m not patriotic. Who else could do as much?” Though again, I’m doing it for Shaeula, rather than the country, though since my family and friends and lovers live here, of course I want to preserve it.

“No, I fear invasion from other, higher lands. An army of people like me… well, we’d be done, despite all our weapons and technology. And who is to say that they don’t have technology better than ours? I was always more a studious guy than a sporty one, and I remember my history. What happens when a technologically advanced, more powerful civilisation sets its sights on a weaker one? Even from Japanese history, there’s been enough examples, right?”

“Yes, we have not always acted… humanely… as a nation, though of course, we had justification.” The Prime Minister trotted out the official line, and I understood he had to. My mom made sure Aiko and I (and Eri too, by association), had a more balanced view of history. Still, I wasn’t here to debate the past. I was here to learn from it.

“Yeah, well, the history of wars and slavery around the world tells the same story. The British Empire, Conquistadors, the slave trade… Ortlinde, my Valkyrie, she told me that the major Gods have agreed to leave us alone for a while, though to be honest I suspect that’s because it’s not worth their effort yet, and that it would take time for the Boundary to become fragile enough for Earth to be noticed by outsiders. How long that is though, she didn’t say. It could be weeks, months, or years. I’m hoping not weeks.” I grinned.

“Your Valkyrie, she seems quite talkative.” Takakura-san observed. “Only the Diviner seems to have gathered as much information.” The Diviner? Sounds important, who’s that? On seeing my inquisitive gaze, he smiled back, his grin matching mine, despite his advancing age.

“The Lady Diviner is a state and religious secret, so this information should pay for some of yours.”

Damn, dealing with these old men keeps me on my toes. Still, give and take is necessary for any negotiations. At my affirming nod he continued. “She was blessed from a very young age, able to see visions of the future, cryptic but also precise. Several disasters have been avoided due to her visions. She has now been chosen, as you would expect, by Tsukuyomi, and through her vision she was able to communicate with the Great Kami, the God, though it was brief and much was beyond concepts she could understand.”

Well, isn’t this interesting. “Please, go on.”

“It is as you surmise. The tides are shallow around our world, and we are beneath the notice of the sun, the moon and the stars high above. Yet as the tides wash down, the filth will be cleaned from this jewel we call Earth, and the shining gem will be lifted by the waves, drawing notice. Many then would spend the effort to stoop down and pluck such a bauble.”

“So, how long?” I asked, and he shrugged.

“Even the noble Lady Diviner did not know, but hearing the voice of the moon, it seems that acts within or without can hasten the process, cracking the shell of filth that surrounds us, letting the jewel within shine.”

“That makes sense. Though it’d be helpful to know just what we should avoid.” I sighed. “So, look. This goes beyond money, patriotism, history. The very world is at stake. And we don’t have a timescale. So we need to prepare now. Agreed?”

“Of course. You think we haven’t been considering this?” The Prime Minister pointed out. “Not just us, internationally as well. Though our discussions with the US have been influenced by your actions.” At that implied criticism, I shrugged.

“I hope you’ve been getting insight from those of us who have expertise.” I warned. “As if we get this wrong, it’ll be a disaster.”

“That’s why you are here, isn't it?” Fukumoto-san chuckled dryly.

The door opened then, and Haru-san and her father came out. Haru-san came to my side, sitting down, and gave me a teary smile, while her father took his seat again.

“Everything all right?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Yes, everything’s better than all right. I’m… I’m home.” she replied softly, wiping at her eyes. “So now, I have to help you, don't I?”

“I appreciate it. Anyway, now we’ve established the danger, we need to look at the key issues.”

“And what are those?” the Prime Minister asked, curious.

“Well, obviously, the defence against incoming threats, the way to deal with ownership of land representing Japan in the Boundary and Astral. Ether, aether and the ability to provide it to and extract it from others, and immigration, especially non-human immigrants. Also the timing of and way we reveal this to Japan at large. Oh, and there is one small concession I would like as well, though it’s not directly related to this matter. More regarding… a promise.”

“I see. So, does anyone have any objections to having a preliminary look at these issues?” the Prime Minister asked, and Fujiwara-san shook his head.

“This is why we are here, is it not? Not just to reunite a father with his daughter, worthy though that is. So, Oshiro-san, please, share your thoughts.”

“Well, I believe security should be first, as it’s where the greatest mistakes can be made, and mistakes won’t just sink our country, but perhaps the world.” Dramatic, but clearly true. “It also ties into land claims.”

“Is that why you’ve been busy recently, wasting your money, Kenji-san?” Takatsukasa-san asked, irritation plain, though he was again feeling wonder at how effortless his breathing was. “Dedicating a park, buying the lease on a struggling shopping complex. Bad business. Buying a lot of land and cheap real estate around the area where this man dwells too. You should stick to electronics.”

“Look, I don’t know what’s coming. But I know this. Having control of land both here and in the Boundary gives many benefits, not least greater ether density. I’m sure there has to be a reason for that. But that’s for later. First, there are a limited pool of potential candidates, right? I don’t know if there’ll be a second wave, but we have to assume what we got was all we’ll get. Ortlinde told me she expected a few thousand countrywide, so we are looking at around a hundred to two hundred thousand worldwide. And we are losing plenty already.”

At that explanation Takakura-san agreed, thinking of the lost chosen of faith, and he bowed his head in silent prayer.

“It’s an issue of national power. Hence why the US has crossed the line. Oh, by the way, tell him the good news, Akimitsu-san.” the Prime Minister asked Haru-san's father.

“Oh, yes, that’s … I have the documents here.” He shuffled around on his desk, looking dazed yet happy. “I think it was ten million more dollars we extracted for you…” he began, only for Haru-san to surprise us all by speaking.

“Ten million? That doesn’t sound fair. We received another fifty million in debt forgiveness, as well as… hmm…” She frowned, concentrating. “… a deal to modernise military equipment which had been stalled, with significant discounts. I know the diplomats had to negotiate for that, daddy, but don’t you think you are short-changing Akio-san here? It’s frankly insulting.”

Suzuki-san choked at that, looking shocked, while the Prime Minister was smiling wryly. Fukumoto-san was laughing heartily too. “Sorry daddy.” Haru-san said, her smile light and refreshed. “But I work for Akio-san now, so I read your mind. It’s giving me a headache, but if I don’t master it I’ll never be fully well. Anyway, surely you can do better than that?”

“I can’t believe you’d do that to me…” he muttered, surprised.

“Don’t be jealous, daddy. I love you a lot. But… I owe Akio-san, and I’ve been observing him and his allies for a while now. They can be trusted. So, considering… oh, you only paid ten million last time too and got so much more. For shame, Prime Minister.” She giggled. “I think you ought to show sincerity.”

“Isn’t this surprising.” The Prime Minister chuckled, chagrined. “I think I get your point now though. With a wide variety of abilities and strengths we can’t predict, each one is a national treasure, that likely will only decline in number yet increase in worth. So we should value you all more.”

“Yes. I expect you are trying to replicate our training school in the military, right grandfather?” I asked, and Tsumura-san agreed, looking at his soldiers.

“Of course. My Motoko does talk. She’s stronger and faster than before, noticeably so. I have obviously tested her and Natsumi-chan, during their morning sparring. The gains are modest compared to the soldiers who have these new powers, but even so… a young girl can compete with a strong man and win. So I assume an already strong man would break records.”

“Yeah. Though there’s obviously a limit to what can be done via Chirurgery.” I’ll keep elements and Classes to myself for now. “But I don’t claim to be the only one who can come up with a way to strengthen others. I’m just ahead of the game. The boosts won’t be earth-shaking, but just imagine an army with significantly better intelligence, reaction speeds, perception… they’d still die to bombs and bullets, sure, but I expect battlefield casualties would go down and combat results way up.”

“Obviously.” Tsumura-san agreed, and everyone was watching our conversation intently. Haru-san reached over to hold my hand, squeezing me gently, and I guessed that was her way of communicating her thoughts. I think that means I’m on the right track here.

“Test results in training show our few Chosen soldiers, even without using their unique gifts, which they struggle with here, they can easily outperform small squads of other soldiers.” He continued. “Though the figures you provided us with were helpful, I suspect they are out of date?”

“I’m afraid so. This is why to grow, we need to control the other world. It’s a mirror to this one, so I dare say some would say the government owns it, and many wealthy people would argue that if it’s a mirror of their own land, they should have control of it too. Some countries might go that route, but I believe we won’t be that foolish.”

“How so? I’m curious to hear your reasons.” The Prime Minister asked.

“Well, when someone holds up a mirror opposite your house and it’s reflected, do you own the mirror then? Obviously not. But more importantly, we are specifically tasked by those who chose us to gain ownership of a Territory. I believe that doing so will give us the best possible chance of defending against our future enemies. Stronger Buildings, more defences… now, as time passes, I suspect there will be more overlap, like Shaeula tells me there was in the past. Faerie glades, the Ryūgū-jō, Dragon King’s Palace, all strange areas that occupied spaces we could get to. I’d say they were myths, but Shaeula says they weren’t. When overlap happens that might cause issues, but… well, have any of you seen a dungeon?” I asked the two soldiers, and one nodded.

“You mean those areas of warped space, which are much bigger on the inside?” Bishamon’s candidate said. “I’ve been in one, it was enough to defy belief. My very senses were confused by it. It was quite the adjustment to make.”

“Yeah. So… again, this is just speculation, but imagine what will happen if something like that merges with Earth. It seems impossible, but who can say what is and isn’t now? After all, I have it on good authority there wasn’t a Boundary until recently, and fifteen hundred years ago it was just the Astral and Material. Doesn’t that mean if areas overlap, Earth would technically be getting bigger, while staying the same size? So who would get a claim over that? Is it who controlled the original land, the government, or the person who causes it to happen?”

“Yes, I can see this is a mess. So, let’s hear your proposal first.” The Prime Minister offered, and I took a deep breath, giving voice to ideas I had been thinking about deeply, and Hinata had given me input too.

“Okay, well let’s say there are three layers. The Astral, the Boundary and the Material. There might be more above that, who knows, but for now let’s concentrate on what we know. I propose that land in the Astral and Boundary belong to those who claim it, via their Anchors. The system itself is set up that way. Besides, only other potential Astral Emperor candidates, or those they have trained and invited can enter anyway.”

“I see. Go on.”

“As for land that merges, overlapping, I don’t believe it’s right or fair to usurp people who have owned the land, but it’s also not fair for the effort we candidates put in to be wasted either. It is also going to depend on the price you put on extra ether and probable defences. This is largely speculation, but imagine if your house was on merged land, and a military invasion happened. It would be much harder to attack it, and could offer numerous benefits that are impossible to enjoy now. So, I believe that a tax should be levied to cover those benefits, a stated maximum based on the level of services provided, at the discretion of the candidate.”

“You should have first refusal to purchase any overlapping land or facilities that are for sale, legally. And the government should come to an agreement to cede non-essential works such as parks and so on, and pay a levy for essential government buildings, just like private citizens would.” Fukumoto-san suggested.

“Yeah, it’s not ideal, and I don’t know how often or even if mergers will happen, but I’d rather have a set of laws drafted first, rather than fight about it later.” I agreed.

“More taxes are always a hard sell to the electorate.” Suzuki-san muttered. “Passing them will be hell.”

“Really? I think if they are included as part of a larger bill covering these secret matters, most people will write it off as a joke or a mistake and forget about them.” Fukumoto-san pressed.

“The Opposition Party will have a field day. Only the leader and a few of their Diet representatives are aware of the changing world.” The Prime Minister complained, and Haru-san squeezed me again. I see.

“Maybe so. But you had the misfortune to be Prime Minister right now, so deal with it.” I smirked. “Do you see any issues in principle? Ideally, I’d like to go further with another suggestion.”

“Oh, go on.”

“This is more a… personal… request. Still, I’m prepared to offer fair compensation. I’d like the government to help me buy up as much of my Territory as possible, around certain critical areas. I mean, I’m sure my new grandfather here will help, but in the unlikely event of the merger we fear, Territories have certain areas that should not be compromised. In fact, I’d go so far as to say other potential Astral Emperors who align with the state should get the same privilege. But that’s next on the agenda. In exchange… ether. I believe we have to strengthen the overall ether density of the country.” Onto part two, the harder sell…

“That would be shockingly expensive, and an abuse of taxpayer money, ordinarily.” Suzuki-san noted, but his daughter disagreed.

“Don’t say that, daddy. I can see how much benefit Akio-san has caused the country, putting his life on the line against foreign agents. And you fobbed him off with pitiful remuneration, I didn’t know you were so petty!”

“That’s simply politics, Haru, you worked for the Government, you know that…” he began, but she pouted fiercely at him.

“I know without Akio-san, you’d be flailing in the dark. Are these people from the shrines considering this?” she asked Takakura-san fiercely.

“No, in fact they are more concerned with securing Spiritual Kyoto. They own their own shrines of course, so the issue may not have occurred to them. But perhaps it should have.” he conceded.

“See? Akio-san is offering expertise. He’s engaged to a princess of the Fae, he has knowledge nobody else does! And you are quibbling over money? What price safety and security for our citizens?” she continued, heated. “Evildoers like… the man who killed me…” she stammered over that, before steeling herself. “… if they are within a Territory, they’ll be weakened, right?”

“Yeah, in Las Vegas I was definitely affected by the Territory there.” I agreed. “A Territory where the owner has control offers a ton of utility, much of which we likely don’t even know about yet. It’s worth trying to achieve, but also control. I don’t believe that we should be forced to disclose our abilities, there are dangers with that, but Territory claims… there needs to be a department to monitor and regulate them. And hopefully prevent needless wars like Kyoto at the moment.”

I know I need to raise Conqueror, but I’ve proved I can do it by destroying hostile Territories in the lower Astral too. I’d rather form alliances, work together. Though bad people like Kondou Kazuo will have to be removed from the Boundary…

“Look, at the very least, having a higher ether density here in Japan is going to be a necessity. Anyone who has been to Shirohebizumi shrine can feel the difference. I believe that ether is important, as it enables faster, better training, and easier use of esoteric abilities. An enemy force attacking would find it far harder to go up against a land filled with ether, as the defenders would be able to exercise their full might. Besides…” I’ve been thinking about this for a while too.

“…I think aether, which is what the body refines ether into, is helpful to the body, perhaps even necessary. During training and also in Las Vegas I discovered that ordinary people being drained of too much aether could cause headaches and lethargy, and Shaeula, who knows more than me…”

Even if she doesn’t fully understand mortal physiology, she’s still massively more knowledgeable about subtle bodies. “…thinks that too much drain can damage the subtle networks within the body, causing permanent harm. Conversely, I believe ordinary people, even without training or Chirurgery, will see gradual gains in a high-ether area. Perhaps it’ll be minor, a point or two in each Statistic, but a country with an overall healthier, stronger and smarter population is going to dominate the world stage, right? Think of the savings on healthcare and social welfare programs alone.”

“I would like to test that.” Tsumura-san mused, thinking. “Motoko and Natsumi-chan did tell me that it was far easier to train at your school than when they do it in our family dojo. And progress of your trainees seems abnormally fast…” he paused then. “But there is one anomaly. This girl, Mori-san. Motoko tells me she has far outstripped the gains you talk about via mere Chirurgery. Do you want to talk about that?”

Not really, but again, it’s a value only I can provide, currently. It might not last, so I have to milk it now. “Well, Eri is a bit of a special case. She underwent Chirurgery like the others, but her additional strength comes from a Skill of mine. It’s limited, though… I do anticipate Motoko and Hinata, Natsumi too, will see larger benefits than the other trainees.”

“I see. I think I understand.” Tsumura-san said. “A pity. If it could be replicated…”

“I’m sure there will be others who can empower their allies.” I nodded, thinking. “As Astral Emperor candidates are such a limited resource it only makes sense to find those. Countries with a larger population such as Russia, China, India, the USA… they have an advantage in that regard. But it’s only theoretical. Right now… I can use Chirurgery, and provide ether, and strengthen a few others still further, and bring in immigrants who have great powers, equalling a candidate. That’s one way of offsetting the limited numbers.”

“When you say it like that, you do offer much.” The Prime Minster agreed, but Ichijou-san shook his head.

“Immigration though. The Opposition Party is hard-line on immigration, and as you have said, the population at large is insular. Immigration is a sensitive topic and immigrants are not always treated as well as they perhaps should be. As you know.”

“Well, anyone who tries to bully my immigrants is a fool.” I grinned wolfishly. “But I know the nobility doesn’t look favourably on change. You worry that the culture and heritage of Japan will be diluted. That’s why we are dealing with this now. It’s a bit off-topic, but I suggest a change to immigration laws. A special status. Consider it a sort of diplomatic passport. Japan is one of the countries that doesn’t really allow dual nationality. I get why. But… why not introduce a special dual nationality, sort of like a diplomat. That way, Shaeula and the others can be integrated easily. Candidates could get it as well, if they wanted state support.”

“Interesting. That would create fewer legislative issues, and if the numbers were low…” The Prime Minster mused.

“Look, Shaeula, Ixitt, Grulgor, the others… each of them is a match for a lot of candidates. If we don’t take advantage, other countries will. Get a system in place now for … well, call it fast-track immigrants. If the time comes when whole species of Yōkai and spiritual beings end up back in the world… that might be more complicated, but if we have well-integrated forerunners, they can help us resolve the inevitable issues and conflicts. Besides, Shaeula is very taken with Japanese culture. It’s time to decide what parts of it we want to preserve, and what we will sacrifice or allow to change.”

“You make a good point.” Ichijou-san conceded. “I can see you have thought about this.”

“Yeah, and now might be a good time for that favour. I propose that special passport holders can have polygamous marriage. Hell, you can just make polygamy legal if you want, but I doubt that the electorate would go for it.”

At that everyone looked rather shocked, except for Fukumoto-san, Tsumura-san, and surprisingly Haru-san, who was rolling her eyes at me.

“What does that have to do with what we are talking about?” The Prime Minster asked, confused, and I grinned.

“Pretty much nothing. But I made a promise to my girls. I want to marry them all legally, so they can have proper weddings with friends and family all looking on happily. After all, Natsumi does want to see everyone wed in clothes she and her family made. It’s not that much of a favour, surely.” I looked at the high-ranking rulers of Japan. “After all, nobility does it de-facto with concubines and mistresses. So dress it up as a special trial to address the falling birth rate or something. I don’t care how. But I promised my girls I’d make them happy, and every girl dreams of marriage. Don’t you want to see your granddaughters in their bridal gowns, grandfathers?”

“I must confess to wanting to see Motoko have a grand ceremony, yes.” Tsumura-san conceded.

“Oh, don’t be so stiff, Tsumura-san.” Fukumoto-san chuckled. “Instead, be happy that Akio-kun here is thinking of our granddaughters so deeply. I know it was a political arrangement at first, but it warms my heart to see his affection for Hinata. I think he’s a breath of fresh air. The nobility needs that.”

“Change is inevitable.” Fujiwara-san said slowly, thinking. “We persevered through the war, though your house suffered greatly and has not fully recovered, Itsuki. And this change is likely to be even greater. So yes, what do we preserve, and what do we let fade into history? My Miyu is already involved.” He fixed me with a piercing gaze. “You say she has a Territory around my mansion? So can this have this ether density too?”

“I believe that since she’s my Vassal, if either she or I had ownership of the land on Earth, yes, though as my Territory is stronger, if it’s her, it would probably show a weaker effect for now.”

“Trying to seek another wife, eh?” Ichijou-san snorted, and I shook my head.

“No way. I’m done with arranged marriages. I’ve agreed to what I agreed with, but I want to concentrate on loving who I have now.” This Elf… I’ll find other ways to deal with securing support for Shaeula. Don’t get me wrong, I’m curious to see Elves, but I’m not going to marry one just for that… “Besides, I have enough ties to the nobility, don't I? And while I don’t agree with everything you do, I do see the need for preservation of the soul of Japan.”

“Ideally, you should be tied to one of the Three Great Houses…” Takatsukasa-san began, only for me to shut him down.

“Oh, but I am, grandfather-in-law. After all, Hinata is your granddaughter too. I’m sure your granddaughters are all good girls, but I’m not interested.”

“You have a sister, what about…” he began, and Haru-san squeezed my hand again while I took a moment and a long breath to calm down.

“My sister… I don’t speak for Aiko, but no marriage will be arranged without her consent. Aiko will marry for love. Well, if you think you have a relative good enough to win her heart, feel free, I won’t stop you, but conversely, hurt her or break her heart, and… I don’t think I could let that slide.”

“So passionate, but we are getting off track here…” the Prime Minster laughed. “Seriously, Oshiro-san, you are like a doting father. Still, I understand. My daughter is quite the handful. Anyway… I think the special diplomatic-style citizenships could work. As for polygamy… it’ll draw criticism from the electorate, for sure, even on such limited scope…”

“Well, I’m sure I can offer adequate compensation for the trouble. So… land control.” I reminded him, and he nodded.

“I see no issue with those that register with the state using this passport scheme having control of this Boundary. Though… the effects of ether and deprivation of it need to be tested. I won’t put our citizens at risk. We need hard data. As for the unlikely event of mergers… that needs more work, and legislative thought. I’m currently thinking that any expanded land goes to the owner of the land around it.”

I see, not ideal, but we can work on it. “Well, it’s a start. I still think that the benefits of a Territory on the Material mean you should think carefully about it. But I admit, as yet we have little data.”

“Speaking of data.” Haru-san’s father spoke up. “Why don’t you agree with disclosing the abilities of each of you? Surely that information is necessary for national security reasons? After all, crimes committed by people with strange powers like… like that bastard…” he growled. “… we need to prevent them, or find those that do abuse their powers.”

“Yeah, but there’s a problem.” I answered firmly. “If the information is public, or even gets out… I suspect there are those who can steal powers from others. After all, one of the Night Parade we killed could do it, so it doesn’t seem unlikely.” To say nothing of Conqueror and my suspicions about that…

“I see. So not only would such a register be a catalogue for that, it would probably enable someone to see if they could defeat you too, yes?” Tsumura-san, the military mind, observed. “And if it was leaked to foreign powers… well, the US has already proved what lengths they will go to, and they are far from alone in that.”

“Yeah. Even having the passport-style scheme has its dangers, but in exchange for state support and protection of Territory, I think it’s a risk worth taking. I don’t want Japan to descend into anarchy, with every candidate for Astral Emperor in a free-for-all.” I looked at Tsumura-san. “Grandfather, I’m sure you have been using your military candidates to scout Tokyo and the surrounds, right? You must have detected Territories of others. I’d like to know that information.”

“That’s troublesome. You are correct, but that information is a miliary secret.”

“Well, all of this is fascinating, but I’m more certain than ever we need a proper solution.” The Prime Minister interrupted. “One thing every world leader I’ve spoken to is agreed on, is keeping matters secret for now, until the situation and the risks become clear. Even countries we are not overly friendly with, such as South Korea, agrees. But that is just a stopgap. Some commit crimes like Kondou Kazuo, others… well, see for yourself.” He flipped around a laptop, revealing some YouTube videos by various people. The first one was an Australian, and he was manipulating water into dragons and small armies. It was quite impressive.

“So, that’s genuine, yes? He’s playing it off as a prank, special effects, but our data analysts reckon that’s not possible.” the Prime Minister asked, and I nodded my agreement.

“Hmm, yeah. Looks like water manipulation to me. Wait, he has how many views?” I was shocked at the tens of millions of views this guy had.

“Yes, it’s not just him, we’ve found four or five others.” The Prime Minister sighed. “As of now, almost everyone thinks it’s a clever joke, but rumours are starting to spread. We’ve had to cover up a few incidents here in Japan, and worldwide there have been more. We are on a tight timescale to prepare. It’s not likely to be a government announcement that sets this all off, but an idiot like this, or perhaps some psychopath blowing up something important in public.”

That makes sense. Hundreds of thousands of people worldwide, sooner or later one of them is going to do something that can’t be hidden. “Yeah, I’ve already started working with a Detective to start thinking about candidate criminals, and how to deal with ordinary crime with the advantage of powers, but it’s likely going to need a military and candidate component…” I mused.

“Yes, you’ve been busy. Hinata told me you helped out a young woman with her problems." Fukumoto-san said, and the Prime Minister followed up.

"Detective Kato Reiji. A career detective, married, has daughters. A straight arrow. Nearly killed in the… diplomatic incident at the shrine. Currently rooting out sleaze within the force with information you provided. Yes, your approach shows promise. We had… well, in Sapporo we had to use the military after one fool killed two police officers who tried to stop him robbing a bank. Five civilians were killed too. We had to frame it as a tragic accident and gas leak, blowing the building up.”

“Another waste of a candidate then.” Haru-san squeezed my hand, this time in gratitude for my next words as I smiled at her. “Luckily, Haru-san here, and Miyu, and also Kikuchi Shuta-san… we have a few who aren’t liabilities. And as training seems to be my special gift… hopefully we’ll do well.”

“So, it’s clear to me, that this interferes in almost every aspect of our country and will change everything.” The Prime Minster declared. “And that’s even before the potential but likely threat of war. Even before any possible apocalypse, China is making very dangerous moves. We can hardly complain at the Americans having embedded spies, after all, we and they have them in China too. Most of ours are dead or turned though. But what we did learn is the CCP is bringing in almost all of their Chosen under the banner of a new government Department. They also apparently have old lineages like our shrines and temples. Cultivators.” He snorted, before continuing.

“Who would have thought it? America is struggling, but is trying the same, but they have no old legacy of faith remaining, most of Europe is the same. Funnily enough though, your mother's country, The United Kingdom, is one of the more helpful. Ever since Brexit they’ve been a little estranged from their usual allies in Europe, and after we agreed a wide-ranging trade deal, diplomacy between our two nations has been strong and profitable. Whatever you think of the politics involved, it benefitted us. Apparently they have a deep legacy like us and China, and have reached out to us, as well as the US and others in our political sphere. So, I would say if we don’t act, we’ll be left behind. So to that end, I believe we should set up a new Ministry. I have the power to add a number in an emergency.”

“The Opposition won’t like that.” I warned. “You should bring them onside. This is bigger than squabbling over ideology.”

“Would you be willing to meet with them?” the Prime Minster asked and I held in a sigh, knowing it was coming.

“I’m a busy man, but I suppose it’s for the best. Damn, Fae politics and Japanese and International politics. A few months ago, I was an ordinary guy.”

“This new Ministry, the Ministry of Spiritual Matters, can be passed off as a faith-based project to start with. I’ll garner some criticism, but I can weather it. It’ll need input from Law, Police, the Military, obviously some Chosen, Foreign Affairs… ugh, it’ll be involved in every aspect of our modern life. It’s not exactly unprecedented, but I was hoping to appoint you to Minister. I have the power to do so, even if you’ve not been elected to the Diet, even if I’ll get slaughtered by the press and Opposition parties.”

“No way.” I declined. “That’s one hell of a conflict of interest. I could use it to set everything up to be favourable to me and not my enemies. Don’t get me wrong, you all owe me significant support for my help, but I intend a fair exchange. Besides, such a major decision will require cross-party support and… huh?”

I noticed everyone was looking at me. The Prime Minster was smiling wryly, while Takakura-san was nodding. Fukumoto-san was grinning, and Tsumura-san also looked pleased. The Prime Minister pressed a button on his laptop, and it was suddenly displaying a live-feed, of a man I recognised as the leader of the Opposition party.

“See?” The Prime Minster smirked, as if he had won over his opponent. “I told you he was trustworthy. We’ve been keeping an eye on him for a while. He didn’t take advantage of Fujiwara-san’s granddaughter, and he cares about his family deeply. He’s no crazed warmonger, despite his power.”

“I’ll allow that. He also seems to have a good idea of what needs to be done.” The leader of the Opposition was a man in his forties, wiry, lean and aggressive. He looked at me with his dark eyes, weighing me up. “You’ll not be Minister. As it happens, the Minister for Spiritual Matters will come from my party, while the Vice-Minister will be one of Abe-san’s. You…” he frowned. “…will be a Special Advisor.”

“The Lady Diviner too, I shall persuade her to represent the faiths.” Takakura-san declared. “Though I would hope that Conclave can be concluded safety and end the needless infighting and wasteful sacrifices first. Even I have not the influence to stop that. She is the only one who can bridge the factions as it stands and be accepted by all.”

“I see.” I laughed. “Looks like you have been thinking about this already.”

“Yes. I did enjoy some of your words, knowing my esteemed opponent here could hear them. Still, your honesty was refreshing. And it’s true, you do seem to know more than our own people, such as the ones in the military, or those the nobility have gathered. You say there’s three pillars, don't you Fujiwara-san?” the Prime Minster asked, and he nodded.

“The nobility, the shrines and temples, and the Imperial Family.”

“Well, actually I’d say there are six, nowadays. Add politics, the press, and big business. We need all six to work together. To that end… I ask for your assistance, Oshiro-san, and in exchange, we’ll be as accommodating as we legally can.”

Fine. Now it’s just a matter of haggling. “Well, it’s in all of our interests to get this right now. But this is gong to be quite an undertaking. How are you going to get the staff for this new Ministry?”

“We'll take your expansion as a model.” Tsumura-san explained. “In terms of the military, we have our own Chosen, Astral Emperor Candidates as you call them…” He looked at the Prime Minister then. “Should we update the term, officially?”

“I don’t think it matters. Candidates, Chosen… it’s all the same.” I shrugged.

“Stick with Chosen.” The Prime Minster stated. “It’ll make more sense on official documents.”

Damn, already this is annoying, quibbling over terminology. Still, it’s necessary, I suppose, and Chosen rolls off the tongue better, and does explain what we are more clearly. “Yeah, but we’ll need police, lawyers, diplomats, to say nothing of secretaries, clerical staff…”

“If I may…” Haru-san spoke timidly, giving me a squeeze, this one wistful and leading. “… I don’t mind undertaking a role. I’ve… I’ve experience in government, and you’d feel better if you had people within the Ministry representing your interests, wouldn't you?” She looked at her father then.

“Daddy, I always wanted to follow you into politics. I was happy when I worked here. Until this. But now… but now I can be happy again, I think. I’m scared to fight, but I know I’ll need to. But Akio-san will protect me, like he does the others. So I’ll do it. But I think maybe… maybe can be more help to him, to you, to my country, by assisting with this. Perhaps…” She shuddered, remembering. “… perhaps that’s why Kiku was there to save my soul from death, and Akio-san was there to save me from her and bring me back.”

“What about the people you knew before?” I asked. “It’ll be a big Ministry, if you run into friends or colleagues…”

“I don’t think she needs to worry about that. The Ministry is going to be staffed entirely by people who will have clearance for the information on Chosen.” The Prime Minister promised. “It’s going to be a nightmare vetting everyone, as we can’t afford leaks, so an experienced political secretary such as Suzuki-san would be a godsend. Just don’t abuse your position too much to benefit Oshiro-san.” He grinned, and she looked down, embarrassed.

“Seeing her telepathy in action, it does show we need to get a handle on this. Business and politics, national security too. Everything could be ruined by such abilities.” Fukumoto-san observed, thinking. “I’m glad she’s a trustworthy girl and on our side, right?” He winked at me then, and I was struck once more how fortunate I was he liked me and thought I was good for his beloved granddaughter.

“Still, setting up the Ministry is going to be a huge expense, and the yearly budget is going to be a killer. We’ll need special police and soldiers, diplomats, lawyers… the costs will be endless.” the Prime Minister lamented.

“Yes, but… Akio-san saved this country sums in the hundreds of millions of US dollars. It might not be a huge amount to the US, it probably came out of their black-ops budget.” Haru-san protested. “Or maybe their normal military one, considering the discounts you are getting on that hardware we need for the JSDF, but the initial costs can be covered from that. Besides…” she eyed the Prime Minister. “… you are going to ask Akio-san for more favours. So don’t try and make out it’s an inconvenience.” She sniffed, pretending to be offended.

“Doing her job already, before we even hired her.” The Prime Minster chuckled, as did the leader of the Opposition party.

“Yes, I think she’ll be an asset.” he agreed. “Still, I think it should be illegal to read the minds of others without their consent.”

“How would you enforce that? No, well, I suppose thinking of such matters is what the Ministry will be for.” The Prime Minister sighed. “It is bad manners though, so please stop it for now. We’ll make sure Oshiro-san is properly compensated.”

“Go on then. What do you want?” I asked. “I’ve made plain what I need, so…”

“Obviously, the military.” Tsumura-san insisted. “We would like to replicate your training school to strengthen our soldiers. I am sure the US is doing the same, if they can, and while they are our allies still, we have already seen how little that matters right now. The geopolitical climate is gong to change dramatically. Perhaps one strong Chosen might be enough to make a weak country a threat to others. After all, my Motoko believes you could defeat an army by yourself.”

“Well, she’s a good girl, she thinks highly of my strength.” I didn’t deny it, despite it being wildly unlikely. After all, projecting strength would keep me and my family safe. “I see your point, but it’s simply impossible to see results like the training school any time soon. It involved a lot of special effort from Shaeula and I.”

“The Chirurgery. Is it not possible for you to teach our military Chosen that?” Tsumura-san asked.

“That’s a big request.” I sighed. “I’m all for helping the country, but asking for such high level assistance… well, the compensation would be huge, even if they could learn it, not everyone can.”

“I see. I was hoping that we could attach these two as miliary liaisons to your force, as part of the new Ministry.” Tsumura-san nodded to the two soldiers, who saluted me. “Seeing some of your expertise first-hand would be of help to us, and also it might build trust.”

I see. “Well, they can accompany us venturing to Inuyama. That’s all I can offer for now. And again, I’ll expect suitable concessions.”

“Right. Well… how about the Special Forces? There are around three hundred members of the Tokushusakusengun, the true elite of the Japanese military. And best of all, they are already completely trustworthy and can keep state secrets. I suspect that being stronger would be far more useful on such elites than on regular troops too. Could you set up a training school for them?”

Three hundred? Hmm. Shaeula won’t do Chirurgery on the males, and I doubt there are many females in the Special Forces. Still, my Skills and aether are far higher, I can certainly handle a fair few each day… “It wouldn’t be impossible if I did a few a day for a few months. At least for the Chirurgery. As for a training programme, I could put one together, but doing that takes time from my own projects, and has quite the opportunity cost…”

“Well, how about this?” Fukumoto-san proposed. “Akio-kun needs land under his control, and the Ministry needs sites. I did manage to get the rights over the best park within ten kilometres of Shirohebizumi shrine, as requested. I did notice there were ample opportunities to purchase land around it too. Why not set up a training facility and Ministry building there. Cede ownership to Akio-kun, on the understanding it has to remain for Ministry business. He then benefits.”

“I do, but it’s not enough.” I insisted, determined not to sell myself short. Hinata would be sad if I do. “We mentioned the possible effects of ether and aether. Well, I’m prepared to spend some of my precious spiritual resources, which money can’t buy, to create an area that provides a lot of ether, and also an area that drains aether from people. Buy me more land around that site, and help me run tests on normal people, enhanced people who have been through Chirurgery, and other Chosen. Then you can determine the effects of that, with empirical data, and if I’m correct, it’ll also help protect the area against potentially hostile foreign Chosen. It all needs research, so this way everyone wins.”

“Special Forces soldiers are a huge investment.” Haru-san chimed in. “I don’t even need to read your mind to know that, Tsumura-san. If you use some military budget for it, as well as the new Ministry budget Akio-kun has raised through his actions, it seems a worthwhile investment.”

“It is important to have more data. All these strange powers concern me.” The leader of the Opposition mused, frowning in thought. “I don’t approve of government money going towards a private citizen, but… in this case it can’t be helped.”

“Fine. I think all the Ministry facilities should be under the same contract.” Haru-san pressed. “It might be unprecedented, and cause you some concern, but… I’ve seen the other world, the Boundary. I’ve attacked a Territory and defended one. If the day comes when the apocalypse Akio-san fears spills over to the world we know, it’ll be too late to wish we had greater defences then.”

“We can’t decide that now.” The Prime Minister sighed. “Like my good friend in Opposition says, it’s… problematic. But since our request to train the Special Forces is an imposition, we can allow that facility to be under your aegis, Oshiro-san. And we’ll consent to the experiments too. It’ll be part of the remit of the Ministry to research and codify these new powers. Damn, we’ll need scientists too, and those are some of the hardest people to find that’ll keep secrets…” He sighed again, looking tired.

“All right. But I still think I need further renumeration. I’m still being exploited here.” I declared, and Fukumoto-san laughed.

“He’s not wrong. As Suzuki-san said so aptly, the value of Special Forces is massive, and don’t tell me after they are done, you won’t want the Rangers done too, then our top pilots, and so forth… besides, we’ll need to make sure all our clerical staff are worked on too. The last thing we want is for our people to be vulnerable to kidnapping. A bit of strength could go a long way to preventing that. Besides to work in this Ministry is to require understanding.”

“True. I would ask for our fighter pilots to have Chirurgery.” Tsumura-san admitted. “The extra reflexes and resistance to G’s could be huge in terms of combat potential.”

“Well, I need all the information on the Chosen that support the military and the nobility. I want to know their Territory locations too, to prevent me from destroying them, if naught else.” I countered.

Ichijou-san looked unhappy at that, but Tsumura-san agreed. “Fine. That is not a problem. I expect you want to know our information on other locations we have discovered Territories? That I am not sure we can give, it is likely unconstitutional.”

“Well, in time I’ll find them all myself. But… identifying Chosen is vital. Oh… there is one favour you can give me, and it’s important, if… unpleasant.” I turned to Haru-san then, and at my serious expression and my thoughts which she must have read, she paled, gripping my hands tightly.

“Haru-san, I think you need to face Kondou Kazuo one last time. Otherwise he’ll always haunt you. I won’t force you, but… I think it’s best. I can’t know what you’ve suffered, though I saw a fraction of it through your light, but when you see he can no longer hurt you, that he faces retribution…” I looked at the Prime Minster and the leader of the Opposition.

“…I need permission to experiment on Kondou Kazuo, on what happens when a Territory is destroyed. I hope it won’t hurt him, but… it might. It might even kill him. I… well, I effectively killed him already, he’s awaiting his execution, but… it hits different, killing with my own hands. I’ve killed those agents that attacked the shrine, I killed sapient beings in the Boundary and lower Astral… I…”


“Soldiers kill.” One of the Chosen, the one of Bishamon, spoke up. “But we don’t revel in it. It can haunt us, sure, and it’s never easy. But for the right reasons, sometimes we have to take the burden upon ourselves. So that others can live free. Can you honestly say you need to do this, it isn’t for revenge, or selfish reasons?”

“Well, it might be slightly selfish, but…” I looked at Fujiwara-san. “Your granddaughter, Miyu. She wanted to be free of this candidacy. I thought of several ways, but the risk was awful. I think… I think we need to know if it can be done the way I think. It’s dangerous knowledge, for sure, but knowing is important. It might be the only way to deal with truly dangerous foes, or to save those like Miyu who wish for freedom.” Though Miyu, I’ll make sure she doesn’t need to be free. A girl who wants to have some control over her life, retaining power is better…

“And there’s no other way?” The Prime Minster asked. “Even a prisoner awaiting death has rights and dignity.”

At that, I could see Haru-san looking down, and her father grinding his teeth, angry. I don’t blame him. Scum like Kondou Kazuo have no rights in my mind, still… “No. I don’t ask for this lightly. But if he can assume some risk, or even dies… if it can save a life down the line, I think it’s a sin I’m willing to bear.”

“Fine.” The Prime Minster agreed. “What about you?” he asked the leader of the Opposition, who after a long deliberation, sighed.

“I’ve read the reports. I trust you, Oshiro-san. I trust that this is for good reasons. Try not to harm him though, if he dies, even though he’s vile, it’ll haunt my dreams…”

“And you?” I asked Haru-san. She released my hand when she realised she was gripping with all her might, though it didn’t hurt me.

“Oh, sorry. I… well… can I think about it tonight?”

“Fine.” I agreed. “I don’t want you to have any regrets, so consider it well.”

“Speaking of prisoners…” Tsumura-san's tone was wry. “The US has officially disavowed those mercenaries who attacked your shrine. I know you wanted to meet with them, perhaps they can be of some use as compensation? Though I doubt we can trust them for anything more than grunt work. They are too loyal to the US and the mercenary code.”

Yeah, I did want to see Aliyah and her brother, see what we could work out. “If they are prepared for it, I might have a way to make them useful, without much danger of betrayal.” We always need trusted manpower, and Shaeula has her befuddling winds. Surely if they consent to it, it’d be stronger… “Well, we’ll see anyway. I at least wanted to talk to them one time anyway.”

“I see, so then, onto the next issue…” the Prime Minister declared, and I stifled a yawn, mentally tired from having to deal with all these politicians and important people…

[image: image-placeholder]

“So, we are in agreement then, for now.” The Prime Minster stated, and murmurs of assent passed around the room.

“Great. Then the Ministry will be approved. The Opposition Party will give me a hard time at first as a cover, and I’ll compromise by giving them the Minister position. Oshiro-san and the Lady Diviner will be special advisors, but with significant sway, due to their knowledge.”

Takakura-san agreed. “I do hope that Conclave will stabilise the infighting between the shrines and temples, allowing us to bring them into the fold. Compelling them to join the Ministry would be difficult politically, but if they do not they will miss a chance to shape the laws to their favour, so I am hopeful.”

“The Ministry will cover several areas. Law and Power, which will be based near Oshiro-san’s Territory, where we will train the military who can be trusted, as well as a police force. Detective Kato Reiji and his Officer will be approached for the role of heading this new force and selecting trustworthy comrades. The Military Chosen will be stationed here too, while two will be seconded to Oshiro-san for training and support. There will also be scientists conducting tests on ether, magic and other phenomenon who will be based here. The land will be purchased by the state, and deeded to Oshiro-san, under the understanding he protects it, and makes no changes without Ministry consent.”

Nods all around at that. I was pleased as I was going to inherit a very significant amount of land. The downside was I had a ton of Chirurgery to do, but I was making connections, and the trained troops were likely to have positive feelings towards me, and also likely a fear of going against me.

“A second Ministry site will be established with the other Ministries in central Tokyo. Suzuki-san will be Undersecretary to the Minister. It’s a big role, but…”

“I can handle it!” Haru-san cried, excited to be fulfilling one of her dreams she feared lost forever. “I’ll help find suitable recruits too.”

“Indeed. Well, that site will handle legislation such as special immigration, which we have agreed in principle. And…” The Prime Minister rolled his eyes, exasperated. “… handle permits for polygamy. I can’t believe you expect one person to have the weight to change a long-established law just for their own benefit.”

“You need my help, right? So I think changing a little law for me isn’t such a big deal. It’s cheaper than paying me money, isn't it?” I was still getting the ten million dollars, which was nice, but instead of further monetary compensation I was getting concessions that would otherwise be unthinkable.

“It will also handle international diplomacy dealing with Chosen, as well as lawyers and civil servants drafting laws and legislation to handle the new paradigm. Recruitment will be handled here too. Territory claims to this Boundary will be officially registered, as per our discussion, and those that abide by the laws drafted will not have their Territory infringed upon.” the explanation continued.

It’s good that at least I am getting national agreement that my Territory in the Boundary is mine. As for potential conflicts if or when the Boundary merges with the Material, that needs further work, it seems. I would also be able to interview every chosen the Military and the nobility had gathered as part of my settlement, and from that I could gather a lot of useful information, and I was also allowed to… deal… with Kondou Kazuo. It was an extra-legal event, outside of the law due to national security, so even if something went wrong, I wouldn’t be held accountable.

“And don’t forget, dealing with the new land law.” Fukumoto-san agreed with a smile.

“Yes, that.” The Prime Minister agreed sourly. That had been the biggest area of haggling, but in the end it was approved. Within a registered Territory, Chosen could now apply to have ownership of public areas, such as roads, parks, government buildings. A nominal rent would be paid by the government, at a single yen per square metre per year, and the Chosen would not be able to make changes without permission from the Ministry, which would have a department managing it.

Of course, this was also all pending the results of my ether and aether-depletion research. But if all went well, soon I would have significant overlap with my Territory and the Material. It has of course been agreed that I don’t have to apply, as when it is proven safe, I’ll automatically have everything approved. I also get my special immigrants such as Shaeula, Hyacinth and any others approved without question.

“I’m already envisioning the profit.” Fukumoto-san chuckled, annoying Takatsukasa-san. “I suspect land within your Territory will eventually be as valuable as prime central Tokyo real-estate, Akio-kun.”

“If that happens, I hope it’s because we proved ether is beneficial to people at large, not because your speculation about the apocalypse is proven true.” The leader of the Opposition sighed. “I’ll set a date for introducing you to the Minister and Vice-Minister. After this… Conclave is best, yes?”

I nodded. “I hope they are easy to work with.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve just the person for the job.” He laughed, which didn't exactly fill me with confidence.

“In addition, despite your… rather ludicrous… request regarding polygamy…” Tsumura-san and Fukumoto-san looked rather pleased at that, as well they should be, as I did it for their granddaughters, after all. “… we still owe you significant renumeration for your training, research, knowledge and technical support. As well as your agreement to fight, should any Chosen prove problematic and too much for our nascent new police force to handle.” They wanted my support against potential threats, which didn’t come cheap. Hinata would be proud, I was selling myself hard.

“…so you will be paid a yearly retainer, as well as additional renumeration for extra tasks such as the Chirurgery on the Special Forces. It will come out of the budget for the Ministry.” The Prime Minister had a bit of a headache at how much money I was demanding, but I had made it clear I could be persuaded to forgo money in exchange for more… favours.

Land too. The state owned a surprising amount of land that unlike parks and other facilities had no current use, and I would be taking a number of sites within my Territory, with all planning permissions already granted. I was going to pass that out to Fukumoto-san to develop for me, since he had connections in business. Even so, I’ll be earning enough money each year that my family, extended even though it is, will never have to worry again.

“…further details such as handling rare and impossible materials, ether tax, and other matters are still up for debate.” The Prime Minister finished. Everyone agreed, and the Secretary sealed the notes, signalling we were finished. I didn’t get everything I wanted, but I got everything I needed. More importantly, Japan was making preparations for the inevitable reveal. Chaos was the last thing any of us wanted.

Haru-san was quiet, probably thinking of Kondou Kazuo, so I turned to my grandfathers-in-law. “At some point, you’ll need Chirurgery too. I’ve done mine and Eri’s family, well, I still need to visit Eri’s grandparents and see if I can help their illnesses, they’ve always been frail.”

“I appreciate it, but that can wait. Special Forces first.” Tsumura-san insisted, and I shrugged.

“Fine. I guess I am getting paid per soldier.” The amount wasn’t trivial, either, at five million yen. Money buys land. I can generate some back by renting it out… It seemed impossible, but I wanted to to own every scrap of land within my Territory, though doing such was surely beyond anyone. Especially when it expands…

“In that case, we are done here.” Ichijou-san declared, eyeing me with good humour. “I believe you are holding a meeting of your own tonight, to set your own plans, are you not?”

“Yeah, but how did you know?” I asked, and he grinned happily.

“It seems Mayumi found out from Hinata-chan. They are good friends after all.”

Well, as much as this Mayumi-san actually understands friendship anyway. Hinata was upset by her before, but she wants more than ever to be equal, true friends…

“I see. Yeah, I wanted to set my own course out clearly for my allies. It’s especially important if Conclave is coming up. So?” I asked, getting a raised pale eyebrow in return at my boldness.

“So, I was thinking I’d be interested in seeing how you do things. After all, Ichijou house has found its own Chosen.”

“Yeah, no thanks.” I denied him, earning a laugh from Fukumoto-san, who was going to be present, as he was instrumental in securing me land. “No offense, but even though I don’t want to be enemies with anyone here, or your Chosen, I also don’t think it’s wise tipping my hand. There’s nothing in it for me.”

“So mercenary.” Ichijou-san laughed. “But you’re wrong. You already have a relationship with Fujiwara house, and Takatsukasa house too.”

Takatsukasa-san grumbled a bit at that, but after his Healing, there was no way he could deny my request to treat Hinata better, so I supposed Ichijou-san was right. He is her grandfather after all.

“Don’t you want a closer relationship with the last of the Three Great Houses? There are many young men who would jump at the chances of that.”

“Well, I don’t want to be at odds, but that’s very different from disclosing my secrets.”

“Something to hide, a guilty conscience?” he asked, inquisitive, and I shrugged.

“No, my conscience is clear, but of course I have things to hide. I don’t doubt you are the same, and wouldn’t be happy if I asked to sit in on your private meetings?”

“True.” He continued to grin, seeming to enjoy the conversation. “But actually… I am here to offer you a proposal. But first I need to know if it’ll be worth my while, if you are the man I need. Besides, Hinata-chan and I have met a number of times when she has visited my Mayumi. We are on good terms.”

“So, what’s this proposal?” I sighed.

“Ichijou Heavy Engineering is going through a bit of a downturn at the moment. We specialise in military equipment for export and the JSDF, and heavy high-tech machinery for manufacturing, but times are hard, and US and Israeli arms manufacturers are dominating the military fields, while China, India… they are eating up our market share in machinery.”

“Yes, and what does that have to do with me?” I asked. Unless… does he mean to…

“I’m sure you know we are aware of your immigrants, after all, Fujiwara Security Services guards your shrine around the clock. Now, this Ixitt… he is a specialist, right? Why not… put him to use?”

Shit, he was thinking that. Powerful old men are always quick to detect opportunity. “I see. But what do I get out of it?”

“What do you want? A significant shareholding goes without saying. But just imagine it. What wonders could we as a country be first to develop? But such a commitment of my resources, you can’t expect me to invest without being satisfied with your plans, can you?”

Damn, it’s tempting. “Fine, but you have to agree to one thing first, to protect my secrets…”


Two Hundred And Forty-Two – Contains Maps, Akio’s Territory


In the training hall at Shirohebizumi, my allies were arrayed around us, surprisingly numerous. I’ve come a long way in just a few months, from being alone, to adding Shaeula and her weaselkin, to Grulgor and his Trolls, allies from the shrines and temples, and many others. Still, that was just my idle thoughts, trying to distract me from the scene in front of me.

“So, why are you here, Mayumi?” Hinata was demanding, face red. The girl in front of her looked a little affronted at the lack of honorific, but she radiated confidence in a regal way that reminded me a little of Shaeula, who was watching with interest, the spectacle at least relieving some of the deep weariness that was shadowing her features.

“Why would I not be, Hinata?” The girl, who obviously was her friend Mayumi-san, asked, puzzled. “Since grandfather was coming, I thought it would be a good opportunity to finally see this man you are so proud of. Besides, it seemed fun.”

Motoko and Natsumi had both greeted her respectfully, Natsumi falling back into her role as bodyguard and lesser noble, which aggravated me a little at her diffidence, but it would take a while for her mindset to change, so I set it aside for now. Behind them, Ichijou-san, shadowed by a large and imposing bodyguard, was grinning at the sight of his granddaughter and her curiosity.

“Fun? This isn’t a spectacle for you to laugh at!” Hinata spluttered. Her brother, Hiroto-san, was watching with a concerned look on his face, knowing well the status of Mayumi-san. “This is a serious, important discussion that will decide our future, the future of Japan, maybe even the whole world!” Her face was bright red, and I was struck by how cute she looked, but even so, I thought I would throw her a lifeline.

“I wasn’t aware you’d be bringing anyone else.” I said to Ichijou-san, who had turned up after everyone else had gathered, arriving fashionably late as if he was the star of the show. Which I guess he’s used to being. “I’m not sure that’s appropriate.”

“Oh, come now, Oshiro-san.” He replied airily, watching his granddaughter warmly. “Surely you wouldn’t begrudge an old man the opportunity to teach his granddaughter something important, would you? Besides, she’s been a little down since she had a quarrel with Hinata-chan. Speaking of…” He interrupted the two arguing girls. “Hinata-chan, it’s been too long.”

“Uh, Ichijou-sama…” Hinata paused, realising she had been arguing fiercely with Mayumi-san in front of everyone, and her red flush was now one of shame, not anger. “I’m deeply sorry you had to see such an undignified display…”

“Think nothing of it.” He waved it away. “You’ve certainly been fierier and more outspoken recently, my Mayumi has told me. Besides, I believe she rather enjoys the discourse, don’t you?”

Mayumi-san nodded. “Of course. Who else would dare to speak her feelings to me, or speak so informally? Still, there is a limit.” she warned.

All right. Enough of that. “Well, I’m afraid that Mayumi-san… I can call you that, can't I?” I asked, and the girl nodded after a moment, eyeing me curiously, as if I was some sort of strange animal. “… Mayumi-san will have to agree to the same terms as you and your bodyguard. We will be discussing extremely confidential matters here. Oh, and let me introduce these two.”

I gestured to the two soldiers who would be my attachés and liaisons with the military as part of the agreement, who would also have to undergo a similar process. “These are First Lieutenant Nakano Banri and Major Sasaki Yasu. They’ll be working with us for a while, and also coming on my next mission.”

Major Sasaki, who was the chosen of Bishamon, nodded politely at Motoko, who returned a similarly polite greeting. I guess perhaps they might have seen her before, considering her father and grandfather hold high positions in the military.

“I am Major Sasaki Yasu, it is an honour to be here, and I intend to prove my worth. Bishamon, Kami of war spoke to me, and told me to defend Japan. As I have always been a career soldier, such an ask was merely a formality, as I intend to defend Japan to my last breath!” he declared, expression stern. He was older than me, in his early thirties, it looked like, and his short-cropped brown hair and dark eyes gave him an intense look.

“And I’m First Lieutenant Nakano Banri. I’m only recently a First Lieutenant, I got a rank bump when I disclosed I had been called upon by the Kami Kagutsuchi.” He laughed, and as he was around my age, with similarly close-cropped hair as the Major, but a dirty blonde shade, and his eyes were a lighter hazel, and his build more wiry and lean, he came across as a little crude. “Still, we were the first two, though now there’s six of us.”

“Yes, I remember you two.” Shaeula observed, grinning sourly. “I trust you have-have managed to grow stronger, else Akio will have left you further-further behind.” Yeah, she’s in a bit of a bad mood. It must have been tough, dealing with Seelie politics.

“Of course.” The Major agreed, saluting her. “The information you left us when you visited the Ministry proved helpful to our training. Still, it would be presumptuous of us to expect to match you two. That is why we are here, to offer our support and learn.”

“Well, I concede you know-know your place.” She sniffed. Behind her the various members of the faith were muttering on hearing the Gods they were Chosen by, which were by no means minor like a lot of their Kami.

“I see. And what does Akio get in exchange for that? I’m not sure how helpful you can be.” Hinata observed, looking at them shrewdly, and a number of us smiled at the sight of a young girl staring down some career soldiers, but then Hinata was fairly fearless when it came to these sorts of matters, especially now. Mayumi-san watched on in interest.

“I’m here to talk about that as well. After all, a lot was discussed today. You can tell that by the presence of our guests.” As Ichijou-san took a seat, his bodyguard behind him, Mayumi-san pulled a chair out and sat beside Hinata, watching her, her chin held in her steepled hands.

Hinata bit down on a sigh, raising an eyebrow at where she chose to sit. Yeah, okay, there’s a lot of girls there, but… no, it doesn’t matter. It’s only a seating arrangement, nothing more. Hinata would probably tease her about it later. “But then, a lot has happened, right?”

“Yes, it has.” Hikawa-san agreed, grinning, his handsome features drawing the eye of those around him. Though I notice my girls don’t seem to pay him any attention. Feeling happy at that, I let him speak. “Conclave has finally been decided on. It’s a bit short notice, but it’s the weekend after next. So we need to decide on just what we plan to do. When we first started this alliance, it was just to grow our strength and increase our influence, giving our faction a larger voice. But… matters have changed somewhat.” He cast his gaze at the two Kami who were present in human forms.

“Yes. I was informed by Takakura-san of this.” I agreed. “So of course we’ll be talking about that too.”

“Takakura-sama, I see.” The old woman who had been brought in by Hikawa-san, Chiyo-san, who was neutral in terms of faction struggles, and head of the old and influential Yushima Tenjin shrine, in Ueno, which venerated Ame-no-Tajikarao, a God of agriculture and strength, although in latter years Tenjin had also become worshipped there. Shifting worship is unusual for true shrines. But I’m still not fully versed in such matters. “And what did such an august personage wish with you?”

“We’ll talk about it. But he hoped we could help put a stop to the wasteful infighting in Kyoto. Anyway, Ichijou-san, as we discussed, I need you to listen to Shaeula and obey her, all right? And she’ll use an ability to make you keep your promises. You too, I’m afraid, Mayumi-san. Everyone else will be subjected to a milder version, to keep some matters secret, but...”

“Wait, what? I don’t believe I agreed to anything. Are you saying my word cannot be trusted? Your fiancé is rather offensive, lacking in…” she started berating Hinata over my demand.

“Cease your yapping.” Shaeula snapped, and her annoyance she was barely holding in boiled out. “You come-come as an uninvited guest, and seek to rile my dear friend and sister Hinata. I shall not-not stand for it. Be silent and obey.”

Mayumi-san paused for a second, unsure of what she had heard, before her brain caught up and she opened her mouth to protest, pale with anger, only to shrink back as a jade aura filled the room. The bodyguard accompanying Ichijou-san made to move, but he was frozen by her piercing amber glare.

“I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, princess of the Seelie and Duchess of the Spring of Clear Reflections. You may be proud of your heritage, I would not-not deny you that, but do not-not forget your manners. You are intruding into matters both important and secret. Be thankful Akio is kind and will-will let you remain here with merely an Oath of secrecy.”

Her League, Charm and Majesty combined to make it so none could look away, and Mayumi-san was completely overpowered by her. There was silence, until Hinata broke the deadlock, starting to giggle. When she did so, Eri did too, followed by Aiko. Soon even Motoko and Natsumi were laughing as well, hiding their smiles politely behind their hands.

“When it comes to being noble, Shaeula has you outclassed, Mayumi.” Hinata snickered. “Though at times she’s surprisingly… normal. You could learn a lot from her.”

“Well, I can’t say I’m pleased at this. First telepathy, now mind control. How can anyone ever know if their will is their own with such powers unleashed on the world?” Ichijou-san complained, shaking his head, deep in thought.

“It is hardly mind control.” Shaeula tossed her head, long amber hair fluttering. “Merely encouragement to keep-keep your word. And our secrets. All here have agreed to such measures.”

“You should be aware I have made preparations. I’ll be tested, Mayumi too. Regularly. If I find any discrepancies in our actions or memories that can’t be explained, I’ll have no choice but to assume you tampered with our minds, and the full might of Ichijou house and the nobility will be arrayed against you. Be assured, no matter how strong you are, you can’t fight a country.” Ichijou-san warned.

“True. For now.” I agreed, looking unruffled. “Come on, you’ve investigated us. You know we won’t do that. But I agree, precautions are wise. Anyway. Shaeula, go ahead…”

“Very well. You shall keep-keep secret all we discuss here and refrain from disclosing it in any way at all-all, be it verbal, written or…” As Shaeula bound them to secrecy, the winds blowing, I gathered my thoughts. Everything is falling into place. We are starting to get the political landscape moving, Shaeula is finally home, my Territory is growing, and soon we can start dealing with the long-awaited Conclave…
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“So, thank you for coming, everyone, and agreeing to my impertinent request for information secrecy. This is quite the gathering. I’m glad I made the training school rather large.” I joked, breaking the tension our display of Shaeula’s power had caused. “There are some people here for the first time…”

I gestured to the soldiers, as well as Ichijou-san and his daughter, who was still pouting a little at her treatment, but from her seat beside Hinata she was now looking around, curious, taking in everything. “… but now it’s time to take stock and plan our moves going forwards.”

“A good idea. Conclave is going to be… tense. I’ve heard there have been fatalities. I can’t say I fully understand everything that occurs in the other world, the spiritual one where the Kami dwell.” Hikawa-san mused. “But Ren has been there now, and from what he saw it is a dangerous place. I don’t want to believe fellow priests and maidens of the old shrines, the true faiths, would go so far as to kill each other, but…”

“Yes, we cross factional boundaries here. Takakura-san also wishes for the faiths to come together and join with the new Ministry we are establishing. I’ll talk about that in a moment, but first I’d like to make some decisions about who is going to attend Conclave. Obviously I’ll go, with Shaeula, Hyacinth and my other allies. We need to display strength, after all.”

“These old bones will be there.” Chiyo-san declared. “I have long been tired of the silly games Kudou-sama and the others play. My granddaughters, who have so graciously been improved by this Chirurgery of yours, will also attend.”

“I shall represent Hachisen shrine, as will my grandson and his cousin.” The frail, elderly man gestured to the trainee priest and shrine maiden, who had also received Chirurgery. “Ryūjin shall not go unheard at Conclave.” He was Uchiumi-san, right. A fitting name, as it means ‘inner sea’ and they worship the Dragon God of the oceans, and their shrine is on the bay.

“As will me and mine.” The last neutral priest declared. He was old as well, yet not as frail as his colleague. He too had a boy and a girl as his representatives, who had been trained. “Akaiwashi shrine many not be the most well-known, but we have kept faith for fifteen hundred years for this day.” Behind him the trainee priest, who was pierced and had bleached hair, looking more like a delinquent than a man of faith, nodded fiercely. The girl beside him rolled her eyes, clearly irritated.

“Every voice counts, Akaminai-san.” Hikawa-san approved, and Chiyo-san agreed.

“Too many shrines have been lost or destroyed over the centuries, or even abandoned by faithless fools. Your Kami may be humble, but it shall be represented.”

“Well, you all know me.” Hikawa-san declared. “I am Hikawa Hiroto.” At the name, Hinata nudged her brother, who had turned up today since the meeting was important. When he had undergone his painful Chirurgery, he hadn't made a sound, perhaps not wishing to be compared unfavourably to his younger sister. I could understand that.

“My shrine is Hikawa-Kawagoe, where we revere Susanoo-no-Mikoto, the Kami that is the namesake of our faction. I wield considerable influence. My son Ren and my daughters, they have great skills, which have only grown under the care of our good friend Akio-san here.” He gestured to me. Ren-san was puffed up with pride, and I winked at him, causing him to pale. Yep, no getting out of filling that mirror for me.

“I shall obviously be in attendance, and am expected to support the head of our faction, Uchida-sama. Obviously I am a man of my word, we all are. But things have changed. Making precipitous moves not knowing the situation is foolish. Besides, we have esteemed neutral shrines here, and even… even an Amaterasu faction minor shrine.” He grinned, gesturing to Kikuchi Shuta-san, who looked ill at ease, his daughter, Maiko-san, and another.

“I feel that your words are quite wise, clik.” The bald, thin man in jade green vestments answered, and everyone could feel Divinity from him, though to me it was weak. “I am the Jade Beetle Kami of Hisuikomushi shrine. My loyal priest has followed the advice of Akio here, who saved us from a cruel fate. Thus I am here before you, clik.”

There was some hubbub around the room, but since news of Shirohebi had spread and some had even met him, a second surprise always carried less shock than the first. Still, as Kikuchi Shuta-san and his daughter affirmed their intent to travel to Kyoto and support me, being a bridge to their faction, I scanned his Territory details.

Vassal Territory: Rank 2
Constructed Buildings: Ether Spire Rank 2, Ether Spire Rank 2, Ether Spire Rank 2, Throne Of Heroes Rank 1, Ether Spire Rank 1, Ether Spire Rank 1, Ether Spire Rank 1
Build Queue 1: Ether Spire Rank 2
Build Queue 2: Ether Spire Rank 2
Tithe Rate: 25%
Status: Active – Uncontested – Barrier 100%


Looking at it I felt a bit bad, as I had helped Miyu boost her Territory to a greater strength, and wasn’t even tithing her. Still, I had provided Defensive Emplacements and a safe environment, as well as advice. He could just continue to upgrade his Ether Spires and then the Throne.

“I don’t know much about this Conclave, only that it’s important and in Kyoto, but I don’t want you to go alone!” Takagi-san declared to Kikuchi-san, surprising her.

“Well, it’s a bit premature, but…” I looked at my parents and the Mori’s, who were sitting at the back silently, watching with impressed eyes as I managed this diverse crowd of important people. “…I feel a bit bad asking for Eri and my sis to miss more school, but I was hoping they could come with me. After all, Eri and Aiko are definite success stories, wouldn't you all agree?”

“Wow, Kyoto trip! That’s like a classic, right?” my sis grinned, nudging Eri, who looked a little embarrassed by her antics.

“Hush, Aiko. This is a serious meeting.” she hissed. “Of course. I need to be there. If anyone disrespects you, then I’ll set them straight!” She made a grabbing gesture, and Aiko laughed, muttering that Eri missed her axe.

“Eri’s grades and attendance are fine.” uncle Junpei agreed. “As for Aiko-chan…”

“I’ll be fine. My studies are going well, and I know what exams I have to take. Missing a few days won’t set me back!” she promised, and my mom grinned.

“Fine. Enjoy the trip.”

“So, I’ll be going too, won't I Akio?” Kana declared, and I agreed.

“Of course, not only is Shirohebizumi shrine our base of operations, Shirohebi is essential too.” I gestured to the androgynous figure, who nodded. “Keomi-chan and your father are your delegates.”

“So… uh, do we get to go?” One of Kana’s friends, Mio-san, stuck up her hand. “I missed our school trip there, and this sounds… well, fun.” Her other friend, Asami-san, nodded too.

“This isn’t playtime. It’s serious business.” I warned. “But you have undertaken Chirurgery like everyone else, and have signed the agreements.” Hinata looked pleased at that. “You’ll need to work, to show what normal people can achieve when running through our training school, all right? If you do, we can pay you some pocket money to enjoy the trip.”

We then went through the other shrines that had been brought in originally. A thin, wizened bald old priest accompanied by a pair of shrine maidens who were still in middle school, Hanabusa-san, was the head of Hanabusa Inari shrine in Akihabara. It had been relocated several times due to war or disaster, and worshipped the Kami Uda no Omachi, of the harvest and food.

There was a surprisingly young man, only in his early twenties, my age, Shiba-san, who had his young nephew, one of the few males I had performed Chirurgery on, and his sister, who was the oldest of all the shrine maidens, and attending university. His shrine was a minor one, located in Hachioji and rather run down, yet despite its ramshackle appearance, Kashima shrine was an old one indeed.

Outside of Tokyo, and the furthest shrine from us, was a shrine led by a small, dark-skinned woman, her age was something I couldn’t quite determine and wasn’t rude enough to ask, but I assumed she was around my mothers' age. She had two similarly dark-skinned shrine maidens accompanying her, one about to graduate high school, the other just starting.

Her shrine was dedicated to a minor Kami called the Wolf That Howls, or Hoeruokami. I can’t say I warmed to the idea of that one. Dogs still make me a little nervous. I’m sure Tyr agrees. Still, with the shrine being in the foothills of the mountains north of Saitama, they had a horrible commute, and it was lucky their town was near a line to Tokyo. I think they were the most grateful to be able to use the rooms at the training school.

Then there was another old man, bald and bearded, looking rather ascetic, like a Buddhist monk. He was Fuchigami-san, and he also had a pair of shrine maidens behind him, looking like sisters. One was peering at her phone, and when she saw me looking, she put it away with a wry chuckle. Their shrine was located in Kawasaki, and venerated Benten, one of the seven Japanese Gods of fortune, though they were probably the least influential true shrine that worshipped her, according to Izumi-san.

Lastly, from Tokyo there was a final elderly priest, accompanied by another pair of shrine maidens. Seriously, the ratio is skewed as hell. No wonder Shaeula suffered doing all that Chirurgery. Still, she’s about to get her revenge, as the Special Forces are likely to be ninety percent male… Their shrine was tucked away in a little corner of Shibuya, and worshipped a minor Kami, Aoikaeru, the Blue Frog of the Skies.

That just left one, and Marika-chan was bobbing up and down in her seat, excited by the presence of two Kami in the flesh, and the prospect of seeing her grandfather again. “I shall of course be attending, Akio-sama. My grandfather will be there to represent Chairoakitara shrine. Oh, how I wish that Chairo-sama could come like these two.”

“Well, in time.” I promised her, infected by her enthusiasm, even if I could never get her to stop calling me by -sama. She’s too serious for her age, even if she’s a good, studious girl. “So that’s three neutral shrines, one from Amaterasu, and eight from Susanoo faction. Twelve in total. Two shrines are quite major, yes?”

“We also have two Kami who can walk the earth, and your other spiritual beings.” Hikawa-san interjected. “I’m actually surprised we came this far so quickly.”

“So I’ve been wondering…” Hinata asked. “Just how many of these true shrines and temples are there? In school we were taught there are some forty thousand notable shrines and temples in Japan, and if you include minor ones with only a statue or an offertory box then it is over a hundred thousand.”

“A good question.” Chiyo-san looked at Hikawa-san who nodded his agreement, allowing her to speak. “Of those minor ones, most are untended and have no lineage, so can be discarded. And many more have lost their caretakers and faith, or are modern replicas. The book lists two thousand, four hundred and fourteen true shrines at last count. Less than ten percent. A great shame. Before the Great War and occupation, that number would have been a thousand higher.”

“I see.” Hinata nodded, satisfied. “So here we have actually gathered half a percent of all the true shrines in Japan? That’s a surprising amount.”

“When you look at it that way.” I agreed. “We have a decent amount of pull, I’d hope. And Takakura-san is in our corner. I believe he’ll be there too, won't he?”

“Yes, as a mediator.” Chiyo-san agreed. “Though traditionally, he can only advise.”

“Then I suppose it’s time to talk about what I want to achieve, and this touches on that. I hope everyone will get on board with me, as I’ve been fair with what I’ve offered, and you can see the proof of what I can do.” I gestured to the Kami and Shaeula, Hyacinth and the accompanying denizens from the Boundary. Azuki was also sitting on the table there, and was drawing a few curious glances as the doll kicked her legs idly, blinking on occasion.

“I would be eager to hear it. We are all beholden to our factions…” Hikawa-san began, but Chiyo-san snorted “not us” which interrupted him. After a moment of frustration, he continued. “And Uchida-sama’s son is favoured by Kannon, and can apparently command golden warriors. Still, I wager you’ll be able to defeat those, Akio-san.”

“I would think so, but from what I gather, the Night Parade and infighting between the factions is a bigger issue. But it’s an issue that goes beyond merely factions and faith. It affects the whole country. To that end, I met with the heads of the Three Great Houses, Takakura-san, Fukumoto-san, Tsumura-san and the Prime Minister and the leader of the Opposition parties.”

Fukumoto-san grinned at the memory, from his seat at the back, and Ichijou-san was equally interested in what I had to say, leaning forwards.

“That is quite the august group.” My father remarked, impressed.

“Yes, well… due to various events, I’ve come under scrutiny, and I’ve accumulated trust. So it’s only natural I be involved in helping shape the laws the country will need going forwards. To that end, a new Ministry is being set up, and it’ll be with cross-party support. I’ve been attached as special advisor, and Takakura-san is hoping a shrine maiden called the Diviner will take the second advisory position.”

“The Lady Diviner?” Chiyo-san whistled. “She’s in Tsukuyomi faction, but every faction heeds her words and warnings. She’s a mysterious one. Every time I’ve met her, she’s always been veiled. Nobody has seen her face since she was a child, apparently. So… what does this have to do with us?”

“I’m hoping you’ll help me persuade the factions at Conclave to come under the Ministry and agree certain rights and responsibilities to prevent chaos. If they move now, they’ll have a say in shaping the laws, as I did. But basically, respecting Territorial rights, and matters like that. Oh, yes… that reminds me.” My grin was bright. “I did get an agreement for one law change. Natsumi…”

“Yes?” she asked, puzzled as to why I was talking to her.

“You might want to start taking measurements and asking the girls what they want their wedding dresses to look like. You and your family are going to be quite busy. After all, for certain special cases, polygamy is going to be legal. So we can all get married properly. Nobody has to miss out and be a mistress or a concubine.”

There was uproar at that from my girls. Eri looked resigned, but slapped Hinata on the back in congratulations anyway. Too hard though, she winced. Shaeula and Hyacinth didn’t look bothered, Hyacinth probably not understanding, but Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi, they were all blushing. Though several other girls are too…


“Well, son.” My father remarked, his eyes hard. “You have been busy.” Beside him, uncle and auntie had mixed feelings too. Still, I met their gazes calmly, knowing what I was doing was for the best, trying not to notice my mother embarrassing Aiko by talking about "the greatest wedding ever seen, so many brides."

“I want to be fair. I chose this path. Perhaps I was wrong to do so, but I’ll never look back. I have to make those I choose to embrace happy above all else, so I want them to have a wonderful wedding, and be legally recognised as my wives, without shame. Though even if the law changes, the stigma might take a while to die down.”


“So, six then.” Natsumi grinned, holding Motoko’s hand, both of them looking excited.


“We’ll see.” Eri spoke ominously, glancing over at Kana, who was red-faced, looking down. “But those that don’t have the courage will miss out.”


After the cacophony of excitement at this pronouncement died down, my sis and others congratulating the girls, while Ren-san was glowering at me enviously, Hinata’s brother giving me a sly thumbs-up, I then detailed the land acquisition rights and Chirurgery I was going to do for the Ministry and military, but that annoyed Hinata. “Oh come on. You are getting ripped off. Five million a man? It should be triple that.”


“Hinata, the government can’t just shower him in money.” Her grandfather tried to calm her down, but she wasn’t having it.


“That only works if they have an alternative. They don’t, as Akio and Shaeula are the only ones they know who can do this right now. I think you need further concessions. Grandfather, you let me down, you were there!”


“Trust me, granddaughter, he sacrificed some bargaining power just so you could get a wedding of your dreams, so don’t berate him so hard. You should be grateful.”


“Oh.” Hinata turned purple with embarrassment, but her smile was charmingly shy. “Well, uh… it’s still… I’ll think about what’s fair.”


“It seems we got off-topic. But… land claims for Territory. We have four Candidates here. Me. I control this area now.” I produced a map I had Karen-chan draw up for me under my directions. “As you can see, I can control a maximum of ten kilometres from the Shrine we are at. Land I have ownership of currently is just this shrine, marked here. Although..” I pointed to several more areas.

“These are the areas Fukumoto-san has bought on my behalf and deeded to Hinata, so… after the wedding…” Hinata blushed again, and I got the urge to tease her. “… which I am rather looking forward to…” Now all the girls were blushing or looking away. “… I’ll have control of them as well. Then this is the site of the Ministry offices, which will also be mine. But before we can get an extra bounty of land, we need to establish a testing site, so I intend to use the park Fukumoto-san secured for us to test the effects of ether exposure and aether deprivation systematically.”

Everyone here is under Shaeula's winds to keep certain information private, some more than others of course. I glanced at Ichijou-san and Mayumi-san. Therefore disclosing is a measured risk, so everyone understands their roles and it increases their faith in me and my power, thus increasing support.
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“Fascinating.” Ixitt approved. “I do so love your scientific method, mortals are endlessly fascinating.”


Ichijou-san was looking at him, smiling to himself, while his granddaughter was still watching everything with great interest and curiosity. Yeah, we’ll have to look into his offer as well. Though my gut says it isn’t worth it as it stands. I imagine Hinata will agree.


“Anyway, I plan to install Boundary To Material Connection and Material To Boundary Connection there, at separate ends, so we can test rigorously. I’ll also need to set up a cluster of Emplacements, but anyway, my Territory looks like this currently.”


There was the Rank 4 Kobold Den near my original apartment building, and the newly obtained Mirror Bee Hive Rank 3 towards the southern coast.
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Original Territory around Shirohebizumi Shrine


The rest of the buildings were grouped into four main locations. Most of our assets were contained at Point B, Shirohebizumi Shrine. The Anchor was there at Rank 3, with the three Rank 1 Anchor Spire Upgrades (Build Queue, Ether Density and Ether Spire). In addition, our Boundary To Material Connection Rank 2 gave a boost to ether density on the Material in a radius of a hundred metres centred on the training hall.

Towards the back hills we had the Rank 3 and Rank 5 Earth Rhyming Trees, tended to by Asha the Dryad, as well as the White Snake Earth Altar Rank 1. All of this increased the effect of the natural earth element there, making it rather potent. The Rank 3 Faerie Ring Gate and the Rank 4 Kobold Mine were also on the hill. After some reallocation, we had four Rank 3 Ether Spires pulling in resources, and our best Silo at Rank 4, paired with a Rank 4 Elemental Silo and Rank 3 Expanding Silo.

Defence-wise, we had four Emplacements, a Rank 2 Sniper Emplacement, a Rank 1 Rapid-fire Emplacement, and two standard Rank 1 Emplacements. These were protecting our most valuable buildings, the two Rank 2 Throne Of Heroes. We also had the Rank 3 Warehouse, Rank 2 Treasury and Rank 2 Armoury. We also had a Rank 2 Barracks and Rank 2 Spawning Spire.

Finally, we had a workshop for Bjarki and Ixitt, taking advantage of the readily available materials from the Kobold Mine and plentiful earth elemental energy, which was useful for crafting. The Kobolds had also erected walls and small towers, which we could use as defences in a pinch.

The next concentration was around the Vassal Territory of Hisuikomushi shrine, and was mostly focused on defences so it was protected. It had matching Defensive Emplacements to Shirohebizumi (Rank 2 Sniper Emplacement, a Rank 1 Rapid-fire Emplacement, and two standard Rank 1 Emplacements) and a Rank 2 Barracks.

Point C was Shaeula’s old Territory in the park, where plentiful wind energy and a small dungeon could be found. Again it had the same set of Defensive Emplacements, as well as a Rank 2 Barracks, Four Rank 3 Ether Spires, and a Rank 3 Silo with Rank 3 Elemental Silo, and also a Rank 2 Etherite Silo.

Point D was the graveyard where the Raven Knight had dwelt. Its four Defensive Emplacements were the usual selection, but the Sniper Emplacement was still at Rank 1. The Rank 3 Dark Rhyming Tree was rooted there, contributing noticeable darkness elemental energy. There was another Rank 2 Barracks, along with a Rank 3 Silo, with Rank 3 Elemental Silo. There were currently only two Rank 3 Ether Spires located here.

Finally there was our newly set up zone by the coastal bay to the south, where we had moved four of our Rank 3 Ether Spires to absorb the abundant water elemental energy from the coastal geysers. Shaeraggo had done well finding the place for us. We had set up the same four Emplacements (one Sniper, one Rapid-fire and two standard ones) all at Rank 1, as well as a Rank 3 Silo and a Rank 3 Elemental Silo.

In terms of bringing in resources, the Territory, Trees and Spires brought in roughly sixty-two thousand ether an Astral day. In terms of current build queues, we were doing a Build Queue Spire Upgrade with thirty two days remaining to Rank 2, an Ether Spire to Rank 4 with two hundred and forty-two days remaining, and a Sniper Emplacement to Rank 2 at seventeen days remaining.

We had also accumulated around seventy thousand ether in our Silos.

Having detailed all my Buildings and current state of my Territory, I then addressed Shuta-san’s Territory around Hisuikomushi shrine. “We also…” I gestured to a pair of girls who were sitting at the back, separate from everyone else. It was Miyu and Koga Michiru-san. “… have Fujiwara Miyu. Her Territory is in Azabu, where she has the following set-up….” She hadn’t added any further Buildings since I had given her the resources, but was instead upgrading her remaining Ether Spires to Rank 2. When that was done, she could work on a Throne, if she so desired.

“I see. This explains why you have changed, Miyu-san.” Mayumi-san mused, thinking. “I did wonder why you were suddenly so friendly with Hinata, and Motoko-san.” She looked at me then. “You aren’t planning to take Miyu-san as a bride as well, are you? If you did, your place would be secure, as even though Honoka-san is the Fujiwara heir, you’d inherit a great deal of wealth and influence.”

Miyu paled at that, but I shook my head in denial. “No way. Miyu is simply working with me. I’ve got enough on my plate in terms of girls, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, she was a hard girl to talk to as well.” My sis said loudly, making Eri snigger. Michiru-san shot my sister a hard look, remembering her from the phone call, but there was some gratitude there too, I thought.

“Back on topic. We have a final Chosen. Suzuki-san.” She wilted under everyone’s gaze, but realising she needed to be strong now, she forced herself to smile and nod.

“I’m Suzuki Haru. I’ll be the Undersecretary to the Minister for the new Ministry. I also… don’t have a Territory yet. but I’ll deploy it wherever Akio-san insists.”

As she was showered in congratulations, especially from Shaeula, who knew of her suffering, I waited for silence again, before continuing. “Haru-san’s Territory is a precious asset. We don’t want to waste it by not using it, but we want it to be meaningful. So any ideas, I’m open to them. I can give her Etherites to get set up, like I did for Miyu, so we can get it working reasonably quickly when we’ve decided. Now, in terms of forces…” I looked at Azuki, who went limp. A few minutes later, she opened her ruby eyes, looking at Shaeula.

“Your brother is still there. The map might be a little out of date, he has been busy. Still, everything has been accounted for.”

“Right. So in addition to our Territory, Shaeula was also given some land in the Seelie Court, bordering our newly captured Spring of Clear Reflections. The mansion there got destroyed by the Night Parade…” I pushed down the lingering annoyance at the back of my mind, and the interested looks from the heads of the shrines, who had heard of the chaos in Kyoto. “…but is almost rebuilt, and the forest we ruined is slowly being replanted, it seems. Eventually those of you who enter the Boundary should be free to train there, as the higher ether density and faster time flows offer greater opportunities. In terms of forces…”

We had the four Kamaitachi, as well as Shaeula’s original weaselkin, plus the numbers the Barracks had added. The troops Shaeraggo had tithed to us would remain, so we had armoured weaselkin, archers, mages led by Danaera, musicians led by Tillyae, spear-wielding weaselkin too, and apparently their numbers were going to be topped up by her father now that Shaeula had returned to the fold and was no longer in her punishment exile. Ulfuric was on loan, but seemed keen on aiding us still, so perhaps we could count on him longer-term, Bjarki too. All in all, it was quite the force now, taking our Territory wouldn’t be easy.


We had the newly acquired Mirror Bees, as well as the Kobolds, and also the degraded Kobolds from the Spawning Spire. In terms of refugees, we had numerous ratkin, although most of them seemed to be related to Ixitt, as well as some Goblins and other miscellaneous Fae who were of the more persecuted types. Even some Trolls had turned up now, apparently, eager to serve Grulgor, which replaced those who died in our initial skirmishes with him.


Shirohebi had his snake adherents and the Jade Beetle could command his beetle followers. Miyu currently had no forces, but we would change that in due time. Lastly, we also had the Hunting Cats that surrendered to us after we defeated Kinneka and Ginneka, though they were currently helping patrol the defenceless lands around the Spring.


“In terms of progress… Ixitt, what have you been working on?” I asked, and he grinned.


“Bjarki has done wonders improving the durability and effect of your guns, and my wives and some of my children have helped in setting up… well, I suppose you would call it a factory.” He seemed proud. “Sadly, a lot of work has to be done by hand, I would like to automate it all. I should dearly like to look at a real factory…” he asked wistfully, and at that moment, Ichijou-san interjected, his tone jovial.


“Well, funny you should say that.” he replied. “I’m here today to make an offer.”


Hinata was on guard at that, and I stifled a chuckle, waiting for him to make his full pitch.


“Oh, do go on.” Ixitt allowed, cocking his head in quizzical interest.


“Our house has a subsidiary, Ichijou Heavy Industries, which deals with military hardware and heavy machinery. I was wondering if a collaboration could create products that would be profitable that no-one else can make. After all…” he continued to speak. “… though you are a new visitor to our land, we’ve already noticed your… proclivities… for research. Some of the topics were a bit problematic. Biological warfare. Genetic engineering.” He rattled off the search history Ixitt had done, which showed how much they were keeping an eye on us. I’m sure that infringes our rights. I see why they would have done it, but… well, I’ll need compensation for the affront. Damn, now I really am thinking like Hinata.


“Of course, you have also bought a number of tools and technical manuals, and asked Oshiro-san’s staff to order more, no? And hearing about guns and automation… I expect you have a great interest in research. Perhaps you’d care to see some of our production lines?”


“I would indeed.” Ixitt agreed without any shame or hesitation.


“Hold on a minute.” Hinata broke in, not liking where this was going. Mayumi-san opened her mouth to speak, but to her surprise Hinata shushed her. “This doesn’t concern you, Mayumi.” Hinata's brother winced at her tone. “Just what are you trying to achieve here? Ixitt is Akio’s subordinate, you can’t just lure him away with treats.”


“Oh perish the thought, Hinata-chan. I’m hurt you think me so cold.” Ichijou-san smirked. “I’ve already broached the subject with your fiancé, though we haven’t discussed any actual details. I’ll make it worth his while. But… technology combining this new magic and our science… well, I’ve seen from our Chosen, that it is possible to use their strange abilities here, though they are apparently much weakened. But… would technology be?”

He paused for emphasis. “After all, everyone here agrees the world is changing, and we need to get ahead, if we don’t want Japan to fall behind. And Ichijou house is best placed to make that happen. With the right help, of course.”


“I think it’s time to talk about details.” I nodded, and Ichijou-san agreed.


“I want to provide manpower and facilities, along with necessary supplies and machinery, as well as research documents and information. Ideally, some sort of advanced weapon for our armed forces would be ideal, but I understand with… creative… minds, it is often best to let them experiment.”


“Right, right!” Ixitt agreed, warming to the idea. “I have been extracting the silvery metal from various constructions, and studying the formation and upgrade of numerous Buildings. And I am close to a prototype of an artificial Ether Spire!”


Seriously? I know he’s been experimenting, but artificial Buildings? That would be… huge! On seeing my gaze, he grinned. “I cannot thank you enough. Ever since I started working for you, my Mortal Engineering has reached new heights.”


“So, it’s possible then?” Ichijou-san insisted.


“I suspect I would need an ether-rich environment.” Ixitt mused. “Achieving much without it would be difficult.”


“So, I’m not hearing a lot about compensation, Ichijou-sama.” Hinata declared, earning another glare from Mayumi-san.


“Call me Kira, Hinata-chan. We’ve known each other a long time. Well, I do believe a ten percent stake in Ichijou Heavy Industries should be satisfactory. Even with the downturn, it’s still a multi-trillion yen company, so the dividends and profit sharing is likely to run into billions of yen.”


“Laughable. Truly laughable, Kira-sama.” Hinata punctuated her words with an actual laugh, which only grew louder as my sister whispered to Eri, her voice rather loud.


“Listen to her, she’ll be the one controlling the purse strings Eri, better get along with her.”


“While a ten percent stake sounds good, really, are you gong to get your Chosen to provide this ether-rich environment, or have the skills and expertise of Ixitt?” Hinata continued. “Sure, we need money to buy up more property, you know that. Akio has a hotel business, but that isn’t bringing in nearly enough. But… for that plan, you need Akio. He doesn’t need you. We could buy some factories ourselves, right grandfather?”


“Sure. Also… we have our own production facilities. Electronics mostly, rather than heavy engineering, but I’d be delighted to offer you a job, master Ixitt.” Fukumoto-san proposed.


“Yes, your internet is a marvel, the devices that use it too.” Ixitt agreed. Some of the people from the shrines were getting a bit lost in this conversation, but those who were politically savvy were listening intently, such as Hikawa-san and Chiyo-san, as well as Kana, surprisingly enough. She was chewing on her lips, looking around, deep in thought.


“Akio, what are your thoughts? If it is in regards to initial capital, you have money, as do I. Grandfather will help. You can also get funds from your bank, I would imagine? You are with Chase Midas Gold.” Hinata looked proud. “Kira-sama, be serious. Sure, you might be able to lowball Akio now and feel good that you pulled one over on him, but down the line… Akio will remember. I’ll remember. We’ll remember, right?”


“Those who do not-not treat Akio with the respect he deserves will find no favour with the Seelie Court, as he is a liberator of the Spring of Clear Reflections and-and my husband.” Shaeula declared, and Hyacinth giggled madly.


“Yes, if ooone cheats master I will strangle them, choooke them, turn their world to dust and ruin!” Back to calling me master I see. Well, so long as she remembers in private…


“I’m nobody special.” Eri also spoke up. “But don’t think I’ll let you look down on Akio just because you’re a noble!”


“I think…” Motoko began. “… you should reconsider, Ichijou-sama. Grandfather might want weapons to defend our country, but if they come by cheating my fiancé… I think he would be unhappy. After all, Akio is giving much to this nation.” Natsumi agreed with her, nodding along.


“You are all being quite rude. Ten percent of our industrial company is massive. Hinata, you may have wealth, but…” Mayumi-san began, and my sis snorted, looking at Miyu, who glanced down, embarrassed.


“I take it back. Compared to her, you were positively reasonable.” My sis told her.


“Why, you have no right…” Mayumi-san began, so I gestured then, and flame roared into life in my palm, stopping everyone in their tracks.


“Enough. My sister has every right to speak. You’re a friend of Hinata’s, so I’ve been overlooking your rudeness, but my patience is not infinite. Now, if you have something constructive to say, feel free. Otherwise leave the talking to us.”


“I’m not scared of you!” she snapped, though her shaking hands and pale face belied that, as her dark brown eyes stared at the flame until I dismissed it.


“Fine. Well, I agree. That could be a lot of money. But… Hinata thinks like I do on this. Really, it isn’t something we need you to help us with. The idea is good, but don’t think I haven’t already thought of it. Ixitt and his Mortal Engineers can improve both worlds by combining their strengths. So let me be blunt. Any agreement is going to be vetted by lawyers, although we’ll need to have some from the Ministry first, ones we can trust.” Damn, doing business dealing with Astral matters is tough as hell. 


“Fair, and it goes without saying. The sums and technologies involved are too precious not to be secured by an ironclad contract. Go on.” Ichijou-san seemed unbothered by my tough stance.


“I want to bring Fukumoto-san in on it as well. The two of you should work together and construct a new plant and research department within the sphere of Territory I control. I’ll then spend significant spiritual resources strengthening the ether there. That’s something money can’t buy and I doubt any of your Chosen can manage it. It’ll cost me a lot as start-up energy, so in exchange the pair of you should cover the land, construction of the facilities, equipment Ixitt needs for the production lines, and more.”


“I see. Well, that’s not entirely unreasonable.” Ichijou-san agreed, and Hinata nodded.


“In terms of the stake, ten percent is fine.” Hinata suggested, seemingly going back on her previous words. “Ten percent in Nichibotsu too. Half from the share I’ll inherit, half from you, grandfather.” Hinata said.


“All right, but…” he began, and Hinata smiled.


“That’s for his expertise. Which is priceless. In terms of any breakthroughs…” her eyes glittered with avarice. “… the intellectual property and patents belong to Akio through Ixitt. However he can’t trade them or sub-licence without both of your consent. Profits from any device or finished product will be split evenly, separate to the shares.”


“I see. I would ask that if we need to make additional factories to meet demand, what of the costs there? And of materials and the staffing budget?” Ichijou-san posed a question, and Fukumoto-san agreed, also curious.


“Facilities will be shared between the two of you, as Akio will have to bear the cost of providing ether, something only he can do. Staffing and materials… split between Nichibotsu, Ichijou Heavy Industries and us, but obviously Ixitt’s wage comes out of what we pay. Though finding other trustworthy staff might be an issue…” Hinata told them.


“We, huh, Hinata?” her grandfather smiled wryly. Well, when a girl gets engaged, she’s naturally joining a new family. Tough break, old man.


“It’s quite the initial investment, so… I think we’d need some assurances, right Fukumoto-san?” Ichijou-san addressed Hinata's grandfather.


“Really?” I asked, shrugging. “It was you who came to us. And it’s a smart move. So far Ixitt has been involved in recreating firearms, helping with a biological project, and you heard him. He’s trying to create artificial Buildings for my Territory. I’d imagine it’s only a matter of time before we come up with something useful. If it’s weaponry or other practical items though, I want the right to buy them at cost for my own forces.”


“It would be useful to build a suitable facility to mirror it in the Boundary.” Ixitt mused. “That way I could be significantly more efficient, and use insights from each world to further the other.”


“So, when did you get so bold?” Mayumi-san asked Hinata sourly. “Does getting engaged really change you that much? I admit I mostly came here to see him. I grant that he seems impressive, but… he’s not a noble.”


“Wow, this one’s definitely dumber than you, Miyu.” My sis whispered loudly again, to more sniggers. Kana was trying her best to hold it in, which made me grin.


“I think…” Miyu began, fighting her natural timidity. “…perhaps you are looking at things wrong, Mayumi-san?”


“Oh?” Mayumi-san arched an eyebrow, surprised she was addressed.

“Yes. My grandfather trusts him, and… he helped me when he did not have to. Even when we were disrespectful. And Motoko-san, Hinata-san… is a man who marries them really not noble?”

“I always get forgotten.” Natsumi muttered to Eri with a smile, earning a smirk in return.

“Yes, but… if marrying nobility made one noble, then the whole nobility loses meaning.” she protested. “It’s why you are not considered a Takatsukasa.” Mayumi-san said to Hinata, and I interjected.

“Not true. All three houses, Takatsukasa, Ichijou and Fujiwara agreed that Hinata would be treated as a Takatsukasa descendant and respected as such.” I broke in. “Not that I care. Hinata is Hinata, and to be honest, she’s a lot more likable than you, from our brief acquaintance.”

“What do you know of me?” she sniffed. “Besides, I don’t have to be likable. I’m Ichijou Mayumi! Grandfather, is this true?”

“Yes. In exchange for healing Itsuki, and a few other matters. We’ve agreed some reforms. Mayumi, don’t forget your noble pride, but times are changing. I believe new nobility is being born as we speak. Best we get used to it, and control what the nobility can concede, and protect what must be protected. Best we guide in those who can work within our rules and strengthen us. Like Oshiro-san here. He understands the good in what we do, even if he takes issue with some matters. And his marriage to Hinata-chan, Motoko-san and Natsumi-san tie him to us.”

“I’m sorry everyone.” I apologised. “This is taking up our time and we still have stuff to go over. Can we wrap this up?”

“Fine. I don’t know about you, Fukumoto-san, but I suppose I can agree to the terms. Ichijou house will be at the forefront of this new world. A little money is a small price to pay.” Ichijou-san conceded.

“Yes, it is.” Hinata agreed, looking at me. “Akio, I don’t want to go behind your back, I know you hate that, and I feel bad about doing it before. I’m not going to agree to anything you wouldn’t want, just lay some groundwork to give you options. Can you trust me to talk to Kira-sama alone?”

“Sure, I guess. I do trust you. We’ve all learned our lessons, right?”

“I’m coming too.” Mayumi-san spoke up. “You’ve grown cheeky, Hinata. You should jump at the chance to have your fiancé work with us.”

“Fine then. Come on, Hinata-chan.” Ichijou-san smiled. As the three of them left, followed by Kazumi-san and the Ichijou house bodyguard, I turned my attention back to the others. “Sorry about that. It was kind of personal business. But… look at it this way. It shows the strength of our position, doesn't it? Money, political power, potential new technologies… I can offer a lot. And from now on, I want to expand the training. As soon as you trainees have enough aether to enter the Boundary, you’ll be assigned a training plan tailored to you. When we enter the Conclave, though only twelve shrines are represented, we should be able to field a force in the Boundary there that has no equal. Also… if the Night Parade truly are an issue, we have our trump card.”

Shaeula grinned. “I would dearly love-love to see my mother again. As a member of the Night Parade myself now, I shall see-see to mediation between us, should Akio be properly respected. Though first-first…” she sighed. “I have a meeting with Duke Formor. I wish-wish for him to cease hostilities, and return my maids, both the traitor and the loyal.” Her face fell as she remembered them.

“Damn, I wish I could be there with you.” I felt awful that I couldn’t be, but we simply had too much to do. “But you’ll be safe, right?”

“Indeed. My father has-has arranged it. He will be coming to the Spring. I shall require Grulgor, I trust that is not-not a problem?”

“Of course not. It makes sense, and is probably good for Grulgor too. I hope the Duke is reasonable.”

“Grul will speak to the Duke. It should not come to violence. The Duke hates the Unseelie. Our victory was legendary, Grul says. And he respects strength. Princess is strong.”

“Fine. So see? We have even more leverage at Conclave.” We spent a little longer discussing that, before I turned to the next issue.

“Tomorrow I’ll be leading an expedition to Inuyama. I fear there’s a monster there that is responsible for killing Chosen and possibly ordinary people. It’ll also be a good way to increase the strength of some of us ready for Conclave. So… Haru-san, Shuta-san, I would like you to come along.”

They both nodded. I then turned my attention to Miyu. “Miyu, I’d ask that you come too. Don’t worry, I intend to protect you all.”

“I can’t allow Miyu-sama to go alone!” Michiru-san protested, but I had to be firm.

“I’m sorry. But don’t worry, I’ll look after her. You are still too new, too untested in the Boundary.” Besides, you can’t grow yet. Miyu should be able to Level up. Getting her a few Levels would definitely make me feel better. And some confidence for her too can’t hurt.

Michiru-san continued her protests, but my sister was the one to stop her. “Look, I get that you are worried, but my bro won’t let her get hurt. Protecting girls is like totally his thing. So wow, just shut up and get stronger, then next time he’ll want to take you, ninja girl. Speaking of…” She looked at our parents. “… while we’re here, why don’t Eri and I tag along? We can head home from Inuyama, it’ll only be one more day of school we miss. You want to, right Eri?”

“Of course. I want to get stronger. And I know I’ll be safe with Akio.” she answered, before turning to Michiru-san. “Look, I get it. This girl is your friend, and you want to keep her safe. But let Akio do it this time. I was weak before too, but I’ve worked hard. It’s been painful and scary at times, but if you want it badly enough, you’ll get there.”

“Fine. Though with missing more school for this Conclave, I am expecting you to work extra hard on studying for your exams, Aiko.” my father warned. “Eri-san, you too. You may not have entrance exams, but letting your grades drop is foolish. A smart girl like you should not hurt your future.”

“I understand, father-in-law.” Eri agreed. “But I’m sure I told you not to use honorifics for me, it feels wrong now.”

“Yes, well…” My father was quite the old-fashioned man, and struggled with displays of intimacy, and I got a brief bit of amusement watching his internal struggle. “… I shall try to remember Eri-san, no, Eri.” He paused. “Though I do note you vary between calling me father-in-law and uncle. Perhaps it is not just I who need to remember.”

Damn, a joke from my father. It’s happening more and more lately. Putting that aside, I addressed everyone, the soldiers particularly keen on hearing what I had to say. “Look. Shaeula and I encountered this monster there. Not all spiritual beings are bad. A lot of the Fae we can make common cause with, Kami too. Maybe even the Night Parade. I know what we’ve been told, but until I see the situation myself I don’t want to make any decisions. But this creature is not friendly, not at all. And if it’s causing needless deaths and suffering, well, it’s our job to deal with it. Right?”

The soldiers agreed. “Yes, that’s why we’ve been seconded to you. To learn.” The Major stated, seemingly eager to get started.

“It’s also part of the duties of the Ministry we are setting up to manage both criminals abusing their powers, and dangerous non-human creatures. I think that those of faith should be involved in that too.” I continued. “I intend to make sure this threat and any others are taken out. But in danger comes opportunity. Don’t worry, Haru-san, Miyu. We’ve done this before.”

I smiled reassuringly. “I’m a bit short on manpower as Shaeula, Hyacinth and Grulgor will be dealing with the Seelie Court, but even so, I’ve faced this monster before, and while I was forced to flee then, I’m ten times stronger now. At least. So I’ll keep you all safe, and I have the backing of these soldiers too.”

“Sure, sounds fun.” The First Lieutenant quipped.

“So, our plans as a whole are thus.” I addressed the room. “Shaeula, you focus on securing the Spring and dealing with the fallout. Those of you who are trainees, continue to train, ready for Conclave. We need every edge we can. Those of you who are fellow Chosen, we’ll be striking at Inuyama. Natsumi, start thinking about wedding dresses.” There was laughter at that, lightening the heavy mood.

“Ixitt, I’m curious about these artificial Ether Spires. Try and push it to testing as soon as you can. If you can make it work then there’s no limit to what we can achieve. Also, well, we’ll see how negotiations go, but start thinking of ideas. Karen-chan, you guys…” I said to my secretarial staff. “… accommodate Ixitt as best you can, and keep coming up with the data we need. You’ll also likely be working with Haru-san when the Ministry is set up.”

“Right, we can do that.” Karen-chan agreed, but my next words shocked her.

“Oh, but you have to get your training plan and visit the Boundary too. Unless you see it, you won’t understand it.”

Then I also have to visit Kondou Kazuo and perform my experiments, then see Aliyah and her mercenaries, though I need Shaeula back for that, and finally, see Shiro at the weekend and hopefully fix her like I did Takatsukasa-san. I also need to make time to interview the soldiers and Ichijou house Chosen before Conclave. Damn, I’m going to be busy… as usual. I also have to set up the testing ground for the Connections, and maybe sort out the factory site, all of which will use a ton of ether too…

“Damn bro, and here’s us hoping we could spend more time with you. And not in the battling an eldritch abomination way.” my sis joked, and I apologised.

“Sorry. But I hope you had fun sightseeing.”

“Well, we sure did, didn’t we Eri?” At her nod, my sis continued. “Akihabara was pretty cool. The trains in Tokyo are way better than back home, we can get from here to the centre in half an hour, it takes near enough that to reach the next damn town to Nishimorioka.”

“Yes. I bought some… souvenirs.” Eri muttered, face flushed, and at that Aiko grinned.

“Well, not what she was looking for. That’s a story for another time though, ouch, stop hitting me Eri, your strength is brutal now!” As Aiko cried out in mock-pain (although some of her wincing looked rather real) Hinata and the Ichijou’s came back. Ichijou-san had a refreshed look on his face, while Mayumi-san was frowning pensively. As they took their seats, Hinata winked at me.

“Don’t worry, we reached an agreement. I’ll let you tell him, Kira-sama.”

“Right.” Ichijou-san grinned. “I agreed to the terms, we’ll split the costs down the middle and all your other wants will be met. But the factory will be managed jointly by Hinata-chan and my Mayumi. Also, after Conclave, Mayumi will join the students here. The world is moving too fast, if she doesn’t keep up she’ll be left behind.”

“Honestly, grandfather, I don’t need to, we have our own people to rely on…”

“Sorry, but thinking that way is a mistake.” I interrupted her. “Just ask Haru-san. You never know what will happen in life, and one thing you can rely on is your own Skills. Just learn. Hinata would grieve if you got hurt. I’m sure your family and friends would too.”

“Friends, huh?” Mayumi-san looked at Hinata, who smiled knowingly. “Just don’t forget this. I’m different from you all. Only Miyu-san here knows how I feel. But I guess it does seem a little interesting…”

Damn, she’s so transparent. Queen of the little castle called Hanafubuki, sheltered, inquisitive yet utterly bored, without a true friend. Hinata wants Mayumi-san to see her as an equal, and now she’ll have her chance. She’ll be accepted as a Takatsukasa, work with her running this new factory project, and even train together. If that doesn’t give her the chance, nothing will…

“All right then.” I clapped my hands. “Meeting over. We all know what we need to do. I’ll see our honoured guests off.” I nodded at the Ichijou’s and Fukumoto-san. “The rest of you, get to work!”


Extra Two – Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan and Hyacinth – Contains R18/Adult Content


“Wow, you look exhausted, Shaeula. Are you all right?” my sis asked, eyeing Shaeula with concern. To be honest I was a little worried as well. She was pale-skinned, more than usual, with dark rings around her eyes, and her hair was lank and tangled.

Still, even in such a state she had assisted the trainees with her usual poise, and the newcomers who had charged enough aether in their newly-perfected networks were wowed by the Territory, enjoying the sights, served fruits and wine by Hyacinth and Asha, enjoying a moment of wonder, before being dragged off to their own tailored training regimens.

Now that the last of the trainees were either returning home, or staying in their rooms on the upper floors, it was time to finish up, the faint glow of the Tokyo lights in the distance colouring the darkness outside. I was with Aiko, Eri, Shaeula and Hyacinth, taking a break, and my sis was the first to speak, as tactless as usual.

“I am fine-fine.” she assured Aiko, a grin on her face, though it looked a little forced. “I am happy, truly. I have reunited with my father, and even my sister. My other-other brother who we can-can reach has been told, though he can not-not return yet, as his tasks keep him distant, on our borders. Even so…” she paused, thinking, tired eyes moist with unshed tears. “… it is good-good to be home. Though without Akio, it is not-not a true home.” Her grin turned more natural then. “It is simply I have many-many demands on my time, much to decide, and the meeting with Duke Formor… I worry.”

“Understandable.” I pulled her into a hug. Hyacinth cackled at the sight, and Eri shook her head, smiling. “You worry about your maids. Both of them, despite everything. And you need support for our plans. But don’t worry. I know I’m busy, but if you really need me, send Azuki. I’ll drop everything.”

“Smooth move, bro.” my sis smirked. “It’s quite educational watching you work. Ouch, I told you to stop hitting me Eri, you’ve turned violent since you asserted your dominance as first wife! Bet you didn’t see polygamy coming though… ouch, quit it!”

“I will when you stop being silly, Aiko.” Eri chided, using her superior strength to bully my sister playfully. It had the desired effect, as Shaeula began to laugh, a weak snicker at first, before it turned into full-throated giggles, then peals of hearty laughter.

“Oh, how-how I needed that, Eri, Aiko.” She grinned when she was finished. “It is good to remember I am not-not alone.”

“Looks like you’re up, bro. Shaeula needs pampering.” My sis ordered, rubbing surreptitiously at her arm and back when she thought we weren’t watching.

“All this talk-talk of marriage makes me rather hot…” Shaeula pulled at the cloth of her yukata, fanning herself, making sure to give me a tantalising glimpse at her small chest within. I could see her nipples were already hard, like tiny cherry-coloured mochi. “… it has been quite-quite a while since I made love. Akio, before I go into battle, politically speaking, with my enemies, I would have-have you inside me.” She patted her stomach. “If I am full of your warmth, it will be like-like you are there with me.”

“All right then. I’m ducking out. I’ve seen enough of my bro fucking…” she swore crudely. “Thinking of it, I doubt many sisters can say that. Damn.” She tossed her head, dark pigtails bouncing. “Well, I’m off then. I promised to show mom and dad around Tokyo. It’s late, but if we aren’t going to school tomorrow due to this mission, there’s still plenty to see and do.”

“I’ll come too.” Eri spoke up, and Shaeula shrugged.

“You can-can remain, Eri. I do not-not mind sharing with you. We have before, many times.”

“I know.” Eri flushed at the memories, a mixture of shame and arousal colouring her. “But, well, I think you need this. And as first wife, I have to be fair, don't I? Besides, I’ll go with my parents and Aiko’s. Between the two of us, they’ll be safe.”

Hearing that from timid Eri is quite a shock. That she’d defend our family from muggers or whatever. I guess she’s not that timid girl always hiding behind me and Aiko anymore. I feel quite proud of her. Amongst other feelings. “All right then. You have money, right? Might as well treat them. What’s the plan?”

“Well, your secretary, she booked us tickets to a show and a table at a fancy restaurant…”
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“I shooould be going too, Akio, mistress.” Hyacinth said, after Eri and Aiko left. “Call me if yooou need anything.”

“No, I do not-not see the need for that.” Shaeula continued to smile, taking her arm. “I know you gave yourself to Akio, that-that is good, but I hear you calling Eri mistress Eri, you seem to have grown closer. That is also good-good. But do call me mistress Shaeula then.”

“Hyacinth can nooot do that!” she was aghast. “You are a princess of the Seelie, it wooould be disrespectful…”

“I am Akio’s bride before I am a princess.” She sniffed, irritated. “Do not-not ruin my good humour. I am his female, the same-same as you. But I think I understand. You shared intimacy with Eri, and are thus close to her. Well, that-that is easily solved.” She tightened her grip on Hyacinth’s arm. “You have not-not enjoyed love in the Material, have you?”

She looked at Hyacinth, whose massive chest was straining against the fabric of her cosplay-style maid outfit that she wore here. “Well, Akio will not-not be satisfied with just me, and I would be closer with you. After all, did you not-not help me with my dream?”

“But, mistress, Hyacinth can nooot…” she began, but I silenced her with a kiss, my tongue twirling with hers. Her skin flushed, and when I pulled free she was silent. Moving to the impatient Shaeula, who was already panting, her cherry lips opened wide, I thrust in my tongue, and we greedily sucked at each other. When we were done, Shaeula smirked.

“So, Hyacinth tastes like that, does-does she? Curious.”

“Mistress, sooo embarrassing.” Hyacinth whined, but she was aroused as well, remembering our last lovemaking.

“Mistress Shaeula.” she corrected. “Now come-come.” She guided Hyacinth up to our room on the top floor, and when we were there, Shaeula led us to the bed.

“Now, Hyacinth, could you help me? Akio is eager for me, I can tell. Please help me out-out of my yukata.”

I see. She’s including Hyacinth. Clever. She wasn’t wrong though, I was eager to have Shaeula, to help relieve her stress, and also because she was sexy and adorable.

“I can dooo that.” Hyacinth agreed, slowly pulling free the sash, allowing the yukata to fall fully open, revealing Shaeula’s slender body, her small yet beautiful breasts, and her dripping slit, shrouded with a thin thicket of amber hair.

“I am quite-quite wet already.” Shaeula grinned, one small hand opening up her pussy for us both to see, thin trickles of sour love nectar staining her inner thighs. “I have-have been craving you, Akio. For comfort and passion.” She looked at Hyacinth then. “Do you seek him too? Be honest. And show us. Stand beside me, let-let Akio compare us.”

Well, that’s kind of sexual harassment as an order, but looking at the way Hyacinth is squirming, she likes it anyway, and though the concept is a bit foreign to her, she has agreed to be a mistress. “You have some lewd ideas, Shaeula…” I muttered, getting a bright grin in return, as Hyacinth pulled up the short skirt of her dress, revealing the cute panties she wore in the Material. They were white with little purple ribbons to match her eyes, but they were also side-tied, which was erotic. With one trembling hand, she untied the left side, and the panties fell away, revealing her own pussy, which was indeed soaked.

“Take a look, Akiooo. Hyacinth has nothing to hide from you!” she declared, standing beside Shaeula. Seeing the pair of them like that, both Fae, yet so different in build and personality, I felt I was the luckiest man alive. If Eri was here too, it’d be perfect. A treacherous part of my mind remembered when Hinata and I had washed each other in my bathtub, as well as the beautiful figures of Motoko and Natsumi as they finished training, their hakama sticking to their flushed, damp skin, turning sheer, but I pushed that down. No, not until marriage for those three. It’s what they expect and their families want. I can wait, I’m not a beast. It was certainly regretful though.

“Now, let’s see.” I leaned in close, sniffing them, noticing the subtly different odours. Then, as they coloured in shame and arousal, I started to lick at Shaeula, gently, probing, up and down her loosely opened pussy, tasting her love nectars, using it to polish the ruby bean of her clitoris. While I was doing that I used my hand to stroke Hyacinth gently, and her body was so eager for it my finger kept sliding inside her, even without trying.

“Yes, that-that is quite wonderful.” Shaeula grabbed my head with her thin arms, keeping me close, so I intensified my tongue, licking deeper, more fiercely caressing her clit. Soaking, sodden noises could be heard as she was gushing forth, and her deep, sexy pants and moans turned me on.

My hand worked, stimulating Hyacinth too, and with a final surge I brought Shaeula to ecstasy, her orgasm shaking her whole body, filling my mouth with the sour taste of her joy. As she fell down on the bed, looking up at me with eyes now moist with tears of relief and happiness, she let her legs gape open, giving me a good view of her defenceless body. Still, it wasn’t time yet.

Hyacinth was close, my finger rubbing at her own clit, which was larger than Shaeula’s, and perhaps even more sensitive, had left her a shivering, drooling mess. Seeing that was cute, so I kissed her again, sucking at her spit, tasting a hint of herbs and grass. Her eyes cleared a little, and she realised she was kissing me.

She returned the favour, her tongue squirming around mine ferociously, and after several fierce kisses, I sild down, pulling her breasts free from their cloth prison, licking and sucking at the nipples, groping her mounds that were noticeably bigger than last time I made love to her, conscious of Shaeula’s eyes on me. That’s only making me more aroused. Shit, it’s a feeling no ordinary guy gets, unless he’s a cheating bastard. Well, I’m a cheater, but I promised Eri I’d own it. Shaeula doesn’t mind, so…

Still playing with her chest, I stripped Hyacinth down, pulling her maid clothing off. My tongue then slid down her body, played with her belly button, making her giggle, and then reached her clit. I sucked at it, the sensations causing her to shake restlessly, seeping clear fluids from her pussy as though she was a leaking tap.

“Hyacinth… is goooing crazy. Akioooo, I feel it coming again! I am serving, I am!”

“No…” I muttered. “You are loving. It’s different. Better.” I whispered tenderly, my assault on her pussy and clit with my tongue intensifying once more, one hand sliding from her breasts to her ass, feeling her soft flesh, squeezing and kneading it.

“I… Akiooo!” she cried, orgasming, howling loudly. As she shuddered in release I continued to press her, wracking her body with more and more small orgasms, each time accompanied by a loud shout and a squirt of sour liquid. Finally, I let her too fall to the bed, where she lay next to Shaeula, her chest heaving as she took in deep breaths, her body smelling of sweat and sex.

Shaeula extended a hand to her, grasping Hyacinth’s larger one. As their eyes met, Shaeula smiled softly. “So, did you not-not enjoy that? Are we not-not close, intimate? Akio loves us both, and we love him. Are we not-not sisters?”

Hyacinth nodded slowly, still exhausted from the orgasm. “Yes. I see. Hyacinth understands, mistress Shaeula. Though in public yooou are still the mistress, I will nooot budge on that. I serve, it makes Hyacinth happy to dooo so, it is my purpose.”

“Fine. I am not-not one to tell you how to live your life. Akio would have-have you do what makes you happy. And speaking of…” She looked at me, eyes inviting. “How-how long are you going to watch us with warm eyes? My legs are open, are they not-not? I am craving a connection. My body burns for it.”

She was indeed ready, it seemed, her body pink and sweating, her pussy twitching restlessly. With a grin I pulled down my pants, my erect dick hard and pulsing along with my heartbeat. On seeing that, Hyacinth was gazing at it, while Shaeula licked her lips seductively, small pink tongue alluring. I bent over and kissed her, licking her now-moist lips, while I pressed my dick to her slit, sliding it slowly in as she gasped, feeling the walls of flesh opening up, still wrapping me tightly, just like the first time we made love.

“Oh yes, this… this is what I need-need. My head goes blank, and I do not-not worry about the Spring, or my father, or sister, or that vile Duke Formor… only you.”

She cried out as I slammed our bodies together, my enlarged penis buried to the hilt into her seeping honeypot. I was still amazed I could fit in, Shaeula was so doll-like and seemingly fragile. We kissed some more and I fondled her breasts, the watching Hyacinth looking on with rapt interest, her naked body shown to me defencelessly.

“My sister would be quite-quite horrified to see me like this.” Shaeula giggled, biting my lips playfully as we lay tangled together, not moving yet, enjoying the moment. “She still thinks of me as a child, even-even now. Besides, sister cares nothing for males, she never-never has. She is so innocent. I wonder what it would be like if she were to come across us…” she laughed. “… well, fun-fun though that would be, alas I have no time for pranks. For now… Akio, I wish it hard, make-make me forget my worries, locked in your embrace!”

“Your wish is my command.” I kissed her lips, this time a fleeting, gentle brush of compassion, before I stated to move, sliding backwards then forwards, my dick pistoning. I groped her chest, pulling and sucking on her nipples, squeezed her ass, stroked her slender thighs and arms, even bit and sucked on her ears, as I probed her body, finding her sensitive spots, her moans and shudders of pleasure the only guide I needed, adjusting the angle to give her maximum pleasure.

And myself too. It would be a lie to say I wasn’t thrilled, flushed with joy and desire. Her walls wriggled around me, her pussy gripping me relentlessly, and I could feel a heavy weight in my stomach, the feeling of my orgasm rising, which just pushed me to speed up, Shaeula matching the timing of my thrusts with a paired gasp.

“Akio, I feel-feel lighter, my worries, they are fading-fading away, as… as am I!” She giggled, arms circling around my back, pulling me close. “Do it. Fill me up!” she cried, her back arching, her whole body giving in to her orgasm, nails scraping across my back, hers sharp and strong enough to break my skin, even if the wounds healed rapidly.

Still, pleasure, pain… both were drowned out and washed together as my dick spasmed, a hot jet of semen gushing out from me, soaking Shaeula’s insides, her womb gulping greedily as it was showered in my cum.

“So warm. Yes, Eri is quite-quite right.” Shaeula gasped, coming down from her own climax as I continued with mine, as if it was never going to stop. Trickles of cum squirted from her stuffed pussy, staining the sheets, and as my flow finally tailed off, leaving me warm, spent and fulfilled, slumped down beside her, she finished her words. “It is the warmth of you that is surely-surely the best part. Now, kiss me, please? Remind me I am not-not alone?”

My only answer was a long, slow kiss, unlike the frantic tangling of tongues of before, this time we merely probed each other slowly, enjoying the taste and feel of each other. When we finally pulled apart, Shaeula’s eyes were shining again, her worries banished.

“See, Hyacinth.” She lectured the fascinated Grey Fae, who was gazing at us with her eyes wide open. “When-when you feel sorrow, or are lonely, when you worry, there is but-but one thing to do. Ask Akio to prove to you that you are loved. Your cares will be blown-blown away.”

“But Akio is the master. It is nooot right to push my own wishes upon him.” She denied that. “I must dooo…”

“Wrong.” Shaeula shook her head, shifting restlessly, as my dick was still inside her full pussy, and each movement sent shudders through us both. “You serve your master by doing exactly that. For it is what-what he would wish for, no?”

I nodded, and Shaeula continued. “Besides, you can serve through sex. It is quite-quite profound.” Shaeula grinned. “Akio, you are not-not satisfied, are you? I know I am not-not. But this time, I shall lead.” She squirmed around on top of me, my dick rapidly growing rock-hard again. She wheezed from the sensations, but when she was sitting on top of me, looking down at me, she spoke to Hyacinth once more.

“See? In this position, you can-can make Akio feel pleasure, move yourself. It is perfect for one who wishes to serve, is it not-not? Watch closely, I shall-shall teach you.”

As Hyacinth watched in rapt fascination, Shaeula began to move, sliding up and down my shaft, each descent forcing out splatters of love nectar and cum from her pussy, which was rubbing me, the feeling very different to usual. My hands reached out, grabbing her breasts, toying with them, and Shaeula shifted position, sliding up and down so my dick was ramming into her sensitive spots, wringing gasps of lewd pleasure from her.

“See-see?” she sighed between loud moans. “Look at… his face. He loves this, does-does Akio. And so do I.” She continued, changing angles once more, tightening her ass which squeezed her pussy tightly, nearly forcing me to cum again right there and then, but as Shaeula was struggling so earnestly, I held back through sheer willpower. “… you can use-use his penis to find… your own… pleasures, while making Akio… happy.” She grinned, sliding down deeply, our torsos touching, before she slid upwards again. I let out a groan I couldn’t hold, and she bent down, biting my lip as we kissed.

“Adorable. This-this is… good.” she cried.

“So where did you… learn this?” I asked, and she chortled.

“Jealous? Worried I am-am toying with… ahn, another male?” Her groans were turning into pants of pleasure, and I could tell we were both close again. “No, I would not-not. No, Eri told me of this.”

I must have looked confused, as Shaeula chuckled, even as she slid up and down my cock, her pussy caressing me like a gentle hand. “No, Eri would cheat no-no more than I would, fool. Ahn, ahn, so… so good.” She giggled as my hands tightened on her chest, flicking her cherry nipples gently, their hard tips sensitive. “I believe she tried-tried to buy some books, ahn, oh yes... ahn... faster…”

She sped up, driving us both towards the finish, the damp, slapping noises coming faster and faster, our moans and gasps of pleasure too. “It did not-not... ahn, oh, ahn… go well, but she did learn a few-few… things. Aiko told me… the story was… rather… amusing… oh, the wave comes again-again, ahn, ahn, ugh, ahn!” Shaeula slammed down on me with a final gasp, orgasming hard, my stomach and thighs drenched with her nectar and my spent cum. I was so close myself, my balls burning with the need to release, my penis like an iron spear, so I thrust up into her.

“Wait, I am… still-still sensitive…” Shaeula slurred, but she still made an effort to move. A handful of thrusts into her melted, gloopy insides later, and I cried out in ecstasy myself, as a second orgasm sent my cum pouring into her once more, like pissing warm metal, the sensation indescribable. Shaeula buried her head on my shoulder, eyes squeezed shut as she felt the pleasure, and soon she was overflowing, the sheets under us a gooey mess.

“I hope you feel better now.” I spoke tenderly, after we had calmed down, patting her head, gently stroking her hair. “I know I do. I guess I’ve been stressed too. Meeting the Prime Minister, tense negotiations… I’m doing my best, but it’s hard sometimes. I may be stronger now, have powers, but I’m just an average guy mentally, in terms of experience.”

“It is hard-hard indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “Still, yes. I now feel more able to face the Duke. I shall-shall get my maids back, and his support. And then Duke Vulpatrius alone will struggle to oppose me.”

“Mistress Shaeula and Akiooo have forgotten about poor Hyacinth.” she muttered, and I remembered she was there, watching, naked and drenched with arousal.

“Of course I have not-not.” Shaeula shook her head. “It is just rather rude to not-not give Akio your full attention while making love. Now… did you watch-watch closely?”

Hyacinth nodded. “Ooof course I did. It looked very servile. Hyacinth thinks I should dooo that when master wishes me to warm his bed!”

“Well, why not-not give it a try? I believe you have not-not made love here in the Material world, have you?”

Hyacinth shook her head, dark hair streaked with colours cascading over her bare body. “Nooo, only with mistress Eri under the Tree.” She giggled at the memory.

“Then… I shall aid you.” Shaeula let out a sigh of loss as she pulled off me, my dick popping out her slit, accompanied by more dripping cum. She made sure to bend over, giving me a view of her soaked pussy and twitching asshole, and I couldn’t help but grope her ass. She giggled, but squirmed away.

“It is Hyacinth’s turn. She was waiting quite-quite long enough.” Shaeula chastised me teasingly.

“Yeah, but you looked too cute and sexy, I couldn’t help it.” I grinned. “Still…” I turned to Hyacinth. “The most beautiful maid in the world is alluring too. If you were a magical girl, you’d be Magical Maid Genocider Hyacinth.”

She cocked her head at that, not used to such references, but Shaeula, who loved magical girl anime, laughed. “That she would indeed. Now, up on him like this-this… you look-look wet enough.”

She guided Hyacinth to sit on top of me, and she placed her hand on my dick, guiding Hyacinth to place it inside her. Hyacinth shivered as my penis started spreading her mortal pussy open, my sensitive tip sliding inside her, still soaked with my ejaculation and Shaeula’s fluids.

“Now, take it all-all in. If it is your first-first time in this body, I hope it does not-not hurt you.”

“I think it’s fine.“ I assured her, as Hyacinth slid down, forcing my dick in without any resistance. Her body felt different to Shaeula’s or Eri’s, and while it wasn’t as tight as Shaeula, her insides were wriggling like an octopus, tickling and caressing me.

“It is in me.” Hyacinth giggled, touching the point of our connection. “If yooou say I should be greedy, then Akio, can Hyacinth kiss you? I feel liked when yooou do that.”

My answer was our lips locking, and again, unlike our passionate kisses of before, this one was gentle, our tongues slowly exploring each other, licking tongue, teeth, cheeks and more. When we parted, she was crying, her violet eyes full of happy tears.

“Hyacinth feels hot deep inside. Here.” She touched her crotch again. “But alsooo here, most of all.” She put her other hand over her heart. “I think… the box. That was ooonly a dream. This is real, is it nooot?”

My answer was another soft kiss, my hand also over her heart, playing with her breast, the nipple squeezed between my fingers.

“Learn well.” Shaeula declared. “You need-need to use your whole body here. Move up-up and down, stimulate him, while finding where you feel pleasure too.” Shaeula coached her, whispering in her ear, and Hyacinth began to move, mimicking Shaeula from before.

“Yes, Hyacinth feels good, feels sooo warm!” she cried, her body producing copious amounts of fragrant nectar to lubricate my dick as she slid up and down the shaft. “I looove this. It feels the proper way to serve!” She giggled, twisting her body in a different way to Shaeula. Shaeula had focussed more on the angle, but Hyacinth was spinning, changing her whole axis, as well as rubbing my dick in spots it had never been touched before. I let out a gentle moan, and Shaeula patted Hyacinth on the back.

“Good work, you are indeed a quick-quick study. His face looks so pleased.” Shaeula bent down to lick my sweaty cheeks, and Hyacinth, still squirming like an eel, was sticking her tongue in my mouth, even as her bottom moved up and down, my penis being caressed erotically.

“Greedy. I can see I shall have to be quite-quite wary of you.” Shaeula teased her. Hyacinth was about to protest, before pouting, realising it was a joke.

“Mistress Shaeula is a bully. Hyacinth loooves all the mistresses. They are all nice, all accepted Hyacinth. I can wait fooor my turn.”

“I know. Do not-not pout, or Akio will be sad.” She slapped Hyacinth gently on her bare back. “Now, are you feeling it too? Else Akio will be angry.”

“Here, I dooo.” She shifted, my dick sliding against her inner walls, hitting the entrance to her womb. She shuddered, her body reacting, and I realised Hyacinth was incredibly sensitive inside.

“Then race to the finish. Akio looks like he wishes to cum-cum.”

Hearing Shaeula say cum and seeing her lascivious face, while the shuddering, drooling and yelping Hyacinth was giving me cowgirl sex (I knew of the term from lewd doujins of course, but who would have thought Eri was looking for dirty books so she could learn more moves to please me. That was probably the biggest shock I’d had all year!) was impossibly lewd, impossibly exciting, and even though I had filled Shaeula with two huge ejaculations, I felt a third coming. Hyacinth was moving like a corkscrew, hammering my penis into her deepest areas again and again, and each time I hit her there she yelped louder, her whole body convulsing.

“Hyacinth, I’m going to blow soon, I can barely hold it…”

“Akio should gooo when he pleases. I am serving, my pleasure can…” I cut her off with a hug, pulling her close. The sudden warmth and pressure caused her to move faster, my penis somehow boring deeper into her with each thrust, and I let out my load, cum pouring from me for a third time.

Even as I pumped it out I made sure to thrust, feeling Hyacinth melting in my arms, and an ear-splitting cry rang out as she started her own orgasm. Despite my own pleasure, I made sure to probe her sensitive spots with my weakening dick, prolonging her rapture, before we slumped down together, the sheets further despoiled.

Shaeula lay on my other side, and I was sweaty, covered in cum and nectar, but surely satisfied. As Shaeula used my arm as a pillow, she peered at Hyacinth, her head on my chest, eyes unfocused, drool spilling from her open mouth.

“So, was it fun?” Shaeula asked, and Hyacinth managed to nod weakly.

“Hyacinth felt very loved. I am loooved. Thank yooou for sharing with me, mistress Shaeula. And thank you, Akio, for accepting me, giving me a name, a home. A purpose. For nooot throwing me away because I was a bad, dirty girl.”

“Of course. Hyacinth is Hyacinth. That bad girl was never dirty, but even if she was, she was someone else, not Hyacinth. All right?” I insisted, and she nodded, relieved, while Shaeula snorted.

“Sharing? Of course we must-must share. I shall be away at the Seelie Court, as will you be, attending me. We need-need our fill before we go. It is a shame Eri can not-not have him to herself for a while, as she will have returned home, but… we have a long-long, long road ahead of us. Love must be worked at, and together we can make sure we polish each other, are jealous of each other, wish to be better. The rules. Eri is quite-quite the stubborn girl, but not-not entirely wrong.”

The rules? I’ve heard Eri mention them before, but the girls won’t tell me. Oh well, I can leave them some secrets, I guess…

“Hyacinth understands. But now…” She looked horrified all of a sudden. “The sheets, the bed. Akio. All is dirty! Nooo, I must clean them, this is no gooooood!”

“Wait a minute.” Shaeula insisted, reaching out to hold her down. “Yes, the sheets are-are dirty. So before we wash them…” She licked her lips again, looking at me hungrily. “Why not-not use them? We do not-not need to worry about further mess then, and I still feel a little stressed. Duke Formor is a pain, after all..”

Great, looks like they are going to wring me dry. Oh well… It was a fate any man would envy. With a grin, I scooped them both up in my arms, and we kissed, revelling in the moment of peace and quiet…


Two Hundred And Forty-Three


“So, did you have fun with Shaeula and Hyacinth?” my sis asked, speaking loudly to be heard over the noise of the JSDF transport helicopter we were all packed into, as we headed for Inuyama.

“They drained me dry.” I replied wryly. “Shaeula needed the reassurance though, she’s got it tough right now.”

“Oh, my heart bleeds for you. If the guys back in Nishimorioka could hear you now, complaining about two gorgeous girls humping you until you pass out, they’d be green with envy. Then probably try to kill you. So, how many times, bro?”

“Aiko, watch your language! A young girl should not be so crude!” My father snapped, stern as ever. Aiko merely tilted her head and winked cutely, heading him off. Yeah, sis has it easier with father than I do. Fathers are weak to their daughters, I guess.

“Sorry, I’ll be more careful.” she apologised, shrugging. “I guess auntie and uncle don’t want to hear about it, do they?”

Auntie Hana did look uncomfortable, eyeing her daughter, who was sitting snuggled up against me, resting her head on my legs in a lap-pillow, despite the vibrations of the helicopter. “Well, no, hearing about little Aki having sex with other girls when he has my little Eri, it’s awkward. But… Eri looks happy enough.”

“Oh, I’m frustrated. Of course, why wouldn’t I be?” Eri complained from my lap. “But… I love Shaeula. Her and Aiko, they’re my sisters. Really. And Hyacinth… well, she’s a sad lonely girl. So be nice to her, mother. She’s searching for a family, and if you ignore the crazy, she’s really rather sweet, and loves Akio a lot. I’m not cold-hearted enough to refuse her. Why did I fall for such a popular boy?”

She let out a mock-sigh, dark obsidian eyes looking into mine. “Back when you were in Nishimorioka, I had no competition. I mean, there were always girls who looked at you, but you either never noticed or chose not to. But now… you’re a hero, fighting to save the world, and meeting the Prime Minster, forcing him to change the law… you’re not ordinary any more. And neither am I. I’ll fight by your side against anything.”

“Oh, Eri…” I stroked her hair, patting her head, and she blushed a little, snuggling down deeper in my lap, before smiling, her eyes looking deep into mine. “So, how many times? I’m curious, I need to know what my next share is.”

There was laughter at that, my mother laughing louder than anyone. She was always a free spirit, and once she got over the idea of my having Shaeula as well as Eri, and then Hinata… well, now she was firmly invested in this football team of wives.

Still, not everyone was smiling. Miyu was in the corner, looking frightened, and next to her was Haru-san. She was doing a good job of keeping Miyu calm for the upcoming mission, even though talk of sex brought up raw memories for her, especially with the suggestion of meeting Kondou Kazuo again still fresh in her mind.

Our third Chosen, Shuta-san, was also stiff and uncomfortable, not part of our usual circle. Well, we all have our crosses to bear. Mine was making a call to Fujiwara-san, borrowing Miyu for this… That had been hell, and I had to promise that she would be completely unharmed. Missing school for Hanafubuki girls was not done either, so I was causing Fujiwara-san trouble, but at least he was Chairman of the school, so it wasn’t impossible to make a valid excuse.

“Are you always this carefree before a mission?” The Major, Sasaki-san asked. He was already in the combat mindset, but beside him, the First Lieutenant, Nakano-san chuckled, looking even more like a delinquent, despite his uniform.

“I get it. If I was in deep with a load of cute girls, I’d be relaxed too. Why do you think I joined the military? They said men in uniforms were fighting off hot women. Not true, like all the recruiting brochures and its bullshit.” He snorted idly.

”Yeah, actually I normally get tense. But… I also have to show a strong, confident face for our newbies, right?” I smiled at Miyu, who was the only one who had no real experience of Boundary battles, though Haru-san’s and Kikuchi Shuta-san’s turned out… poorly. Not only do I want to get them some Levels and strength, I want to rebuild their confidence. “Speaking of confidence, so your Territory is in Ichigaya, right? Covering the JSDF barracks there?” I asked the Major to confirm the information I was given.

“Yes, I was on-site when Bishamon came to me. I must say, when you were talking about your Territory, it seemed very different to ours. Mine grows stronger the more enemies I defeat there, but I don’t seem to have the knowledge or control you do.”

“I got roasted when the brass found out I’d dropped mine at my sister's place. I was on home leave when Kagutsuchi came knocking. Still, it’s out in the boonies in the mountains north of Tokyo.” Nakano-san chuckled, looking out of the helicopter at the mountains below. “A lot like your place, it seems. I’d be right at home here. Still, our town only has a few hundred residents. I’m pretty certain it’s safe there.”

“Have you considered moving it?” I asked, and he shook his head.

“Nah, the brass just care about our combat prowess. Speed, strength, reaction times, all that shit. Although…” He glanced at Eri and me, his mischievous eyes pensive. ”Seems like you know a lot more than the brass do about it all. Maybe the JSDF will start worrying more about making sure everywhere important is covered.”

“I still find this hard to believe.” My father pondered, and uncle Junpei sympathised with him.

“Yeah, your boy, working with the military. Though I suppose he did fight off that dog…”

As chatter turned light again, I concentrated on Eri in my lap, letting the talk wash over me…
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“So, this is Inuyama, then? Pretty crappy for a city.” Nakano-san observed. Now it was just me, Eri, Aiko (who to be honest, I had no wish to bring, as she wouldn’t gain much from it, but I couldn’t bear to leave her out if Eri was coming), Miyu, Haru-san, Shuta-san and the two soldiers. “Everyone looks so damn rushed and gloomy.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” my sis agreed. “I don’t remember it being like this before. Though I hate Inuyama now. I remember when you and Shaeula came back from buying that doll… wait, that was Azuki, right? Lucky find…” She shook her head to clear her thoughts. “… well, you both came back looking hurt as shit, bro. You tried to lie to us too. If we didn’t already know about it from Shaeula then… seriously, you can be a dumbass sometimes.”

“Yes. I guess it was this monster that we are hunting that hurt you then?” Eri tightened her fists, knuckles white. “I’d be happy to punish it for daring to injure you, but you are sure we can, aren't you?”

“I’d say so. You are nearly as strong as I was then, Eri. We have all these allies too. And as for me… well, lets just say I’m looking for a rematch.”

“It feels… it feels bad.” Haru-san spoke suddenly, interrupting us, her empathic nature picking up on the vibe of the area. “And the voices I hear…” She winced as her Telepathy kicked in. “So sad, so… drab.”

“Yeah. Bear with me a second.” I pulled down the hood of the coat I was wearing, so that the glow from my Eye wouldn’t be so noticeable. I could see… darkness in the air. The weight of negative emotions. “I see. Yeah, there’s definitely some supernatural cause here. So, we know what to do.”

“So how are we going in, bro? How did you do it last time?” my sis asked, and I grinned wryly in response, embarrassed.

“There’s a public toilet not too far from here. Shaeula and I squeezed in a cubicle. It was rather cramped.”

“Wow, well damn, bro. That’s a risky move. If you’d have been caught with Shaeula in the men’s toilets you’d have been finished socially. Kind of hot though. You sure you didn’t fool around at the time?”

“No way.” I declared confidently. Eri was gazing at me, but my conscience was clear.

“Yeah, Major, this mission looks like it’s more fun than I expected.” Nakano-san laughed at our banter, but the Major was not so easy-going.

“Well, we can’t expect crisp discipline from civilians, but… can we at least get on mission?” he asked me, and I nodded, taking his words to heart.

“Sorry, yes, you’re right. Ulfuric would tell me the same, no doubt. I’ve booked two rooms at a nearby hotel, not too far from the Takakura Antiques, where Shaeula and I encountered the beast. One for males, one for females. We’ll enter there. If the hotel is occupied, as I expect it will be, we’ll secure it, and then depending on the situation, we’ll go from there. I know you’ve told me your abilities…” I said to the soldiers. “.. but I’ll need to see them in action before I can solidify our plan.”

“Right. Then we are a go.” Major Sasaki agreed. “Synchronise watches.”

“They probably won’t work in the Boundary, but sure.” We were all wearing military issue watches and had wireless communicators. “Maybe Ixitt can solve that issue…”

I looked around at the assorted group once more. Maybe it’s arrogant of me, but they are here to leech some experience. I’m far, far stronger than last time, and even though it hadn’t shown its true strength until the end, ten, or even a hundred eyes and tentacles… I’m confident I can take them all on…
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“Ugh… I feel so weak.” Aiko complained, experiencing her first hostile Territory, aether leaving her. Miyu was also suffering, her limited reserves of aether struggling to keep up. At least Haru-san got those Levels, that’s keeping her from being weakened too much for now.

Eri nodded, her own strength being suppressed a little. “Yes, it’s uncomfortable. But…” She paused, wondering why everyone was looking at her, as she was now wearing a black, gothic-lolita ensemble and carrying her huge black and blue axe. My sis was getting looks as well, with her eye-catching crimson bow and tight jerkin. The Major was looking at me though, and the swords and guns I carried.

“Damn, how come you get all the nice toys? How’s that even work?” he declared, and the Lieutenant chuckled.

“That sounds like something I’d say. But I can’t deny I’m curious as well.”

“Considering your ability is to manifest weapons..” I smiled. “You shouldn’t complain.”

“Sadly, it’s only spears, or spear-like weapons. So luckily that seems to count rifles.” As if to prove a point, the major manifested a standard issue Howa Type 20 assault rifle. “And I can imbue it with energy, making it pack a punch. But it tires me out fast.”

“Neat.” Aiko inspected it, impressed, as I placed my hand on her back, sending aether into her to prevent her running dry and being ejected from the Boundary. I did the same to Miyu, careful to not touch her anywhere too sensitive.

“That’s cool and all, but I can burn shit up, baby…” Nakano-san was suddenly surrounded by golden-yellow flames. “… impressed, ladies?” he asked my sister and Miyu, at least ignoring Eri, so I wasn’t too annoyed.

“Hardly.” Aiko yawned theatrically. “My bro has flames hotter than that, right?”

“Yeah, sorry to put a dampener on the fun, but we’ll explain the gear later. If you perform well, I might even consider getting you some.” I interrupted. “Eri, is the darkness energy a problem for you? I’m struggling to absorb it.”

She shook her head, long black locks flowing, matching her dress. “No, it’s actually pretty good for me. I’m restocking well.”

“Great, but avoid darkness based attacks, I think.” My Eye was glowing, and I could see shadows creeping closer even through the walls of the small hotel, which had twisted and changed to a dank, depressing place filled with shadows and ropey, coiling vines here in the Boundary. “Right… we have incoming. Aiko, you and the Major will provide ranged support. Haru-san, I know you’ve been practising how to use your light element as an attack, so do your best.”

I handed her and Miyu some of my pistols, while I passed the shotgun to Shuta-san. “Use these if you think you can get an easy kill. I want you all stronger. The Lieutenant and I will tank. Eri, you handle protecting the others, all right? If your aether runs low, I can top you up. Fighting in enemy Territories is a pain, and it gets worse the longer we go on, so we need to finish quickly.”

“Fine. We’ll show you the JSDF isn’t just a bunch of weaklings.” Nakano-san grinned in his delinquent fashion. “Lead on, boss man.”

I slashed out with my Twin Fangs and space was torn, ripping open the vines and darkness, exposing the sight outside. The city was filled with writhing tentacles, crawling over the buildings and streets like roots or thick cables, varying in diameter from a few inches to several metres. Blinking yellow and red eyes opened and closed, appearing and disappearing at random, and the tentacles… dripped.

Puddles of darkness like soiled ink were left everywhere, and amidst the tentacles were a mass of shambling, zombie-like beings, which vaguely resembled people, though some were far larger, towering as much as three or four metres. They were wandering the tentacle-choked streets, their features impossible to make out under the dark goop they were coated with, reminding me a bit of the shambling mounds the Myconids had at their disposal.

Well shit, this turned bad quite quickly. Still, the Territory is only hitting me like a Rank two, and not a strong one at that. I should be able to shrug it off with only minor loss of efficiency.

“This… this is why I never wanted to do this.” Miyu closed her eyes, looking sick, shedding tears which evaporated into silvery mist, until someone slapped her on the back. Her eyes shot open, to see it was Eri, a girl who had intimidated her a little with her atmosphere, which if Eri knew would have amused her and surprised her in equal measure.

“Cheer up.” Eri insisted, boldly swinging her axe. “I won’t let them get you. And before you ask, Akio won’t let them get me, so I’ll be safe to protect you. Better to face your fears than let them crush you. I learned that recently.” She took a few more practise swings, the crescent-shaped blade whistling. “Besides…”

“Yeah, I get you, Eri.” Aiko finished, looking gloomy. “Shit, it’s so not fair. Bro, can’t you do something about your stupid powers? Don’t you love your adorable sis enough? Rank one? Rank one is shit! Miyu-chan here is going to overtake me in no time!”

“Sorry, you know my love for my adorable little sis sapphire is as deep as the oceans. The Marianna Trench, even.” I joked. “Maybe you don’t love me enough?”

“See?” Eri reassured Miyu, and also gave Haru-san a knowing look. “He even has time to flirt inappropriately with his entirely and definitely blood-related sister. You think you’re scared and worried? Look at how relaxed he is. And it’s not just boasting, is it, Haru-san?”

She shook her head, still frightened, but her increased Resilience and experiences were allowing her to function. “No, no she’s right.” she assured Miyu. “I’ve seen him beat the odds. He can do it.”

“Well, the pep-talk is over, right? They are coming this way.” the Major warned, sighting on a group of shambling zombies, tentacles swirling around them, closing in, seeking us out.

“Yeah. Eri, while on defence can you see if it’s the darkness energy that is giving us away?” She nodded, so I turned to the Lieutenant. “Want to show me how good your flames are then? Feel free to light them up.”

“I thought you’d never ask. Well, for the JSDF, this great nation of Japan, and Kagutsuchi, Kami of flames… I declare you damn abominations hostile, so get the fuck off our land!” He roared, and the glow around him intensified, until he was breathing out a tide of glowing yellow flames, right into the packed masses. Darkness energy and the Territory was weakening it, I could see around the edges it was fading, the citrine flames dimming, but even so, a dozen zombies and multiple dark, serpentine tentacles ignited, the smell horrific as toxic fumes were vented.

“Not bad, huh?” he boasted, and I shrugged.

“Yeah, I’ve seen worse. I’ll show you mine when a target worth my time shows up. All right, we head deeper in. Major, Aiko, cover us.”

The rattle of bullets could be heard as the Major opened fire, the recreated ammunition shimmering with aether as it pierced the head and torso of one of the giant shapes. Ether was being scattered as we attacked, my blades cutting down anything that approached, Eri occasionally striking down a closing tentacle, her axe severing it easily.

Aiko was loosing arrows with the renewed confidence her duel with Shaeraggo had given her, despite her loss, and she winked at me when she saw Nakano-san admiring her flaming arrows. “Flame is pretty common, right Eri? You can do it too, can’t you?” she whispered loud enough for him to hear, making Eri snigger.

“Aiko, don’t be mean.” she answered, her hair and eyes tinged with dark blue light as she greedily absorbed the plentiful darkness around.

“Am I the only… fool here?” Miyu whispered, her empty hand grasping at the air, perhaps seeking Michiru-san, who had to remain absent. “Is there truly nothing to be scared of?”

“No, you’d be a fool to be unafraid. I have suffered greatly here in the spiritual world…” Shuta-san muttered, a swarm of flying beetles glittering green, blue and gold appearing, diving into the muck to start devouring tentacles. As they died and turned to ether, chewed apart, I noticed (with my expanded vision using aether, so I could keep my eye on the rear line as well, though the headache was as annoying as ever, if bearable) he was looking a little less pale, and the rate of aether depletion he was experiencing was slowing. Guess he is Levelling up, maybe?

A sudden quake hit, staggering us momentarily, and three large, thick tentacles burst free from the ground, eyes stirring, blinking at them, mouths ringed with lamprey-like teeth opening and closing, drooling black slime. Eri reacted, her axe biting deep, and with a second blow she cut one apart, ether showering down around her as the severed part disintegrated. Still, the other two were too fast, swinging down at Miyu and Shuta-san…

“Nope.” I declared, a volley of fine strings of wind sweeping out from me, bisecting the tentacles into multiple disgusting pieces which exploded apart as they fell to the ground. I thought I heard a savage scream as several unblinking eyes were shredded, but perhaps it was my imagination.

“See?” Eri smiled, helping up Miyu, who had stumbled in panic. “Akio is always watching. Now get that gun up and start shooting, you don’t want to miss out on all the Levels, do you?” As Eri darted off to cut down another zombie, I exchanged a wry look with Aiko. Yeah, Eri’s changed. A lot… still, the way the world is going, that can only be a good thing… Not wanting to be outdone by the Lieutenant, who was continuing to burn a swathe through the streets, I raised my hand. All right, I’ll save my fire element for the main body, when we find it. How about some water…


Two Hundred And Forty-Four


Bullets of shimmering water formed around me like a halo, the water incandescent with indigo energies, mixing with the orange glow of water element. For a moment, my expanded sight surveyed the area, taking in the numerous enemies, before I unleashed the water droplets, shooting them out with an additional acceleration from wind energy, like a hail of sniper rounds.

“Holy shit…” The Lieutenant whistled as they whizzed past him, piercing though tentacles and shambling humanoids alike, with a sickening hiss. As the dark ooze began to disintegrate, and dozens of smaller eyes were pierced, shattering into clouds of silvery ether, a faint steam began to rise, the air filled with moisture, although this time it seemed less toxic, cleaner. “That’s water?”

To be honest it worked even better than I expected… I fired off a second round of water bullets, this time aiming for the thicker, tree-like tendrils that were snaking towards us from front and back. The drops bored holes in the thick, slimy flesh, punching in deep craters, scattering inky sludge, but then the tendrils melted, as if the water was acid.

Is it because it’s Spirit Water, or maybe the Moonlight part of it..? The reason didn’t matter, what did was that it was highly effective, so much so that I decided it would be a waste to keep using it here.

“Nice. That’s from the Spring you and Shaeula captured, isn't it?” My sis asked as another flaming arrow struck home. She had pierced a red eye that had appeared in the sludge at the side of one of the buildings near us, and another shrill scream echoed in our minds as it burst, the vitreous jelly within igniting under the heat of her projectiles.

I nodded. “Yeah. Good shot, by the way…”

“I’ve picked up a few hints from my contest with Shaeula’s bro.” she puffed out her chest proudly. “I felt myself get stronger there… but that means I’m done for now, right?”

“I’m afraid so, but you can always work on your Skills.” I commiserated.

“Stay focused!” The Major warned, his rifle barking as more aether bullets streamed out, blasting through the retreating wave of tentacles. “We are still surrounded, and a routed enemy is often a dangerous one!”

“Got it.” I agreed, using more threads of wind to slice and dice as much of the surrounding muck as I could. “Haru-san, can you try light element?” I asked, and after a moment, she nodded, focusing her will on her third eye Chakra. Seconds later a thin beam of indigo energy streaked out, slicing a pair of thick tentacles in two, the edges cut clean like glass, faintly emitting steam, before they started to disintegrate.

“Not bad.” I approved, praising her. “You’ve been working hard too.”

With swarms of scarab beetles eating the slime, flames from Nakano-san pushing outwards ahead of us, and my cutting strands of wind, we advanced, ever-closer towards Takakura Antiques, but as we did so the pressure of darkness element was increasing.

My sis and Miyu, who had the lowest stats, were starting to suffer, while even Haru-san, Shuta-san and the soldiers were looking uncomfortable, though Haru-san drew on her light element, easing her suffering.

“I’d say that the lair is still in Takakura Antiques.” I observed. “At least that hasn’t changed, but…” I looked at my flagging colleagues, except for Eri, who was positively aglow with flickers of blue light as her throat Chakra pulled in and accumulated ever more darkness energy, her axe dancing as she sliced apart any tentacles that dared to snake near her, a broad grin on her face, her eyes gleeful.

I wish I could follow suit, but… at Rank 1, my throat Chakra was clearly not capable enough to handle the density of energy here, which outstripped the area around our Rhyming Tree significantly. I was still able to draw a little, but the rest was tugging faintly at my emotions, though my superior stats kept it from being more than a minor nuisance.

“… if we don’t do something, most of you will have to drop out. Haru-san, can you use your Sharing Light on everyone? Well, except me and Eri. I think we’ll manage.” Eri grinned happily at me for that endorsement.

“Are you sure?” she asked, uncertain, wisps of indigo rising from her body, meeting the blue mist around us and dissipating. “If I don’t control it…” she left unfinished that she might end up subjecting the people here to her painful memories, which I definitely didn’t want for my sister or Miyu.

“Look..” I reassured her, wielding my curved swords, slicing down several more zombies that shambled closer. One more fell, turning to ash and ether, and I noticed it had been Miyu who had fired the pistol I gave her, her trembling hands causing the metal to rattle. But even so, she’d made a kill. Good girl. “You aren’t who you were before. You’ve gone home, met your father again, even managed to take up your career you thought lost to you forever. You’ll see your friends again too, one day. You’ve trained for this. I believe in you, Haru-san. I know you can do it.”

“Wow, damn bro, trying to pick Haru-san up too, while Eri watches? You’ve got some nerve.” My sis giggled, though it was a touch shrill with pain and exhaustion. Haru-san looked at me askance at that, and I shook my head in denial, but before I could reassure her, the Major spoke up.

“Relying on untested, unsure soldiers is a mistake. Far better to let them retreat, if you think you can handle this alone.”

“I’m with Major Sasaki.” Nakano-san agreed, hurling balls of flame forwards, turning a probing tentacle into flaming ashes. “This is a battlefield. I don’t know how you’ve managed until now, but mistakes don’t just get you killed, but those around you too.”

Well, yeah, I guess I have trusted to luck too many times. But I do believe in her. Still, there might be another way… I drew some Spirit Water out of my body, using it to soak the heads of everyone but Eri. My sis shook her head like a cat, water scattering. “Damn bro, I’m in a jerkin, no wet t-shirts for you. Wait, I feel better?”

“You should. There’s light energy in the water too.” I topped off her aether while I was at it. “Seriously sis, I think you should step out. You’ve had your gains…”

She bit her lip, peering into my eyes with hers, before she dropped her head in agreement, looking downcast. “Wow, you’re right bro. I’m being selfish. Sorry, it’s just I get tired of being left behind all the time…”

“I know. Still, I promised you are my focus for a while, and I meant it. Now, go back to the hotel and wait for our triumphant return.”

“Later Eri. Girls. Oh, and you guys too.” She grinned at Nakano-san. “I can’t wait until you see my bro’s flames. Bye!” With that I stopped providing her aether, and she rapidly expelled her remaining stock, until her Astral body was unable to remain manifested. Sorry sis. But really, this is the right call.

The Major agreed. “Good. But we still have those who are not suited to the mission.” He nodded at the pale Miyu.

“No. Sorry, but Miyu isn’t as weak as she looks.” Besides, she has such Skills that not using them would be a criminal waste. “Miyu, can you dance?”

Everyone looked at me as if I had gone mad, but she, still in a version of her school uniform here, nodded. “I can, though not being in a kimono, it would feel quite strange.”

“Right. Then how about we see the Dusk depart? As it’s a darkness element dance, it should work better here.” Although the damage might be affected, of course. Still, it's worth a try.

“Dance, just what…” the Major began, but I stopped him.

“I do appreciate your help and advice. In fact, having you here has helped my sis realise this was a risk she didn’t need to take, so thanks. But you came here to learn from my expertise too…” My Eye shone amber, illuminating the surroundings, casting deep shadows. “… and I know Miyu can help us here, and the sooner she grows stronger, the better. There are so few of us who can do this, we all need to maximise our gains, or else all that awaits us is surely only regret.”

Miyu nodded. “I hate this. I never wanted this. I just wanted to spend time with Michiru, and dance, and play my piano.” She swallowed instinctively, clearly tense. “But…”

“Don’t be afraid.” Eri soothed, spinning her axe idly one-handed, which would have broken her slender wrist were she still the weak, ordinary girl she used to be. “We have your back. I was like you, I remember my first time…” she shuddered. “Scorpions, the size of a car! But Akio and Shaeula were there, and they made me strong.”

“No, you made you strong.” I disagreed, ruffling her long, glowing hair. “I wanted to coddle you too much, but you told me I was wrong.” I looked at Miyu then. “Of course, I’ll still protect Eri from any and all dangers, but protecting isn’t the same as coddling. I needed to let her spread her wings. You have to do the same. After all, you have people to protect too, don’t you?”

Miyu nodded slowly, swallowing. But when she raised her head, her eyes looked better, more determined, and then, her damp hair from my Spirit Water still sticking to her face, she began to dance, and I could feel the power of it, the surrounding darkness and aether responding to her call, the enemy Territory shivering, the effect of it on us lessening noticeably.

“The Divine. I can feel it…” Shuta-san whispered.

“Yeah, I imagine it’s like Ame-no-Uzume dancing, from the myths.” Eri giggled, watching, her own darkness element responding to the dance.

“Funny you should say that..." I smiled, knowing it was indeed that Kami who chose Miyu, and for good reason. “But that’s for later. Everyone feels better now, right?”

“I have to admit, I do.” The Major agreed. “Still, dancing like that in battle, she’ll be wide open to attack, an easy target.”

Miyu, who could still hear us, faltered a little, before regaining her poise and continuing. I watched her dance for a moment, before answering. “Yeah, ideally Miyu is too precious for the battlefield, and if she must be deployed there, then she’s a supporting role. But it’s the fastest, surest route to strength. So we’ll make sure she’s not an easy target, won't we Eri?”

She grabbed her spinning axe, grounding it with a crunch, cracking the stained pavement below. “Yes, so dance away, Miyu-san. I’d love to see you dance in a proper setting. You’d look gorgeous in a kimono. I wish I knew how to dance traditionally, but… I don’t really do much feminine stuff. I guess hanging around with a tomboy like Aiko all these years has ruined me.”

“You’re plenty girly enough for me.” I answered with a smile. “All right then. Miyu, can you move this way while dancing?”

She nodded, still wrapped up in her steps. “Slowly, I think.”

“Right then…” I declared. “Time to press on. I think our creature doesn’t like the effect Miyu is having on its Territory…” More and more tentacles were squirming this way, forming a writhing wave of them. “… so we’ll cut her a path, right to Takakura Antiques…”

“Right. An order I can get behind!” Nakano-san laughed, more flames launched from his hands and mouth into the swelling darkness ahead…
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“So, here we are…” I observed, looking once more upon the warped dungeon space where Shaeula and I had nearly lost our lives. The black void of the window was shimmering with colours, and with my Eye I could recognise the flicker of violet spatial energies, though they were hopelessly tanged in with the space around us, and not free for extraction. A shame. I still have that partial technique I got from that thieving cat….

“Man, I’m exhausted, and we haven’t even fought the boss yet.” Nakano-san complained, the yellow aura around him much diminished.

“I’ve kept back some strength, but I too am hardly on top form.” Major Sasaki agreed. “Still, you seem fine.” he addressed me.

“Yeah, though I’m in a bit of a bad mood. All this crap killed and not one Level.” I smiled, showing I was mostly joking. “Eri, you’ve gained a few, haven’t you?”

She nodded, still enthusiastic, even though she was starting to flag.

“I imagine you all have as well.” I looked at Shuta-san and his cloud of Divine beetles that hovered over him in a swarm, as well as the still-dancing Miyu, her uniform steaming silver with her sweat. Her steps were starting to falter a little, as she had been dancing for an hour now, and her stamina couldn’t keep up. “Take a break.” I advised her, but she shook her head.

“I can go on.” she insisted stubbornly. “If I stop, then the benefits of my dance will go away, and I will have to start from scratch again.” She continued to dance, though her movements were beginning to lose their elegance. I think if she didn’t gain a few Levels, she would have collapsed ten minutes ago. Normally she only dances for five to ten minutes at a time, twenty at a push in recitals.

“It’s true, she’s made a big difference.” The Major agreed, revising his earlier estimation of her. “Over time, the drain on us has grown weaker, and the enemies were sluggish and easy prey.”

“Yeah, but… now it’s my time to shine. So you can rest. Really. You’ve done well.” I praised Miyu, and she finally stopped, slumping to the ground, muscles aching, breath coming fast.

“Look, it wasn’t as bad as you feared, was it?” I asked her, and she looked at me as though I was an idiot.

“Not as bad? It was worse…” she shuddered. “Horrible monsters, tentacles everywhere, the very air around us painful and depressing. There is no way it could be better!”

“She’s got you there, Akio. This is way nastier than the mountains around Nishimorioka, or your Territory.” Eri grinned, enjoying seeing a girl scold me.

While I struggled for what to say in response, Miyu continued. “Still, I understand. You did this for me. I cannot just ignore all this.” She gestured with a weary arm to the surrounding streets, still choked with snaking tentacles and unblinking eyes, which were now creeping closer, since the dance that was suppressing them had ceased. “And I need… I need to be stronger, else…I cannot do anything.”

“That’s right.” I agreed, reaching out to pat her head, before realising what I was doing and stopping myself. I shot Eri a grin, and she rolled her eyes. See, I can learn! “It’s always better to have strength and not need it, than need it and not have it. Now, you’ve done your part. So go back and rest.”

“No, I… I have come this far.” she muttered, though I could see relief on her face as well, warring with her sense of responsibility. “I can see the end of this.”

“I’m sure you could.” I agreed. “I’m confident I can protect you in there, but the Major is right. Taking risks is foolish, today we are soldiers, fighting for Japan. I had two aims for you today…” Eri was hacking at some approaching tentacles, while Haru-san released bolts of light, and the beetles of Shuta-san swarmed.

“…Firstly, I wanted you to experience a rather horrible part of the Boundary. Now you have, and so I can tell you most of it isn’t nearly so vile.” I smiled gently at her. “Around your Territory there’ll be ample opportunities for you, and when the situation at the Spring has settled, I’ll send someone your way to help you expand and gain more Levels. You’ll have Michiru-san with you then too. But you’ve gained enough for today. Go back and wait with my sis, she’ll be getting twitchy anyway, wondering what’s happening.”

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

“Look, I’ll tell your grandfather how brave you were, and how beautifully you danced. He’ll be impressed. Now… rest.” I watched as she disappeared, ignoring the loud clicking of Eri’s tongue.

“As for the rest of us… well, we have a job to do.” I unleashed wind and earth, striking down the packed ranks of squirming, twitching appendages that were cramming the streets. “Let’s end this. Once we are inside, I expect it’ll be like before, where…”
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“This is utterly disgusting…” Eri complained as she sank up to her knees in the horrid black slime that completely covered the floor like a shallow lake of filth. The walls and ceiling were crusted too, and it would be pitch black within, except for the ever-present non-light of the Boundary that enabled vision. The thick pillars that gave it a temple-like atmosphere made more sense now that I had been told what was trapped here used to be a Kami, but the slimy columns were not Divine in the slightest.

“It sure is.” I agreed, glancing around as the Major and the Lieutenant came flying through the spatial window, boots scrabbling for purchase in the vile jelly. Next in was Shuta-san, and last was Haru-san, who yelped as she flailed her arms to retain her balance, her legs mired in the muck. Eri quickly sloshed through the slime and steadied her.

“Yeah, it’s bigger than before.” I observed, the bleak interior having expanded. There were still scattered bookshelves, mannequins, clothing racks and tables half-submerged within the crap, with odd items scattered everywhere, and now with my Eye I could observe them, seeing the darkness energy radiating from them, being absorbed by…

Well hello, I expect you didn’t think you’d see me again, did you? A dozen massive, reptilian eyes opened in the ooze, glittering yellow and red, their slit pupils infused with inky blue darkness. My own Eye responded, and identified them as…

Thousand Watching Eyes


…which was a touch worrying, as I hoped there really wasn’t a thousand of them.

As the many pupils focused on us, the intruders into its domain, we felt a wave of pressure. The ceiling and floor began to bubble, and from that burst forth more of the slime zombies, as well as hordes of stabbing, needle-like tentacles that surged towards us in their thousands… I remember getting pierced by those. Shaeula too. But nobody is getting hurt today!

“Foehn. Burn until there’s nothing left!” I declared, raising my hand, and the tide of golden-yellow flames boiled from me, swallowing up the swarm of slime-men and tendrils surging towards us from the sides, before engulfing several pillars, flames climbing towards the ceiling. The far wall burst into flames, the eyes within vanishing into the muck and reappearing further away, joined by several dozen additional ones, blinking their slime-encrusted lids lazily.

“Shit. Now I’m feeling a little insignificant.” Nakano-san whistled when he saw my devastating flames surge outwards, consuming all in their path. “Your sister wasn’t shitting me.”

“No, she wasn’t. Well, maybe you’ll get here with practise and some Levels.” After all, I’d imagine Levelling up will strengthen his ability from Kagutsuchi. “Anyway, everyone, aim for the eyes! But they are tricky and hard to get, they’ll vanish into the muck unless you carve them away… like so.” My fine, vibrating threads of wind twisted, slicing a square out of a pillar, the eye within helpless to swim to a fresh area as the cube fell, only to be diced into tiny pieces, the eye exploding. Yeah, considering the trouble I had last time killing just one eye, this is better…

“Got it.” the Major confirmed, his rifle shooting out a volley of enchanted rounds. Most of the eyes escaped into the murk, but one was struck, popping as the bullet pierced through the pupil cleanly.

“I hate it here already.” Eri was being besieged by tentacles, but her dress had deflected the worst of it, and her axe was hacking them apart like she was chopping lumber, the edge wreathed with fire, her modest flame energy concentrated into the bluesteel, bringing another laugh from Nakano-san.

“I don’t like it either.” Haru-san whispered, sticking close to Eri. A hideous ringed maw of tentacles and fangs burst out of the mire below, aiming at her, but Eri swung her axe, driving it back, before air blades from me carved it apart.

“At least this place suits my beetles, at least…” Shuta-san muttered as his host started devouring again, chewing at one pillar, hunting down a fleeing eye. Tentacles were spawned and swept through the swarm, but trying to strike down beetles with such attacks was like trying to punch fog.

“Right, time for water.” I formed another cloud of shimmering water bullets, and they sprayed out in an arc, peppering the walls and ceiling. Eyes tried to disappear to avoid them, but the slime disintegrated as the Spirit Water struck, and multiple eyes blew apart, shrill shrieks filling the air. My foot struck something solid, and I bent down to pull it from the knee-deep jelly below, revealing it was some sort of locked book. More loot, huh?

Using Foehn was probably going to destroy some treasures here, which was a shame, but finishing the beast was my top priority. Still, I’ll definitely take what I can find… As I thought that, tentacles erupted around me, dozens aiming for my head. Haru-san yelped in surprise, but my free hand drew a Fang and cut them apart at blinding speed.

“Don’t look at Akio, concentrate on your own battle.” Eri warned, and Haru-san flushed at the lecture from the younger girl.

“Sorry.” she apologised, before light flashed, a brilliant bolt illuminating the murk and burying itself in a staring red eye, which exploded. “Oh, I got one!” she cried, a little excited despite her fears.

“Yeah, good job!” Eri praised her. “For me…” She swung her axe, the eye she was targeting retreating, a slime-man blocking the blow, even as the flames split it in half. “… it’s a pain.”

“Maybe together?” Haru-san asked, and Eri nodded.

“Right, I force it to move, and you blast it.” She swung her axe through the muck below, unearthing an eye, tentacles sprouting from it to attack, only for Haru-san to pierce it with another brilliant arc of light.

“Nice.” Eri approved. “See, we’ve got this! It sure is satisfying to get revenge. I was so pissed off that day!”

Dozens of eyes were congregating on the high ceiling, peering down at us, and the slime around us throbbed, withdrawing to try and form a massive, colossal figure. There was no way I was going to let that pass, so I again drew on Foehn, feeding in wind energy for that extra kick, before flooding it out into the rising hill of black mud. The Foehn was swallowed up, yet continued to burn, and soon the creature broke apart before it could even finish forming, burning chunks and droplets raining down through the darkness, gleaming yellow and gold.

“Hey, that’s actually pretty.” Eri grinned, her axe finally making contact with an eye that was fleeing the flames, cleaving it. “Got one. Oh, Haru-san, your hands are empty, grab that please.” she asked, spotting a discarded item, and Haru-san nodded, bending down to snatch it.

The slime is shrinking. It’s only ankle-deep now… I called upon earth energies, and the ground under me surged upwards, a pillar projecting me towards the cluster of eyes on the ceiling. The quicker ones fled into the shadows, while the remaining stragglers were quickly caught out by a storm of watery projectiles that hammered through them, blasting them apart. Damn, this is satisfying. It’s like going back to a newbie zone after Levelling up a ton…

I spun, casting Foehn around me in a great spiral, drenching the ceiling, which was already starting to sag inwards in places as the support pillars were burned or otherwise destroyed. More eyes combusted in the fury of the hungry flames, and I finally gained a Level.

Silver ether was falling like snow, and I let the others take it in, keeping their aether topped up, and fiery droplets of Foehn were also dripping down, with scarab beetles darting between them, feasting on tentacles as they tried to strike at us. It was a surreal and gorgeous sight…

“Careful…” Eri warned, backing off from the falling curtain of Foehn, her axe never stopping, though she was starting to tire, even with her decent stats. Light burst from Haru-san as her confidence grew, and slime sizzled away in a cone in front of her, bare stone revealed beneath, one more eye squealing and burning under the indigo glow. She had grabbed several items, as had the Lieutenant, having realised I wanted whatever we could save from the murk.

“I’d say we are winning. Still, as victory approaches that is the moment the enemy will struggle hardest.” The Major warned, and it seemed he was right, as the whole space vibrated then, a piercing squeal ringing out.

The slimy mire separated, pulling apart, the flaming areas shoved aside, a few panicking eyes flitting frantically through the burning mess until they cooked, while the remainder surged into one corner, twisting into a parody of a Wyrm, long, thick body like a twisted tree-trunk, two metres thick, the head vaguely reptilian, but eyeless, the fangs writhing, sharp tendrils that oozed inky drool.

The mouth roared, black spittle scattering, and then hundreds of eyes appeared, red, yellow, black… all hideous and with slit pupils. They focused on us, rolling crazily, before it charged, moving surprisingly rapidly for its size.

“Shit…” the Major opened fire, his bullets peppering it, while flame roared from the Lieutenant. Eri, realising that was a fight she had no place in, hurled her blazing axe, and it struck the charging serpent of eyes and sludge, biting deep. It reared, tentacles spraying from the wound, only for light from Haru-san to scorch them.

Hope Devourer [Corrupted Kami]


…was what my eyes saw it as now, and each individual eye was now a…

Sorrowful Watching Eye.


“Right, that’s the target.” I confirmed, using the momentary recoil from everyone else’s attacks to unleash my own. Spires of rock tore free from the ground, piercing the creature, preventing it from moving.

Several eyes exploded, and as the remaining ones struggled to break free, spawning tentacles, arms and other hideous protuberances from the jiggling body, the beetle swarm attacked, as did Haru-san with her remaining energy. Eri had taken the pistol from Miyu before she left, so she opened fire, her aim not brilliant, but with such a large target at this range she couldn’t miss, and the bullets tore craters in the murk, one unlucky eye blinded permanently.

“All right then…” I created another rocky spear, the ends hardened with so much earth energy it was gleaming like rubies. I injected most of my remaining flame energy into the shaft, and with my great strength and a burst of air to accelerate it, I flung the spear, sending it piercing through the beast. It chomped down reflexively even as it was impaled, and the Foehn within sprang to life. It writhed, tearing itself apart as the rocky lances prisoning it shattered, and as it screeched, flaming fluids burning the eyes one after another, I gathered my water energy for the finishing blow.

“This is for Azuki…” I cried, as the water gathered into a shining sword-like form, glittering fragments of earth energy held within, sparkling. “Spirit Water Cutter, Ruby Moonlight!” I named it on the fly, ignoring the giggles from Eri and Haru-san, swinging down my arm, the sword transforming into a single long blade of high-pressure water, with gem-hard abrasive dirt within. It was a blend of water, earth and wind energies, and I was quite impressed with it.

The Hope Devourer was not so happy, as the savage jet ground through the burning, torn body, bisecting it, eyes desperately fleeing, but being caught in the moisture that was spraying off it, casting rainbows in the air. The moonlight within was poison to it, and soon the beast was dissolving, a few remaining eyes washed out in a tide of inky filth, Foehn flickering fitfully as it continued to burn.

“Disgusting…” Eri scowled, stomping on a few of them, breaking them apart, while the soldiers finished off the others, and the scarab beetles feasted on the debris.

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


Nice, that’s three Levels in total. Honestly more than I was expecting. I briefly thought of my sis, who would be annoyed, as if I had only managed one more Level she’d be able to get to Level nine. Well, I’ll make it up to her. Looking around, the remaining slime had dissolved into ether, as the Territory collapsed, the space around us shivering, violet sparks scattering. Uh, that doesn’t seem good.

“Okay, everyone out!” I gestured to the window, snatching up what items I could see around us with my remaining wind energy.

Eri grabbed her fallen axe and leapt through the shimmering portal, followed by Shuta-san and then Haru-san, who was sighing in relief.

“You too.” I told the soldiers, and after a brief moment of hesitation they were gone. I took one last look around, my senses tingling, and spotted the glitter of something wedged in the cracked stone floor. My wind hadn’t pulled it free, so I channelled a little earth, shattering the ground and hurling it my way. I snatched the object, before leaping through the rippling window, feeling spatial energies briefly, before I was tumbling onto the ground outside.

Looking up, I could see that the buildings around us that made up the Boundary version of Inuyama were shedding the tendrils and ropey tentacles that covered them, the black slime petrifying, before flaking away to powder that vanished into the still air. Eri reached down, helping me to my feet, and I dusted myself down too, curious at the small object in my hand. Looks like a seal of some kind… I pocketed it, and realised my arms were full of assorted junk.

“Here, let me.” Shuta-san offered, taking the mismatched items off my hands.

“Great. We’ll sort through it all later. Hopefully there’s something of value there. Well, mission accomplished, right? So, how was it, being my liaison?” I asked, and the Major smiled.

“Intense. But it was surely an experience. I am not sure we could have handled that alone, could we, Lieutenant?”

“I’d have given it a damn good go, but yeah.” He admitted, giving me a delinquent grin. “Maybe with the other guys too… but I think it didn’t get to show its true strength. You started by burning the bastard, then that water… shit, just how many abilities do you have?”

“Well, who knows?” I shrugged. “Still, everyone must have grown stronger. If I got three Levels, even though I did most of the work, I’d expect you all gained at least twice that. Maybe more.”

“I do feel stronger.” Eri agreed, but then yawned. “But I admit… I’m exhausted now. You and Shaeula were really lucky before. That horrible thing was brutal and disgusting.”

“Yeah.” I didn’t disagree. “Fortunately, I’ve laid that ghost to rest, and more importantly, I have a benchmark of how far I’ve grown, now. Duke Myrcolaxriath was more dangerous, surely.” If I had to take on the Duke alone, could I do it? Before, no. Now, after gaining water and darkness, and a few other boosts? It’s not impossible, but it’d be stupidly risky and I’d put my odds at maybe one in ten, and that might be generous. Still, the gap has narrowed… hoping Shaeula was doing all right, back in the Seelie Court, I sighed.

“Oh well, I think we’ve done what we came for. Now all that remains is to see if the atmosphere here clears up and the suicides and disappearances go down. Though I think it’s too late for any Chosen here.” There should have been one, maybe two, by population anyway, but sharing a small, compact city with that… yeah, they’re dead, I bet. What a waste. “So, we should get back. My sis and Miyu will be worried about us. We can debrief when we return.”

“Sounds good. I know this isn’t my Material body, but I still think I want a bath before we go.” Eri grumbled endearingly. “How about you, Haru-san?”

“I… I guess so.” She nodded, still processing the battle, but she had performed well enough.

“Great, the tub looked big enough for two, want to go in together?”

As the girls bantered, the Lieutenant put a hand on my shoulder, again looking like a delinquent doing a shakedown, despite his uniform. “So, want to tell us about how you get guns to work here then? We’re soldiers, we should have weapons we are familiar with. And the Major… it makes him a little redundant, doesn’t it?”

“No, your ability has much greater potential.” I assured Major Sasaki. “Your ammunition is only limited by your Skill, and it can be a spear and other long weapons as well, right…” Yeah, this isn’t awkward at all. We do kind of overlap here, what with my Foehn and Ixitt’s guns. Still, I don’t see why I have to feel bad…

As Eri and Haru-san disappeared, returning to the Material, I made good my escape as well, knowing the inquisition would likely continue momentarily…


Side Seventy-Seven – Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan


Shaeula sat on her throne, a pensive expression on her face, as she watched the workers scurry about the Spring, slowly constructing the various wooden platforms, walls and walkways she required for her plans to come to fruition. There were Kobolds, some of those from Akio’s Territory, but more from the Seelie Court, as well as Goblins, and even a few Dwarves.

To think, I had disparaged the Kobolds as mere ‘dirt-grubbing mutts’ and Goblins as brutes more suited to the Unseelie. Though I am hardly alone in that. Perhaps it was being noble that caused one to look down on those beneath them with contempt, or maybe…

“Mistress Shaeula…” Hyacinth spoke softly, since they were out of earshot of others, her other maid, Velna… absent… for good reason, after the events of the morning. “... if yooou are unhappy, I can fetch you a drink, ooor some fruit. I can find your sister, if you wish, ooor…”

With a slight smile, Shaeula raised her hand, forestalling her. “No, I appreciate it, Hyacinth. But I fear my malaise is not-not so easily remedied. You were there, were you not-not?”

At that Hyacinth nodded, and Shaeula turned her thoughts back to this morning, where she made a painful decision….
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Hyacinth was giggling to herself, face flushed, as she readied wine and fruit for her, and Shaeula was pleased herself. “Did you enjoy it that-that much then, Hyacinth? I do confess, I find it quite-quite delightful myself, to share love with Akio. So I do understand…”

“Yes, Hyacinth is very happy, but nooot just because I am closer to Akio now.” Her smile was bright, matching the gleam in her silver-violet eyes. “I am alsooo close to you, mistress Shaeula. It was fun to dooo things together. Hyacinth never knew!”

At that, Shaeula had to smile. “Yes, it is quite-quite strange. Perhaps it is why I feel very close to Eri and Aiko, Hinata too, for they love-love Akio too. Motoko and Natsumi, they too have fallen for him, as well-well they should. I should like-like to know them better as well. Really, mortals have some curious beliefs. That a person can only love one other, and no-no more.”

“Sooo, mistress Shaeula loves other men then?” Hyacinth giggled, and she snorted, denying that.

“Well, not-not in the romantic sense, no. Though I suppose I do love my father and brothers, even if they can be quite-quite troublesome. Akio is enough for me. But I do not-not begrudge him other likes, other loves. After all, if I had, there would be no-no love for me, or for you, would there? Eri would have taken it all-all. It is merely a matter of… grandeur, perhaps?”

She had been thinking about this for a while. Ever since she had been forced to reveal that the reason she pushed other women onto Akio was partly through fear, fear that love would one day end, Shaeula had been pondering her innermost desires and wants. “My father has many lovers, because he is a great-great male of dignity and power. It is only natural females would feel the allure of such. After all, what-what do we wish for?”

Hyacinth cocked her head, thinking. “I just wish tooo serve, Akio and the mistresses, you and mistress Eri. It makes me happy, it is what I was booorn to do. But…” She giggled again, flushing, and Shaeula was greatly relieved that most of Hyacinth’s laughter recently had been joyous rather than crazed, though she did slip back on occasion. “… Hyacinth thinks it is very good tooo show Akio affection. Hyacinth loooved it.” She started swaying up and down lewdly, as if mimicking the sex they had shared with Akio recently.

“Enough of that.” Shaeula chastised her, and Hyacinth nodded, giggling, but her keen eyes couldn’t help but notice the drool that was leaking from her maid’s mouth, nor the lewd way she was licking her lips. Thinking to herself that they had created a lusty monster, and looking forward to more fun times ahead, Shaeula continued her train of thought, more to distract herself from what was about to come than anything else.

“Well, most females wish for love, I deny it not-not. But they also wish for security, wealth, other females to have fun with and be close to… females wish for many-many things. And my father can provide them all. Akio too. He may not-not know it yet, but he is a ruler, just-just as my father is. Females seek out those such as he to bask in their love and protection. And Akio is not-not one to withhold his love, especially from females who are sad-sad, lonely or burdened. I was one such, you as well-well.”

Hyacinth nodded, listening intently, so she continued. “Think. He has pressured the leaders of his country to change their very-very laws so that he may-may marry us all fairly. What female would fail-fail to be moved by that?”

“I dooo not understand marriage, not really. Brownies seldooom wed, we take our joooy in serving the master and tending the home. But… it doooes not seem so bad. Hyacinth will learn!”

“Yes, you feel-feel the warmth he holds in his heart for you and respond.” She sighed, her eyes glowing amber as she inspected the pair of spirit-lights that flickered around her, the solidity of them showing they were nearing rebirth, despite their struggles to remain mere shadows.

“We all do. Thus we have no-no wish to leave him. Mortals live but a short time, perhaps that is why they wish to cling on so, yet… none who love Akio will be as fleeting fireflies, lost-lost to time. They will have to change their mortal mindsets, should they wish-wish eternity by his side. Those you can love-love and trust, knowing they will always be there in your hour of need, that you can laugh, cry and even-even fight with, yet always certain they will-will remain there beside you ever more, sisters… such is a precious gift they do not-not yet know the value of, being mortal. But they will-will, as we Fae do. And yet…”

Her eyes narrowed, glistening with tears that threatened to burst free. “…now that I know-know of love and friendship, it makes betrayal burn all the more fiercely. Fetch-fetch my sister. It is time.”

Hyacinth had nodded, hurrying out, and Shaeula leaned back on her throne, eyes squeezed shut. Aether was trickling out of her, a constant flow into the spirit-lights around her, though there were only a handful remaining, as Akio provided aether too, through their Kin Bonding, and the pair of them had orders of magnitude more aether to spare than when Shaeula first met him and was defeated, those many months ago, as the Astral reckoned time.

Still, all of those times were precious memories to her now, and there were more to come, an endless future of them. She bit at her lip, emotions running wild. She hoped the future would be endless, but they had many obstacles to solve yet, foes to overcome…

“Ula, what is it, is there danger, is there trouble?” Shaeranna cried, as she rushed in ahead of Hyacinth, who had looked apologetic. Her sister had stayed at the Spring while her father returned to their domain, and along with the Way-Wardens, was making sure the area was secure while it reintegrated into the Seelie Court.

Opening her eyes, Shaeula had shaken her head, denying the danger. “No, sister. It is merely something painful I can not-not bear to do alone.” She had wished Akio was there with her, but that was selfish, for she knew he had many demands on his time as well. Still, it made her sigh self-deprecatingly, as she understood in that moment the wishes of Eri, who had wished for Akio all to herself for the longest time. “I am grateful to have you here-here, sister. Perhaps I have not-not said that enough.”

Shaeranna paused, her green eyes blinking in surprise, before she grinned wolfishly. “My Ula, you make me so happy, so pleased, saying such. Now, talk to me. What is it you are struggling with?”

As Hyacinth assumed her position, her other maid, Velna had also come running. Shaeula had tried to send her away on an errand, rather than subject her to this, but perhaps by some intuition or instinct she had known this was coming. Her eyes were full of shadows, her expression grim, but even so, she was there. “Princess.” she managed, her voice cracking under the emotional strain.

“Sister. You know-know of my ability, correct? My gift that saves the spirits of my kin, preventing them from passing, giving hope-hope of rebirth?”

Shaeranna had nodded, proud of her sister. “Indeed it is a gift of great worth, tremendous value. Though with your frail body and inadequate aether, using it was…” She paused, shrugging. “… that was then. Now you are more than strong, very powerful, and can use it well. I expected no less from my cute little Ula, my pretty Ula. So…” At her questioning gaze, she had nodded.

“You are quite-quite correct, sister. My traitorous maids, even in death I caught them. And though they did-did struggle against it, their return is imminent.” Behind her, Hyacinth muttered darkly, her hands making squeezing gestures, as if she wished to wring the traitors to bloody ruins, while Velna was whispering to herself, distraught.

“In my heart, I still-still must consider them my kin, despite everything. Yet… I can not-not allow them to go unpunished.” Shaeula's hands had gripped her throne, the jade blades that were part of her Kamaitachi form gouging the wood. “Sister, I…”

“Say no more, my dear Ula. Your sister knows what to do, what must be done.” she declared, proudly. “You did well to rely on me.” She pulled her wicked spear from her back, the greatest work of Master Bjarki, at least until Akio’s Twin Fangs, anyway. “I shall not let them escape, nor flee.”

“Fine.” Shaeula had whispered, concentrating on the bond, the last flickers of aether draining from her. The spirit-flames burst into brilliant light, detaching themselves from her, and as the shining fires touched the ground, they resolved themselves into two frightened weaselkin, who promptly threw themselves prostrate on the ground in front of her, babbling over each other as they cried out apologies, requests for mercy and clemency, appeals from their time together, and more, until Shaeranna slammed the butt of her spear into the ground ferociously and called out for silence. Then everything fell quiet.

“Do you dare to be insolent in front of us, daughters of Shaetanao, princesses of the Seelie?” she snapped, furious at the display. “Traitors to my precious sister, despite the noble role you were offered, were given. Be silent. Let my Ula speak!”

The two maids pondered, while Shaeula had considered her words, her heart aching. Still, two maids were gone from her, and she had not asked her father or Shaeraggo what had become of them, though their lights had not returned to her. Slowly, she had opened her mouth, and bitter words had emerged. “Saeca, Mureila. Why-why did you betray me? No, I suppose you did not-not, Saeca. For you never served me from the start, did you?”

“I… please forgive me!” Saeca cried out. “My family has always been a friend to the foxkin, so when you were-were looking for maids, Duke Vulpatrius approached my father, and-and…”

“I’m not at fault here-here!” Mureila interrupted her. “Saeca and Risha were the ones that started all this-this! I took the payment, I did, but I only encouraged you, princess, I didn’t do anything wrong…”

“Why you rotten little bitch, you were eager-eager for the gold and jewels…” Saeca tore into her colleague. As they squabbled, each blaming the other, and throwing all their ire against the absent Risha, Shaeula had gathered all her strength, and spoke.

“I see. You meant me no harm. Well, when your foolish incitements had me sent to where-where I should surely have died, were it not-not for the miracle of meeting Akio, did-did you lament? When the Night Parade were brought to my very-very mansion, when poison was prepared, ready-ready to strike. When Klena was taken…” At those words Velna flinched, and Shaeula subtly held her hand out behind her back, and Velna had grasped it, trembling. “Do not-not make me laugh, though this is far from humorous. Sister, what do you think-think I should do?”

“It is obvious, Ula.” She was glaring at the two maids murderously. “They can not be forgiven, never forgiven. After all, a traitor once is a traitor always. Lies and treachery are poison to trust, destroy faith.”

“I fear so.” As Shaeula said that, the two maids protested, calling upon their past times together, the times Shaeula had seen as good and happy. If it was her before, she might have broken, given in, but now she had new happy times. Velna was squeezing her hand tightly, and she heard Hyacinth whisper her name with sympathy, so, clinging to the now, Shaeula had unleashed her befuddling winds, bathing the two in its full power.

“You will confess all your betrayals, all-all your plots, and answer any question my sister or father gives you honestly, with no-no lies or omissions.” Shaeula spat, face twisted with pain. “Now go. You are not-not my kin any longer, nor my maids. No, you are but-but strangers.” She turned to Shaeranna then. “Take them to my father. He might-might find out something of value. And then… I do not-not wish to see them again.”

Shaeranna nodded, grabbing the two stunned maids by the scruff of their necks. “Do not worry, my little Ula. You have been brave, been strong. These two… they have much to answer for, and much to tell…”

As they were dragged out, Shaeula had watched them go, eyes suddenly dry of tears, her heart hard. Even so, she had trembled a little, her grip on Velna tightening too. “Farewell, Saeca, Mureila. May you find peace one-one day.” Like that one light that did not return to me. I wonder... was she sorry, in the end, for her betrayal? Did she accept her death, unlike these cowards?

“What will happen to them, princess?” Velna asked timidly, and Shaeula had sighed in answer.

“I do not-not know. My father will have them questioned, I have no-no doubt. We need to know how deep the rot goes. After that…” she shrugged. “… exile, if their crimes are considered light enough, perhaps-perhaps. Imprisonment. Or even…” She did not wish to finish her sentence, but Velna understood.

“If… if I may be excused, princess?” Velna had asked, tears running from her eyes, soaking her fur, and Shaeula had nodded, releasing her hand.

“Yes, take-take some time to grieve. As they were my servants, who I thought loyal all-all these years, they were your colleagues and friends. Rest assured, we will get Klena back-back, and Risha will face judgement.” And with these words lingering in her ears, Velna curtsied and fled, crying, the emotional strain of seeing her dead friends return, only to have them face summary punishment, too much for her.

“Mistress Shaeula, if yooou need to cry, Hyacinth can look away…” she said tactfully, and Shaeula had laughed, bitterly but with strength.

“No, though I thank you for your consideration. You are quite-quite worthy of your position as head maid now. No, I have no time for tears. We have much-much to do. And when I cry, I wish-wish it to be in the arms of Akio, letting him spoil me. I can-can hold my grief until then…”
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Shaeula shook her head to clear out the memories of earlier. I have too much to do today to be feeling down and disheartened. No, I must remain strong. After all, I have… auspicious guests. Two very different ones in fact. One, she was looking forward to meeting, as if all went well, it would firmly cement her claim to the Spring and rank of Duchess. But the other…

Duke Formor. How I wish I could squash you like a bug for all the hatred you have shown towards me, the harm to my loyal maid, the attempts on my life, but… It was impossible.

Duke Formor and his forces were too important to the Seelie Court, guarding the north from the Unseelie and their own foul Giants from occupied Salamandrastrae. Civil war would be a disaster, even now. Still, I demand compensation. Hinata is right. We should get fair worth for what we receive, be it for good or ill.

“Mistress. Prince Aethelathrion and his guests have arrived. Shall I shooow them in?” Hyacinth curtsied perfectly, back to her Brownie grace now that there were guests. I see. The first trial is here.

“Indeed. Please do so.” Shaeula agreed, her face a mask of noble poise, her doubts hidden within. Hyacinth disappeared for a moment, to return with the noble Elven Prince, who was followed by a half-dozen Elven females, as well as a cloud of flying Faeries, their small stature belying the fierce power coming from them, rainbow energies shrouding them like a thick aura, the one at their head, perhaps only two feet tall, but remarkably powerful, drawing her gaze.

With her stunning green hair and eyes, as well as delicate refined features, Estalian, Princess of the elemental Fae, one of the seven surviving royal branches, was quite the sight to see, and Shaeula felt her skin itch from the multiple elements she was radiating.

Estalian is a Sylph, I recall from my lessons, though I have never met her in person. She was also one of the rare few Fae who have transcended their innate elements, and not once, but twice. The elemental Fae are fickle, these will be difficult negotiations.

Still, she said none of this, merely standing politely to welcome them, gracefully bowing in greeting. “Good Prince, we meet again. And you must be Princess Estalian. It is quite-quite an honour to meet the one known as the Greatest of Sylphs, The Triad of Elements.”

Estalian flitted close, her near-transparent wings humming in the air, green sparks drifting from them. She looked Shaeula in the eyes, before floating down to sit on the arm of her throne. “This is quite the surprise. When I heard the Spring had been retaken…” Her gaze went to the slowly filling lake that occupied the centre of the hill, moonlight shining down into it from the cleansed crystal formations above. “… I did wonder. You are rather polite compared to all the tales I’ve heard…”

“Sadly, I fear they did-did do me justice. I was not-not the wisest of Fae, though I do say there were… extenuating… circumstances. But I have grown, and matured. I could not-not stay a foolish child forever. Not-not as one from a royal line, with royal responsibilities.”

“Grown, huh?” Estalian chuckled, her eyes suddenly shimmering in a full rainbow of colours. “I’ll say. Your father and all your line are wind Fae, I know that to be true. Yet from you I sense flame and water both. A strong, sweet water I share.”

“Yes. I too drank deep-deep from the Spring, as you did, long ago, noble Princess Estalian.” Shaeula met her gaze, amber meeting rainbow. “My chosen husband and I, we managed to purify the filth, and some-some precious moonlight water remained. I felt it was clearly our-our due to take it, as a reward for our efforts.”

“Yes, it’s been so long. Many, many years.” Estalian sighed wistfully, as her fellow Sylphs, Pixies and other little Fae flocked about the Spring, expressing sighs of wonder at the cleansed walls, clear water and strange construction that was occurring. There were other Fae too, plodding Gnomes, fiery Salamanders, watery Undines and Nymphs, glowing Illuminae, and more. “I remember when the Spring was lost. I grieved, and felt even if it was retaken, it would never be the same.”

Prince Aethelathrion laughed at that, looking a touch embarrassed, having had the same thoughts. He waited patiently with his Elves as Estalian, said to be as old as he, and equally related to the Queen, voiced her thoughts.

“It will not-not be the same.” Shaeula declared, surprising her. “It will be better. Even now, Primal Forest and his Plantkin are purifying the soil, ready-ready for reforestation. But making it a replica of before is merely-merely folly, I declare.”

Karen is contacting a set of designers for me, landscapers, architects… when they have drawn up plans, I can copy them here and get artisans to make my ideas a reality. “No, the Spring will-will stand as a rival to the Court of the King and Queen itself, and a monument to our determination, that we not-not ever lose more of our precious Territory again.”

“I see.” Her wings buzzed, and she grinned. “You are certainly as arrogant as I had heard. Though it is hard to dismiss you out of hand. Especially since like me, you have transcended your limitations. And at such a young age too. So tell me this. Can you do it?” she asked, her tone grave.

A good question. “Alone? No.” She shook her head in denial. “I have learned my own-own shortcomings. But I am not-not alone.” No, I have Akio, and Hyacinth, and Velna, and all my other friends, allies and sisters. Even Grulgor.

The Troll was being very quiet, hidden in the corner, waiting for Duke Formor. The Kobolds were working around him, but the gloomy aura he was giving off was making them struggle a bit. “So it is not-not a case of can, it is a matter of will. Akio will aid me, and just-just as we slew Duke Myrcolaxriath, which all deemed impossible, we shall make-make of this Spring a wonder, the likes-likes of which the Fae Realm has never seen!”

“Fine then. I shall need to hear more of this.” Estalian mused, flitting back into the air again, buzzing at Shaeula’s eye-level. “But in principle, I see no reason to deny your claim. After all, I am old enough to remember the days before the ruin…”

Shaeula’s heart leapt at that, and she found herself smiling broadly. I have done it! With a fourth branch in my corner, it would take the Queen herself to deny me, and she is hardly likely to come out of seclusion now… “I thank you, Princess Estalian, wisest of the elemental Fae.” She bowed, grateful. “I will ensure you do not-not regret this.”

“Fine. I’ll hold you to that.” She watched the Undines and Nymphs play in the water, splashing about happily. “So, I trust I will be invited to the wedding then? It should be a grand affair.”

Shaeula grinned at that, her earlier worries fading. “The one in the Seelie Court, yes. I shall be married twice-twice, in the mortal world as well. After all, my husband is… well, perhaps was mortal too.”

“I see. Like the Scotsman.” Estalian chuckled. “A fascinating tale I’m sure, and one I would like to hear. But our impatient Elf is glaring daggers at me, so I shall step aside for now.”

“I assure you I am not.” The Elven Prince declared, good-naturedly. “After all, I am merely here to offer my support with her efforts, as well as some of my granddaughters and great-granddaughters as her… helpers. And should one of them prove worthy, perhaps…”

He grinned, and Shaeula felt a moment of irritation. I promised Eri and the others I would not go behind their backs again. Still, an Elf has been mentioned as a possibility, even if Akio was not enthused. But then, he never is, unless…

As Prince Aethelathrion introduced the Elves, two of which were senior Way-Wardens, the others competent administrators, archivists or nature-element wielders, Shaeula found her gaze drawn to one, who was standing a little aloof from the others, her silver eyes surveying the area with an expression of cold detachment. Black hair. Unusual and ill-omened, I believe?

One thing all Elves had in common was perfect beauty, males and females alike looking as though they had been sculpted by master artisans. Yet the features often differed, Elves could have eyes and hair of many colours, blonde, silver and green were the most common, though blue, brown and gold were not rare.

But one colour was said to be taboo. Elves with black hair were said to bring misfortune to those around them, a lingering curse from a Goddess of War and Fate. I wonder why the Prince brought her? She was dressed differently too, in a pale silver shirt that was tight and covered a lot of her skin, as well as similarly tight black trousers, which looked a little like the clothing she saw mortals wear in Tokyo. She is certainly distinctive, but her attitude seems off.

Shaeula listened to the introductions of the other Elves, graciously saying a few polite words, thanking them for their upcoming help. When it was time for this raven-haired Elf to be introduced, Shaeula noticed that the Prince was trying to hide a sly smile. I see. Perhaps he is craftier than I give him credit for.

“This is Moira, my great-granddaughter.” He smiled, and at that Moira looked down, seemingly uninterested. “Do excuse the ill-omened name and hair. And her attitude.” He laughed then. “Despite appearances, she is no bane, no child of misfortune, no matter what other Fae say. Actually she is rather talented. If not overly sociable.”

“I see. Moira, was it?” At the lack of response, Shaeula grinned wolfishly. I see. A challenge. “So, I do not-not need just anyone. What can you do?”

“I am a planner, a logistician.” Moira intoned, looking down her nose at Shaeula. “I am also in no mood for a husband, despite what great-grandfather thinks.” She sighed, tossing her head, silky black hair cascading down her back like an onyx waterfall. “I have no time for such. The Seelie Court is in a dire state, and all we do is carouse, laze around and fight losing battles. Though I will concede, this surprises me. My calculations anticipated we would lose thousands of Fae retaking the Spring and purging the corruption here, even if we used every wielder of nature and wood element we had at our disposal.”

At that, Shaeula’s eyes lit up. I see. This one is clever. She has hit upon the weakness of the Myconids. “You were on the right-right track. But you missed a few elements to make-make your plan succeed.”

“Oh, how so?” Moira asked, at last showing interest, her silver eyes intense, as she leaned forwards, and Shaeula couldn’t help but admire her body, which was both slender and curvaceous at the same time. Very pretty indeed. I wonder what Akio will think…

“Nature element was-was the key, but instead of using it to protect and cleanse, as I assume you intended…?” Moira nodded at that, so Shaeula continued. “… we used it to usurp their deadly-deadly spores and seeds, turning their own-own weapons against them, making them much less harmful to us.” There was more to that, of course, but I have no wish to expose Hyacinth to scrutiny. “My Akio, with help from some Mortal Engineers, also came up with some-some protective garments that shielded us from death.”

“I see. So it could be repeated in other…” Moira began, but her great-grandfather cut her off.

“Enough of that now, Moira. I told you, did I not? Though she is quite young, Shaeula here is no fool, despite what the rumours say. I believe you will find it fulfilling working here. And should you happen to catch his eye, well all the better. After all, other Elves can be cruel, can they not?”

“I simply do not care if I remain alone forever.” Moira tossed her head, and Shaeula felt the stirring of the fortunate winds around her, unbidden. Yes, we need her. Fortune is telling me so. “So long as I can do satisfying work, and fix the mess the Court is in.”

“I see. Well-well, I welcome you. Your input should be most-most useful.” Shaeula wasn’t going to let her get away. “So, to your first task…” Shaeula held in a sigh, trying to remain regal in front of her new allies. “… I have a meeting with Duke Formor soon-soon. I would like you to be my secretary.”

Moira was surprised by the request, but she nodded, agreeing.

“As for you others, I would request you remain, as witnesses. After all-all…” she grinned sourly. “… Duke Formor does not-not care for me. I would not-not have him speak falsely about what we must discuss…”
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“Prince Aethelathrion, Princess Estalian.” The huge Giant rumbled, his grey skin and fierce red eyes making him look extremely intimidating, the aura of strength radiating off him dwarfing Duke Myrcolaxriath. But then, Giants are some of the most powerful Fae, hence why it was such a blow when the majority defected to the Dark Court of Pandemonium.

“…and you.” he growled, looking at Shaeula, an expression of annoyance on his massive face. Behind him were two other Giants, both smaller, one quite a bit so, and a retinue of a score of Trolls, powerful and armoured, though Shaeula noted none of them looked a match for Grulgor, especially not now.

“You? That is quite-quite rude.” Shaeula sniffed, keeping her poise. “Well, I should not-not expect manners from a brute that has tried rather hard to have me murdered, should I?”

Grulgor, who was shrinking beside her, looked as if he wished to be anywhere else. Moira, who was taking notes, seemed completely unmoved by the balefully tense atmosphere, but on closer examination, faint beads of sweat could be seen on her brow.

“Such… bold words.” Duke Formor rumbled. “And where is your proof, little weasel?”

“Yes, such a claim cannot be made without evidence, else it is quite disrespectful, and risks internal strife the Court does not need right now.” Prince Aethelathrion warned mildly.

“Yes, do share. I’m curious.” Estalian chuckled, fanning herself with her wings. “I’m aware of the distaste Aggressor faction fools hold for you and your family, but surely they would not be so brazen.”

Duke Formor growled at the insult, but Estalian was beyond his censure. “Yes, I… this is surely a misunderstanding.” he managed at last.

“Oh really? Well then, Grulgor?” Shaeula asked, and the Troll sighed, a great booming exhalation, before speaking.

“Duke, Grul apologises. Grul did fail to carry out your orders. Grul was beaten in battle and did swear Oaths to serve the princess and her husband.”

“You truly are useless. I should crush you like mere stone. What of your Oaths to me? Are you an Unseelie, faithless like the Fomorians, the other Trolls, the Ogres, their other treacherous kin?” Duke Formor shouted, his eyes starting to glow a baleful ruby.

“Duke, please do calm down.” The smaller Giant warned, resting an arm on his. “Getting angry and damaging the Spring would be a great shame. I am sure our dear Troll has a good explanation, do you not?” The Giant smiled at Grulgor, but though his face was smiling, his eyes weren’t.

“Grul will not oppose you, Duke.” Grulgor promised. “Unless you seek to harm the princess.” As Duke Formor twitched angrily again, Grulgor continued, and Shaeula was a little impressed, as despite his Oaths to her and Akio, standing up to his lord was an act most Fae found difficult.

“You hated her because she was weak. Grul understands. Grul hates petty weak cowards. We lose and lose again, because many have grown lazy, weak, pathetic. Princess was worst of all. Arrogant, stupid, pathetic.”

“That does-does hurt my feelings. Perhaps because it was true.” Shaeula muttered, bringing a laugh from Hyacinth, which drew the gaze of the smaller Giant, who looked startled for a moment, before his cheerful yet inscrutable expression returned.

“But now, the princess is strong. And she is not alone. Look around us?” Grulgor gestured with his arms. “Grul was here. We crushed many, many puny fungi. Then the Duke, he was angry. We crushed him too.” Grul gurgled with laughter, remembering. “So boastful, but Grul broke him! Grul could not kill the princess. Forgive me.”

“I do not… know what you mean.” Duke Formor was cautious of the eyes of the others. “I gave no such orders, fool. Duke Vulpatrius, my sworn brother, was to marry her sister. Why would I wish her ill will?” He shrugged, his massive shoulders moving like mountains. “Though Duke Vulpatrius is now sorrowful Prince Shaetanao has called it off.”

“Yes, think carefully, my dear Grulgor.” The smaller Giant warned, his tone light despite the gravity of these accusations. “The Duke never told you to kill her, did he? You never were the best at thinking.”

“I see.” Grulgor brightened. “Then Grul did not fail, Grul in fact did good work. The princess is safe, and her weakness has been removed from the world, like you wanted. Grul was there to see her grow strong. Not weak anymore.” Grulgor’s smile was surprisingly sly, and for a moment everyone was stunned, until Shaeula burst out laughing, followed by Estalian, and a moment later by the Elven Prince.

“I see. Yes, that is easily misunderstood, is it not-not?” Grulgor is far less stupid than he was, now that he has gained strength from these Levels. To think he could bait Duke Formor like that. I find myself warming to him more and more. I suppose being allies does have an effect.

The red glow in Duke Formor’s eyes intensified, and Estalian tensed, her own energies rising in response. But it was then someone surprising spoke up. “Hyacinth remembers you.” She pointed at the smaller Giant. “You hurt me, put me in the booox.”

The Giant cocked his head, seemingly puzzled, but Shaeula wasn’t fooled. He recognised her earlier. And we suspected one of the Dukes was behind her appearance in my brother’s wagons. “I see. Is this true-true?” she asked.

“It is.” Hyacinth nodded. “Though… Hyacinth was nooot well then, I was always angry, wanting tooo kill, to break, tooo burn. It was right to punish Hyacinth. Besides, nooow I know where I am meant tooo be!”

“I see-see. Well, I suppose I should be thanking you then, should I not-not?” Shaeula grinned at the Giant, though it was utterly lacking in humour or goodwill. “To think you would send us such-such a worthy servant, I am quite-quite touched. Still…”

She now glared at the giants before her. “… she took quite the labour to subdue. She could quite easily have killed many-many. Rather reckless of you, to send her unannounced. I wonder just what-what you were thinking? An attempt to do me ill, perhaps?”

“You dare accuse me?” Duke Formor rumbled. “I take that as an affront…”

“As you should-should. For I intended it so. Speaking of servants. I want-want them back. Both of them. Risha, that traitorous bitch, and Klena, who remained loyal. And if Klena is hurt, I shall not-not rest until you suffer. I AM NOT-NOT SCARED OF YOU!” she roared boldly, and was surprised to find she meant it. If I can not defeat him now, alone, then Akio will help. If together we can not, others will aid us. If we still can not, then we will grow stronger until we can!

“You aided some-some of the Night Parade to infiltrate our lands, to slay-slay me. Well, where are they now? Dead. I slew one with my own-own hands and claimed my place in the Parade. Fae, Yōkai. Mortal. You are a fool-fool if you think these things matter, Duke!” She showed off her Kamaitachi form proudly.

“I have slain Wild Hunt, Unseelie… all that matters is the will, is it not-not? Duke Formor, you have transgressed against me and my-my family repeatedly, and I am most wroth. But I am not-not one to hold grudges, after all, was I not-not forgiven by my Akio, the one I love?”

All eyes were on her now as she unleashed a speech of fiery passion, captivating them. “Duke Formor, you hate-hate the Unseelie, the traitors, and wish to reclaim our stolen land, do you not-not? Well, I have reclaimed the Spring, and ask for the right of the conqueror, to rule it for the good-good of all the Fae. But I shall not-not stop. Salamandrastrae.”

At that one word, everyone held their breath. If Ulfuric were here, he would be shocked indeed. “Salamandrastrae.” She repeated. “The Giants that took it and hold it still. I intend to drive them out-out, crush them. And I will succeed!”

“Impossible!” Duke Formor roared, furious. “Do you mock me, little weasel? Against the might of..”

“Oh shut the fuck up!” Shaeula surprised them with mortal invective. “You do not-not get to tell me what is impossible. It was impossible to defeat Grulgor, to tame Hyacinth, to defeat the Wild Hunt who raided our lands, to slay-slay those assassins from the Night Parade. To reclaim the Spring and purge the foul Myconids. You do not-not get to tell me what is impossible or not-not, for with Akio and the others by my side, what we can-can achieve is limited only by our-our ambition.”

“Marvellous.” Prince Aethelathrion clapped suddenly, taking the time to defuse the explosive atmosphere. “You have to admit she speaks well and boldly. Duke Formor, you are not recognised as a Prince, despite leading the branch of the Giantkin. Even so, you have great influence and importance, guarding our northern borders. Why not use it wisely, support the princess here? She is offering you an olive branch.”

“Indeed. Give me back my maids, and do not-not be a fool. And you had best-best pray they are unharmed, or it will not-not be the Giants of the Unseelie who bleed first.”

Estalian whistled softly at the threat, and Moira, who was writing away ferociously, noting all this down, had gone deathly pale, even her stoic lack of emotion overwhelmed by the fury on display. For a long moment there was a deep silence, before Duke Formor squeezed shut his eyes, laughing, the booming sound echoing through the hill housing the Spring.

“Little weasel, you have great courage to say that to my face, or do you only say that because these others are watching?”

“Try me. You are strong. I do not-not deny it. The thought of fighting you does-does make me tremble, but I have learned to fight for what I want. And do not-not think your greater strength means you shall triumph. I have bested foes stronger than me before, and if I must, I shall-shall do it again.”

“She means it.” the Duke rumbled to his two Giant companions, after a long stare, the fires in his eyes simmering down to orange and red embers. “The little weasel would fight me. How… charming.” A long sigh escaped him, and he conceded. “Grulgor, you fool. Are you still loyal to me?”

“Of course, Grul deeply respects you, Duke. But Grul cannot break his other Oaths. Grul will side with the princess against you if he must. But Grul thinks you will see who is not worthy of hatred, and respect her strength. Strength is everything to the Giantkin. You told Grul that.”

“This is fascinating.” The small Giant smirked. “When did you get so smart, Grulgor? I thought you only had rocks for brains.”

“He’s stronger too.” The other Giant, who was carrying a tall staff, and had been silent until now, spoke up suddenly.

“Yes. You are.” Duke Formor gazed at Grulgor until the Troll looked down, unable to endure the pressure. “Very well. You have bested me here.” The Duke declared, and Shaeula let out the breath she was holding, the sick feeling in her stomach dissipating. Even with the Prince and Princess watching, this has been rather stressful. Oh Akio, how I wish you were with me. But no, you will be getting revenge on that creature about now, the hideous one that wounded us both… I shall show you I am strong, worthy to be beside you.

“Good. So-so my maids?”

“I am afraid the one you call Risha is not with us. She has gone, she left swiftly after arriving.”

At that Shaeula tensed, angered, but the Duke continued. “The other. You called her Klena? We have her. She is of no use to us.”

“She had better not-not be harmed…” Shaeula warned, remembering Akio talking about the blood he found at the site she vanished.

“Sadly, she was in a poor state when we received her, I apologise.” The smaller Giant spoke, his words at least sounding contrite, even if Shaeula had no belief in them being genuine. “It seemed she objected to… well, never mind. Why rake up old wounds?”

He grinned, and Shaeula fought the urge to call upon wind, flame and water to attack him, so annoying was his smug smile. “However she came to be in our possession, we did not torture her or anything like that. We are hardly Unseelie. In fact, I patched her wounds up myself, you should be grateful.”

I hate this Giant. But I can do nothing. Not if I wish to solve this without civil war. My father would rally the Beastkin, and Duke Vulpatrius would rebel, it would be chaos…

Biting her lip in frustration, she spoke in monotone. “Oh, I am indeed most-most grateful. So, she is well?”

“Perhaps rather hungry and frightened. We did leave her in one of the oubliettes under Mount Formor. But will that not make her reunion with you a joyous one, to see the Moon again?”

Shaeula’s throne shattered under her sudden tense grip, and Moira flinched at that, while Estalian whistled again, clearly enjoying the barbed exchange and spectacle. “I see. Well, do-do have her sent to me forthwith. And not-not in a box, like poor Hyacinth, lest you raise my ire.”

“It shall be done. So the matter rests here?” Duke Formor asked the other nobles, the Prince and Princess, and they both agreed.

“Oh, for now, yes. But I trust-trust you will endorse my claim as Duchess of this Spring?” I hate letting this go, but it is for the best. It is more important to get the support of the Duke and Klena returned safely. Though Risha’s time will come. She must have fled to Duke Vulpatrius…

“Very well.” The Duke declared. “Grulgor…”

“Yes, Grul is listening.” he replied warily.

“You may remain here, as a… mark of goodwill. It seems we have misunderstood each other. Perhaps you are not as useless as I had feared.”

“Grul is happy to hear that. Grul still respects the Duke.” He slammed his stony fist on his chest in a salute.

“I shall see to the safe return of your maid.” The small Giant promised. “The poor thing, she might well be a little… shaken… by the experience. I expect her to make a full recovery, but I doubt her memories of Mount Formor will survive.”

Bastard. Still, I am in no position to argue. I can not put Klena at risk. I shall make it up to her in time. Shaeula shot the Giant a flat, angry look, but he merely giggled, reminding her a little of Hyacinth at that moment. “Well, I am happy for you, princess. Or is it Duchess now?” the Giant continued to chortle, as if everything was greatly amusing him. “After all, us half-breeds must surely sympathise with each other. I am happy for you too, Boggart… no, not a Boggart. Something different.”

Hyacinth tilted her head, confused, but still thanked the Giant, while Shaeula shook her head, irritated. “Half-breed or not-not, I am me. We put too much stock in such matters. It is our heart-heart that determines our value.” She turned her gaze back to the Duke.

“When the time comes to retake Salamandrastrae and the north, I shall call-call upon you. Your Giants are mighty, I deny it not-not. But before that… cease your trafficking with the Night Parade. I shall do something about them. After all, I am my mother’s daughter, am I not-not?” She proudly showed off her jade blades, cracking with wind energies, at wrists and feet.

“Bah.” The Duke grumbled. “It seems you are, more than your father’s daughter. Cowardly Royalists are seldom so bold.”

“Well, I care not-not for the factions, only our victory.” Shaeula declared, and that brought a smile to the Duke’s face. Perhaps Grulgor was right. Duke Formor does respect strength. If only Duke Vulpatrius was so reasonable…

“Worthy sentiments. Ones I share.” The Duke paused. “Duke Vulpatrius will not so easily accept you. His hatred for your father runs deep, and not merely over factional disputes. And he did rather wish to have your sister. The Duke desires proud women, and to bend one of your father’s daughters to his will… it seems it was not to be, but the fox holds grudges. It will only stoke his ire. Watch yourself. I would not see you fall until the Unseelie and Wild Hunt lie crushed and in ruins. Seeing the destruction you have wrought here pleases me.” He laughed again, like rocks crashing together.

“Well, far-far be it for me to tell that worthless fox who he can or can not-not marry, but my sister is too good for him. No, I shall-shall tell him. Talaisha is too good for him too. I intend to offer her a position myself, if she can not-not fend him off. My sister cares deeply for her friend, and I have-have learned, friends are without price.”

“I see. That matters little to me.” The Duke rumbled, nodding to the Elven Prince and the Sylph Princess. “Ferexulu here will return your maid, and the matter ends here. I must depart, I do not wish to leave the northern border undefended too long.”

“Farewell, princess, strange maid.” Ferexulu giggled, as the Trolls and other Giant withdrew silently. “I shall see you soon!”

Delightful. I could do without that. But no, Klena comes first. Once they were gone, Shaeula turned to the sweating Moira. “So, how was it? Did it meet-meet your expectations?”

“You cannot be serious.” she grumbled, wiping at her soaked forehead, pushing back her damp black locks. “Salamandrastrae is a fortress that the Fomorians have reinforced and turned into an impassable barrier. Many have the strength to match Duke Formor himself. It would be suicide.”

“Well, you shall have time-time to learn.” Shaeula smiled, relieved now that the Duke was gone. Grulgor seemed to share her sentiments, as he had slumped down, exhausted. “So…” She turned to the two rulers of the Fae. “Duke Formor has consented. That will split the Aggressor faction. My claim should-should be cemented, no?”

“I see no issues.” Estalian giggled, and Shaeula knew that Prince Aethelathrion was already committed, hence why the Elves were here.

“In that case, I will not-not be satisfied until I have retrieved that traitor Risha, as well-well as freed Talaisha from the threat of marriage to her moronic firefox of a father, she is too-too good to waste on him, and I owe my sister. So, you heard the Duke. They may not-not have overtly broken our laws and Oaths, but they skirted very-very close to it. So, you will-will answer my one small request, surely…?”

As the Elves brought by their Prince and relative looked on, smiling, except for the gloomy-looking Moira, Shaeula pressed her advantage, unwilling to allow her enemies to escape punishment, even if she could only inflict token damage as retribution…


Two Hundred And Forty-Five


“So, just what are those items we brought out of there?” Major Sasaki asked, curious. “Do they have any relation to the equipment you have, those guns, that axe and bow…”

“Yeah, we’re soldiers. Sure, abilities are nice, but we rely on our training and equipment. Without those our effectiveness drops dramatically.” The Lieutenant backed him up.

Trying not to be distracted by the noises coming from the girls’ room next door, which I could easily hear through the walls, I decided to disclose a little information, as it would be out soon anyway if we did set up factories to produce items for both the Material and Boundary, and they had been subject to Shaeula’s befuddling winds as insurance and to prevent information leaks.

“Well, items with a significant presence seem to endure just fine in the Boundary.” I went on to explain that the guns, swords and axe were made by the combined efforts of some of my allies, while the bow was an item similar to the ones we had salvaged.

“Great. So, are we going to check them out?” Nakano-san asked, eager, once more looking like a punk trying to shake me down, and so I had to smile. The girls next door seem to be taking a bath and chatting, we’ll have time…

“Fine. We might as well take a quick look.” With that we briefly returned to the Boundary, and using my Eye I quickly sorted our loot into two piles. One was like the vestments from before, full of seemingly useless items (that I would keep anyway, just in case), but the other, more interesting pile was the one that my Eye detected use out of. Four items huh? Nice.

“So, do we get a share?” Nakano-san asked, and I snorted wryly.

“Yeah, nice try. I’m prepared to furnish you with guns and so forth, if you are going to work with me, but for now I’ll be able to find the best use for these treasures.”

“Can’t blame a man for trying, right?” the Lieutenant laughed, and the Major chastised him, though I could tell he was curious and eager too, just too disciplined to ask.

Putting that aside I examined the first item, the small jade and metal seal I had nearly missed out on, but felt an urge to retrieve. My Eye couldn’t read all the information, the dreaded question marks were back, but what I could read piqued my interest significantly.

Heirloom Jade Seal of Kunlun [Item Class: Imperious][Item Type: Law]
This Seal is used to ??????????? ??????????? and can bypass the defensive Formations of Kunlun, to allow ?????????? and well as access ???????????.


I could feel the power radiating from the item, and it had the same flavour as the spatial element Ginneka had used. On closer inspection it looked like it was inscribed with some sort of kanji, though they didn’t look Japanese.

Chinese probably. I’m curious as to how it ended up here. I had resolved to learn another language, with Chinese being top of the list, and that only convinced me further. Perhaps I would need to look into classical Chinese as well. I wonder what Kunlun is, or where it is…

Pocketing the seal, I then inspected the book I had rescued. It had a plain cover, but was sealed by an ornate-looking lock. My Eye hadn’t really produced much of note when I looked at it, but it was a book, a source of information, so it didn’t necessarily need to have a specific power.

Considering the lock, I thought of just breaking it, but that seemed needlessly damaging, so I trickled in a thin layer of wind, using my Eye to navigate, and after some fiddling, the lock clicked open. Great, so, what do we have here? Oh…


On opening the book, I saw that it was full of densely written characters. They were definitely Japanese, but the language was so old, eclipsing even the classic Japanese we were taught at school, I could barely make out more than a few words. It had several interesting pictures, of what looked like mythical beasts. I recognised what looked like an Oni, and another that was a nine-tailed fox. “Well, looks like I’m going back to school…” I murmured. I guess it’s time to see just what a thousand-odd points of mental stats can do…

The third item was a pendant, made of black stone, and my eye identified it as this.

Obsidian Amulet of Sacred Fuji [Item Class: Powerful][Item Type: Rule]
An amulet carved from volcanic glass from one of the most spiritually pure sites in Japan, this amulet wards off misfortune, and will warn Yōkai that the bearer is an important figure, not to be touched carelessly, lest they invoke the anger of powerful beings.


Lastly, there was some sort of long rod, which was made from what looked like bone, but it turned out it was actually a shakuhachi, an ancient flute, and what was bone was some sort of bamboo that had fossilised to a stone-like texture.

Petrified Ritual Flute [Item Class: Powerful][Item Type: Pinnacle]
An ancient flute used in ceremonies to praise the Kami and also in marriages, funerals and other similar secular events when the blessing of the Gods was sought. This flute was once blessed with Light Element, but now due to exposure to the darkness over endless days and nights in the Boundary, it has become charged with Darkness and Earth Elements.


“So, just where did all this crap come from?” the Lieutenant asked, as I was pondering what to do with the treasures we had rescued. “Did that slime and eyeball monster gather them all?”

“Maybe.” I wasn’t sure of that. “Either that or it found a place where there were lots of treasures already and decided to make its lair there. Maybe Azuki knows more. But…” I pondered it. “I suspect that it is how the creature was still so strong. It seemed to eclipse most things we’ve found in the Boundary… according to Azuki and the family history Takakura-san told me, it seemed to be feeding off them. Well, it’s dead and gone now, so I guess it doesn’t matter. We should go back. I’ll allocate the treasures later.”

The amulet should go to someone like Eri, Aiko or maybe one of the noble girls. As for the flute… Darkness is Eri’s element, but I don’t think she’s musical. Hyacinth? I’d have to ask her, and she has Nature, which is partially based on earth element… as for the seal…
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“I’m disappointed I didn’t get to see the monster in a way…” my sis was saying, her hair unbound and hanging loose around her shoulders after her bath. Seeing that, Eri had scolded her and was starting to bundle it up. The soldiers looked away with small grins on their faces at the childish display, perhaps thinking of their own female relatives and their foibles.

“…but if it was as gross as you say, good riddance to it. I wouldn’t get any more Levels anyway. Damn, just saying that makes me feel unhappy.” As my sis pouted, Eri finished up tidying her hair. She had bathed too, but had made sure to properly groom herself afterwards.

“There, all done. Really, Aiko, if you ever want to find a man, you should be more ladylike.” Eri chided her with a gentle yet mocking smile.

“Hey, it’s just these two here, right? My bro’s new dogsbodies, I don’t need to look good for them, do I?”

Eri snickered at that, and even Haru-san looked amused, if a touch scandalised at her attitude. I rolled my eyes, before gently rapping her forehead. “Don’t be rude, sis. They did good work today, you should be nicer to them. Though I’d say they are too old for you anyway.”

“Oh really?” the Lieutenant sneered with a nasty laugh. “Says the bigamist whose potential wives looked very young?”

“Comparing you to my bro isn’t going to do you any favours. But, I guess good job today?” my sis shrugged, giving them a backhanded compliment.

“Yeah, enough of that.” I shut down this unproductive conversation. “We’ll hold the debriefing, and then you and Eri can catch the train back to Nishimorioka from here. I’ll treat you to a late lunch first though.”

“Aww, no helicopter ride? I’m starting to get used to them.” Aiko protested. “Still, lunch sounds great. After all, everyone else is supposed to be at school, it feels like we are doing something super-secret and important.”

“We are, aren’t we?” Eri remarked, and that brought more laughter.

“All right then. Firstly, we achieved the objective. The monster lurking in Inuyama has been destroyed. The tentacles and muck choking the city have started to disintegrate, and Takakura Antiques has been cleansed. Now we just need to wait to see if the gloomy air and increased rate of crimes and suicides goes back to normal.”

“If it does, that means you’ll be travelling a fair bit, Oshiro-san.” the Major mused, thinking. “You’ve identified other hotspots, as per your reports. And the brass have been doing their own research.”

“Yeah. Luckily one of the major ones is Kyoto, and we’ll be dealing with that soon. Still, there is some profit in it.” I looked at Eri, my sister and Haru-san. “I can see the results of your labours. Well done sis. Level eight.”

“Wow, annoying. You know I only gained a single damn Level. I’m not sure I want to know, but what Level is Eri at now?”

“Forty.” I replied, and Eri pumped her fist adorably, showing a brilliant smile.

“Thanks, Akio. Now I’m stronger I’ll be better able to protect you. I’ll look after poor little Aiko too!”

“Wow, condescending much!” As the two bantered, the Major asked me a question.

“So, just how much stronger does that make her? Mori-san here isn’t one of us, to my understanding? But she seemed reasonably powerful nonetheless. If we could get our entire military to that level of strength…”

“Like I said, it isn’t that easy. Even getting them up to my sister’s standard will be hard. I have certain advantages with certain people.” I shot down his implied suggestion.

“Girls mostly, it seems.” the Lieutenant spoke, a touch enviously. “Fire is nice, but I’d rather have your talents.”

“That’s getting off-topic. Anyway, Haru-san, you’ve got to Level twenty, which shows that you can go past the fifteen the Throne gives you access to. I expected so, but it’s nice to get confirmation, based on your status.” Her gains weren’t as big as Eri’s, but even so, it should be a nice boost for her. “I can’t see yours, Miyu, or you two, or Shuta-san's.” I turned back to the soldiers. “But from the way you move I can see your stats have gone up.”

Miyu nodded slowly. “Yes, I do feel stronger, and faster, as if the world around me has slowed down just a little. I think… I think if I danced it would be sharper too, more beautiful.”

“That’s great, but we still have more work to do with you. Anyway, in addition we gathered some ether, though to be honest, it’s a pittance compared to the hauls I’ve brought in recently. Still, it all spends, and I do have some expensive builds to do for the factory and testing park. And finally…”

“The loot, right?” Aiko looked excited. “The mirror that kid from the shrine has now was from there, wasn't it? The pretty dagger and bells Shaeula has too. Maybe that thing should have been a Dragon, since it had a hoard!”

Now there’s an image. But it makes me wonder, what treasures would such creatures hold? After all, there have to be Dragons, both Eastern and Western, since there are Faeries and Kami… “Yeah, I got an old book, I need to remember and copy it out for translation, as well as a flute. I’d give the flute to you, Eri, since it has darkness element, but…”

She looked away. “Yeah, I’m… not great with instruments.”

“I’ll say.” Aiko chortled. “You always hide in music class. You used to in Physical Education too…”

“There was also a pendant. I’m not sure who gets that yet either. And lastly… a very interesting jade seal.” I explained that it was spatial element and related to a mysterious place called Kunlun.

“So, overall, not a bad haul. A shame some of the stuff we saved seems to have no use, and some might have been destroyed, but I’m happy enough. So… lunch? Today it’s on me.”

As everyone agreed, fresh from the success of the mission, I took a look around again. Yeah, I have to be stronger. This battle proved it. Before, I got hurt, and worse, Shaeula did. This time, my strength was more than sufficient, and everyone got out unscathed, and in many cases stronger…

With that resolve burning in my heart, I quickly looked up a place on my phone. Three Levels. Not bad, but it’s getting harder and harder to Level up. But Kyoto and the Night Parade… if things go badly in terms of negotiations, well…
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“So, I get that you found today frightening, but it wasn’t all bad, was it?” I asked Miyu as the expensive car her father sent to fetch us pulled up beside her house. After a hearty lunch, we saw Eri and Aiko off, and then took a military helicopter back to Tokyo.

The soldiers left for their debriefing with Tsumura-san, Shuta-san headed back to his shrine, while Haru-san was left behind to work with Karen-chan on my next round of requests, since the Ministry was still in the formative stages. Yeah, a Chinese language teacher, as well as a pair of historians that can speak and read ancient Chinese and Japanese. The first should be easy enough, but the classic languages…

My memory was good enough to reproduce several pages of the book, so I had sketched them out during the helicopter ride, and also written out the characters on the seal. Of course, Shaeula would need to bind them to secrecy with her winds, but we would pay well. Still, there was one other matter on Haru-san's mind, and the trip to Inuyama, horrible though it was, had helped her avoid thinking about meeting her murderer for some closure. I’m not going to push her, she still has until Shaeula returns to decide, but… it isn’t my decision, I can’t know how she feels…

“It was hardly good. That place was vile, and my feet still ache so from endless dancing. Though when I danced, I felt… no, never mind. So, excuse me if this sounds rude, but why are you visiting my grandfather’s home?” Miyu asked, looking a touch perturbed.

Hmm, is this tsundere, or did she really hate it that much? Well, I took her there for several reasons, not just to gain her a few Levels. “I thought now you’ve seen the worst of the Boundary, it’s time to show you how to take care of your Territory properly, and give Michiru-san an induction. It’ll be on you to stop her taking risks though.” I warned sternly. “She’s like my sister. She’s keen, but lacks the ability to grow easily, unlike you or Eri. If she was to get hurt you’d feel awful, wouldn't you? I know I would.”

“Michiru would happily take a wound for me. She is very proud of being a bodyguard.” Miyu said slowly. “But… I would rather Michiru never has to make that choice. She is my precious friend too.”

“I get it.” I agreed. “I’ll grab the door for you.” It might have been the driver’s job, but I still got out and opened the door, allowing Miyu to step out. “I’d much rather take injuries than have my allies hurt, but it makes them sad and worried. You heard my sis and Eri talking about the time I got injured last time I was there, right? That’s why, obviously I’ll take a wound that’s meant for them, or any of my other friends and allies, or you, without hesitation. But it’s better to be so strong that any enemy doesn’t even think about attacking, or if they have to be fought, they can be crushed without placing anyone in danger. I’ve put in the groundwork for that, and today it paid off.”

Miyu looked at me strangely, before looking down. “I too have no wish for Michiru to be hurt. That is why I wished this… well, perhaps it is not a curse, but this… burden… gone. But I see. You brought me along so I would see this is not a burden I can lay down, not if I wish Michiru to be safe.”

Well, that was one reason. Oh wow, this house seriously is something special. Last time I was a bit too busy to look around properly. I know Azabu is the heart of Tokyo nobility and influence, but even so… The massive estate had multiple buildings, from truly ancient and historic mansions, to a modern Japanese one, and a replica of a British stately home. Multiple gardens surrounded them, Chinese, Japanese, British, Scandinavian… Yeah, Fujiwara house sure is rich, sometimes I forget that. Now I’m even more glad Miyu didn’t get a scratch, if you don’t count her sore feet…

“I’m not saying you couldn’t…” I disagreed. “But Ame-no-Uzume chose you, didn’t she? I have to believe there’s a reason for that. Sure, there have been some horrible excuses for Astral Emperor candidates I’ve met and fought, but that’s why it’s so important those of us who are Chosen do our best. And I have your back now. You won’t be alone.” We entered the mansion Miyu had moved to, the modern Japanese one. On seeing my look at the more traditional mansion to the side, Miyu let out a soft giggle.

“Grandfather says that the old mansion is hardly comfortable to live in. We host events there, I have been to plenty, but you cannot just knock down walls to install heating, or air conditioning, or even damage them for power cables and wiring. So it is beautiful, but cold, draughty and lacking in amenities. The modern mansion is better to live in.”

“I see.” Yeah, rich people do live in a different world. Well, wait, I’m rich now, but nowhere near this level. So it’s still a different world! “Your Territory is at Rank two, so you can cover the grounds. I think.” Seriously, just how big is this estate?

Miyu was greeted by maids and a butler as we entered, and as they bowed to her I could feel their eyes on me, wondering who I was and what a man was doing there. I have permission! I’m not trespassing… Some of them should have seen me the last time I was here. Even so, facing their judgemental stares was somehow harder than fighting in Inuyama…


Two Hundred And Forty-Six – Contains R18/Adult Content


Doing my best to ignore the stares of the servants, Miyu led me through the halls of the modern Japanese mansion. It was styled after the historic mansion, though the difference was apparently in the electric lights and other features. It didn’t take long for the quick patter of footsteps to be heard, and moments later a small figure flew at us, red scarf flapping behind her, still in the uniform of Hanafubuki.

“Miyu-sama, are you hurt?” Michiru-san asked, inspecting her carefully, hand reaching out to feel her for wounds. Miyu looked puzzled for a moment, before copying what I had done to Aiko earlier and rapping her gently on the head. This surprised Michiru-san, who should have been able to dodge, but Miyu was moving more fluidly now. As Michiru-san paused, Miyu managed a smile.

“I am unhurt, I assure you, so there is no need to panic, Michiru.”

“Yeah, don’t worry, I was keeping an eye on her. I’m confident enough to keep her safe, and we didn’t let her face the most dangerous foe.”

At my words, Michiru-san frowned at me, before smoothing her face and giving me a small nod of gratitude. “I am grateful. Even so, I do believe Miyu-sama should not have been put in such a position at all.”

“I thought so too.” Miyu agreed. “It was rather awful, and very frightening. But Akio-san is right. I was seemingly in no actual danger. He is very powerful. You have seen that for yourself Michiru, but he was clearly holding back. Mori-san and Suzuki-san told me about how he destroyed the strange creature there with ease.”

“Well, I didn’t get that way overnight. That’s why you need to grow too, Miyu.” We started heading towards the wing of rooms Miyu had been granted, making casual conversation. Apparently Michiru-san had also skipped school, as a bodyguard going when her mistress wasn’t present was seen as strange, and she had been waiting here nervously all day, imagining the worst, which made me feel a little sorry for her. Yeah, next time we need to send her a message, I can’t believe Miyu didn’t think of that. Then, noble girls live in a different world…

“I should be the one protecting her…” Michiru-san declared, her face downcast. “But I am not strong enough. Even with the Koga Ninjutsu my father taught me, I would not be able to defeat such a beast…”

“Yet.” I felt for Michiru-san, she clearly cared very much for Miyu, and not just as a bodyguard, and I wasn’t one to deny love between two girls, or two guys either, for that matter. People can love who they want, as long as both parties are happy with it. Besides, I lost any moral high ground on relationships the day I had sex with Shaeula, and then Hyacinth, not that I had a problem with it before. “There are…”

“My, cousin Miyu-sama, it is good to see you.” A polite, melodious voice interrupted us, and I turned to see two girls looking at us with curiosity. Both were in the Hanafubuki uniform, yet the style was slightly different, as it was the middle-school variant. One girl looked like a younger version of Michiru-san, wearing a similar scarf, yet it was smaller and less flamboyant.

On seeing Miyu and Michiru-san, her expression hardened, brown eyes expressing resentment and annoyance. The other was very pretty indeed, with a gentle, delicate face, and petite body, thin and graceful. There’s a slight resemblance to Miyu, makes sense if they are cousins. But Miyu-sama, huh?

“Cousin Honoka-sama…” Miyu replied after a moment of hesitation. “… it is good to see you as well.”

Oh yeah, she seems to have a bit of an inferiority complex towards her cousin, doesn’t she? I hesitated, unsure of whether to say something, and then Michiru-san’s sister spoke, her tone withering.

“Michiru, I hear you were not at school today. Really, you are a disgrace. In public I have to tolerate you, lest you and your mistress shame Honoka-sama and the Fujiwara name, but since you will be living here now, a decision I cannot fathom, I shall no longer be silent. You are a joke, just like father. You cannot keep anyone safe like that. Such a waste of your natural talents!”

Ouch. That’s got to sting coming from a younger sister. If Aiko said something like that to me, I’d be upset. Indeed, Michiru-san looked unsure and saddened, while Miyu was shrinking back at the aggression. I opened my mouth, having decided to intervene, but Honoka-san was first.

“Kozue, do not be so rude to poor Michiru. You are in front of a guest.” She spared me a brief look before turning back to Miyu. “I do apologise for the behaviour of my bodyguard. She has been out of sorts of late. And I believe your sudden decision to move into grandfather’s estate has further confused her. I must admit to being surprised too.” She cocked her head inquisitively, even that movement graceful, like a dance. “I also wonder… who is this? Is it perhaps your fiancé, Miyu-sama?”

I choked a bit at that, and Miyu looked similarly unhappy, though she quickly masked it behind a placid expression. “No, Honoka-sama, this is Akio-sama…”

-sama huh? Well, I guess I do have a certain status as her lord, technically speaking. The relationship between these two is hard to work out. They speak to each other pleasantly enough, but Miyu feels inferior to her cousin, they both address each other as -sama…

“… he is like Kudou-sama, a special teacher, specialising in matters of… not quite faith, but importance.” Miyu finished.

I was attracting a glare from Michiru-san’s sister, which made Michiru-san glance at me apologetically, but I winked, assuring her I didn’t take offense, or blame her for it if I did. I suppose considering all the male servants other than bodyguards in the house are old men, and even they are a rarity, almost all of the servants being women, seeing a man of my age here is worrying for them.

“I see. He is young for a teacher at our school. Still, grandfather would have vetted him, I imagine. Perhaps he is already married?”

“I’m engaged.” I replied, and Honoka-san looked surprised I’d interrupt them. “To Fukumoto Hinata, Tsumura Motoko and Hori Natsumi.”

“Oh.” A glimmer of recognition passed over her face. “You are that one. Tsumura-san has been rather happy recently now her engagement has been decided, but… I do not believe you are a noble? Such a shame, her status will be meaningless.”

“That is where you are wrong.” Miyu disagreed, surprising everyone, especially her cousin. Honoka-san’s bodyguard reacted strongly to that, but Michiru-san moved, and even though she was unable to Level up, even the buffs from the basic Chirurgery had made her significantly faster, and so she caught her sister flat-footed, some sort of long needle in her hand, held menacingly towards her sister’s face, who froze, the tip pointing at her eye.

“I will not hesitate to punish disrespect towards Miyu-sama, or Akio-sama.” Michiru-san warned. “You are my sister, you should understand that if nothing else, Kozue. Father taught us that. One’s master is your only true family.”

“Now, there’s no need for that.” I moved too, and suddenly the needle was in my hand, Michiru-san looking puzzled for a moment. Flipping it around I handed it back to her. “Miyu is right.”

At that Honoka-san and her bodyguard looked shocked, likely at my lack of honorifics, or perhaps the speed I displayed. That didn’t stop me continuing. “I’m sorry, Honoka-san, I can call you that, right?” She seemed unable to answer, perhaps unused to talking to men closer to her own age, but she slowly nodded.

“Great.” I continued. “Anyway, Miyu is right. Motoko will not be disadvantaged in terms of nobility. I have assurances from your grandfather, as well as Ichijou-san. Hinata too. She’ll be treated as a daughter of Takatsukasa now, since her mother is of the direct line. Natsumi should have equal status too. As for me… no, I’m not a Japanese noble, but I am engaged to a princess, so I wouldn’t call me common.” That made me smile, just saying it.

“He is a dangerous man, Honoka-sama.” The younger Koga-san spoke up, glaring at me. “Not only is he combat trained, but he is also seducing daughters of nobility one after the other. You would do well to stay away from him! You are to inherit Fujiwara house, leave the disgrace to your cousin.”

“Kozue…” Michiru-san growled, incensed, but I wasn’t going to let it escalate.

“Yes, I am dangerous, though I must say, the girls seduced me.” I made a small joke to lighten the tension. “In terms of combat training…” I turned to Miyu, asking her a question. “Just how much does Honoka-san know about Chosen and what is going on right now?”

“Not much, I would imagine. Only what we were all asked, whether we were called upon by the Kami. Grandfather and the others were subtle, relying on those who knew to understand.”

“Yes, please do explain that to me, Miyu-sama.” Honoka-san asked. “I understand that it has to do with our new lessons at school, but grandfather has not fully explained it.”

“Understandable. It is hard to explain.” Miyu sighed softly. “We should not discuss this here in the hallways. You do not know who might be listening.”

“I see. Yes, do forgive my rudeness. Kozue, we shall go to my room…”
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This room is… kind of depressing. I glanced around, seeing that while everything was extremely expensive, the bed clearly antique, the bookshelves stuffed with old historical books, the artwork on the walls probably real works by Japanese artists, there was no TV, no computer, no manga or anything for entertainment.

“… so you lied to grandfather, Miyu-sama?” Honoka-san was shocked, and her bodyguard shifted the glares she had been constantly throwing at me back to Miyu.

“I had no choice. You do not know how frightening this all is, Honoka-sama.”

“Honoka-sama would not be afraid!” the little Koga declared. “After all, she is the heir, and better than you at everything! She is no timid coward like ….” She froze as the weight of my displeasure started to smother her, my League making my anger almost tangible in the air. She still managed to step in front of Honoka-san, which was commendable, her legs trembling, face deathly pale, but I was in no mood for this.

“You should be very careful what you say. I’m making allowances as you are a young girl, but you don’t know anything about the Boundary. Death can come there in a heartbeat if you aren’t prepared. Why, just this morning, Miyu bravely joined me in vanquishing a fallen Kami, a monster that would have ripped you apart in seconds.”

I embellished her role a bit, and Miyu looked a touch ashamed, but even so, a little pleased I had stood up for her. “I can see why she made the choice to hide it. But now her grandfather knows. Why do you think she’s here now? Ame-no-Uzume chose her, and I’m not exactly religious, but do you think you get to question one of the major Kami of our land?”

“The Goddess of Dance and the Arts?” Honoka-san asked, intrigued, her smile rather curious. “You do look beautiful when you dance, Miyu-sama, I understand!”

“Not nearly as stunning as you, Honoka-sama.” she replied, her inferiority shining though. “I did think you should have been the one the Goddess chose…”

“Could you stand and dance in front of enemies who seek your death or the death of those you love, Honoka-san?” I cut off this unproductive contest of modesty. “Miyu has, and will have to again and again. It’s not entirely a blessing. But conversely, Miyu has the chance to be something greater, to protect Japan and the world. So, like what I was saying earlier. Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi… they are more noble than ever, as they accept they might have to fight against impossible odds, without even the blessing Miyu enjoys. To protect their family, friends, Japan, the world… your grandfather and the other nobles know this and their resolve. So please, I’d appreciate it if you would treat them with the respect they deserve.” I bowed low, asking for a favour. Humbling myself to a young girl like Honoka-san isn’t a problem, if I can get her to also look out for the others. She likely expects deference, with her status…

“I see. That explains why you have been spending time with Tsumura-san at school.” Honoka-san said to her cousin, as if a mystery had been answered. “I did wonder, you… you like to keep to yourself, Miyu-sama.” She turned to me then. “If I may ask, which Kami has chosen you, then? Judging by how grandfather trusts you, allowing you in the mansion and to tutor Miyu-sama, it must be an important one.”

Well, I don’t think the Kami matters too much, other than the initial ability. It’s more how you manage afterwards, but… “Actually it’s not a Japanese God, but Norse. Tyr, God of War and Heroism. I’m not sure it fits, but I’ve been trying my best.”

“How curious. I am not familiar with foreign mythology. So, you are looking after Miyu-sama then. I wonder, will grandfather have you tutor me as well?”

“I doubt it.” I shook my head. “I think for now that for the nobility, Fujiwara-san and the others just want you to have a good grounding in the faith and will probably talk more about Chosen candidates in due time. It just so happens Miyu happened to be one of the Chosen.”

“I at least should be given what my idiot sister has been.” Honoka-san’s bodyguard demanded, glaring at me. “I can tell she is faster and stronger than she should be. I guard Honoka-sama, the heir to Fujiwara House! I should be given priority!”

“Kozue, you should respect your elders!” Michiru-san warned. “You are not here to make demands of Akio-sama, he has been kind in answering your impertinent questions and demands. A Ninja has no right to…”

“Ninja? What nonsense.” Her sister shot back shrilly. “There are no such things as Ninjas. Only old families with old Arts. Modern combat techniques are far more useful and systematic!”

Koga-san ground her teeth, annoyed, but Honoka-san put a stop to it, speaking calmingly.

“Enough, Kozue. If Grandfather wishes us to learn, he will no doubt ask Akio-sama here to teach us. when that time comes…” She bowed impeccably. “… we shall be in your care. Until then…” she smiled. “… I have not had much leisure to speak to my cousin, nor any men. Since grandfather must deem you safe, allowing you within the mansion, I would speak more…”

Miyu looked surprised, but again her upbringing allowed her to mask it. She glanced at me, and seeing as I had no particular issues with it, she forced a smile onto her face. “Honoka-sama, that would be fine. We have not talked properly in a long time…”
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Several hours later we finally entered the Boundary. The talk with Honoka-san had been interesting, definitely. She was quite bold in her own way, rather opposite to Miyu. She had peppered me with questions, showing just how sheltered she was, probably even more than girls like Motoko. But in the end she had agreed to make an effort to show that she was friends with my fiancées at school, as well as show a more united front with Miyu. That certainly made Miyu express complicated feelings.

Michiru-san and Kozue-san (after the discussion, I started to address Michiru-san's sister by first name as well, Honoka-san insisted on it) were involved in a bitter cold war, it seemed, despite being sisters and fellow bodyguards to the Fujiwara girls. Still, other than gently chastising them at times, Honoka-san and Miyu let them argue.

Finally we had left, as apparently it was not proper for us to be in her rooms after a certain hour, and we returned to Miyu’s chambers, where after I listened to some complaining from Michiru-san about her sister, we entered the Boundary, and now…

“This is incredible.” Michiru-san was saying, looking around in wide-eyed awe. We had passed through the mansion to the gardens where Miyu’s anchor was located, the beautiful Buildings shining with silver and rainbow light. “This… this is yours, Miyu-sama?”

“It is.” She looked conflicted at that. “Akio-san provided me with the resources to create it, and the knowledge.” Two of her Spires were in the process of upgrading. “It is nothing compared to his though, now is it?”

“It doesn’t need to be. Just do the best you can.” I reassured her. “Eventually I’ll upgrade my Territory to Rank four, and then I’ll be able to protect this as well. Though that’s a fair way off yet.” Ten million ether isn’t the problem, it’s the fact that I’d be shut down for five thousand Astral days. No way that’s safe or feasible… so I need many times that ether to shorten the time…

“I must apologise again for my stupid sister.” Michiru-san bowed deeply, not for the first time. “She is rebellious, and does not listen to father. She thinks our Ninjutsu is foolish and outdated, and does not respect her elder sister as she should. I find her very frustrating, but so long as she keeps Honoka-sama safe, I suppose I cannot complain too much.” She smiled then, a fresh look on her usually taciturn, surly features. “After all, Kozue was completely thrown off by my speed. It was most satisfying.”

“Well, I’m afraid your path forwards is pretty tough. Unlike Miyu, you are going to have to work on your Skills, as you won’t be able to get easy strength from Levels. Miyu isn’t really an attacker too, though her Dances can do some damage. I intend to send support over until Miyu is strong and confident enough to stand on her own, but you…” I paused, seeing the hope in her eyes. “Well, do your best, Michiru-san, but don’t get in over your head. If you are injured or die then it’s worthless.”

“No it’s not!” she was offended. “I would gladly die for…”

Seems like I’m doing this a lot recently. I flicked her forehead, hard enough to make her wince. “I’m sure you would. But as a bodyguard, a friend, and someone who loves Miyu, you have to protect her heart too, don't you? Dying or getting hurt will only wound her heart, and those scars can be harder to recover from that physical injuries. I can heal those.”

Miyu smiled gently, perhaps remembering when she had done the same and I had told her the same. “Indeed, Michiru. I have seen the dark side of this place, and it is terrifying. You will simply die. I do not wish for that. Still…” She looked at me then. “Your sister and Mori-san did tell me much of your own grievous injuries. I fear you do not practice what you preach.”

“You got me.” I agreed. “But only because I’m too weak. Just like you. I may be stronger, but until I can deal with any threat without harm, I’m not strong enough. I’m shooting for being totally OP.”

At that reference they were confused, but the words struck a cord with Michiru-san. “I approve of your martial mindset! We must always strive to be stronger than any threat! You have the soul of a bodyguard!” She was shockingly enthusiastic. “There must surely be some way I can grow stronger, there is no way I can allow Miyu-sama to battle while I watch idly by! My heart could not stand it!”

“His sister said the same thing. She too is apparently limited. I do not claim to understand everything yet…” Miyu observed. “… but I have been keeping my eyes and ears open. It seems only those chosen by the Kami can gain these Levels, and each Level makes their bearer stronger. Though there seem to be some exceptions that only you seem able to grant. Your sister can only get eight of these, whereas Mori-san has forty, am I correct?”

“Yeah. It isn’t exactly right to say I’m the only one who can grant the ability to Level to others, but it happened that I gained an ability that could allow someone to earn up to a percentage of my Levels, which keep increasing.”

“So, why can I not be granted this? Miyu-sama is your Vassal. I found this insulting at first, that the granddaughter of Fujiwara-sama would be treated as such by a commoner, but… you helped Miyu-sama, and have pledged to protect her, so I call you a kindred spirit. Can I not share your gift?”

“I do not think so, Michiru.” Miyu remarked, troubled. “Else why would his sister, who he is very close to, not be so blessed?”

“Yeah, it has… conditions.” I agreed, hating talking about this to such sheltered girls, and uncomfortably remembering when Miyu had thought I wanted her body in exchange for my help. “Basically, it has to be a girl I’ve been… intimate with… and love.”

“Your sister?” Michiru-san was shocked, and I hastily denied it.

“No way! I love my sister, but not like that. I improved my Skill and I can grant her a single Rank of the Skill based on my love for her. But it doesn’t grow. Eri, Shaeula, Hyacinth and I guess eventually Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi, they can get it after our… consummation, and it continues to grow the more we share.”

Miyu was red and embarrassed by the talk of intimacy, the subject one she had been almost entirely sheltered from, but Michiru-san frowned, thinking. “So, all I would have to do is open my body to you, and I could grow strong enough to protect Miyu?” She looked me up and down, and I felt rather uncomfortable. “My father has told me of the dangers of men, but… as a Ninja and a bodyguard, I expect no marriage, only to bear an heir to continue the Koga legacy my father handed down. I cannot rely on my foolish sister for that. I am fully aware of how sex is performed, many kinds of it. I can accept…”

“Hang on a minute.” Damn her idiot father, teaching a naïve young girl that sort of thing. Yeah, I definitely get the urge to phone in an anonymous tip to the police on him… besides, Miyu looks rather upset at the thought, even if she is saying nothing. “I’m not going to have sex with you for that…”

“Why not? I may not be as beautiful as Miyu-sama, but my father told me many men would desire to have me, even if they had to use force for it. I am offering willingly, and I thought you would understand, as you share the same soul as I, the need to protect those you must, even at the cost of everything! My chastity is a price I would gladly pay!”

I think it’s too late for her… she’s a pervert, like her damn father. He’s ruined her. No wonder her younger sister has lost patience with them. Besides, Miyu looks saddened at the thought. “Look, Eri said it best, a while back. She was wrong at the time, Shaeula was doing it for love, but she said sex for gain is just prostitution. I’ll not have you be a prostitute, Michiru-san, you are a bodyguard. Besides, it’s disrespectful to my fiancées, and it might not even work. The skill is Lovers’ Link, and even if we had sex, I’m not sure there’d be love.”

“Michiru, I am happy you would sacrifice for me, but Akio-san is right. I have no wish for you to be hurt, or … well, you should keep your chastity. It is a precious thing. You may not be a noble, but even so, to shame your family by having sex before marriage…”

“But then how can I…” Michiru-san began, and I flicked her forehead again.

“There are other ways. In time we might find even more. Look, I’m an ally. If I can help I will, but that is a step way too far. For all of us. Now, we are here to show you both how to leverage what advantages you can, until I can send help. So can we please drop this?”

Miyu nodded. “We should. And thank you. I am sorry for how I have behaved. You are a good man, who does not seek to take advantage of our weakness. Motoko-san and the others are rather fortunate.”

“I’d say I’m the fortunate one. I never dreamed I’d be engaged to such wonderful girls.” I laughed, glad the mood had improved.

“I have decided.” Michiru-san proclaimed, nodding. “When it comes time for me to bear a child, I shall seek you out, Akio-sama.”

Wait, what? “Where did that come from?” I asked, stunned.

“I have no intention of marriage. I intend to stay by the side of Miyu-sama forever, though there are challenges. But Hori-san, the bodyguard to Tsumura-sama is marrying you too, and I have heard you will allow her to continue her bodyguard duties, so perhaps there is hope for me as well… so if I am to bear an heir I will need a male, for women cannot create life alone. I do not think a child from Akio-sama would be wrong, would it Miyu-sama?”

“A child is surely necessary, but…” Miyu obviously found the thought troubling. Of course she does. She has feelings for Michiru-san. “…I suppose I shall be married in time. I will have to please my husband and bear an heir too. So I …”

“Or…” I interrupted, wanting to put an end to this torture. Michiru-san was cute, but I wasn’t some stud. Besides, I wanted to encourage their love if I could, not that it was any of my business. “… you could grow strong here, Miyu, an indispensable Chosen, and you can dictate your own terms then. After all, you’ll be noble still, but even more precious. I’ll help, so… no hasty decisions. I can speak to Fujiwara-san if necessary, after all, I’m owed a few favours…”

“Yes, enough of this.” Miyu agreed, relieved. “Michiru, Akio-san does not favour you it seems. Besides, you cannot bear a child any time soon.”

“I am sure he is just shy.” Michiru-san pouted. “But you are right. I am getting rather ahead of myself. I first need to ensure your safety! But…” She looked at me then. “… in the future I may call upon you, should I have need.”

I really don’t get how these girls think. Well, just so long as Shaeula never finds out, else I’ll probably wake up to find Michiru-san in my bed one day. To think being too popular could be an issue… even so, it’s not like she’s actually interested in me, and if she’s going down the Girls’ Love route, having a child would be problematic… no, not my problem, and even if it was, it’s an issue for years from now. I’m not going to give in anymore, and a lot can change in a few years anyway. “Right, can we get back on topic? We are wasting time here…”
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Bolts of aether slammed into the strange cat-like creatures that were flocking towards us, the Defensive Emplacements of Miyu’s Territory pouring shots down on them. A group of them slammed into the defensive barrier of the Territory, bouncing off in a shower of silvery sparks, stunned. As Miyu danced, graceful and charming, growing in confidence, the continual surge of darkness elemental damage increased, the enemies disintegrating, turning to ether.

“That’s good.” I approved. “Using your Territory to your advantage is the best way to expand and grow if you aren’t in a reckless hurry.” It was a bit wasteful, as the ether cost of the bolts from the Emplacements were not that much less than the recovered ether, but Miyu didn’t have to rush yet.

“Let the barrier and your turrets do some of the work, while you dance to harm them. Alternatively you can dance the Light and buff up Michiru-san, against weaker opponents.” I had handed Michiru-san an old weapon, a throwing spear tipped with Wyrm fangs. It was nothing special, but Michiru-san had been taught a lot of strange techniques by her father, so she could handle it. I watched her stab several of the cats, killing them without hesitation. I suppose if she’s prepared to fight and kill to protect Miyu in the Material from other people, a few monsters won’t phase her…

Several larger cats, these ones having multiple tails and being the size of tigers, had led the charge, but I had incapacitated them by severing their legs, judging they would be too much for Miyu and Michiru-san, and now the struggling beasts were dying to her darkness damage. It was cruel, but recently I had resolved myself, so I hardened my heart and watched them perish. In time, the surviving cats scuttled off, one of the slower ones speared by Michiru-san.

“That was… exhausting.” Miyu sighed after stopping her dance. Michiru-san ran over to offer her a hand, and wiped off her silvery sweat. “Yet it is nothing compared to the scene in Inuyama. I believe I have learned the lesson you wished to teach me.”

“Yes. And how about you, Michiru-san?” I asked.

“I know I cannot compete with you.” She sounded frustrated, but looked a little happy, and I was starting to understand her subtle expressions. “I can also see I will not be of great use to Miyu-sama here, but… I can still be of some use.”

“Yeah, as long as you don’t do anything foolish.” I agreed. “Use the tools at your disposal, and don’t take on anything too challenging. I’d rather you fled to live and fight another day, and lost the Territory, than risked death.” I do worry about the effect of losing the Anchor, but it didn’t harm Kondou Kazuo or that casino guy the first time. But then, Conqueror was low Level then. No, I’m going to test it soon. It’s still better to run away than to die…

“Once the Conclave has been successfully concluded, if all goes well, I’ll be concentrating on dealing with matters in Tokyo and I’ll have the time to send proper help here. Until then, you need to practise your training…” I had given them their training plans. Miyu was obviously to slowly raise her Levels, while working on improving her dance Skills and general fitness, while Michiru-san was to practise aether manipulation, similar to what my sis had to do to start with.

“I see. For Miyu, I will not fail!” Michiru-san declared, happy that I had let her keep the spear, as well as a few other smaller items I had.

“I still am very frightened, but…” Miyu seemed more relaxed after our battles this evening. “… I do appreciate you showing me safer ways to proceed. I shall do my best as your Vassal, as I promised, raise my value and… get what I want.” She blushed a little, her gaze on Michiru-san, and I smiled back, pleased.

Yeah, that’s kind of sweet. Motoko and Natsumi have a similar vibe, though much more platonic, I think. Even so… as my Vassal and the guard of my Vassal, I have to make sure they are well cared for and can reach their potential…
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“I have-have returned.” I looked away from my computer, to see Shaeula opening her eyes, blinking at me blearily. Soon Hyacinth was also up, fussing around trying to find booze and snacks for us.

“I see. Did it go well? Again, I’m sorry I couldn’t be there. I’ll be glad when we have more time to breathe.” I asked, curious.

“I do not-not disagree.” Shaeula sighed, snuggling up to me. “I too wished you could be there. But I was not-not alone. Hyacinth was there, and even Grulgor. I endured, and was triumphant.”

“Mistress Shaeula was very brave, I knooow!” Hyacinth praised, handing us some beers. I asked if she was going to take one for herself and she started to shake her head, only to relent when I reminded her as we were alone she was on mistress time, so deserved the same treatment, even if she enjoyed serving, so she popped the ring pull on one and drank deeply.

“Yes, I was. But it was surely-surely because I had allies there, giving me courage.” Shaeula finished her first can noisily, before starting on a second, some life coming back into her eyes from the beer and our closeness. “I have done-done it. Four of the Seven are in agreement, and Duke Formor too. Surely the Spring shall be ours now.”

“That’s great.” I kissed her, tasting her scent and the rich malty beer. Hyacinth looked envious, so I called her over and took her in my arms too, kissing her thoroughly as well. Doing this with both of them together is very decadent, but… it’s not bad. When I was done, I asked Shaeula the most important question. “What about Risha and Klena?”

Her expression tensed and I feared the worst, but fortunately I was relieved when I heard Klena would be returned. Though the disappearance of Risha and the fate of Saeca and her other maid weighed heavily on her. “Don’t worry.” I squeezed her tight in my arms. “Everything will be all right. I’ll make it so, if I must. As for Duke Formor, do you think he’ll stick to his word and stop his attempts on you?”

Shaeula shrugged in my tight hug. “I believe so. Grulgor was-was right, it seems.” She seemed shocked at that, a sardonic grin on her pale face. “His eagerness to defeat the Unseelie means he is quite-quite pleased with the deaths of the Myconids. I tempted him with a future plan to retake Salamandrastrae and the north as well, though that is quite-quite the undertaking, and nothing we can-can achieve right now.”

“Hyacinth was sent tooo Akio and the mistresses by the Giants, sooo I feel quite grateful to them!” Hyacinth declared, joining in the hug. “Perhaps ooone day, Hyacinth will … return to the Dark Court. But this time…” her expression darkened. “Hyacinth will nooot be the one to suffer.”

“Yes, those who hurt you will be punished.” I promised. “But just like you, those who can be redeemed should be. Anyway, I want to be there if I can, when you get Klena back. I’d also like to meet some of these Princes as well. Though maybe not your father, yet. Nor your sister.”

Shaeula snickered nastily at that. “You will have to at some-some point, surely. But yes. Not-not now. Speaking of, we have some rather interesting new allies to aid us as adjuncts and secretaries. Elves. They are very-very attractive.”

“Well, I’m not going to pursue them just because they are pretty. But we do need the help…” As we discussed our respective days, Shaeula told me about Moira, and she did seem interesting, though not in a romantic sense. She’s smart, thinking of similar plans to me. That’s what we need.

As for me, I told her and Hyacinth about the events of the day, and Shaeula cheered when she heard I slaughtered the corrupted Kami that had bested us before, and was curious about Honoka-san and Kozue-san. I’m not telling her about the stupid idea Michiru-san had though. She’ll change her mind in the future anyway. Probably.

With my tale told, Shaeula, clutching a beer, a teasing smile on her face, tugged me over to the bed.

Hyacinth hesitated, but with rolled eyes and a wry snort Shaeula bade her join us. Hyacinth did so, lying on the other side of me, her silver-violet eyes intense.

“Yes, it was quite-quite the day.” Shaeula agreed again, guzzling her beer, belching endearingly when she was done. Hyacinth made to rise to get her some more, but Shaeula shook her head, stopping her. “There is no-no need. Instead…” Shaeula grinned, poking at my lower body with one slender finger. “I have-have an idea for other sustenance.”

I grinned, understanding what she meant, and Shaeula slid a hand into my clothes, popping my dick out, though surprisingly, she then released it. Seeing my puzzlement, she smirked knowingly.

“We need-need to stake our claim in Akio’s thoughts. The Elves are indeed-indeed very beautiful. And most of them are eager to make-make your acquaintance.”

“I…” Opening my mouth to deny that, Shaeula silenced me with a kiss, her tongue aggressively darting inside my mouth. I gave in, peering into her amber eyes, and when we finally parted, she licked her lips seductively, face flushed.

“Hyacinth, why do you not-not have a go?” she asked, and Hyacinth hesitated, only for me to pull her close. Seeing me being forceful, Hyacinth’s pale skin reddened, and she too was kissing me, her hands roaming all over my body, though strangely, when she reached for my dick, Shaeula gently smacked her hands away.

I quickly gave up caring about that, Hyacinth’s large chest pressed against me, her kiss entirely different to Shaeula’s. Not just her taste, which was fresh, with a faint hint of mint and grass, but her style was clumsy yet surprisingly tender, as if she wished to unleash herself, but was holding back. I guess it’s a reflection of her nature?

When we finished our deep kiss, Hyacinth giggled to herself, touching her lips, her hand creeping towards me again, but Shaeula once more stopped her. “In time. But I have thought of something fun-fun. Hear me out.”

“Always, mistress Shaeula! Sooo, what are we to do?” Hyacinth licked her damp lips lasciviously, as if to extract every morsel of my taste.

“It is quite-quite simple. Akio is exposed to us, so we can-can see his honest reactions.” Shaeula’s sly grin made my cock twitch. “It would certainly be easy to make-make him rise up with hands or mouth, but… without touching him, with just-just our enticements, can we make him stand tall-tall and proud? Naturally, you will try-try and resist us, making this fun, but… I am confident Hyacinth and I are too-too endearing and sexy for your will.”

“Are you sure about that?” I grinned teasingly. “My Resilience and Determination are solid.” Even if I’m sure nobody uses those stats for this. Nobody but me, anyway…

“A mooost wonderful idea! As expected frooom a princess, mistress Shaeula!” Hyacinth praised, and I had to concede.

“I guess that sounds fun. So…” The minute I agreed, Shaeula started. Her yukata swung open, her sash untied, revealing her smooth, pale skin and small breasts, her nipples hard, the thin thicket of amber hair around her pussy not disguising the fact she was already wet. Idly fanning herself, Shaeula giggled.

“Oh my, how careless of me-me. It seems I am defenceless.”

“As am I. Oooh no, an accident has happened. I am expooosed!” Hyacinth’s words were monotone, but her large breasts had spilled free of her maid outfit, and I found myself swallowing, flanked by small and huge breasts, the contrast arousing.

“Hmm.” Shaeula peered at my dick, which was an experience in itself. “No success yet-yet I see. You are quite-quite the tough nut to crack, Akio. But-but…” Shaeula winked. “Like Eri, I have-have understood you from the start.” Her small hand touched her breast, before sliding down to her pussy, opening it. With a smile, she then began to slide her fingers up and down, touching herself. Her skin quickly darkened with arousal, as her amber eyes peered into mine.

That’s… novel. So she even knows how to masturbate now? Seeing my curiosity, Shaeula shrugged. “Some-some of the manga you have are rather lewd, no?”

Feeling my face heat up, I was distracted by Hyacinth letting out an enticing moan. With a trickle of aether, as I didn’t want to take my attention from Shaeula, I expanded my vision, and could see Hyacinth had hiked up her short skirt, and pulled down her panties I made her wear here, exposing her own seeping slit, which she was clumsily attacking with her fingers.

“No-no, that will not-not do.” Shaeula grinned, showing off. “Like this-this. I admit, else it will not-not feel good.” Shaeula demonstrated, also flicking the engorged ruby bead of her clit. “This feels a little-little hollow, my insides yearn…” Sour liquid trickled free, as she spoke. “…for Akio to enter me, but…” She glanced at my cock, which was still not hard, but certainly wasn’t soft, despite my efforts to resist their arousing display. “…a little teasing now and then is fine-fine.”

Hyacinth nodded, adjusting her fingers, rubbing her own clit, her pussy making damp sounds. Surrounded on the left and right by the two of them exposing themselves, masturbating for me, I tried to remain calm, but as they gasped, moaned and squirmed, their pussies open and clearly ready to accept me at any time, I shivered, and as Hyacinth collapsed to the bed, first to squirt, revelling in my gaze on her embarrassing form, my treacherous dick stood upright.

With a laugh, Shaeula smeared her own juices on the bulging glans, before gently touching the shivering Hyacinth, smearing her fingers with her juices too, before adding them to my cock, and bending over and kissing it softly, as if it was precious to her.

“We win-win.” Shaeula crowed, and I nodded.

“Seems you do.” I agreed. “Are you sure you don’t want to finish?” I asked her, and she shook her head.

“No-no, the point is not-not the pleasure, but the enticement. It seems Hyacinth is more-more sensitive than I am. But-but…” Shaeula warned. “A wife of Akio must not-not merely think of her own pleasure…”

Hyacinth flopped over weakly, exposing herself to me. “I knooow. It is ooonly because Akio is with us, this feels good. Nooow… we won, sooo…?”

“I am quite-quite curious.” Shaeula’s grin was wicked, and her skin was still sweaty and flushed from her masturbation. “How-how do you masturbate? You can not-not tell me you do not-not.”

Now I was the one flushing. “I haven’t, since you arrived in my life.” I replied defensively, and she grinned broadly.

“I would hope not-not. I was prepared to open myself to you had you but-but asked.”

I don’t think so at first, but let her have her fantasies. We love each other now, that’s what matters.

“In any case… yes, I have some adult books and DVD’s. I was an ordinary, healthy guy. So… you really want to see? Damn, that’s embarrassing.”

“Fooor me it was thrilling. Seeing yooou look at me, in such an immodest, dishevelled state, quite unlike a proooper maid should be in… nooo, that is not right. A maid shooould offer her body and shame to master any time he asks!” Hyacinth was peering at my cock eagerly. “Akio, I would nooot shame you, but… I want tooo know your everything!”

“How can-can you deny her that?” Shaeula laughed, and she was right, I couldn’t.

“Fine then. I suppose I don’t mind. Though… it’s probably not as arousing as you girls.” I teased, and Shaeula licked her lips cheerfully, while Hyacinth giggled, still shaken from the afterglow of her orgasm. Gripping my shaft, I began to work it, and it wasn’t long before I was breathing more rapidly, close to an ejaculation.

“I believe it is time.” Shaeula observed, knowing my body well, perhaps due to Lovers’ Link and Kin Bonding.

“Let it ooout, Akio!” Hyacinth giggled, and with a sigh, my hand sped up, and moments later, I gasped that I was cumming. Warm, sticky pearlescent liquid spurted out, and Shaeula held out her hands to catch it, while their eyes were on me.

“Fascinating. Normally it is in-in my mouth, or deep-deep inside me. Seeing it like that… males are indeed very different.” Shaeula snickered. “Here.” She poured some into Hyacinth’s hands. “It is a shame-shame to waste Akio’s precious seed.” She then lapped at it gently, like a cat (or perhaps a weasel) at cream. Hyacinth followed suit, though her tongue was twisting and turning as she slurped it up noisily, with great relish.

“So, Now-now that we have satisfied our curiosity…” Shaeula scratched at her pussy, which was still oozing. “…you should do the proper deed and make-make love to us!”

With a grin, knowing it was coming, I reached out for Shaeula, but she shook her head, guiding me to Hyacinth.

“Nooo, mistress Shaeula, Hyacinth is satisfied, I am sensitive nooow…” she protested, but Shaeula’s grin was wicked.

“All the better. Playing with ourselves was just-just to titillate Akio, you will feel truly sublime with his-his love, his touch. Go, Akio, eat your compliant maid up, even as-as she protests!”

Seeing the red-faced and melted Hyacinth, my cock sprung to attention again, and with a quick kiss on her lips, I thrust my dick into her already prepared pussy, sour liquid scattering. Hyacinth drew in a quick breath, before beginning to giggle, her violet eyes looking into my grey ones. She reached up, hugging me tightly, squeezing her ample breasts against me, before we kissed again. “Yes, this is better. Sooo much better. Hyacinth’s body is nooot my own, not anymore. It is yooours, Akio!”

“No, it’s ours.” I disagreed. Gently, I began to move, since she was still sensitive after her orgasm, but she clutched me tighter.

“Gooo harder. Make Hyacinth pant and squirm. I want tooo feel you desiring me!”

At her word, I kissed her forehead softly, making her giggle, but soon her giggles were gasps and moans, wet sounds and slapping flesh echoing. Her pussy was oozing, and her insides were wriggling as I probed her. Finding one spot that made her shiver, I enjoyed her expressive reactions, her tongue out, panting, her arched back, her jiggling breasts. She was moving her own body despite her languid post-orgasm bliss, and soon she was cumming again.

“Nooo… so shameful! I am a maid fooor master to ravish, Hyacinth is fooor Akio!”

“And I’m for you.” I promised, ready to pull out, but Shaeula stopped me again.

“You have not-not finished. It must be inside her.” Her smile was wicked. “Hyacinth can handle it, she is the best maid, my head-head maid!”

“Yes…” Hyacinth drooled, eyes vacant, her maid skirt completely sodden with her fluids. “Yes, it would be mooost shameful to miss out on your hot love!” She started moving her body, grinding against me, each motion sending shivers through her. Reaching down, I grabbed her hands, entwining our fingers like the lovers we were, and I focussed on my own rising pleasure.

Hyacinth offered her tongue, and I kissed her savagely, and moments later, I cried out, as did Hyacinth, my hot semen boiling into her, filling her up. That was enough to drive Hyacinth to a third orgasm, and her shuddering, tightening pussy milked me dry, forcing out every last drop.

Collapsing down besides the trembling, vacant-eyed Hyacinth, who was twitching in pleasure, drool and nectar leaking from upper and lower lips, my cum trickling out of her spasming pussy, I kept clutching her hands, kissing her tenderly, not just lips, but neck, cheeks, ears, forehead and more until she calmed down. “Are you all right?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Yes, I am cooontent.” Hyacinth touched her exposed belly. “Akio’s warmth is within me. It makes me knooow I am loved, truly loved. Deeds, nooot merely fair words. It is why I looove you!”

“That’s good.” I stroked her hair softly, only to realise Shaeula was also waiting. She had been teasing her crotch while watching me make love to Hyacinth, gently, not to pleasure herself, but to keep her body on edge, skin scalding and hot. Seeing her hungry amber gaze, I grinned wryly, only to be surprised as Hyacinth was the one to pat my head this time.

“I am well satisfied. In fact…” Her smile was rather wicked. “…I cannooot handle any more love now. See to mistress Shaeula. She has been waiting patiently, which is… hard, fooor a princess. Tooo wait for a servant, I am moooved…”

“You are not-not simply a servant, you are more to us.” Shaeula soothed. “But you are quite-quite correct, waiting was rather hard. Fortunately…” She eyed my cock, licking her lips, pussy spread and oozing. “…Akio does not-not disappoint, and he is finding it hard too!”

She’s not wrong. I’m exhausted, but… Shaeula’s always so attractive… all hail Fortitude! With a grin Hyacinth released me, so I matched her smile and seized Shaeula in a hug, before sliding my dick into her accepting slit. She was smaller framed than Hyacinth, and her pussy was tight, and it was slightly hotter.

But the major difference was that Shaeula was somewhat more experienced in sex, so she knew just how to move to make us both feel pleasure. As her bottom shifted, her pussy clamping down on me, she sought my tongue, and we were soon caught up in mutual pleasure, until Shaeula’s words were mostly unintelligible gasps.

“Ahn… uh… I… together, ahn, ahn… please?” Her pleading, teary eyes were sexy, and my answer was another frantic kiss, before I started biting softly on her nipples, my hands gripping her tight ass, lifting her to an upright position, her weight driving my dick deeper, kissing her womb. With a smile, I bounced her up and down, her skin darkening as her arousal spiked, and as her back arched, a cry of joy and pleasure wrung from her lips, I unleashed another jet of hot cum, my third in quick succession, so it was rather diminished, but enough for Shaeula’s small body. Even though she had just climaxed, the feel of my hot liquid deep inside her, soaking her womb, made her shudder in renewed pleasure, and she bit down on my lip, grinning wildly. I felt a brief sting as she marked me, but then, after a tiny trickle of blood, my flesh healed.

“That was… intense.” I groaned, as I fell to the bed, Shaeula on top of me. Hyacinth rolled in close, grasping my free hand, and as my dick popped free, semen and sour fluids seeped from Shaeula’s slit, staining my leg and the bed below. Oh well, I can clean it later…

“But satisfying, no?” Shaeula laughed, once the afterglow of her orgasm faded. “While I do enjoy having you all-all to myself, sharing you with Hyacinth or Eri is good-good sometimes, yes. Would you not-not agree?”

Hyacinth nodded at her question, still basking in the aftermath of her own trio of orgasms. She was nodding so rapidly it looked like her neck was a spring, but she was clearly elated and it was cute. “Yes, Hyacinth is very happy tooo be here. Compared to the booox, this is surely paradise. Mistress Shaeula, mistress Eri… I looove you both. And be it Elves, ooor other mistresses that Akio already loooves… I can hardly wait to serve tooogether with them!”

“Well-well said!” Shaeula approved, grinning cheekily at us. “I can hardly wait as well…”

All right.” I hugged them tightly. “That’s enough of that. I’m not collecting wives for the sake of it. And we can’t rush Hinata, Motoko or Natsumi. The nobility have their own concerns. But… soon enough, I promise.” Kissing them both softly, I smiled, thinking of the future, and my thoughts turned to tomorrow, which did put a dampener on my current happy mood.

Ugh. Meeting Aliyah again should be fine, but… Kondou Kazuo. It’s necessary, but even thinking of talking to the bastard again makes me sick. Still, I needed to be sure, for not only my own misgivings about being a Chosen, but for Miyu, Haru-san and Shuta-san too. And anyone else in the future too, and soldiers like the Major and Lieutenant, who just want to protect Japan…


Two Hundred And Forty-Seven


After our bout of passionate fooling around, the three of us settled down for a few hours of sleep, more to refresh our minds rather than from any real physical need. Still, there was definitely something relaxing about opening my eyes when the sun started streaming through the windows, to find Shaeula asleep on one side of me, her chest rising and falling softly in the throes of her dreams, while on the other Hyacinth was lying there staring at me, her purple eyes soft.

“Good mooorning Akio. Did you rest well?” she asked me in a whisper, so as not to wake Shaeula.

“I slept like a baby.” I grinned, though I always wondered about that saying, as I’m sure I had heard babies didn’t tend to sleep well. I’m pretty sure my sister didn’t when she was a baby… “How could I not, with you and Shaeula here, and our workout?”

Hyacinth flushed at that, her pale flesh tinged pink, and she looked away, eyes moist. “Akio is a flatterer, a heartbreaker. A bad man, but Hyacinth still loooves you!” With that she made to stand to start breakfast, but I stopped her, pulling her in for a morning kiss first.

“Yeah, don’t I know it. Six fiancées and I’m thinking of a seventh, though she’ll shoot me down in a heartbeat, I have no doubt.” Shiro’s a proud girl, I suppose it’s how she’s survived this long with her condition. It might have broken a weaker person. But we’ve been friends for years, the least I can do is see if I can help her with Ether Healing. I’m not doing it to make her owe me, or make her like me more. I’m… not. Hyacinth gave me a look, one I was starting to recognise from all my girls, that she could tell I was thinking something dumb. How do they all do it? It’s a mystery to me.

“Yooou should be more confident, Akio.” Hyacinth declared, finally pulling free, straightening her rather short skirt, which gave me a tantalising glimpse of cloth beneath, before hustling to the kitchen, leaving me some final words. “Else it is rather rude to the mistresses who looove you, like Hyacinth!” With that she was gone, and I pondered that.

Well yeah, that’s two different things. I can’t deny I’m a catch now, even that silly girl Michiru-san was talking about my babies, though I’m kicking that one into the long grass. There are other options in her future I’m sure, and even though she’s cute, I’m not enough of a bastard to father a child on her just for that. But a few months ago, I could never have dreamed of that. Apparently… Kana is interested too?

That was what the girls had said, but I wasn’t so sure. Kana was a naturally flirty girl, but she was a bit like Shiro in a way, with high pride, and she had said numerous times she wanted a guy to think only of her. It’ll be a lucky guy. Kana’s a real beauty, and she has talents too. Though I suspect whoever it is will end up wrapped around her little finger. Maybe Ren-san would be a good match for her? Well, enough of that.

Careful not to wake Shaeula I reached for my laptop and began tapping away softly, working on several pressing issues that needed my authorisation, such as preliminary plans for the Ministry and other related matters…
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Shaeula let out a long, contented sigh, causing me to roll my eyes. “You shouldn’t have whiskey with breakfast, I don’t want you turning into a drunk, do I?”

Shaeula grinned, putting down her empty glass, causing Hyacinth to top it up from the bottle, looking delighted to serve. Shaeula smirked at me, before taking another long gulp of the amber liquid that matched her eyes and hair, small throat working as she swallowed. Placing down the now half-empty glass again, she sighed, more serious.

“Akio, you worry too-too much. You know if we choose, we can-can instantly purge the effects of alcohol with Ether Healing.” She shook her head. “I am merely happy to have this reprieve from my many-many troubles. To think that the politics…” her lips curled sourly at the word. “… would be harder than defeating the Myconids. Still, I hope the worst-worst is over. But… just because four of the Seven support us, that is not-not enough. I wish to bring at least one more-more onto our side. Then I shall do something about Duke Vulpatrius. Even Duke Formor declares that stupid firefox will not-not stop his hatred of me and my family.”

“All right, I get it.” I agreed, patting her head, making her smile. “I promise I’m going to help with that, once we’ve got all the current problems here in the Material sorted. Speaking of… we are scheduled to meet Aliyah and her brother this morning at the military prison they are confined in. If all goes well, and we can use them… well, I’d like your winds as insurance.”

“That female. I remember her well. Foolish, to think-think a few mortals with their toys could defeat you. She was annoying, but rather-rather fun to tease.” Shaeula reminisced. “So, what do you wish from them?”

As I explained, Hyacinth brought over steaming bowls of rice, miso and also more Western breakfast dishes. As we filled up, not forgetting to thank Hyacinth for her service, which made her glow with happiness every time, I explained my plans. Shaeula listened intently, but I notice she did cut back on her drinking, probably to not worry me.

“I see.” Shaeula sighed when I was done. “Yes they could be useful, but-but… you have no need for it to be them, do you? Others would suffice, and might be more-more trustworthy.”

“Yeah, but… I’ve been thinking about it, and we can’t just focus on Japan. Don’t get me wrong, I’m Japanese first and foremost, so obviously I want my country to be safe, but… this is a worldwide issue. I’m hoping this could be a good first step to international cooperation. And also a warning.” My gaze hardened. “Hit out at me and mine, and I’ll not only crush your plans, but turn them against you. I want other countries to think twice about targeting anyone I care about.”

“I see. I have no-no objections.” Shaeula shrugged. “After all, it is no worse than what Duke Formor has done-done. I suspect it will leave a foul-foul taste in your mouth though, such forgiveness.”

“Who said anything about forgiveness?” I disagreed. “I’m just being pragmatic. It’s up to them, but if they accept, I’m going to work them until they bleed as compensation. I can forgive attacks on me, but they put Kana, Marika-chan and the others at risk, as well as nearly killed the Detective and Officer Usui. That doesn’t just get forgiven.”

“I see. Yes, I understand. Much as I have no-no wish to pardon Duke Formor, but I must-must for the stability of the Seelie Court, and to get Klena back safely. I see-see. Yes, we must be compensated, and they must labour to earn the precious gift of our clemency!” She laughed loudly at that.

Quite the way to put it, but yes. They only get a second chance because Aliyah was right. She kept Eri and Aiko out of it, when our carelessness, no, my carelessness had put them and our families in danger. As to if they’ll take it… well, it’s up to them.

“Once that is done…” I was the one sighing now. “We are visiting Kondou Kazuo in Katsushika later this evening. He’s awaiting execution in the prison there, so…” I explained to Shaeula about my theories, and she nodded.

“Yes. You would have been a fool-fool indeed to try that on the granddaughter of an important backer. Much-much better to put such a vile male to better use, so he may redeem a mere-mere fraction of his many-many sins, before his just death.” Shaeula agreed. “This power from the Gods you have been given is indeed a great mystery, and one we should surely-surely seek to unravel. So, what of Haru?”

“I think it would be for the best if she faces him down, so she can put it behind her. Well, that’s what I think, anyway, but I can’t really imagine what she suffered, so maybe that’s just my arrogance speaking. It’s her decision in the end.”

“Arrogance? Compassion, I would say.” Shaeula disagreed. “You simply wish her to be happy in the future, do you not-not?”

“Yeah, but… I’m not a woman. I know I was hit by her empathic light, but even then, it wasn’t real to me, not being a woman I couldn’t process everything she felt or suffered. It’s just… oh, I don’t know. It’s hard to put into words. But my gut instinct says that if she was to confront him, and realise he couldn’t hurt her any more, she might be able put it behind her, eventually. Not easily perhaps, not quickly, but in time.”

Shaeula kissed me then, and I responded. As we pulled apart, lips damp, her grin was blinding. “I do so love-love the kind side of you. I am a female. Though I have not-not suffered such cruelty, and never will, for you will protect me, and I shall protect myself.” She declared. “But… if I think-think of another male, abusing and slaying me… yes, it would be scarring indeed. Hence why show Kondou Kazuo no mercy. If your experiments prove cruel, remember what he did to Haru, and many-many others.”

“You’re right. And I’m prepared for that. Just another good intention on the road to Hell.” I snorted.

“Were we to end up in this Hell, perhaps we shall rebuild it more-more to our tastes.” Shaeula joked, and I felt my heart ease, as it often did when I was with Shaeula, or Eri, or the others. Even being with my sis can lighten my mood. To think I spent several years barely going out, just working, when apparently I’m a person who needs companionship.

Hyacinth scuttled over, eating her own breakfast, and started joking with us and the tense mood dissipated. Yeah, I’ll ask Haru-san one last time. No pressure. And then… off to prison again. Though as a visitor this time, fortunately…
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“I… if you really think I should.” Haru-san murmured uneasily, as I asked her again if she had made her decision. Behind us, Karen-chan was shaking her head at me, pulling a face, and I realised she had suffered as well, though luckily it had not gone beyond harassment for her.

“I don’t know.” I said honestly, surprising her. “I really don’t. How could I? But…” I looked her in the eyes seriously, trying to convey my feelings. “… look, how was last night? Did you enjoy spending time with your father again?”

Haru-san nodded, thrown by the change of subject. “I did. It’s been like a dream, spending time at home with daddy again, seeing my old house, the photographs of my mom. Sleeping in my own room. Sleeping. I’m a ghost, how does that even happen?” A slight smile crept onto her face. “And I have you to thank for it, Akio-san, I know that. I still miss my friends, but you were right, it won’t be forever. Daddy is going to see if any of the friends I worked with are suitable for the new Ministry, and… oh sorry, I’m rambling on.” She looked at the amused expression on my face and glanced down shyly. “But yes. I’m happy.”

“But you still hate him, right?” I asked, and she sighed, a long, bitter exhalation.

“Of course I do.” Her fists clenched. “He… I was an innocent young woman. I’d never even had a boyfriend, and he took everything from me. The pain, the fear, the loss… in the end, death was a mercy. But somehow I came back. I didn’t survive…” She always seemed to make a joke of that, and I was sure it was a coping mechanism. “… but I came back. Yet I’m still dirty, ruined. What happened to me still happened, even if not to my new body. My heart… it’s stained in filth and scars. At least I’ll always have my daddy, and I can get back my friends, but nobody is ever going to love…”

“Bullshit. That’s crap and you know it.” I declared sternly. My employees other than Karen-chan had made themselves sensibly scarce, and Karen-chan was glaring at me, as if telling me to shut up, but I wasn’t going to bow on this. “The fact that you were a victim doesn’t make you any less than you were before, and anybody that thinks that can fuck off. I…”

“What do you know?” she whispered, but her tone held deep anger, self-loathing. “Talk is cheap. You can say that because you don’t know, you can’t know! Your girls…” She looked at Shaeula, who shrugged, staying out of it. “… they were pretty and clean, right? That’s what everyone likes. I’m tainted. I’m grateful you put me back together, Akio-san, but I’m like a broken vase which has been glued, I’ll never be beautiful again…”

Damn, I’ve stepped in it here. And she’s right. I don’t understand. I know she knows it isn’t her fault, but even so… she’s suffering, and I hate that. But this isn’t something I can help her with. Hence why I thought if she had closure, it’d help, at least a little…

As I went silent she smiled triumphantly at me, and was about to speak again, when suddenly a hand fell on her shoulder. She jumped, alarmed, only to see it was Hyacinth, looking incredibly sympathetic. “Hyacinth understands.” she spoke quietly, shaking her head. “I was hurt fooor a long, looong time. Many terrible things. I do not care to compare ooour suffering, but I did not get the mercy ooof death. So when I left the booox, Hyacinth just wanted to die. I had nooo name, no hope, only memories ooof … bad times.” Her voice dropped further, cracking with emotion. Haru-san had paused, surprised. She had spent a little time with Hyacinth in the Boundary, but had never talked about such matters.

“Master means what he says. Master loooves Hyacinth, I know it. He treasures this dirty, ruined me, and my tears, they wash away the filth. I am cooovered, caked with ruin, but every day, Hyacinth feels the burden getting lighter.” She tightened her grip, and Haru-san winced under the pressure. “Master doooes not see the dirt. He is a fool, but a kind ooone, and he does not lie.”

“Hyacinth.” I said softly. “I’ve told you. There’s nothing dirty about you. You’re you, and your past doesn’t matter to me, or Shaeula, or Eri, or anyone else who matters. The same goes for you, Haru-san. I’m sorry I can’t understand what you’ve been through. And I honestly don’t think you are tainted. No more than Hyacinth is. Some might think differently when they know. You might lose some friends, people might talk about you behind your back. But those fuckers don’t matter. Those that see you as you and care about you do. Your father. Does he love you any less?”

Haru-san shook her head, and Hyacinth giggled, touched once more that I continued to reassure her.

“You’re Suzuki Haru, candidate called by Kannon, Goddess of Compassion. So please, spare a little for yourself. Don’t let that fucker win. I assure you, I am going to track down every last Unseelie that hurt and tormented Hyacinth, and I’m going to present them with the bill. They won’t be able to afford it, but I’ll still make them pay. And not because doing so will make Hyacinth cleaner, or make her forget the past. That’s part of her. The good and the bad. Again, it sounds awfully arrogant of me saying this, as I never suffered the fear, the shame, the regret… but without it, Hyacinth wouldn’t be here today. I still wish she had instead lived as a Brownie, happy, never knowing such horrible times, just as I wish you never went to that party, and suffered what you did. But I’m not a God, I can’t turn back time. I wish I could! But you are both here now, and I want you to know, when I look at you, I only see who you are, and you are both kind, good girls.”

“I find it amusing master always talks tooo me like I am sooo much younger.” Hyacinth snickered. “I have lived many, many years. But Hyacinth likes it. I feel like a yoooung girl again. I feel… hope.” She cocked her head. “Dooo you feel it, Haru? Master shines. He hates sadness. Even if yooou hate him for speaking about things he knows nothing about, he will still try to reassure yooou. He may be foolish, but he wants to help!”

Haru-san was silent, before answering Hyacinth. “You too?” At her nod, she looked at me then. “And you really don’t care, and treat her the same as the others?”

“Of course I care.” I shook my head. “But only because there’s no way I’m letting those who hurt her win. Hyacinth is Hyacinth. Just as you are Suzuki Haru, and though it hurts, there are those who will see that, not what you fear. Though again, life isn’t nice enough to have everyone think that way. I get it. You’re bound to be hurt, suffer slanders… which is why you need to face him one last time, defeat him, I think. That way, even when those fools who don’t understand your worth hurt you, you can remember you won, and he, and those fuckers who disparage you, aren’t worth the shit on the sole of your shoe.” Even just thinking about this sort of thing makes me furious. If I ever am an Astral Emperor, such crimes will be punished in ways that make those ancient Greek and Roman Gods who loved their cruel and unusual punishments look like innocent pacifists…

“I see.” Haru-san giggled then, though her eyes were still dark with emotion. “Fine. I’ll go. If you feel that strongly about it. If it goes wrong, you have to take responsibility.” She looked at Hyacinth then. “And thank you, Hyacinth. I’m sorry, I always thought… well, no, I never really thought about the past of anyone else. I’m happy you found someone to love you. Maybe… maybe I can too one day.”

“You will.” I promised, before giving her the details of where and when to meet us. “After all, you will be a very important person in the future. They’ll be queuing up!”

“We’ll see.” she replied, leaving, and Karen-chan let out a huge sigh when she was out the door.

“Idiot. You stepped foot into one realm a man never ever should. You are lucky she didn’t hand in her resignation right here and now.” Her tone softened though, and she smiled at me. “Still, you may be a moron, who has no idea of what she suffered, but at least she could see you really care. As can I. Now get going, or you’ll be late, right?”

I checked my watch, not realising the conversation had run long. “Shit, yeah, we need to hustle. Shaeula, Hyacinth, come on…”
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“Long time no see.” Treyvon drawled, as we met inside the prison that was run by the military. There were no glass screens or other security measures between the three of us and the four mercenary prisoners, merely a table set up with some seats, but around the room were waiting several armed soldiers carrying standard-issue assault rifles. Besides, if they try anything, any one of us could subdue all four without any trouble.

“We were starting to give up hope you’d come and see us, man.” He glanced at me, his dark-skinned face expressive. “By the way, nice suit. And have you been working out? You look more toned.”

Before I could answer, his sister Aliyah spoke up, her expression sour, her blue eyes judgemental. I noticed that she no longer had her hair beads in, and her hairstyle was a little different, less vibrant. “Shit, Trey, stop complimenting the bastard… err, I mean… oh, fuck it if I know what I mean.” She threw her hands in the air, clearly angry. “We waited for him to get his arse down here to see us, and he brings a new cutie with him. Damn, that hair and those eyes. But seriously, a maid outfit? If you can call it an outfit, I’ve seen more decent strippers. That your new perversion, guy?”

Shaeula laughed at that, while Hyacinth looked a little offended. I at least made her wear a long coat on the journey, but she’s taken it off. Okay, yes, she’s showing a lot of leg and cleavage, but… bah, that doesn’t matter. “Actually, it’s her thing. Not mine, I assure you.”

“Though of course, you do love it when she serves you in bed, do you not-not?” Shaeula grinned.

“God damn it, shoving it in my face. You’re a right bitch, ain’t you?” Aliyah grumbled. The two other men were wisely keeping silent, though I did catch them casting glances at Hyacinth and her revealing clothing. Looking is all you get to do. Try and touch and you’ll be enjoying broken fingers…

“A bitch? Me? How so-so?” Shaeula was amused. “I am merely answering your question. Akio does indeed-indeed love Hyacinth a great deal, and she loves him.”

“So what about your fiancée, that Asian girl with the decent chest?” She crudely described Eri, annoying me, and her brother was whispering for her to "cool it", seeing as she was getting heated. Still, she had obviously been stewing while in prison, so she wasn’t able to keep her anger leashed. “She know about this, you fucking playboy?”

“Yes, she does.” Shaeula answered for me. “Indeed-indeed, I believe they had what you might call a threesome for Hyacinth’s first-first time. Eri approves of her, as she does the others.”

“Others? I shouldn’t ask, as I’m already fucking dreading the answer…” Aliyah shook her head, and her ample chest bounced, drawing my eyes, earning a withering snort of disgust from her.

“Here.” Shaeula flipped around her phone. The guards tensed, as normally that wouldn’t be allowed in prison, but since it was a military facility and they were special guests, they let it slide. “Akio is engaged to these as well.” She showed her pictures of Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi. “Six brides, for now-now.” Shaeula laughed happily.

“Fucking cradle snatcher!” she snapped. “That one there’s a kid!”

“Japanese girls look younger to Westerners.” I defended myself, not that I saw why I should, as Hinata was old enough to get engaged and married. “Besides, what business is it of yours who I marry?”

“What business? Oh shit Trey, is he trying to piss me off?” She slammed a fist on the table, again spooking the guards a little. “Six fucking girls. Pervert. I don’t see why any of those cuties would want to put up with that. They should try the other side. Women like me would treat them right, and wouldn’t two-time.. no, fucking six-time them! Fuck, bigamy is illegal in Japan too, I’m not stupid!”

“Sis, I remember that time you asked both sisters of a pair to go out with you within an hour of each other…” Treyvon began, but she silenced him with a glare.

“Trey. Shut. The. Fuck. Up. Please. Seriously, Akio. I can call you that, right?” her tone was bitter. “You just came here to rub my face in it, didn’t you? I get it. You’re pissed off with us. But fuck you, that was a job, and we did the best we could at it to prevent innocent victims. Including your fiancée and your sister. Thinking about it, she had a decent rack for an Asian girl too… ah, fuck. You piss me off! You have such a punchable face! Let me take another swing at… no, that won’t do shit. Let me shoot you, please! One shot, right in the face, that’s all I’m asking!”

“Instead, would you rather play some cards?” Shaeula grinned wickedly. That shut Aliyah up, she suddenly shrank in on herself, remembering. I remembered too, which only annoyed her more.

“Thank God, I can cut in now.” Treyvon spoke rapidly. “Sorry about my sis man, it’s just... the guards have treated us fairly, we get to exercise and spend some time together, but she’s still going stir-crazy.”

“I get it. Plus to be honest, other than our first meeting, we’ve not exactly… hit it off.” I conceded. “Still, I honestly had no intention to upset her.” Shaeula was showing off her engagement ring, and that reminded me. Damn, I have to get Hyacinth and the others rings, it isn’t fair only Shaeula and Eri get them. I need to meet Natsumi’s parents too. Sooner rather than later.

“As for being a cheating playboy, I guess I’m guilty. But Eri told me to own it, and so I will.” I interjected myself between the teasing Shaeula and the defeated Aliyah. “As for the law on bigamy. Let’s just say… I’m getting it modified.”

Everyone looked at me, puzzled, and I grinned. “I’m not saying it to boast, though I did pressure the Prime Minister into it, just for my girls. I’m more saying it so… you know the sort of influence I wield. You might want to cut down on the bullshit and listen, if you ever want out of here!” My tone changed, and I was deadly serious.

“Yeah, I think we should play ball.” one of the men I didn’t know said, and the other nodded.

“Come on Aliyah, boss. The Company is barely holding together, we either get out of here soon, or there’s nothing to go back to.”

“Shit, they’re right. Luciana is doing her best and all, but… our reputation is in the fucking toilet, and the money won’t last forever.” Aliyah sighed.

“So, uh, we were thinking…” Trey began, taking that as his cue to negotiate. “Keeping us in this military prison seems rather wasteful, taxpayer dollars, well, yen I guess… never mind. It’s needless. Sure, we did illegally attack you, and carry unlicensed weapons, but... you’re fine, right? Stronger than ever, I’d say.”

“Yes. That’s true.” I agreed. “In fact, were your agent buddies to try anything now, I’d take them down before they could even blink. But while I’m fine, what about the Detective and his Officer? Without me on the scene, they’d have died. You think I can forget that?”

“Shit, your hands ain’t so clean, are they?” Aliyah snorted. “You killed a couple of those fucking alphabet clowns, and I bet they ain’t the only ones. I can see it. Your eyes have changed, they’re harder.”

She’s not wrong. Ginneka, Duke Myrcolaxriath, The Wild Hunt, sapient beings in the Boundary. Enemies all, but… yeah, not so different. “True. So say I let that go. The fact is, you still broke the law.”

“Yes, and in America, we have a thing called plea bargains. That old geezer, your Minister for Defence, Mr Tsumura, I believe…”

“Akio’s grandfather now. One-one of the girls in the pictures was his granddaughter.” Shaeula teased. Aliyah gave her a flat look, but with a deep breath (which made her ample chest push against her drab prison clothes rather distractingly) she allowed Trey to continue.

“… I see. So, you are well-connected then. Anyway, he said perhaps if we wanted to get out, we could strike a deal. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather walk out of here a free man, and I got the implication that our governments don’t want shit to get… complicated.”

“True. But I’m no civil servant.” Well, technically I guess I am as a special advisor, but… “I’m not beholden to go with what my country wants. I’m a private citizen. Despite that…” I looked at them all, pretending to think. “… Aliyah, you were right about one thing. I was careless, and it put my family in danger. Why didn’t you get the agents to take them hostage? That might even have worked. Though if it didn’t, you’d be dead.”

“I told you, dumbass. We don’t fucking involve kids or innocent women. We may be mercenaries… oh, sorry, Private Military Contractors, but we ain’t savages. We have our pride, same as you. So thanks. For saving that police girl. That would have haunted my conscience forever. You too, right Trey?”

He nodded. “Yeah. That was bad shit. But then, this whole situation is a mess. The world’s gone mad, and everybody is scrambling for what they can.” He looked at Hyacinth then. “Violet eyes huh? Could be natural, it’s like one in a ten thousand or so, right? But with that shade, and that hair… she’s like the other little lady, right?” he nodded at Shaeula. “Not exactly… human.”

“Good guess.” I agreed. Turning to the guards, I asked them to leave. They protested, but in the end left us alone. Though I bet they’ll still watch through the monitors. “Look, what do you know? Cards on the table.”

At that Shaeula snickered, and Aliyah flinched, then cursed herself for her reaction. Hyacinth merely watched on, occasionally refilling tea and snacks from the supplies at the side of the room.

“We trust you boss. Do whatever you think!” one man urged, the other nodding. Aliyah sighed, and added her own words of assent to Trey, who conceded.

“Right. It’s obvious that some guys like you have gained superpowers. Not sure why or how. It can’t be too many, not like one in a dozen, or even a thousand, and it can’t have been too long ago, or there’s no way the world can keep this shit hidden.”

I kept my face impassive, impressed at his guessing. I motioned for him to continue.

“We have a code as a PMC. We don’t divulge mission info or client info. So don’t expect that. It’s not just loyalty to good old Uncle Sam. Our country isn’t all rainbows and unicorns.” He chuckled. “But we don’t hate our country, just some of the bastards in it. So we won’t betray them. Even if we did, we’d disappear. We know too much. But we can tell you this. There are others like you, and others worldwide hunting them down. I don’t know if it’s to kill them, or for experiments, or just to make them part of the army.”

“That makes sense. Any government that doesn’t try and root out their own Chosen is one that isn’t going to last. But kidnapping from other countries… that’s like stealing nuclear weapons. That isn’t going to fly, especially from allies.” I warned.

“No shit. Why do you think we didn’t want to do this job?” Aliyah sighed. “But it was a red notice. In the business, you don’t get a choice on those, not if you want any jobs in future other than babysitting nobodies or manning bases while other Companies get to do the real shit. Fuck, I wish I’d never reported on you, it was off-mission, but what can I say, I’m a professional.” She did look sorry.

“I understand necessity.” Shaeula declared. “After all, to secure our Territory we have had to push out or kill-kill others. But this is about far-far more than what is right or what is wrong, This is about survival. For-for everyone.”

“Survival?” Trey asked, and I realised it was now time.

“Here’s the deal. We do know what is going on. But trust between us… well, it isn’t exactly high, is it? Still, you gave yourself one chance, by coming after me, not my family. Shaeula here has a gift. She can make it so you can’t break a promise to us.” It doesn’t quite work like that, but her befuddling winds will easily bind them if they accept it and think that is how it works.

“Shit. Mind control?” Aliyah cursed, wary. “That how you got all those cute girls to…” She trailed off at my witheringly humourless glare. “Fuck, come on, if I can’t have some gallows humour here, when can I? Mind control is worse than death, being someone's puppet… fuck, I knew you were a bad bitch. Cute as hell and just my type, but bad to the fucking core.”

Shaeula merely flashed her engagement ring, taunting her with a smile. “I could perhaps do that, but why would I? Akio does not-not care for such evils. He would order me in a heartbeat, could it save someone he cares about, but for this-this…” She shook her head. “… mindless puppets would be most-most useless. No, we are the ones who have the power here, do we not-not?”

“Yeah. You want answers and want out? Well we have answers and can get you out, but what can you offer us in return?”

“We’re pros. We can’t betray secrets or the code, but… pay us and we’ll work for you.” Trey offered. “You might be in with your government, but a force you can control independently, that’s got to be worth something.”

It is. Fujiwara Security is all very well, but relying on them to protect my family isn’t a long-term solution. I need my own private guards, trained, ruthless and in my debt. But most of all, fully my own. The befuddling winds can ensure that.

“It is. So let me be blunt. I need security I can trust absolutely. If I get that, I can pay for it. After all, I’m marrying money too.” I grinned. “But the tenets are… all of our secrets must be kept absolutely. You must do everything possible to prevent harm to the ones you are guarding. You must follow the training programmes you are assigned no matter how strange it seems. And lastly… you don’t answer to anyone but me and my fiancées.”

“You sound seriously confident. I like a man with confidence.” he smiled.

“Knock it off, Trey.” Aliyah rolled her eyes. “I doubt he’s up for a tumble with you, you ain’t his type. Lose the cock and balls and shrink down a lot and he might consider it. Anyway, fuck, by anyone you mean ignore the law and shit, don’t you?”

“Laws can and will be changed. And I’m owed favours from important people. But harm to those I love can’t be undone. It’s obvious which I’d prioritise.”

“So, about the pay…” Trey asked. “… I get you have the stronger position here, but shit, we have to eat.”

“It’ll be fair, considering your position. Perhaps in time, with your loyalty, even more than fair.” I suggested. “After all, we don’t want brainwashed drones, but loyal allies. We’ll get you dual citizenship under the new scheme too, and immigration for your people who agree our terms. But they have to take the oath under Shaeula too, so they can’t betray us. Any that don’t, we don’t want.”

“I didn’t know you did dual nationality…” Aliyah muttered.

“It’s new. Part of the paradigm. Whatever you think you know, we know more. And we’ve been busy.”

“Can we talk to our people?” Trey asked. “I’ll be discreet.”

I handed them a phone. “Knock yourself out.”

“Fine then.” He turned to the guys, who nodded, then his sister.

“Well fuck, is the Black Wolf Company going to be Black Wolf Security now? Doesn’t sound like the sort of job that picks up girls…”

“You’d be surprised.” I grinned. “But no. I still think your mercenary connections could be of use, too…”
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“Fine then. We accept.” Trey agreed. He had spoken to Luciana on the phone, and after some back and forth, Aliyah had butted in.

"It’s the only fucking way we are seeing daylight without looking through prison bars!" and "fuck, we’re still getting paid!" were some of her cleaner retorts. It seemed that she had warmed to the idea as they discussed it, and we revealed a little of what we wanted.

“So, we bring in trustworthy PMC’s, good fighters with morals, and we still take on missions we can handle that don’t cause problems.” Trey confirmed, surprised. “And you and some of your people are joining the Black Wolf?”

“In name only. Though maybe if we are needed we can lend a hand. But security comes first.” I demanded. “That way we can get access to information without you betraying the US or the PMC code.”

“Technically. Sneaky literal genie bullshit.” Aliyah said sourly. “They are still going to look at us like failures, we won’t get shit for intel. And if you start exploiting it, they are going to catch on fast. Then it’s kill squad time on our asses, every merc a foe.”

“No, that’s why you pull in as many other trustworthy groups as possible. Look, you are going to find this hard to believe, but this is bigger than politics, whose country is best. This is the potential, likely end of the world unless we do something about it. I’m doing my best to get Japan ready, and make sure those I love are safe. But it won’t be enough if the rest of the world gets invaded by demons or something like that. Shit, for all I know zombie apocalypses could break out, or an ancient evil God wakes up. Maybe all of those at once!”

“You’re shitting me, right?” she scoffed, and when we shook our heads she slumped in her chair, puzzled.

“So, how do we fight something like that?” Trey asked, and I smiled. A dazzling jade aura rose around Shaeula, their prison smocks blowing in the breeze.

“Well, if you are ready to swear those oaths, so we can fully trust you, then I’ll tell you…”

The mercenaries exchanged one more glance, before Trey nodded. “Fine. We don’t have a choice. Not if we want freedom.”

“Yeah, it’s bullcrap.” Aliyah peered at Shaeula, who was grinning. “If you fuck with my mind so I start craving his dick, I’m going to find a way to kill you if it’s the last thing I do…”

“What a marvellous idea. Perhaps I shall do just-just that…” Shaeula teased her, until I interceded.

“Come on, why would I do that? I have Shaeula, Hyacinth, Eri and the others already. I don’t need you… besides, I’m not that much of a bastard.”

“Good. You best not be.” she grumbled, her arms crossed under her chest as she scowled. “Though somehow the way you said that pisses me off. Nah, maybe it’s just you who makes me mad in general. Fuck, I thought it was my lucky day when we captured the target in Vegas and I won that money. Guess it wasn’t after all. Fuck, when I get out of here, I want a steak dinner and some damn hard spirits…”

As the winds blew and Shaeula asked them to focus, pledging to us, the winds sinking in and fogging their minds, convincing them it was their own desires to keep faith with us, making it extremely difficult for them to betray us, I shook my head. If she knew I was trying to rig things to help her and Buck get second and third, she’d probably be even more annoyed. Best I say nothing. My thoughts turned to our next meeting, which was likely to be far more unpleasant…


Two Hundred And Forty-Eight


“So, are you ready?” I asked Haru-san, who was looking pale enough to seem a ghost, to an outside observer. We had fetched her, and along with Hyacinth and Shaeula (who was still basking in the amusement of having teased Aliyah rather unmercifully) we had arrived at the ominous Tokyo Detention Centre, in Katsushika. It held the majority of the prisoners awaiting execution in Japan, and looked like a series of old-style tower blocks, grey and drab.

“I… well…” she hesitated, before shaking her head. “No. I’ll do it.”

“If it becomes too much at any point, just go.” I soothed, trying to reassure her. “I’m here, Shaeula and Hyacinth too. There’s no way he can hurt you anymore.”

“Indeed, I have my hand around his heart.” Shaeula quoted from one of her anime. “He can not-not refuse my will and my winds.”

“If this wretch causes yooou any trouble, I will throttle him, dooo not worry.” Hyacinth also chimed in, and Haru-san smiled a little at their support.

“Thank you. Shaeula, Hyacinth. And you too, Akio-san. I don’t feel good about this, not at all, but I know you mean well. We might… might as well get this over with.” She swallowed nervously, before letting out a long sigh, and then gathered her strength. “What’s the worst that can happen, right? After all, I’m already dead…”

I do wish she wouldn’t joke about that so much. “Shall we go?” I offered her my arm, and we headed for the entrance, looking very out of place here…
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“Isn’t this a pleasant surprise?” The man in front of us, Kondou Kazuo, spat. His blonde hair had been shaved to a crew-cut, clinging tight to his scalp, and his scarred face and milky-white eye gave him a baleful countenance. One arm was bound to his side, and he looked… smaller somehow, less threatening. Even so, Haru-san was waiting outside with Hyacinth, only Shaeula entering with me to start with.

“Not-not for us.” Shaeula grumbled, sighing, and he turned his attention to her, his one good eye gleaming cruelly.

“Well, if it isn’t the bitch who thwarted my plans.” He ran his tongue along his dry lips, the expression disgusting. “Pretty as ever. Fuck, I’d just love to get you bent over and…” His words were cut off by a single blow from my fist. He staggered to his knees, vomiting stomach acids and the remains of his morning meal, splattering the table. I pulled my punch, but I might have gone just a touch too hard. There’s blood in that vomit.

“The fuck are you doing…?” he gasped when he could speak again, looking up at us from where he lay sprawled on the table. “…I may be a prisoner, but I know my fucking rights…”

“Yeah, well sorry to say, you don’t have any.” I declared. “After all, you didn’t contest your trial, did you, so you are just awaiting death.”

“That fucking whore there made m…” he started again, only for me to backhand him across the face. His head struck the table, and only his Chosen strength prevented serious injury. Even so, I caught sight of a tooth flying from his mouth, bouncing off the wall.

“Slow learner, aren’t you?” I warned, shaking my fist to clear off the blood. “You don’t get to talk to Shaeula like that. You have a real problem with women, don’t you?”

“Oh come on.” He spat more blood, before wiping at his chin with his hand, his one good eye staring at us balefully, full of hatred. “What man doesn’t want to fuck every pretty woman he sees? You’re doing this one, right? I can tell.”

“Yeah, I am.” I admitted. “So what? There’s a big difference between that and what you do. Rape, torture, murder. It isn’t just about sex is it? It’s about power.”

“It’s about what’s fun, dipshit. You should get a clue. I always knew I was special, ever since I was a kid. I deserve what I want. Don’t tell me you don’t feel the same way? You and her.” He leered at Shaeula, and even with her unruffled personality, she found his gaze disgusting, so she took a step behind me, shielding her from it.

“You are just like me, special. Chosen by the very Gods. Chosen to be Gods.” He let out a bloody sigh. “To think I met my defeat at that hands of a self-righteous pussy like you. Well, Kiku was useless in the end too, the whore. Tricking me, trying to control me…”

He paused suddenly. The door opened again, and Hyacinth entered. She was wearing her coat though, I was not giving Kondou Kazuo the satisfaction of seeing her in her skimpy outfit. Even so, his gaze was slimy, as though he was appraising a cut of meat, even now, and I felt what little trepidation I had at the thought of these experiments vanish. Damn, the bastard hasn’t changed at all. Even defeat and his impending death hasn’t made him any less a monster. Shit, whichever God chose him was a moron.

And after her, Haru-san was following, her head down, bangs hiding her eyes. Still, Kondou must have recognised her, as he let out a gasp of shock. “How… you’re dead, bitch! I remember…”

At that Haru-san flinched, and Kondou started smiling, the blood dripping from where I had hit him making him appear ghoulish. “Oh, couldn’t get enough of when I tasted you, bitch? See, I knew you were inviting me, shaking that ass, looking like a timid…”

“Enough!” Shaeula declared, the winds surging around her, the room filled with flecks of jade. “Be silent and do not-not speak unless spoken to, and cease such foul-foul words.”

Kondou nearly bit his tongue as his jaw slammed shut, the energies absorbed into him. I took the opportunity to unveil my Eye, watching the process, and I could see his Astral body, the capillaries and Chakras shining dully, though his clothing made it harder to see precise details, blocking my view. Though what I could see was the nail Shaeula had repurposed from Kiku, which was still lodged within his subtle body, and the winds were being sucked inside and amplified, dramatically strengthening the effect.

“Haru, dooo you wish me to squeeze him to death?” Hyacinth giggled. “If you feel sad, seeing him hurt might make yooou feel better?”

“That would be wasteful. We came here to learn, did we not-not?” Shaeula disagreed, having controlled him. Even so, Kondou Kazuo was still struggling, his face red, the effort to resist bursting some of his blood vessels, bruises starting to form on his skin. “Though I do understand. His very-very existence is an affront to us all.”

“See?” I whispered softly to the shaking Haru-san. I was careful not to move towards her or touch her, waiting for her to calm down, speaking in a gentle, soothing tone. “Sorry if that brought back bad memories, but… he’s helpless now.”

As if to emphasise the point, Shaeula struck him with her small fist, rather hard, and he was slammed into the table yet again. His expression was murderous, but he could do nothing against the lingering binding of her winds, centred on the dagger-like nail.

“Yes.” Haru-san whispered, before repeating it, her voice a little stronger. “Yes. He… oh I feel sick. But…” She shook her head. “Just seeing him again, my heart races faster, my breath burns, I feel faint. I…” Wisps of light were rising from her, indigo sparks. “… I hate this. Hate you. Why?” she asked him, tears in her eyes. “Why? Fun?” Her tone was shrill, she had been listening in before she entered. “What about that is fun? Answer me!”

As he had been asked a question he was able to speak. “What wasn’t fun about it? Are you stupid? Oh, I guess you are, psycho girl.” he scoffed. “Look, I was frustrated. Me, Kondou Kazuo, I was still denied entry to the Three-Hundred, despite my successes. My hotels… you took them, you…” He tried to curse at me, but Shaeula’s earlier order still bound him, to cease the foul words, so his mouth merely flapped open, droplets of blood falling. “…why can’t I speak? You…” 


He then tried to insult Shaeula again, with an equal lack of success. “Fine.” His expression changed, becoming more relaxed. “I saw some beautiful girls at the party. That Nichibotsu girl, she would have been good, or…” His head bounced off the table once more as I slammed his head down. You think the bastard would learn to stop provoking me. The table is pretty battered…

“Don’t speak about Hinata that way, or else.” I warned him. “She’s worth a billion of you… well, no, that’s wrong. You’re worth nothing.”

As he stared up at us, he realised he had touched a nerve. “I see. Hinata huh? Well, you should get it. Have you done her yet? She’s cute and young and rich. A girl like that, it’s almost too wasteful to torment her, she’d be a good wife. Though… discipline would be needed to…” The warped table finally shattered as I slammed my foot down on him, and he rolled on the ground, wheezing, the impact enough to kill an ordinary person.

“Don’t push your luck. Haru-san asked you a question, answer it. Before I get angry.”

“You weren’t now?” he wheezed a giggle, spitting more bile and blood, before answering Haru-san. “Well, I was frustrated when I couldn’t touch her, or the girl from Takatsukasa house. Too much trouble. Then I saw you with your pills and thought there’s a girl who won’t be missed.”

“I see.” Haru-san whispered. “So it was just that. Bad timing and a coincidence. And my life was over. So meaningless.”

“Hardly meaningless. You meant something to me.” He grinned savagely, despite the pain, leveraging all he could to hurt her. “You were one of the best I ever had. Daddy, save me, oh daddy… I was surprised you were a virgin, from the sounds of it, I thought you and daddy would have been enjoying a…”

Light flashed, vivid and bright, azure afterimages left on our vision, and Kondou Kazuo squealed, the noise of a tortured pig. He writhed around, his one hand clutching at the blood splattering from his groin. “My dick, what did you do, you… ugh… ahh.. I can’t even curse you. I’m not done… I’ll get out…” Another beam of light flashed, the shattered table melting and Kondou writhed, his thigh pierced, the foul smell of burning flesh rising.

“Fun, huh? Is this fun?” Haru-san cried, the dam on her emotions breaking, glittering tears running down her face. “I’m not finding it fun! Hurting you…” Another flash of light, another scream. Shit, good job we’ve got dispensation for him to die. Though that was achieved by very special channels.

“…it just makes me feel worse. But don’t talk about daddy like that! He loved me. You don’t know what love is!” She cried out, tormented.

“I love me. Everybody is the same.” he gurgled, once he could finally speak again, his high stats keeping him from passing out. Turning to me, he scowled. “You think this guy is any better? Tell me he doesn’t look at you and wonder what it’d be like to … gah, can’t even say the f word, or the s one. I’m Kondou Kazuo, not some slave.” My Eye detected a surge of aether within him, fighting the winds, but Shaeula’s hold was too strong.

“Ask him. If he looked at you with lust. Do it.” he spat. She then turned to me, and did ask.

“Akio-san, is he right? Do you… do you think of me as someone to have sex with, a piece of meat? Someone to satisfy your lusts?”

“Well damn, that’s hardly a fair question. I’ll answer it, but first…” I bent down, Ether Healing closing the savage wounds Haru-san had burned in him with her concentrated light element. Though I made no effort to regrow his lost member. “I don’t want him to die. Yet. Haru-san, you see how much I love my girls, don't you?”

She nodded. “Yes, and they do love you. but… you have a lot. It makes me worry he’s right.” She couldn’t say his name, and was still crying, though fury had stopped her trembling.

“Lust isn’t a bad thing.” I shook my head, trying to put it into words she could accept. “That just shows you have qualities that others find attractive. But lust isn’t the only emotion a man can feel for a woman. Friendship, liking, pitying, supporting, there are no end of emotional states a man can have. And honestly… you are a pretty girl, Haru-san, and you have a good heart. I’d be a liar if I haven’t wondered what it’d be like to take you in my arms. After all, I have a bit of a problem with sad girls. I just want them to smile.”

“See!” Kondou spat triumphantly. “He’s no different.”

“How so? Are you truly-truly that foolish?” Shaeula scoffed, her head tilted in puzzlement.

“Hyacinth thinks this idiooot has no need of his head. He is clearly nooot using it.” she snorted. “Master wishes to embrace sad girls, make them happy. And if they are cute, why would he not want to warm the bed, nooo, make love.” Hyacinth smiled, a warm, true one, and even Haru-san was infected by the happy emotions it contained. “It might hurt, Haru, it might be sad. Bad things are dooone, we can never change that. Hyacinth knows all too well. But…” she continued, taking Haru-san in her arms, hugging her reassuringly. “… bad things are dooone. No more!”

“Yeah, I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t think of you that way. Hell, and not just because I already have my fair share of girls. But because I know how you are hurting, and a man looking at you in that way is the last thing you’d want. So it’s pretty low. But I’m a straight man, if I see someone nice, someone cute, someone brave, I naturally wonder how it’d be, being together. That doesn’t mean I’d ever act on it. It’s just an idle thought in my head. But I get the thought makes you uncomfortable. I’m sorry. I can stay away from you for a while, if you want?” I asked, genuinely sorry.

“Brave, me?” She shook her head. “I’m so scared and angry I can’t even…”

“Brave.” Hyacinth smiled. “Tears…” She reached out, wiping them from her cheeks. “… melt the dirt. Make yooou shine through again.” Her voice was soft, patient. “Master sees. You are nooot ruined. This wretch tried, but yooou endured. Master likes you. Others will tooo. I like yooou!

“Yes.” Shaeula agreed. “We met under cruel circumstances, but I still-still count you as a trustworthy ally. I do not-not wish to dismiss your pain, I suspect it will linger long, but… look downwards.” She gestured, and Haru-san followed her movement, seeing the furious-looking Kondou Kazuo, raging at the display of emotion and understanding, unable to curse and torment her.

“I see.” Haru-san nodded, blinking away the last of her tears. “I’ve got back so much, but even so, I felt worthless, scared. Nobody would understand me, nobody would still want me.”

“I’m not going to lie and say I understand, but… you’re plenty desirable, Haru-san. I swear I’m not hitting on you though. Just being honest.”

“Yes.” She managed a smile and a little giggle. “I think you have your hands full, without chasing after me. But… I find I appreciate it, a little. You… you aren’t scary. I know you won’t hurt me. Most people won’t. I forgot that. You made me forget that.” She glared at the prone Kondou, eyes narrowing.

“No, you’re wrong, all of us are the same, we all just want…” he tried to argue.

“No. There’s more like Akio-san then there is of you. I was just unlucky. And I’ll never forget it. But I have to live with it. After all…” She looked at his pitiful, ruined body. “Akio-san was right. You can’t hurt me anymore, if I don’t let you.”

“You’ll never forget me.” he muttered, defeated by her sudden declaration, the situation not going the way he thought it would. “You were weak, timid, easy prey. The best kind. I was your first man, any you’ll have later, you’ll only remember me, and you’ll never be able to…”

“Get over yourself.” she snapped. “I’ll remember, yes. Life isn’t easy enough for me to suddenly forget, or get over this hell you put me through. But I’ll find someone who cares for me, who can wash away the dirt with tears and love. And I promise you, you won’t win! I’ll live and love again. maybe not soon, but one day. After all. I’m dead…” she paused. “But I’m still living!”

As Shaeula clapped in approval, Hyacinth joining in, Haru-san turned to me, giving me a brilliant smile. “You were right. He can’t hurt me anymore. He’s pathetic. Just a selfish little boy who gained some strength and thought everyone was his to do with as he pleased. I’m still a little scared, but not of him. I’m scared people will hate me, think I’m worthless. But… you don’t, do you? Nor Shaeula, or Hyacinth or…”

“Like I said before, anyone that does, they can piss off.” I assured her. “As long as you have those that care about you, those that don’t are just voices in the wind. Ignore them.”

“I’ll take it to heart.” she promised. “Oh, I’m shaking again.” she had started trembling. “But why? I was… I was fine.”

“No you aren’t. This had been hard. The shock of standing up to him is hitting you now. Want to duck out? Or at least take a break? We still have a task for Kondou Kazuo here.”

He was trying to speak, but Shaeula had unleashed more winds, fully silencing him. I think… I hope… that this helps Haru-san get some closure. But now, I need to focus on my own tasks.

“I’ll stay.” she said at last, resolute despite the tremors and tears wracking her body, as her emotions were finally draining from her. “Just… give me five minutes. Please.” With that she stepped outside, and I could hear heaving sobs from her, ones of mixed relief and sorrow…
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“You can’t make me do this!” Kondou Kazuo grated, furious. He had entered the Boundary, as had we all, and we had taken him outside, killing a few of the creatures that occupied the prison, mostly ghoulish zombies and ghosts that resembled tormented prisoners, which Haru-san did find troubling at first, but she had steeled her heart, and even gained a Level during the fighting. Now we were outside, and I had forced Kondou to strip down, handing him some Etherites to make his Anchor, while Shaeula and I watched him closely with our Eyes.

“I can-can and I shall.” Shaeula disagreed, pouring more wind into his battered body. Even with my Healing he was in a poor, tortured state, and his Astral body clearly reflected that. The nail-dagger in his heart was radiating a brilliant jade, and I could see his network clearly, and similar to the bracelet I possessed and the leaves around Miyu’s throat and forehead, there was a twisting string of water within him, from his throat down one arm, and glittering white motes of what might have been salt floated within it.

“You… at least let me curse you again!” he snarled, forced to shatter the Etherites, a claim starting to solidify in the small area we had cleared. As I watched, I could see the ether gather, forming an Anchor, but with my Eye I could see that there were thin, almost invisible connections from his body to the forming Anchor, like Silver Cords, but different, fainter, and also there were others moving higher into the Astral, fading from view. Yeah I thought so. The Anchor that Duke Myrcolaxriath commanded was missing something. Perhaps… Divinity?

“Less chatter, more-more labour.” Shaeula snorted. Hyacinth was in the Material, watching over our vulnerable resting bodies, so it was just Shaeula, Haru-san and I with Kondou Kazuo. I was still a little worried for Haru-san, but she did seem brighter, though far more emotional, laughing and crying in equal measure. The Anchor slowly formed, the same disgusting one that I had shattered before, though the fleshy pillar studded by crystal and gems was far smaller, only up to my waist.

“Haru-san, destroy it.” I suggested, and Kondou looked murderous. Yeah, no way you are getting the chance to rebuild your strength in the Boundary. You are a guinea pig. If you’d have said even one word of apology to Haru-san, maybe I’d have shown mercy, but… well, you didn’t, did you?

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

“Yeah, we are watching with our Eyes, this is good experimentation. Go for it.”

Haru-san took a deep breath, and then with the swords I passed her, she cut at it clumsily but with decent strength. As the blades dug deep, I could see Kondou suffering, the faint cords of light connecting him to the Anchor by his strange watery adornment shivering with each blow.

“This hurts, damn it all…” Kondou complained, but nobody spared his suffering any sympathy.

“One more blow…” Haru-san cried, slashing, and the Anchor shattered, breaking apart. Fascinating! My Eye captured several details. The cords to the higher Astral were severed, vanishing into mist, while the ones that were attached to him were pulled into the shattering Anchor, along with small fragments of his water rope.

These then flowed into Haru-san, along with some surrounding ether, and I could see her network strengthening a little as it reached her forehead, where her representation of power was, a ring of golden arms surrounding her third eye Chakra. Pulling up her stats, I let out a noise of triumph.

“Nice work Haru-san, as I suspected, you got Conqueror, at Level one. Still, any Class isn’t to be scoffed at. Now, I wonder…” I produced more Etherites, handing them to the suffering Kondou Kazuo. “… what will happen if Shaeula destroys it?”

“You damn monster…” Kondou grated, but he was powerless to resist, another Anchor slowly starting to form…
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“Nothing. I see.” I mused, having watched the destruction of the second Anchor. Shaeula had absorbed some of the fragments, and more damage had been caused to Kondou’s water cord, but Shaeula hadn't gained the Class. The process had otherwise been similar though, the only difference… “There’s nowhere for the power to go, to bed in. Your body simply treated it like any other.”

“I think that may-may well be the case.” Shaeula shrugged, ignoring Kondou, who was panting heavily, his whole subtle body also showing signs of wear and tear. “Perhaps without the blessing of these so-called Gods, you can not-not earn this Class?”

“Yeah, so now… my turn again.” I tossed over more Etherites.

“Have mercy…” he moaned, but Haru-san smiled at him maliciously. There was still fear in her movements when she looked at him, but she was making an effort.

“No, Akio-san needs to have his fun. You were just unlucky.” She taunted him, working out some of her rage and grief.

“Nothing fun about this I’m afraid. But the data could be priceless.” Once the Anchor was up again, I retrieved my sword, and in one slash, I severed it diagonally. It exploded into a cloud of ether, and as I started to absorb it my Eye observed a strange phenomenon, moments before Kondou Kazuo collapsed, screaming and convulsing. Huge chunks of the water rope, probably around eighty percent of it, were torn free and sucked into me, and amber letters flared, numerous and important, as fresh insight sparked my abilities to new heights.

Your Skill, Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge, has increased from Rank 2 to Rank 3. Your Eye can now peer more deeply into the workings of the world, drawing on multiversal knowledge the Tree guards. Mundane barriers cannot block your sight, and Adherence can also be observed, if in sufficient quantities. Your ability to discern the quality of Ether has significantly increased. [Class: Legendary][Type: Law]
You have destroyed the Anchor of a hostile Territory. Your Class, Conqueror is sufficient to claim and extract the Divine Favour within this Territory and its owner. Your Adherence is sufficient to utilise Mujihimuchi’s Blessing Of Salt That Brings Pain, but you are incompatible with this Divine Favour. You may consume it to significantly increase your strength and Adherence, or find a suitable vessel.
Mujihimuchi’s Blessing Of Salt That Brings Pain: This Divine Favour is made of concentrated Adherence, refined Ether and ??????????. The wielder gains the ability to inflict pain merely by word, gaze or touch. As did the Hare of Inaba suffer, when tricked into the burning salt sea, so shall the enemies of Mujihimuchi, cruel trickster and Kami of pain, face their just punishment. [Class: Legendary][Type: Principle]


So, my first Legendary ability, to match my own Legendary item, well, Divine Favour, I guess. Sweet. It’s just a shame I now effectively have x-ray vision. I could be the ultimate peeping tom. Obviously I won’t do that, but… damn, all that info. I wonder…

Ortlinde’s Wolf-Hair Bracelet Of Silver Wisdom [Item Class: Legendary][Item Type: Principle] - ??????????????


Why did I expect anything else? Still no description of it, although… With my Eye now noticeably keener, I could see the cords streaming into the upper Astral, and there seemed to be two different styles of them, unlike what Kondou displayed. Still, there was no time for further investigation, as he was writhing in agony, his voice dimmed from screaming so loudly.

“I believe something happened, did it not-not?” Shaeula asked impassively, not caring for his torment. “I observed you taking something in.”

Haru-san was biting her lip, looking conflicted, but she made no move to help him either.

“Yeah, no time for that now. I’ll explain later. I need to see this through.” I’m glad I didn’t try this on Miyu. As I suspected, I’d have removed her ability from her, but she’s rather fragile, her chance of surviving unscathed would be minimal. Rushing over to Kondou, my Eye told me he was compatible with the blessing, so I returned it to him, to see what would happen.

Immediately the blessing merged with the remnants within him, starting to reintegrate, but even so, most of the damage to his subtle body wasn’t repairing itself, so I had to work significantly complicated Ether Healing, which was only possible due to my vision which could now see ever-smaller capillaries and minor nodes and Chakras.

I’m quite certain my physical stats have gone up a bit too, my fine control and perception seem better… Even so, if I’d tried to remove the gift from Miyu with Chirurgery, I’d have just ruined her. I wouldn’t even be able to manage it now I know what happens, never mind then…

The gift was thoroughly entwined with his subtle body and Silver Cord, and with my Eye I could estimate that he would direct most of his power on Levelling up into his gift, strengthening it. Sure, I think his stats will go up a bit, and he undoubtedly got quite the starting boost, but over time he’ll fall behind…

When I was done, Kondou Kazuo finally opened his eyes, spitting silver, his Astral body barely stabilised. Shaeula raised one quizzical eyebrow. “So, why did you give-give it back to him? It was quite important, was it not-not?”

“Shut… up…” Kondou Kazuo grated, still lying there, limp and broken. “The pain… you don’t… know…”

“I do though.” Haru-san muttered softly. ”How was it? Was it fun for you? Are you sorry for all those you hurt? For me?”

“Don’t… make… me laugh. I’ll survive… and… one day…”

“He appears to lack-lack remorse.” Shaeula noted. “A fool. Even an Unseelie would beg-beg for clemency in these circumstances.”

“I have… my pride. I … can…”

I looked at Haru-san then. “If this is too hard to watch, feel free to return. Hyacinth will look after you.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I need to see the ending. If only he showed a speck of remorse, a little guilt… though maybe that would just hurt me more. I don’t know.”

“What are… you… no! no!” he tried to shout as I produced another Etherite.

“Go again. You don’t deserve that gift…” I declared, as Shaeula summoned her winds, and painful cries for me to cease and pitiful screams rang out, until there was silence…
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“She’s all tired out, emotionally anyway.” I watched the sleeping Haru-san, using Hyacinth as a lap-pillow, as the expensive car drove us back to her father’s home to drop her off. “It’s for the best. She’s been strong today. It’s been hard on her.”

Shaeula nodded. “If… just if such happened to me, or Eri, or Hinata, or the others, what would-would…” She stopped her words as I sealed her mouth with a kiss, before stroking her hair gently.

“I’d never abandon you. You wouldn’t be at fault. And whoever hurt you would find the fate Kondou Kazuo suffered merciful indeed. Still, we won’t let it happen to anyone we love, will we?” We had removed Mujihimuchi’s blessing once more, noticing it looked even more tattered and battered, further shards scattered within his body, but even so, apparently it was still functional.

Though I have to keep spending ether and adherence to keep it in a useable state and repair it slowly, apparently. It’s tempting to break it down for the power my Eye promised, but then… if I can find someone who is compatible with it, we’d have a new Chosen, at least in theory…

“I doubt he will ever wake again. You did-did your best.” Shaeula shrugged, pleased at my resolve. “Your Chirurgery was complicated, your Ether Healing impressive. I fear I must-must improve or I shall be left behind.” She grinned. “Still, the damage to both his subtle bodies, and his Silver Cord… such are not-not easily cured.”

“Yeah. I agree. He’ll go to his execution asleep, which might be kinder than he deserves, but…” No, his suffering was immense, having the Divine Favour torn from him twice in quick succession. I doubt it’ll bring Haru-san any peace, but it does bring closure.

“So, you have concluded what I have, have you not-not?” Shaeula sighed. “From what you have-have told me… it is a competition to make a single, strong hero, is it not-not? Hence why you gain so much from destroying other Territories.”

“Yeah. It’s a damn Gu Vessel, a Kodoku. I remember seeing that in a few anime. Us Astral Emperor candidates are the insects, scorpions, toads and other venomous beings. The Earth and the Boundary is the Vessel. We are all trapped here, encouraged to eat each other, until only one strong one remains, with truly deadly venom.”

“But you can not-not do nothing, lest the world be destroyed, like your Valkyrie warned you of. Unless you think that-that is a lie?” Shaeula asked.

“No. At least she believed it, I think. And I believe she wants me to grow strong. Perhaps whatever is outside the Boundary and the lower Astral is so terrible a planet without such a hero is worthless? I did feel she was sincere when she asked me to join her faction when I become an Astral Emperor.”

“So what will you dooo?” Hyacinth asked, stroking the sleeping Haru-san’s head gently. “Akio, I knooow you do not care fooor such cruelty.”

“Hyacinth speaks the truth. I know you must have your own-own idea.” Shaeula agreed.

“I do. I’m not going to play that game. Yes I’ll get strong, strong enough to shatter the Gu Vessel. But it won’t be just me. We’ll all reach the peak, together.” My gaze was hard as I thought about it. A world where hundreds of thousands of Chosen perish, all to feed a few… that’s not a world I want. No, I’ll grow strong on my own terms, and defend the Earth together with humanity as a whole. Not one lone hero, but every brave soul their own hero, led by me…


Two Hundred And Forty-Nine


After dropping off Haru-san, who was happy to get home to her father, putting the painful day behind her, we returned to Shirohebizumi shrine. As the chauffeur-driven car pulled in to the grounds, a luxury I was becoming far too accustomed to now, I thought back to the parting words of Haru-san, as she turned back to us before opening the door to her father’s home.

“Akio-san. Shaeula. Hyacinth. Thank you for being there with me. I… I’m going to get stronger. I hate him so much, so I’ll never let him win. So please… if I’m struggling, if I’m straying off the right path, please help me, please reach out a hand to me. I don’t want a world where people like him get to hurt innocent people, get to ruin lives. I want the world you talk about, where we all work together and live happily.” She had smiled then, tremulous but with brittle humour. “… even if it’s a world where you have more than your fair share!”

Shaeula and Hyacinth had laughed at that, and we all promised to look out for her, be her strength when she was feeling unable to carry on, as would likely happen many times, until time slowly healed her wounds. As the door had shut behind her, my keen ears heard the sound of her hitting the ground, and gentle sobs. Even so, they sounded less bitter, less poisoned, for want of a better word. They were tears of release.

“We should return to the Boundary, and then the lower Astral. But first, I’d like to see all our trainees.” I asked, putting Haru-san out of my mind for now. Kondou Kazuo was done. His ability had been taken, the Divine Favour of Mujihimuchi still residing within me. The feeling was uncomfortable, the power radiating from the torn spiritual braid of seawater sending little sparks of pain through me, though luckily I noticed that the Spirit Water I possessed seemed to be counteracting the effect.

“It’d be interesting to see if anyone is compatible with the power we retrieved.” Needless to say Haru-san certainly wasn’t. Shaeula wasn’t either, and I had thought perhaps Hyacinth might be, but either Fae weren’t eligible to gain these abilities, or Hyacinth just had no compatibility. It seems like she has had an unfortunate history of suffering, but then she doesn’t exactly revel in causing pain, so she might just have no affinity.

“Yes, such knowledge is indeed-indeed important to us.” Shaeula agreed. “Also, you can consume it for power, can you not-not? We need to test that too, and this ability… it is not-not irreplaceable, is it?”

I nodded. “Yeah. While I hope we don’t end up fighting other candidates for Astral Emperor, I know we will. So I suspect we’ll end up recovering more Divine Favours. Of course, I really want to see what happens when someone accepts this too. Damn, if only I had two Divine Favours, it’d be so much easier.”

“Such greed.” Shaeula laughed. “I do understand though. We have-have learned much from Kondou Kazuo. I do not-not wish to forget the hardships Haru and the others suffered at his cruel hands, but we gained much-much from his defeat. Money, Levels. Power.”

“Yeah, that’s what worries me. It’s almost too tempting to go out and find another foe to defeat.” I sighed.

“You should just dooo what you want, Akio.” Hyacinth declared. “After all, ooothers surely will. I would hate you tooo fall behind.”

“Yeah, that’s a good point. Seeing the Major and Lieutenant, I feel I’m in a good place, but… I’m not foolish enough to believe I’m the strongest out there. For now though…” We entered the training school, and were suddenly the centre of attention. Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi, Kana, Marika-chan… many people rushed over, greeting us excitedly, and as Marika-chan waxed lyrical about the wonders of my Territory, looking like an excited puppy, I began the arduous task of seeing if any of them were suitable to inherit the Divine Favour…
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“Nobody.” I sighed bitterly. “Out of all those people, not one matches it. I guess that makes sense, if it was that easy, perhaps Kondou Kazuo wouldn’t have been a Chosen in the first place. Or maybe it needs to be someone as cruel as him, who delights in causing pain.”

We were looking out over the whole of my Territory, high up on the now completed café-style terrace that ringed the top of Asha’s Rhyming Tree. Asha hummed softly to herself as she took in the view alongside us, while Hyacinth busied herself serving us drinks. One Kamaitachi was also here, taking a break, and surprisingly enough so was Tillyae and several of her musicians, and they were playing us a gentle tune.

At least the ambience here is nice… “Ideally, my sis would be the best option, if it worked, but… maybe it’s selfish of me, but I wanted to try gifting this to someone else first. If I’d have followed my gut instinct with Miyu she might be crippled or worse, and seeing the damage to Kondou Kazuo I’m even more wary. Besides…” I sighed again, greatly troubled. “I don’t think it would be a good fit for her. Eri neither.”

Shaeula snorted at that, but agreed with my caution. “Indeed. I would not-not have you risk them, even for strength. Eri is progressing well, is she not-not, and Aiko… she has hit a wall, but you have helped her break-break those before, right?”

“Yeah. It’s just… she’s feeling she can’t keep up, and I get it. But considering how justifiably pissed off I was when she burned herself, there’s no way I can just hand this over to her, even if I could. I doubt any family or friends are suitable for it either, and keeping it long-term is just going to drain me dry of adherence, not that I know how much of it I even have.”

“So then, it seems like you have-have made up your mind?” Shaeula asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah. Fine. We’ll break this one down, and see what that gives us. Then at least we’ll know what other Chosen might be gaining, as well as have a better idea how it works and whether giving Divine Favours to others in future is a worthwhile trade-off.”

Finishing the fruity juice Hyacinth passed me, my Eye flared a brilliant amber. Shaeula was watching too, intent on gleaning any information she could. Concentrating hard, I started to unravel the rope of water within, the flecks of stinging salt disintegrating into ether and also… is that adherence?

The motes of energy were completely different to ether and aether, instead they seemed almost to be dyed with an invisible colour, yet which was somehow purple, dark green and black, as if it was a festering, angry bruise. I know that doesn’t make sense, but at the same time it’s invisible and yet not. Weird.

The adherence disappeared within me, and as it did so I could feel the pain, as well as the emotions, the prayers surrounding it.

Oh, please Kami, make the pain stop. Why won’t anyone help me? Please, I’ll do anything! Stop hurting me, I beg you! Oh God, why must I suffer so? Venerable Kami of Pain, please help your worshippers, pain is living, pain is life! I’m so… hungry, everything hurts. Please Kami, give me some food! That water burns, Mujihimuchi, you monster... you’ll never marry the Yagamihime, none of you, bastard yasokami! One more blow, hit him again, by God, teach that fucker a lesson! Kami, turn your wrath away from us, let your pain fall elsewhere! That Village is full of heathens and heretics, the Kami will surely strike them down, set them ablaze with pain and torment! Trick them into accepting the water laced with salts, then when they are weak and sick, we will fall upon them, and…

The tide of adherence was absorbed within me, and with it came the essence of it, hundreds, thousands of words, prayers, simple wishes or hopes… all focusing on pain, the giving or avoidance of it.

Still, as my mind processed them, my strong Resilience enabling me to weather the storm, the adherence that was left when the … colour… for want of a better description, was stripped out, was pure, clear, and alternated between fathomless black and brilliant white, occasionally shining a silver-grey. Though again, those aren’t so much colours, as impressions.

As my Eye strained to see, I tried using the adherence, willing it to move as I wished, to strengthen me, and some of it… vanished.

Your Might has increased by One. Your Fortitude has increased by One.
You have gained a Skill, Adherence Manipulation, Rank 1. You have started on the path to manipulating Adherence, enabling you to use pure Adherence to achieve minor miracles. You have a slightly increased ability to accrue Adherence, and are more able to purify Adherence that does not suit your ????????, or is inimical to you. As you do not possess a Divine Spark, your ability to accrue and manipulate Adherence is capped. [Class: Noble][Type: Law]


As I pondered that, I found it significantly easier to break down and absorb the remains of the Divine Favour. As the adherence and power within was fully absorbed, I felt the incoming water resonate with my own Spirit Water one final time, strengthening it. It wasn’t enough to push me to a higher Rank, but it also seemed to have a resonance with the darkness element, and I received several more messages.

Your Skill, Throat Chakra of Darkness has advanced from Rank 1 to Rank 2. Your Throat Chakra now generates more Darkness energy and is better able to handle variant and unique Darkness.
Your Skill, Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame, Earth And Water Rank 3 has become Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame, Earth, Water And Darkness Rank 3, strengthening your control and generation over Darkness energy.


I also gained a Level in the Classes of Wielder Of A Mutated Element, and Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western, probably due to the strengthening of my water element.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Eighty-four to Eighty-seven. All of your Material Statistics have increased by Thirty-three. Aether has increased by Eighty-one.
Your League has increased by One.


Three Levels huh? That doesn’t seem a lot, but then I am finding it hard to Level up ever since I reached Level fifty. It’s pretty much what killing that corrupted Kami in Inuyama got me, so it’s not too bad… The last change I felt as the adherence and remaining energy was absorbed, was that my Silver Cord seemed thicker, more brilliant, and yet somehow also less present, intangible, similar to adherence itself, and my Chakra network was stronger, not enough to Rank me up, not even close, but it was noticeably cleaner, the aether flowing more smoothly through it, the elemental energy at my Chakras more vigorous.

“I see.” Shaeula observed, having watched my Chakra network and existence change with her Mystic Eyes. “You have grown much-much stronger indeed, the League of your existence has risen. Still, I do wonder if perhaps your talents did-did help?”

She eyed me curiously, licking her lips, finding my new, stronger lunar Chakra enticing. “The process of breaking down the Favour seemed rather-rather wasteful, but you seemed to greatly improve as time-time passed.”

“Yeah, I think it’s made largely from adherence, so I already had some affinity with that apparently, and now I even have the Skill, like Shirohebi does, plus with my Eye I can see it, which makes it far easier to control. I still think it’d be a welcome boost to anyone who broke it down though. I doubt I’m the only one that has. Shit.” I cursed. “This just encourages Chosen to hunt each other and destroy Territories. Still, now we know how breaking it down works, next time I’d like to test out granting it to another compatible person. If I could, would it make them a candidate for Astral Emperor, would most of their growth go to the ability, is it even safe? Damn, so many questions we need answers to.”

“But you can answer them soon, Akiooo.” Hyacinth reassured me, the stronger darkness energy I was radiating also alluring her, her face was flushed and she was breathing heavily. “Surely another fool will gooo against you, and you can take their pooower too!”

“Yeah, see, that’s what worries me.” I replied, scolding her gently, which made her giggle happily. “It won’t just be me that thinks that. Though my only solace is most people don’t seem to be able to see their own Skills and Classes easily, so perhaps this information might go unnoticed for a while. Though I doubt life is that kind. Perhaps they would automatically break down any captured Divine Favours? Shuta-san is probably fortunate he was the first one Kondou Kazuo defeated. His Conqueror Class probably wasn’t strong enough to extract his Divine Favour…” So likely it’ll only be on the second or later time they destroy an enemy Territory they would notice the bounty they can receive. But sooner or later it’s going to happen…

“All you can do is what you are doing now, is it not-not?” Shaeula reassured me. “Making alliances, asserting your importance. If the laws-laws you proposed do indeed pass, then surely-surely destruction of other Territories will decrease?” I had obviously discussed my plans with Shaeula, and she knew what I was aiming for.

“Yeah. If Territories registered with the Ministry can’t be attacked legally, that will help, but… not everyone will play nice. There’s too much at stake.” My thoughts were boiling, trying to calculate the dangers, but Shaeula hugged me tight, snapping me out of it. When I looked down she kissed me impishly, little pecks like a feeding bird, before moving in for a richer, deeper one. When we pulled apart, our saliva forming a glittering bridge between our lips, she grinned.

“We still have time-time before we must return to the Spring. You are too-too tense, I believe you should relax in my arms. Hyacinth, you are quite-quite welcome too…”

As Hyacinth nodded frantically to agree, so rapidly I feared she would hurt her neck, we headed for somewhere with privacy, leaving the gentle music behind us. It was nice to see all the trainees from our school wandering our Territory, many of them still looking awestruck by the spiritual world, but we avoided them, not wishing to get into a conversation. As we entered one of the buildings the Kobolds had put up, Shaeula asked me a question, just before pulling me down onto one of the crude beds that occupied the place.

“So, your God is this Tyr, I believe. So why do you not-not have any abilities related to him? He is a God of Heroism and Battle, you have said, and he bound a dreadful wolf at great-great cost to himself. Your abilities… they are not-not like that at all, are they?”

“Yes, I know. I’ve been thinking about that myself. I don’t have an answer yet, but when I do…” I trailed off, thinking once more. My abilities seem perception and knowledge-based. But I wonder what would have happened had I taken the path of instant power Ortlinde offered. Would I have gained the power of Tyr then? Can I still gain it? Damn, there’s so much I don’t know, but I think claiming the power of Kondou Kazuo’s Divine Favour for myself helped me a little… My gaze strayed down to my wrist where Ortlinde’s bracelet lurked within, before Hyacinth and Shaeula fell upon me, and my mind went elsewhere, to other, more enjoyable matters…
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“Akio, allow me to introduce you to our assistants that have-have been dispatched by the noble Prince Aethelathrion, ruler of the Elves of the Seelie Court.” Shaeula declared grandly, from her throne inside the Spring. There was a second one there now, apparently for me, and the throngs of Kobolds, Dwarves and other workers around the hill were transforming it completely.

With that wood and stone construction, looking like a series of terraces, it seems like the beginnings of a bustling tourist street, all surrounding the Spring. Shaeula wasn’t messing around when she said she was going to bring mortal ideas to the Seelie Court…

Sitting down on the chair next to Shaeula, uncomfortable at the grandeur it implied, I looked at the three Elves in front of me. I had met Elves before, such as Way-Captain Caeladaera, and their impossible beauty had always grabbed me, but these three were very pretty indeed. The first was a very well-endowed Elf with bright green hair and blue eyes. She was wearing a long, flowing dress, and her hair was braided with flowers.

“It is an honour to meet you, if a surprising one.” She smiled, and my breath caught. Damn, she’s gorgeous. That reminds me a bit of when Shiro smiles at you properly. It was never a common event, but you’d not be a man if you didn’t suddenly stop, lost in the moment. Elves in general reminded me of her, actually. It was the same impossibly gorgeous looks, that almost seemed designed, as if making an avatar in a game. In some ways it should be off-putting, being so flawless, but at least in Shiro’s case, her personality fixes that, making you subconsciously realise she’s still human…

“I never thought I would be seeing another mortal here. Let alone one wooing the troublesome princess from the rumours.” She giggled melodically, and I found my gaze drawn to her chest, Shaeula snickering at my indiscretion. Pulling up my gaze I willed myself not to flush.

“Yes, well, I’m not going to say something trite like it just happened that way, as Shaeula was worth the wooing. As for being mortal, I don’t really see much distinction anymore. Shaeula, Hyacinth and others walk the Material, mortals walk the Boundary and here. We are all simply beings who live and love.”

“How… fascinating.” The Elf smiled at me. “I am Soliteare, great-granddaughter of Prince Aethelathrion. I have been sent here to assist the princess… the Duchess, I suppose I should say… in managing the Spring.”

“I too.” the second Elf agreed, with sky-blue hair, a more modest chest, but long, smooth legs that were visible under her short golden skirt. “I’m her cousin Bellaera. I specialise in tactics and command. It’s a pleasure to meet you. The princess has said much about you. I’m sure her sister is dying to meet you as well.” she giggled.

The third Elf was looking at me with her cold eyes, her pitch-black hair and the fussy white blouse and tight black trousers she wore, not an inch of bare skin showing, giving her a completely different air. For a moment she said nothing, before introducing herself with a small, impeccably polite yet cold bow.

“I am Moira, also great-granddaughter of Prince Aethelathrion. I specialise in military planning and logistics. I do applaud your victory here, it was unprecedented and I would be interested in hearing more. While I am here, I will assist you in fortifying the Spring, setting up Warning Bells, Fae Stone wards for the border, and other key matters. What I am not here for is romance. I have no intention of pursuing you, despite what grandfather wishes.” She pursed her lips, and I had to hold in a laugh, as all she needed were some horn-rimmed glasses on a chain to be the perfect image of a prissy secretary.

“Oh Moira, you’ll never find love like that.” Bellaera giggled. “You don’t want to stay unlucky in love as you are in life, do you?”

Moira frowned, before smoothing her expression, and the other Elf, Soliteare, smiled. “Oh, come on now, Bell, don’t be mean. You know what Moira is like. Always so serious. Fancy saying that to his face though, it was quite rude.”

“I am just setting expectations. I am here to work.” Moira insisted.

“No, the Duchess knows, right?” Soliteare continued, before smiling at me. “You are an important man now, mortal or not.” Her smile was again breath-taking, but with my Resilience I could withstand it, though I suspected she must have a fair few points in Charm, and if she was ever unleashed in Akihabara, she’d end up trailed by every man there. “And the Duchess here defers to you. She was steadfast in saying that despite her claim to the Shrine, you had claimed her. It was very sweet.”

Shaeula blushed deeply, while Hyacinth giggled at her embarrassment.

“So yes. We three, and another three who are warriors, and are missing their chance, out patrolling…” Bellaera smirked. “… are the unmarried Elven daughters who are of age to marry. There are two more, but they are too young.” She paused, looking at Shaeula, who was in human form since I was there. “Though looking at the Duchess here, who can say? Maybe we are too grown up for you?”

“No way.” I denied her. “Hyacinth isn’t small, is she?” Okay, Shaeula and Hinata look pretty young, but Hyacinth, Eri, Motoko and Natsumi are clearly young adult in appearance. I’m not a damn lolicon, it just happened Shaeula looked like that and I love her! I’m not at fault! “Besides, I’m not interested in any more political marriages.”

I turned to Moira. “I appreciate your candour. I too would appreciate a professional working relationship. I’m happy to have you all on board, and I hope you support Shaeula, and through her the whole Seelie Court. We have big plans, but we can’t do it alone.”

As I gave a businessman-like speech, I received some further cheerful giggles from Bellaera and Soliteare while Moira nodded, lips pursed thoughtfully.

“We also have the many-many Treekin and Plantkin from Primal Forest, restoring the despoiled forests.” Shaeula told me. “As well-well as various weaselkin on loan from my father, brother and sister, bolstering our forces. Many Way-Wardens are on dispatch as well-well. Should the Spring be attacked, we shall surely-surely be able to hold until reinforcements come…”

“An attack from the Unseelie is unlikely.” Moira declared, looking at some papers she had in her hands. “But the Wild Hunt has attacked near here before, I believe. I see you dealt with that. You must be more impressive than you appear.” She sniffed, causing the other two Elves to whisper about her, but my ears picked up unflattering comments about her 'frigidity' and 'ill-humour'. Though it's best I pretend I heard nothing.

We spent some time going over their roles, and Shaeula found it hilarious the way two of the Elves were flirting with me. Call me Bell, I insist, she says. And the other, she keeps stretching, showing off her chest. I don’t get it. To be ordered to come here and potentially hook up with me… well, I guess it’s no different to Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi, but even so. These are Elves. Elves! They shouldn’t be acting like giggly women in a bar. Moira, she’s more of the image of what I thought an Elf was. Beautiful, stoic and cold. And there’s three more of these? Damn, I hope that the warrior Elves are more restrained… The one good thing was Shaeula was respecting my wishes, and also Eri’s, and not trying to throw us together. Still, she could hardly restrain her amusement. Hyacinth was clearly jealous though, which was cute, and I could hear her muttering curses.

“… so in terms of defences, the Seelie Court has reintegrated this land.” Bellaera explained. “So therefore a breach is unlikely. But to lose the Spring now would be folly, so we are taking no chances. The Wild Hunt seem more than able to bypass our defences again and again.”

“They must be using spatial element.” I mused, and we digressed onto that. Moira then interjected, raising further issues, and our discussions ran long, until something broke the solemn atmosphere.

“Ula, my Ula, you have returned!” a loud voice cried cheerfully, as a weaselkin woman with black fur and green eyes came storming in, trailed by a very pitiful-looking Shaeraggo. Another Beastkin was with them, a foxkin, by the looks of it, with flaming red fur. As she spotted me on the newly erected throne beside Shaeula, her eyes narrowed, and I could feel an intense hunger in her gaze, as if she was measuring my ability to fight. Damn, I’m shivering. Somehow I just know she’s some sort of battle junkie.

Seconds later, I was repenting my thoughts, as her reactions were mild, compared to the weaselkin, who on seeing me rushed over, to get right in my face, her emerald eyes glaring as if she wished I was dead. “You! The mortal that has sunk his claws in, dug in his fangs, into my precious, innocent little Ula! She was so timid, so cute, my adorable little sister, but now she is too bold, very forceful.”

“Sister Anna, you are being quite-quite rude.” Shaeula snapped. “I told you to be sure-sure to show my Akio proper respect. You promised me you would, did you not-not?”

“Ugh…” she pouted, stepping back. “I… apologise.” she managed, as if the words were dragged out of her. “But this is what saddens me. She is too forceful with me, her precious big sister!”

Shaeraggo started laughing bitterly, having his own experiences, and she turned on him, growling, until he lowered his eyes, silent.

“So…” the foxkin asked, curious. “You seem strong.” Her eyes glittered like a rainbow. “I thought Shaeranna’s sister had grown powerful, but you… your League is not mortal.” She sniffed the air, before grinning, baring her teeth. “It makes me wonder just how strong you really are. Your feats here were impressive, and I respect that. Way-Captain Caeladaera speaks highly of you too…”

“Talaisha, you may be a dear friend of Anna here, but do please-please control yourself.” Shaeula was grinning broadly, basking in the praise I was receiving as if it was her own, which in a sense it was. “Akio is indeed-indeed strong, stronger than he was even this very-very morning. Mortals change and shift like the moon in their world, whereas we Fae are usually as immutable as our Moon-Moon, almost forever in the skies above.”

“Not all of us, Ula.” Shaeranna disagreed, eyes wistful. “You have changed a great deal. I am pleased, am happy that you grew stronger, I just wish you remained as adorable, as cute as before.”

“I am plenty cute in bed, am I not-not, Akio?” Shaeula smiled at me, blushing, provoking her sister, who looked down, irked. “When we blend our lunar Chakras, our elements, our very-very existences, while simultaneously joining our bodies, as mortals do… well, sister, I understand you have no-no wish for marriage, and you do not-not have to marry that vile…” she glanced at the foxkin, before coughing. “My apologies. But sister Anna, unless you find-find love, know it and revel in it, you can not-not ever fully understand me. Know that strength is something we gain for those we love-love, and if I am less cute, it is surely because I save-save all my cuteness for Akio.”

“Yes, this one is a lost-lost cause, sister.” Shaeraggo muttered. The three Elves had excused themselves, Moira leaving, but the other two were enjoying watching this first meeting from the side-lines. Bellaera gave me a sympathetic smile, while Soliteare mimed holding me to her ample chest to console me. Yeah, if I did that now, I think Shaeranna would stick that spear she has on her back in me…

“I too railed against this, angry and foolish. I went too far, and my sister still has not-not fully forgiven me.” Shaeraggo muttered in warning.

Shaeula snorted at that. Hyacinth had stepped out and brought our noble guests drinks, before retreating behind the thrones again. “Yes, you were far-far too forceful brother, but I was weaker then. Now-now I have achieved great things, together with Akio, so there is not-not a reason to be sorry, sister Anna. Be happy. You have a new brother-in-law, and are free to pursue your own-own happiness. That would not-not have been possible without Akio and I, or did-did you actually wish to marry that accursed fox?”

“That crap-breathed, shit-furred fucking heap of… uh, sorry Talaisha…” She bowed in apology. “Him? No, of course I did not, never did. Fine. I understand. My cute little sister has all grown up, climbed the stairs to adulthood. Before me, her wise and kind older sister!”

“It doesn’t matter who is first, only that it’s with someone you love.” I consoled her, trying to defuse the situation. Although to be honest, from what Shaeraggo told me of her, I thought she’d come out stabbing. I guess the fact Shaeula has spent time with her before we met has calmed her down a bit. “If I may?”

Shaeranna cocked her head, confused at my question, so I took that as consent and got off the throne, bowing deeply to her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Oshiro Moonstone Akio, and I have the honour of being Shaeula’s chosen husband. We swore Oaths in the Fae way, and are promised in the mortal way. We may have started as enemies, but now we share an unbreakable bond, and from now until the end I’ll never leave her, always cherish her, and help her fulfil her dreams, as she will with mine. As my older sister now, please guide me well, and if I ever treat her poorly, do correct me, though I swear such a day will never come that I neglect her.”

Shaeranna seemed a bit lost at my formal words, but beside her the foxkin was smiling. After a moment, she nodded back to me, before turning to Shaeraggo. “By the Moon, Raggy, you went and attacked such a well-spoken, polite man who adores our Ula? What were you thinking, was on your mind?”

“Well, when the bastard… brother-in-law was setting himself on fire just-just so he could defeat me, he did not seem so mild-mannered.” he muttered, unable to stand up to his elder sister.

“That just shows he is willing to fight to win.” The foxkin approved. “I am Talaisha Vul Reynar, daughter of Duke Vulpatrius Riu Reynar, lord of the foxkin. It is a pleasure to meet one who slew an Unseelie Duke.” She held out a hand, and I took it, shaking it.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you too, but your father… uh, well, he really doesn’t like Shaeula, so…”

“I am not my father.” Talaisha shrugged. “No, I fear I am out of favour with him currently, for I am no longer to be his daughter-wife.”

At that I was shocked. What the hell? I know Shaeula said the Seelie Court marriages were as incestuous and perverse as the politics, but marrying your own daughter? Shit, that’s messed up…

“I am very pleased, most happy.” Shaeranna crowed. “You are too good for your father.” She turned back to me then. “I already thanked my Ula, but I must praise you as well, give you my regards. With Duke Formor breaking ranks, and the backing of four of the Seven, Ula was able to do this great favour, mighty task, for me, for us. Now Talaisha can strive to lead the Way-Wardens, and deliver death to the Unseelie and our other foes!”

“No problem. I’m glad we could help. So, now that is settled…” I suddenly found Shaeranna’s eyes on me.

“Settled? Surely not. I accept you as little Ula’s husband. I can not deny you, forbid you now. I see the love you have for each other. Ah, my little Ula, fully grown. But still… I must see your strength in action. Fight me!” She brandished her spear, a wicked grin on her face.

Yeah, it was always going to end like this, wasn’t it? Like brother, like sister, I guess. At least this isn’t a Trial of Three, I suppose…
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“Damn, no more, please.” I gasped, lying sprawled down on the ground, my whole body aching, covered in bruises and bloody contusions. The field we had chosen, a site that had not been reforested, had accumulated a large number of watchers, Plantkin, weaselkin, other Fae, our Elven secretaries, passing Way-Wardens, and they had all seen quite the show, as the field was now devastated, great craters blown into the mud, filled with puddles of water, flickering tongues of fire still burning fitfully.

I was looking up at Talaisha, who had just battered me into submission, flaming tails of fire striking me from all angles. To be fair, I was exhausted after my prior battles with Shaeranna, which was pretty much a draw, my beams of water striking her down at the same time she unleashed a devastating attack with her spear, a cage of wind-javelins piercing me multiple times and shattering the area around me, and then I was forced to fight Shaeraggo, as his sister browbeat him into a rematch.

This time he wasn’t naive or overconfident, and I barely eked out a win after suffering numerous hits from his wind-weasel arrows, only managing to take him out by using a combination of water and earth to sink him waist-deep into a quagmire.

“You fought well. But your lack of experience shows.” Talaisha advised, offering me a hand up, which I took, letting her haul me to my feet. I can’t believe she got so excited watching us fight. I guess like attracts like, her and Shaeranna are both battle maniacs, it seems. “Your strength and breadth of elemental powers are incredible, but you lack combat instincts only honed through rigorous training and numerous hard-fought battles.”

“Yes, Ulfuric tells me that all the time. I’ve been working on it, but…” I began, before Shaeula ran over and hugged me, commiserating me for my defeat, but praising me for going toe-to-toe with two of the fiercer Beastkin fighters, in her sister and her friend.

“If Master Ulfuric recognises your shortcomings, I am convinced. You should join the Way-Wardens.” Talaisha declared, surprising everyone. “A mortal within the sacred guardians of the Seelie Court would be unprecedented, but since you are marrying this little one…” she smiled at Shaeula. “… it would not be abnormal. I have some sway, I can make it happen.”

“I appreciate the offer, but no.” I shook my head. “Not now, anyway. I have too much going on right now both here, in the Boundary and in the mortal realms, that demands my attention.” Hyacinth handed me a damp towel, and I took it gratefully, while Velna brought us some cold drinks to refresh ourselves.

The weaselkin maid had returned recently, having been rather upset by events prior to this, and was now awaiting the return of her fellow maid. Yeah, that reminds me, it should be any time now…

“A shame. Your successes with the Wild Hunt and Unseelie are what we need.” Talaisha's happy grin turned vicious, showing sharp teeth, the teeth of a carnivore. “And Way-Captain Caeladaera would love to train you, though I would not relinquish that responsibility.”

“Rest assured, we shall not-not stop our fight to free the lost lands of the Fae from enemy hands.” Shaeula promised, before clapping loudly. “Well, the fun-fun is over. Back to work with you all. We have guests to receive, and my maid to-to reclaim!”

At that, Velna burst into tears, and as Shaeula comforted the foolish maid that had stuck by her, despite the mistakes they had both made, I noticed Shaeranna watching on with damp eyes. Seeing me watching, she sniffed regally, looking away, but it was too late. Yeah, I guess you are quite soft at heart as well…
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“Klena!” Velna declared, as the grinning Giant released the weaselkin maid, who staggered over to us weakly. My Eye was already flaring amber, checking her condition, before Shaeula was there, checking her over herself.

“Are you well, Klena? Did they… mistreat… you?” Her flinty gaze flickered over to the Giant, whose smile intensified.

“I… mistress, no… it was… ugh, I do not remember, I am sorry-sorry.” she muttered weakly. “I remember following Risha, she led me into the forest, then… there was pain, so much blood, and I was somewhere dark-dark… cold and hungry…”

As she mumbled, seeming a touch feverish and confused, my Eye detected damage to her Chakra network. It had been crudely healed, and in time, were she to rest and recuperate, likely she would make a full recovery. But for now, she was in a poor state. “Shaeula, don’t push her. She’s still hurt and needs rest. But I think she’ll be fine.”

“I see.” Shaeula continued to hug her, Velna standing by, tears in her eyes. “Well, Giant. I did say if I found my maid in poor-poor condition, I would be most wroth, did I not-not? Does Duke Formor think to try my patience?”

“No, surely not, never that.” The Giant giggled, something I never expected from something so large and serious, though this one looked smaller than Grulgor had described his Giant kin. “You wrong the Duke, dear Duchess of the Spring of Clear Reflections.” His gaze turned to me then, a piercing, searching one.

“Do tell her, mortal consort.” He chuckled again. “We simply do not know how to care for fragile creatures such as her, we had no ill intent. After all, she is here now, whole, is she not? A few scars, well… that was the doing of your other maid, not us. The Duke wishes friendship with the slayers of the Unseelie menace.” He turned to Talaisha then, who had waited here to witness this, along with Shaeula’s siblings.

“Be reasonable. After all, did not Duke Formor turn his back on your father, and ensure your freedom, dear Talaisha, warrior daughter of Vulpatrius, rising moon of the Way-Wardens? He did not take it well, after all, he has long had his eye on you, has he not? But Duke Formor endured his ire, all to keep his word to you, princess.”

He turned his attention back to Shaeula. “Us Giants are not clever with elemental energy, only using it for destruction, but I did the best I could to heal her injuries, though her mind was fogged by her stay in the oubliettes. But she will recover. Of that I assure you. So please, do forgive us.” He bowed then.

He seems sincere, but that smile, that laugh. Those eyes. I just don’t trust him. But for now, we got what we wanted. Support, Klena, and apparently that incestuous wedding called off. So much as it pains us, we have to let it go. “Well…” I spoke, trying to lighten the mood. “I’m sure Selensha can help. She’s the best healer I know.”

At his wife’s name, Shaeraggo nodded, proud. “She is indeed quite skilled.” Seeing an opportunity to earn back some lost trust with his sister, he promised her aid, and Shaeula graciously accepted, making him rather happy.

“We can help too, right?” I pointed out, and Shaeula nodded.

“Klena. Rest for now. You have been loyal, when most-most were not-not.”

“But, princess… I…” she began, but Shaeula gently trickled out Spirit Water, sending her into a deep sleep.

“Here. Hyacinth, Velna, take Klena back to the mansion.” It hadn’t been entirely rebuilt, but parts of it were now decently habitable, so she could rest there. Shaeula turned to look at the Giant then. “I thank you. My maid is returned. But do not-not think I have forgiven this.”

“Oh, we understand.” The Giant laughed once more. “But we hope in time, you can see our sincerity, as your feats here have proven yours. Well, princess, mortal. Esteemed nobility of the Seelie Court. I bid you farewell, may we meet again on the field of battle, the Unseelie crushed under our feet…”

As I watched him go, Shaeula came into my arms, seeking the reassurance of a hug, and I obliged, as I watched the Giant leave, his escort of Trolls forming up around him. “You know, I don’t think I like him.” I muttered absently, stroking her head, and as she snuggled into my arms, she laughed, a touch of humour breaking through her gloom at seeing her maid so shabby and defeated.

“I do not-not either. Not-not at all. But…” Everyone looked away as we kissed, though Shaeranna couldn’t help but peek through her fingers, face red as her beloved little sister demonstrated her adult charms.

When we were done, Shaeula finished her words. “… we do not-not have to like them to use them. Come, Akio. You have time until you must-must return to meet this fake princess, the white one, Shiro, do you not-not? There is much to do here, and I would welcome your aid-aid.”

“Fine then.” We kissed again. “I know you only want my presence as you feel sad, but isn’t that what I’m here for?”

“You are indeed.” She laughed, this time genuinely. “Well then. We have much-much to do!”
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“So yeah, I’ll meet your father next time. The Gods help me, Anna.” I promised Shaeranna, who smiled.

In the days I had spent in the lower Astral, I had met the other Elves, and sadly they were not the stoic warrior type. Yes, a couple of them were cool beauties, but they still were clearly following their instructions to try and appeal to me. I had also travelled with several Way-Warden patrols, as well as worked with Moira on various projects regarding reconstruction of the Spring.

It had all been fascinating stuff, but even so, I was mentally exhausted. And physically too, as Shaeranna and Talaisha had sparred with me numerous times, if you could call mock battles where injury was a certainty, not a risk, sparring.

“I shall try to prepare my father, calm him down.” she agreed. Anna (I was calling her by her nickname now, as shockingly she seemed to have warmed to me, even if she did still grumble that I had 'taken her little Ula’s innocence' incessantly) was now in our corner, an outcome I had no way of predicting.

While she was enraged at the story of my first meeting with Shaeula, and had thrashed me soundly on the sparring field after that, when she heard more of our daily life, what we had shared and endured, she actually thanked me, a shocking turn of events for such a siscon. It was quite a touching moment, I thought. Well, I may be a siscon myself, though nowhere near what these siblings are like, but if someone loved my sister genuinely and looked after her, I’d thank him too, and respect him.

“In his head he understands, he knows. Without you, Ula would be slain, surely dead, and it would be our hands stained with the blood of my precious sister.” Her face fell just thinking about it. “We were too weak, not strong. But even so, he cherishes Ula dearly, a remnant of her lost, departed mother. I never liked her, the stuck-up foreign bitch, but little Ula was born without sin, so cute, so tiny. I should have stuck my spear in that fucking fox until he bled out, though his blood likely stinks like the crap his spirit is made from. Now, never again!” She shook her head, angry at herself and the Duke who was father of her closest friend, yet a bitter enemy of her family.

“Yes, never again. I promise you that.” I agreed completely.

“Good. Good!” She slapped me on the back heartily. “Yes, I like you! At first I thought you would be some scum who had taken advantage of my innocent, foolish sister. Raggy tried to tell me about you, but the only sharp thing about Raggy is his arrows, not his mind. I was very angry, most furious. But…” She smiled again, and I saw a little resemblance to Shaeula in her weaselkin form, even if she was black-furred and significantly larger. “… the more my Ula praised you, the more I saw the look of affection, love in her eyes, heard it in her voice, her words… I could no longer deny it.”

“I’m glad. Family is very precious to me, and you are my sister-in-law now.” I reassured her. “If you are ever in need, just call me, and I’ll come.”

“I need nothing but your love for my Ula. Talaisha is free too, another tragedy I was too weak, far too feeble to prevent alone. But your deeds made it happen. And I am most grateful.”

“Well, she seems nice, so I’m glad. Though this idea of marrying family isn’t something we mortals do. I mean, I’m not judging, but I don’t get it. Anyway, speaking of family, since you like little sisters, I have one too, Aiko. She’s adorable and very fond of Shaeula. I think you’ll like her. She’s hitting it off with Shaeraggo, they’re both archers after all.”

As we continued to talk, getting along surprisingly well, Shaeula returned, looking pleased. Klena had made a decent recovery, Selensha proving as excellent a healer as I believed, and then she had left to join her husband, as Shaeraggo had taken the opportunity to retreat back to my Territory to escape his older sister, with the excuse that he wanted to further expand my control. I wasn’t going to argue, as it benefitted us.

“So how’s Klena? Still tired, I’d imagine.” I asked, and Shaeula nodded to me, and smiled at her sister.

“Yes, she is still weak-weak, but her mind seems to be clearing, and her body is free-free of wounds and scars. Selensha is quite-quite the marvel. I shall learn more from her, I would like to be able to heal like that-that myself.”

“I still cannot believe my little Ula is able to wield water, use such an element. It is a curious feeling. Pride and sadness.”

“I think it’s natural, to be a little sad seeing your little sister grow up. They are cute when they are young…” I grinned, and Anna agreed, embarrassing Shaeula, who called us both a pair of idiot siscons. As we laughed and joked with each other, I realised it would soon be time to go.

My Territory is safely accruing ether, I’ll sort out the upgrades before I head for the Conclave. But now… it’s time to meet Shiro. I really hope I can help her. She’s been through a lot and is a dear friend... With a wry smile on my face, I remembered the silver-haired girl who could match the Elves for her incredible beauty, but whose personality could only be called quirky if one was charitable…


Two Hundred And Fifty


As the car pulled up alongside the dorms where Shiro lived, I sent her quick text to say that I had arrived. My driver got out and opened the door for me, and I briefly regretted allowing Hinata to talk me into taking the Fukumoto car for this. Still, she’s right about one thing. If I want to be taken seriously by the higher nobility, politics and business, I have to project the right air of power and authority.

Of course, that wasn’t all I wanted to be taken seriously by. Tonight, I needed to impress Shiro enough to… well, it was too much to hope she’d agree to go out with me, I wasn’t an idiot, but I needed to reveal some of my secret to her if I was going to be able to help her. Even if Healing with Chirurgery and Ether Healing wasn’t directly possible, then even giving her a perfectly-adapted Chakra network would boost her Fortitude significantly, possibly enough for her to live a normal, healthy life.

To that end, Hinata had coordinated my outfit, but not alone. Apparently she had conference-called Eri, and along with Motoko and Natsumi, and surprisingly enough my sis, they had decided on my outfit, hairstyle and accessories. It’s still quite the unsettling feeling having my fiancées prepare me for what is effectively a date with another woman. Still, even Eri feels sorry for Shiro, not able to live a normal life…

I thought I looked surprisingly good. I was wearing my hair a little wilder, and a lavender shirt matched with grey suit jacket and trousers set off my eyes and hair. Paired with a nice watch and some male jewellery, a flashy necklace, I cut a rather dashing figure.

Approaching the dorms, the door opened, and two girls stepped out, eyeing me curiously. I’m sure they are the ones from before, when I brought Shiro back… “Oh hey, your boyfriend is here, Shiro!” one crowed, a smile on her face. “Damn, he’s hot. I bet the pair of you look like celebrities together. Lucky.”

The second girl had approached, but instead of me, she was looking at the car, with the smartly dressed driver now back inside. “Hey, this isn’t a taxi, is it? Nice. I’ve always wanted to take a drive in one of these. Foreign, right?” She turned her attention back to me. “So, are you like some rich heir to a conglomerate or something? How do you know Shiro? It’s her looks, right? Got to be her looks. Beautiful girls have it easy. Though I guess Shiro would be hurt if I told her that.”

“Well, you’re not too bad yourself.” I couldn’t help but answer politely, and objectively the girl was pretty enough, if the sort you could see anywhere. Even so, she blushed a little, looking away.

“Naughty. Flirting with me before your date with Shiro. I’ll tell her you’re a playboy!” she teased me. I waved her amused threats away, my conscience clear. I was just being polite.

“Come on Shiro, don’t keep your boyfriend waiting, else he might get bored.” the first girl called in again, before a somewhat grumpy voice responded.

“I keep telling you, Aki isn’t my boyfriend. Talking to you is like talking to an NPC, I swear. Same responses no matter what I say.”

“Sure, sure. I’d say you should drop that sort of stupid otaku talk, Shiro, as hot guys don’t like that crap, but… well, you never listen anyway, and your boyfriend seems not to mind, it seems?”

“What did I just say? Aki’s just my old senpai and friend… oh forget it. It doesn’t matter, you’ll think what you want anyway. I’ll just tire myself out trying to convince you.” Shiro stepped out of her dorm, blinking as her eyes took in the bright streetlights outside.

As beautiful as ever, but still Shiro. After all, who else would call her friends NPC’s? I found myself smiling though. Shiro never changed, and was always true to herself, which was something I liked and respected. She was in her usual white jeans, hugging her long, shapely legs, and it was yet another white patterned t-shirt, this one decorated with blue and white flowers.

It was surprisingly girly for her, but I couldn’t look for long, as her large chest was straining against the cloth. Pulling my eyes up I greeted her with a smile, my grey eyes meeting her dark onyx ones, and as her silver hair fluttered out behind her in the gentle evening breeze, I felt my face heating up. No, I need to remain calm. I can. My Resilience isn’t just a number!

Keeping my expression natural, I walked over to Shiro. “Hey there, Shiro. I’m here to pick you up. You’re looking as good as ever.”

“Trying to flatter me, Aki? Since when did you get so bold?” she replied, crossing her arms under her ample chest. “Well, it’s true though. I always look gorgeous. After all, I am a princess. It’s Shirohime, remember? Come on Aki, don’t be as mindless as these NPCs.”

As she casually insulted the other girls, I felt bad for them, so I apologised on her behalf. “Oh, please don’t mind Shiro here. She’s grateful to you, she’s just not good at expressing that. I’m grateful too. I know looking after Shiro is a thankless job, but I’m happy you look out for her.”

“Oh, we know.” the second girl agreed, returning after having finished checking out the car. “Shiro isn’t very honest. But thanks, Boyfriend-kun, hearing that makes it worthwhile!” she giggled.

“Aki isn’t my boyfriend. He. Is. Not.” Shiro punctuated her words for emphasis. ”Besides, he’s already engaged. Why does nobody listen to me? Is it bullying? Am I just too beautiful that you girls are jealous? Going to stick pins in my shoes or hide my textbooks? Are we back in middle school?” she sniffed, before whispering something so softly only my hearing could pick up on it. “…not that I’d know. But it’s in manga, so it must happen…”

Feeling a sudden sadness which only fuelled my resolve, I opened my mouth to say something, but one of the girls beat me to it.

“Engaged, huh? Well, I bet you don’t lose in looks to his girl, Shiro. And he’s totally into you, I can tell. Besides…”

“Yeah, he’s hot, loaded and likes you, Shiro. I bet you could win him over.”

“You girls are fools. Why would I want anyone who was so callous? Besides… Aki may have got a new job, but I wouldn’t exactly say he’s loaded…”

“I forget you don’t get out much, Shiro.” one sighed, before the other shot her a look to keep quiet. With an 'oops' expression on her face, the girl continued. “Only because you are too busy studying, yeah? All I meant was… uh, that watch he’s wearing, that cost a lot. And, well, the car… never mind. It doesn’t matter. All I’m saying is, he looks a great catch.”

“No way he’d break up with his fiancée.” Shiro frowned. “She’s his childhood friend and sister’s best friend. Aki is a real siscon too, so there’s two reasons he wouldn’t. So drop the subject, okay? Aki’s just taking me out for drinks. We do go out occasionally, right?”

“Yeah, but it’s usually that big-boobed bimbo or the shy little thing who picks you up, yeah? Not him. This isn’t a get-together, but a date, right?” she squealed. “A forbidden affair. Maybe you really are a princess right now!”

“Tch. Idiot. I’ve had all of this I can take. You pair are out again later right, anyway? I’ll be back before you, probably, so don’t worry about me.” As Shiro stepped forwards I moved to take her arm. She allowed me to do so, but where before she might have pulled my arm into her chest to tease me, this time she kept a little distance, looking slightly troubled.

“Yeah, I thought this last time we were out, but you sure have changed, Aki. I’m not sure whether that makes me happy or sad.” Shiro looked at me, pensively. “Where did little Aki who blushed as soon as a girl so much as looked at him go?”

The two girls exchanged looks. “Well, if you are going to be late back, let us know so we don’t worry.” one insisted.

“I told you, I won’t be late…” Shiro started, but the second girl cut her off.

“Sure, Shiro. All we are saying is if you end up getting a hotel or something, just let us know, okay?” The girl winked at me.

“I promise I’ll be a perfect gentleman. After all, the princess here is far beyond my reach. Though for now, I have the pleasure of her in my arms.”

The two girls squealed at that, while Shiro flushed a little, unusual for her, as she was usually the one making us blush. “And I’ll make sure she messages you if there are any problems. But I’m with her, so she’ll be in no danger.” I promised.

“How gallant!” one chuckled, while Shiro complained.

“I know I’m fragile, but Tokyo is hardly that dangerous… well… so you’ll protect me, huh?” she whispered quietly, some indiscernible expression in her eyes. “Anyway, enough chit-chat, Aki. I need a stiff drink. And the bar will be crowded if we take all night chatting to these morons.”

“We love you too, Shiro!” they chorused, clearly used to her insults.

“Later! Have fun tonight!” I said to them, and with that opened the door and helped Shiro into the car, before getting in beside her. The driver nodded, and the car pulled out smoothly, leaving Shiro’s dorm behind us.

“So, yeah. This does seem rather expensive for a taxi. I’m no expert though.” Shiro observed.

“Yeah, it’s… well, kind of like a company car?” I deflected, and Shiro looked at me searchingly, her gaze deep and dark.

“Fine. Whatever you say, Aki. So, what is tonight really about?”

“Can’t it just be me wanting to spend some time with you, Shiro?” I asked. “By the way, I know you like white and all, and your t-shirt is cute as ever, but… I think you’d look better in different colours sometimes.” It’s like when Eri changes her look, she’s like a fresh new person, or how Hinata looks so different in her school uniform or a party dress, or Motoko and Natsumi in their hakama or dresses… I’d dearly love to see Shiro in something different… Realising what I had said, and that I was already starting to think of Shiro in the same way as my other girls, despite the fact we were just friends, I was amazed at my boldness and foolishness.

“Shit! I can’t believe you basically said this was a date! Is it something about you and cars, Aki? It was the same in the taxi.” She shrugged. “I told you, Aki. I’m not interested in an affair, being somebody disposable. Not even… even for you. And it’s not like you’ll ever give up on your fiancée, will you? You aren’t that type of guy. Though to be honest… no, never mind.” It looked as if she was going to say something important, but stopped herself at the last minute.

“I suppose if you consider a date two people going out to have fun together, it might be.” I admitted. “But I wasn’t kidding when I had something important to discuss. Still, my point stands. A different look for you might be a bit fresh…”

“Hey, I like white. I am white. Shirohime.” she retorted.

“Oh come on. You’d still be Shirohime even if you wore something different. Maybe purple, red or dark blue. You never wear dresses or skirts either, with legs like yours…” I trailed off, realising the look she was giving me was rather odd.

“Yeah, unexpected indeed. This is throwing me for a bit of a loop, Aki. I’m not sure I like it.” She pursed her lips. “Look, I talked… about my circumstances in the taxi, right? How… how my parents didn’t want to spend the money on my treatments?”

Crap, I stepped on a landmine. Still she doesn’t look too upset, just… resigned. “Sorry. I’m an insensitive fool.” I reached out and started stroking her head, just as I did when she was exhausted in the taxi. I had stopped myself from doing that habit recently, but this time it was a conscious choice. Shiro froze for a moment, but perhaps remembering how I had comforted her before, she allowed it, looking at me, a pained expression crossing her face.

“Well, my parents pay for my accommodation and fees, but I don’t want to ask them for money unless I have to. I barely go out, so what clothes I have do me just fine. When you look as good as me, Aki, it doesn’t matter what I wear. I’m still going to be gorgeous.”

“Yeah. One of the prettiest girls in the world.” I agreed, saddened by her story.

“One of? Who is better? Oh, I guess… you have to say that.” She sighed, leaning in on me.

“Well, we could always take a detour. I could ring the bar and push our booth back, or we could go elsewhere.” I suggested. “Before that we could go shopping, get you a new outfit. My treat.”

“Your fiancée will be pissed off if you are lavishing your money on another woman, Aki.” she refused, shrugging off my offer, as I sadly knew she would. Despite, or perhaps even because of her condition and struggles, she’s proud. Too proud for charity. Even if I’d love to see her in fresh clothes. Damn, years of being too scared of feelings of affection for other people has ruined people’s impressions of me. Shaeula was right. Eri, Aiko and I, we are all broken. But we are starting to fix ourselves…

“Besides, there’s no way I can accept that from you. Imagine what that idiot Yasu would say if he saw me wearing clothes you bought me. No way.” Shiro continued to rebuff my offers.

“Well, you could keep them just for me to see…” I suggested, and this time she let out a cute little yelp and blushed crimson, shocking me.

“Shit! Stupid Aki!” She started battering me with her fists weakly, careful to be gentle as she remembered last time. “That line was the sort I’d expect from Hayato, though he’s directing it all at Hina nowadays. You’ve really changed, Aki. I… well, I feel a bit left behind. But save that line for your cute little Eri. Though to be honest… I’m a little regretful.”

She sighed bitterly. “If you’d have said that to me a year ago, maybe…” She paused, shaking her head. “No. Even then. Sorry Aki. It’s not you, it’s me. After all, white is a pure colour, and so I shall remain chaste and perfectly princess-like.”

I happen to know one princess who is decidedly not chaste. Shaeula loves sex with me. But… I think you are just making excuses. Though, as you said to me before, it’s hard to be beautiful, especially when so frail. “Don’t worry, I have no secrets from Eri. She knows I’m out with you tonight. Like I said, she’s a kind girl. She wants me to cheer you up. So I don’t mind buying you some pretty clothing, and my reward would be seeing you in them!”

“Damn, another smooth attack. If you were single and a billionaire, maybe my resolve would falter and I’d let you date me. But sadly for you, you are most definitely not single!”

You don’t know the half of it!

“Besides…” Shiro continued. “You may have become a hot playboy, like an evil twin to Hayato, but you still don’t get girls, do you? There’s no way your childhood friend isn’t pissed off with you right now, whatever she says. She’ll be imagining you cheating on her, so you are in for hell no matter what you say, after all…”

She pressed her chest into my arm as I continued to stroke her hair, trying to regain the initiative with her old teasing. “… nobody would believe you didn’t make a pass at me. Well, technically, you did, didn’t you, Aki? It was nearly a critical hit too! But sadly for you, this princess has an AT field that protects her from smooth gigolos.” Even her references were bitterly self-mocking, if still geeky.

That's it. I’ve run away from my feelings long enough. Shiro has always been special to me. Even when I felt afraid of intimacy, a certain reluctance to share my feelings, I always watched her. She’s like the sun, blinding, but you can’t help but stare at her with yearning. The soft feeling of her body against mine made me shiver, but I masked it with a smile. “I’m not here to breach your defences, I promise. But… Shiro.” I intoned, serious, and she paused her teasing, looking at me, waiting for my words.

“Yes?”

“Later, I’m going to ask you something, and it might sound crazy, or like I’m making fun of you, but… Shiro, I’d never do anything to hurt you, you know that, right? So please, listen to what I have to say with an open mind. If you can do that, I promise I’ll make it worth your while. Deal?”

“I see.” she whispered, looking away for a moment, the lights of Tokyo reflecting in her dark eyes, casting a strange glow in them. Then she was looking back at me. “A deal, huh? And all I have to do is listen to you?”

I nodded, unsure of what else to say.

“Fine then. I can take that deal. You always need to keep your promises and honour your deals, Aki.” she warned me seriously, before she smiled. “Like when you promised to help me make my game. You’ve been slacking off, big shot! Anyway, this sounds ominous. If you are going to ask me to marry you, Aki, I think you had best steel yourself for heartbreak...”

I know she’s joking but… uh, I think I kind of am? “It’s not ominous, I promise.” I declared. “As for your game, cut me some slack, Shiro. I’ve been working my ass off recently, and I’m busy until after next weekend. But then…”

As we laughed and bantered, the sudden sombre mood forgotten, the tinted glass screen between us and the driver keeping us in our own isolated world, the lights of Tokyo shining through the windows, I made my resolve to help this pretty, funny, insecure and fragile girl anew… After all, you’re special to me Shiro. Else why would I have helped you all these years? I thought it was just that I hated seeing girls in pain, but no, it was more than just that…
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“So yeah, Yasu had the dumbest look on his face, didn’t he? Really put his foot in his mouth. Hayato tried to sort everything out as usual, while you and Shugo tried to make yourselves scarce. Seriously, I can’t believe that idiot hit on that girl from the photography club, she was way out of his league. Hell, anything broadly female is out of Yasu’s league. He’ll surely die alone. Aimi or Hina taking pity on him was his only slender, nearly non-existent chance.” Shiro grinned, drinking her brightly-coloured cocktail.

This is nice. Talking with Shiro, listening to her reminisce and watching her smile. Still… all her stories are about us and the club. She doesn’t talk about her family, which I get, but… she doesn’t talk about the girls in her dorm, or other people at uni…

“Yasu-san may have his flaws, but at heart he’s a good guy. But there was no chance of Hina-chan going for him.” I disagreed. “She was always very shy and sensitive, and needed someone understanding like Hayato-san. She’s sure come out of her shell though. It shocked me when I saw her. Still, I’m happy for her. Hayato-san too. He’s a good guy.”

“Hmm.” Shiro have me a look. “You know something, Aki?” she asked, and I cocked my head, listening, my own cocktail warming my stomach as I sipped the fruity alcohol. “I don’t want to be rude, but… I thought you’d never go out with anyone either.”

Huh? Really? Surprised, I asked the question. “How so? I mean, yeah, I wasn’t exactly mister confident, but hell, I’m no Yasu-san, am I?”

“Well, I don’t want to make you mad, Aki…” she took another sip, wetting her throat. “… after all, you’re the only one I can pester into doing work on my game with any success. You’re a pushover, you know that?”

“So many people tell me.” Hinata most of all. “Look, this is an evening for honesty, so… I promise I won’t be mad. I’d be happy to hear what you really think, Shiro. Your opinion matters to me.”

“So smooth. You’re just an Aki, and one with a girlfriend at that. Stop doing that.” She pouted, before giving in with a sigh. “Fine. Look, I know I’m not exactly… normal. And I’m not talking about my looks or my illness. I think I’m not very sociable. I wanted to be, but… I only care about what I care about, and I don’t have the energy or the patience to listen to stupid crap like the girls in my dorm giggle about, like dating, or fashion, or whatever the hell is in vogue this week.”

“So, you don’t care about romance?” I asked. “You are always joking about marrying a billionaire, so I thought…”

“No interrupting. We aren’t talking about me right now Aki, and I’m trying real hard to pretend you aren’t clearly hitting on me constantly here. I don’t know what’s come over you… never mind.” She shook her head to clear her thoughts, her face flushed, either from the alcohol, or emotion. Perhaps both.

“Look, take Aimi for example. She’s pretty damn cute, bubbly, flirty and the type of girl I have no idea why she likes geeky stuff like we do. She’s got the body and personality of a normie, but the soul of a rotten otaku. But yeah, I know you guys all fantasised about her. Yasu is indiscreet when drunk, isn’t he? I have eyes, and girls are sensitive to the gazes of men who are interested. It’s not like you didn’t think she was hot, right Aki?”

“Honestly, she’s basically the dream girl of an otaku guy, right? You would be too, but… well, you look so amazing that it makes anyone who isn’t utterly confident in themselves shrivel up. I bet only guys who either don’t care about failure or have no sense of modesty are going to brave you. So just shady pick-up artists. But Aimi-chan… she’s just about in reach, I could imagine that.”

“Yeah, it’s been bad. I was lucky though. Shirohime is still pure! I told no lies!” Shiro declared, remembering our conversation in the taxi. “But it’s been touch and go at times. I’ve been soured on guys and girls alike due to that, Aki. So when you ask if I want romance… of course I do. But I have to be realistic. But again, this isn’t about me, Aki. Since you dragged me out here, you’ll listen. You never hit on Aimi did you? Nor Hina. Not me either, at least until now. Why not?”

“You know, I… can I be honest as well?” I asked, making up my mind on what to say.

“I’d appreciate it. And as a reward, I’ll let you buy me another drink.” She finished her cocktail and covered her mouth with one hand, burping cutely.

“You know about Eri and my sis, right?” I began, as I waved to the barman, who started preparing another round of drinks for us. “Hey, here’s an idea. Next time my sis is in town, you should hang out. She’s not an otaku like us, but being my sister, she’s played the legendary games, and watched the big anime and read a few manga. Eri too. She’s…”

“Your sister I get, your siscon proclivities are well known, Aki. But seriously… you want me to meet your fiancée? Shit, I’m actually impressed. I’ve been hit on in numerous ways by boys and girls alike, many of them were experiences I wish I could purge from my mind like deleting an old save, but … and I’m shocked I have to say this, and that it’s to you, Aki… I’ve never experienced anyone making a play by saying I should meet their partner. To be honest I’m almost impressed by your desperate gambit. But what does this have to do with anything?”

“I wish you wouldn’t keep saying I’m trying to hit on you, Shiro.” I grumbled.

“Aren’t you?” she shot back, receiving her new drink. “I’ve been hit on enough times to tell. I’m feeling very confused right now, to be honest.”

“Uh, well can we talk about that later?” I’m not going to lie. But the time isn’t right. “Anyway, a friend of ours, she’s another good girl, she noticed. Somehow after saving my sis and Eri from the dog, something inside me got broken, or frozen, or something like that.”

I received my own drink, taking a sip to steady myself. Even with my insane Resilience, talking about this was still hard. “For some reason I got it in my head that I couldn’t protect those I cared about, that they’d be crying, and… it sounds stupid now. But feelings aren’t rational, are they? So… every time I thought I liked someone, I’d pull back.”


“I see. Yes, that makes a lot of sense Aki. You damn idiot.” She insulted me. “Shit, you’ll never make a good protagonist with that attitude. Well, I suppose you could be some sort of dense harem protagonist, but my game isn’t going to be one of those.” She sighed, idly flicking the glass her drink was in, thinking.

“I always thought there was something a touch off about you. Harmless enough, sure, but wrong. There was always a weird sense of distance. After all, you never used to initiate anything, never the one to suggest hitting Akihabara or doing something fun. You’d agree with most suggestions, but never provide your own. With one exception. Really, it makes me mad. Though a little guilty too. Look, you should be grateful to serve this princess, but… I know I took advantage of you, all right? But it’s not like you didn’t get your compensation, I am beautiful after all, and…” she boasted, before flushing. “… shit, maybe I’d better not do that today. It feels wrong. You must know the exception, right?”

“Yeah. When I saw someone hurting or lost, especially if they were a girl that reminded me of my sister or Eri, I wanted them to stop crying. Though don’t think of me as a good guy. It was mainly my selfishness…”

“No shit, Aki. I’m not praising you. Though to be honest, Hina, Aimi, me… sometimes your kindness was very welcome. Since we're being candid, I’ve wondered occasionally what it would be like if I went out with Hayato, or you. Even Shugo on occasion. Not Yasu though, never Yasu.” She smirked. “Of course, then I realised it’d never work. To handle this princess, you need three things.” She raised one hand, three fingers up straight.

“First you need money…” She curled one finger. “… and not just because I should live the high-life, able to make my game in peace. Look, I’m stable right now, but I’m still pretty damn fragile. If I hadn’t… no, look, if I catch a bad flu I could easily die, my lungs stopping. Hell, I could faint and crack my skull open. I hope I don’t die that way, it’d be a tragedy for the world to lose my beauty. Still, I doubt that’s my fate.” She laughed a touch bitterly.

“Honestly Aki, I know you are poor as shit. Well, you were, anyway. The only one of you with any money at all was Hayato, and even that… well, moving on. The second…” Another finger closed. “… you have to have guts to protect me. Sorry Aki, but while I trust you to step in if a mugger attacked, if it came to another guy being pushy or going after me… nah, I saw NTR in your future. Worst kind of porn. Stick to vanilla, trust me. But seriously, do you think you could have fought for me? Shuta didn’t have the guts either. Hayato, hmm. He’s not good with conflict, he’s a peacemaker, but… maybe.”

I’m seeing a theme here… “Hey, did you like Hayato? I remember you saying he was the only one you seriously considered.”

“Jealous much?” she snorted, looking pleased. “Shit, Aki, that’s damn cute. Well, I didn’t hate him or anything, and no, I may be a princess, but my hair isn’t red, I’m no tsundere. I know Hayato well enough. He’ll be better off with a girl like Hina. He’s attentive and kind, but he doesn’t have the depth to take on everything I am. But more to the point…” She got to her feet and grabbed me, pulling me into her grip, grinding her knuckles into my head. “You are jealous when you rub your fiancée in my face? Such a dick move Aki, hell, are you even the Aki I know anymore?”

Uh, my cheek is being shoved into your chest. Sure the t-shirt and bra is in the way, but even so… “I’m sorry. But it’s hard not to be a little sore as a guy when a gorgeous girl is basically dismantling your character…”

“You asked, idiot.” She realised how close my head was to her, and despite it being her usual flirty behaviour, she let me go and sat down, embarrassed and flushed. “Anyway, point three… I had to want to spend the rest of my life with you. And to be honest, I love all you guys, even that idiot Yasu. I’d never have made it through uni without you. Now… well, if I didn’t have distractions…” she sighed. “… never mind. Look, you didn’t have any confidence, and were too needy, eager to please. That hasn’t changed. The eager to please, anyway. But… well, you’ve got that bit of swagger now. If I didn’t know you, I’d think you were yakuza. You have that air about you. It’s honestly a mystery to me. Sharp dresser, working out, splashing the cash… it couldn’t be, could it…?” she sighed again, seeming troubled, torn.

“Anyway, in short, back then, you weren’t the guy for me. But don’t be so downhearted. I really cherished you as a friend, and to be honest, Aki, if I was ever in real shit, it would have been you and Hayato I’d have turned to. But anything more? Nah. And now… it’s too late, isn’t it?”

You mean my engagement? Well, yeah, but… “It’s not too late. Look, I know I sound like a bastard, but Shiro, Shirohime, once I’ve…” I began, but she cut me off, looking shockingly sad for a moment, before her usual smiling mask was back.

“Look, trust me, when I say it’s too late, it’s too late, buster. But…” She tipped the last of her cocktail into her mouth, swallowing it, slamming the glass down. “… Aki. I like you better now. Even if this is confusing the hell out of me. So I’ll listen to your once-in-a-lifetime confession, shoot you down in flames like I’m Yamamoto busting out a Bankai, and then this beautiful princess will wipe your tears and pat your head, like a little sister would. You like little sisters, so consider it my fanservice to you. And then… Aki, everyone else is drifting away. I miss the old days. Times have changed but… let’s not make it awkward. I don’t mean you have to go back to the way you were before, I like the new fun, frank you. But… don’t be a creeper, okay? I want us to have plenty of happy memories to come, until…” She trailed off, eyes going distant. I waited, and waited… finally I coughed loudly, and she flushed, blinking sleepily. “Sorry about that Aki. Lost in thought there. Oh, my glass is empty…”

“How are you feeling?” I asked, and she shrugged.

“Not… not too bad, actually. A bit tired, but…”

“Great.” I finished my drink as well. “Then we might as well go for the meal I promised you. Don’t worry, I’ll see you home safely, like I promised your dorm-mates. And then we can talk.”

“Sure, but give me your shoulder, I feel a bit tipsy.” As I did so, she sighed softly. “Aki…”

“Yes, Shirohime?”

“For putting me though this worry, you owe me a favour, right?”

“Sure. But… I haven’t said anything yet, have I?”

“Idiot. Girls always know, and I’ve been hit on often enough. But… at least I trust you not to be too pushy or gross about it. So…”

“Yeah. I’ll help you make that world you wanted, for you, that’s kind to you. Nothing will change that you don’t want to between us. I promise.”

“I’ll hold you to that, Aki. Too much has changed already, and what is lost is never recovered, is it…?”

With those cryptic words I escorted her out to where the car was still waiting, opening the door and helping her inside. Getting in beside her, I held in a sigh. Damn, Shiro is perceptive as hell. I mean, I knew she was going to shoot me down, she’s Shiro after all. But she could have at least let me ask her first. Now I know how those poor girls struggling to give out Valentine's chocolates feel, trying and failing. Though come to think of it, I was rather lucky, as I always got giri chocolates from my sis and Eri, though… well, looking back, they weren’t giri from Eri, were they? She was just too shy to say they were love chocolates, not obligation. Thinking of that, this coming Valentine’s Day… who the hell am I spending it with? And I’m going to have to eat a ton of chocolate…
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The private room in a nice restaurant in Ueno was rather swish, and Shiro picked at her lavish meal while shooting me odd glances. “So, I’m sure you don’t have the guts for it Aki, but you aren’t trying to get me drunk and… no, no way. Sorry.” She shook her head. “This new you is bold, but people don’t change so easily.” She took her glass of wine and sipped from it, the ruby liquid splashing on her lips. “Damn, this is good stuff. I really feel like a princess right now. Which makes sense, as I am!” Another gulp, and she asked me a question.

“So, like, I get it. You’ve got a good job, not that you’ve explained what it is. But even so, this is a really pricey place, isn’t it? And a private room too. Are you sure this isn’t going way too far, Aki? I mean, I’m impressed, but… it’s kind of a waste, isn’t it? Your girl will be cursing you, spending all this money on another woman.”

“It’s not a waste.” I shook my head. “It isn’t often you get to go out like this, is it? Besides, I’m setting the mood for what I want to ask you. And I can afford it.” I promised.

“Yeah, I’ll let you ask, I owe you that. But you already know my answer, Aki. Damn, I’m starting to feel bad for you. But no, I’m not weakening, no matter how pitiful you are, even if you stoop to Yasu’s level! I’ll not be swayed!”

“I assure you, I’ll never hit Yasu-san’s level!” I laughed, making a joke at our friend’s expense. “When I got engaged, I left that all behind.”

“True, but… seriously, Aki.” She sighed again, as she had been doing constantly since the meal began. “You shouldn’t mention your fiancée when you are trying to woo me. I mean, that’s a total Yasu move, although he wouldn’t be engaged in the first place, unless you count 2D girls…”

“I’m not going to lie to you, Shiro. In fact everything I’m going to say is the truth, no matter how unbelievable.”

“Whoa, that sounds ominous.” Shiro laughed. “Damn, this steak is so good, is it grade A5? The marbling is gorgeous, and the taste heavenly. Shit, I’ll give you credit for trying Aki, guys have attempted to woo me with offers of dates before, but I doubt they’d go this far…”

“I think you’d be surprised. If not for your personality, you’d be perfect!”

“My personality? Shit, you don’t know anything, Aki! I expect you’d rather I was all kuudere and melt at your attention, or… no, actually I think you’d like me being all tsundere. But that’s just not me.” She was shoving down bites of the meal in between words, so that spoiled her declaration.

“I don’t know, you seem pretty tsundere right now.” I chuckled.

“You wish! I’m not saying no when I really mean yes.” she promised.

“I’m just happy I get to spend some quality time with you.” I declared earnestly, and she nodded.

“I bet you are. Well, the mood seems right, so you might as well make a start.” she grimaced. “Ugh, I’m getting shivers just thinking about it. This is going to be hellishly embarrassing. The meal was the least I deserved for putting up with this. You know, I’m going to tell everyone about this next time we are out. Hina and Hayato are going to be so disappointed in you, Aki. Aimi too. Shugo I don’t know about… Yasu would probably applaud your greed though, but that’s why the bonehead is going to die alone…”

“Well, no rush.” I shrugged, starting to feel a little hurt at how Shiro kept shooting me down, even though I expected it. “First, I have a question. It may seem a bit odd, but please be honest.”

“Oh, another fresh approach, huh? Damn, you’ve got me curious Aki, you’ve definitely grown! This Shirohime will hear you out. Really, if you weren’t engaged and were rolling in money, I’d seriously consider giving you a try, so be grateful! A shame, really…” Her tone was joking, but I felt maybe she was serious.

Still, I would never wish I’d not accepted Eri, or Shaeula, or any of the others, not even for Shiro. Sure, I like her, but… healing her is what matters. Then I can watch over her happily, living a normal life… though I’ll be jealous of whatever man ends up with her. Damn, I am becoming a harem protagonist, now I am actually thinking of expanding my harem… It hurt a little, thinking I was such a greedy person, but like Eri said, I would own it, and not shy away from it, nor let the guilt dominate me.

“Shiro, if you could be healthy, you’d want to be, right? Even if… it was through… unconventional… means?”

“A stupid question there Aki, but I assume you are going somewhere with it. The evening sure has been something, so I’ll see it through. Yes, of course I want to be healthy, I’m tired of being a burden. But … a magical solution… well, do you think it’s that easy? Unconventional means, don’t tell me you’ve found a shady doctor or pharmacist? I’d hope you were smarter than that, Aki. There’s been a few, but some of them just wanted to get hold of my body, I’m sure, and others were just interested in the fame. Nobody had my best interests at heart.”

“Well I do.” I assured her. “And you know you can trust me. After all, I’m just the wimp who’s going to get NTR’d, right?” I laughed at her earlier words. “The guy who wants to help those sad girls he likes.” I opened up my phone and showed her a contact. “Look, here’s Eri’s number. Take it. That way, you know I can’t do anything bad, right? You could just tell her.”

“Well, unless you killed me.” she chuckled. “But I can’t see you doing that. So… yoink!” She snatched the phone, entering Eri's number in her own. “I’ll take it anyway. And I am so going to tell her everything about tonight. You may say she knows you are meeting me, but I call bull on she knows you are trying to score a mistress.”

“I assure you, I am not thinking of you as a mistress, or anything like that.” I promised seriously, my grey eyes sincere. She met my gaze for a moment, before looking away, masking her embarrassment with some more wine.

“I thought you said no lies… Aki, that’s not fair.” she muttered after she had taken several hurried gulps of the crimson liquid.

“It isn’t a lie. But… anyway, do me a favour, while you have my phone, open up my banking app. The Chase one. It’s listed under Midas Gold.”

“Sure, okay. Hmm, this is very mysterious. But I’m not easy to buy! Show me a billion and I’d at least look on you kindly… what the hell…?” she trailed off, stunned, onyx eyes blinking.

I’d left it logged in, for this very moment. That look on her face is priceless. As I struggled to hold in my mirth she turned to look at me, head moving robotically. “Uh, Aki… did you spike my wine? I’m hallucinating, right? I didn’t think you had the guts…”

“That look on your face is perfect.” I managed to say, and she glared at me resentfully. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. Shiro, you don’t really care about money all that much, do you? I think it’s just a defence, so you can push others away. I think you are a bit like me at heart, or like I used to be anyway. But…” I paused meaningfully, before pointing at my phone. “… sorry, I’m a billionaire now. So I’ll take that kindly look…”

Her mouth flapped open and closed a few times, before she slid my phone back to me. “Shit. Okay. You beat me, Aki. This pitch blows all the others out of the water… seriously, where did you get all that money? Are you a drug kingpin? Running guns to terrorists? Shit, you talked about unconventional means, are you kidnapping people and selling their organs? Am I destined to have my beautiful, pristine body chopped up and transplanted into a load of fat old men?”

“Wow.” I channelled my sister. “I’ve broken Shirohime. Earth to Shiro, come in! It’s your good friend Aki! Please respond!”

“Oh shut it, you!” she managed, before rubbing at her temples. “I'm stunned. You went and got all hot and charming, and now this? Why must you tempt me so? But… I’ll not be swayed… hang on!” she grumbled accusingly, and I braced myself for her question warily.

“If you are so loaded, why the hell don’t you have time to work on my game?”

“That’s your question?” I laughed, relieved. “That answer is easy. I have a lot to do, and it isn’t all related to money. But rest assured, Eri, my family… they are well looked after. You could be too.”

“Seriously… just what happened to you Aki? It… yeah, it must be.” She looked at me a touch warily. “But whatever. I’m not for sale. You said yourself it was a defence mechanism.”

“I know. And I’m not trying to buy you. Look, this isn’t exactly why I came, but… Shiro, I’ve always liked you, even if I didn’t ever have the guts to say so. I never believed I’d be able to protect you, help you, or be worth your love. But now… I know I can. So… please, I’ll make you happy. Go out with me!”

“You think you’re worth my love when you already have a fiancée? Seriously? You’ve surprised me, Aki. I never thought that of you.”

“Yeah, me neither. But… a lot has changed.” I admitted. “I learned a lot about myself. I… well, actually I’m engaged to more than just Eri.”

“What the hell? Okay, now I know you drugged the wine, Aki. The beef too! Bigamy? No way. You don’t have the guts…”

“I didn’t think I did either. But I’ve always had it in me. When the dog threatened Aiko and Eri, I saw red, and I fought it off. When those I cared about wanted to be happy, the law, common sense, decency… it was in my way, so I powered through. It’s crazy, but I love them and they love me, and I’ll do anything, anything to ensure their happiness except give up on them! And Shirohime…”

“…yes?” she squeaked, overwhelmed, looking incredibly adorable with her flushed face and moist, shocked eyes.

“…I love you. I’ve been too shy to say so for years. You are beautiful, and funny, and unique, and I don’t give a shit about your illness. In fact, I want to crush it, so I will. You don’t have to answer me… I know expecting you to return my love is a one in a million chance, but… shit, Shirohime, just allow me to do one thing, one thing, and I’ll be satisfied, even if you tell me to leave, reject me…”

“…uh, Aki, I’m… well… damn, I didn’t expect… come on brain, start working…” she babbled. “… I’m not ready for a kiss, my lips are chaste, and …”

“I’d love a kiss.” I teased, and she turned purple with embarrassment, amazed I had been so bold. “But that’s not my request. My request is… I need you to keep something absolutely secret. Promise me.”

“If… if it’s not something bad.” she managed after a moment.

“Great. In that case, try not to be shocked, okay.”

“Wait, my heart isn’t ready, Aki. I know this is a private room, but I swear I’ll scream! I will, and… uh?” She paused as my Eye began glowing brilliantly orange, overshadowing the candlelight in the room. As she opened her own beautiful dark eyes wide, her expression shocked, I focussed my vision to check her body.

For a moment it was as if she was entirely unclothed, and I was beholding her glorious naked image, which was burned into my mind… Shit, sorry Shiro. I promise I didn’t mean to. But… you are a work of art. You really are… before my vision went deeper, investigating her physical body. I don’t see anything abnormal, like cancer or… well, I’m not a doctor, so… Her subtle body blazed into focus, and I gasped at the strange setup it had, dim and barely functional, before…

“Is that how a gentleman should act?” Shiro questioned… no, not Shiro. Her lips were moving, but a different voice was coming out, her tone and inflections completely different. I gasped, as her hair had changed to a vivid red, flames licking down her long locks, a blazing crimson, and her eyes had also turned blood red, her smile angry. “Peering into a woman’s secrets is worthy of great retribution. Now, how will you make it up to me?” She grinned, showing her teeth, which were now rather sharp. “I am hungry for your answer, and your recompense!”

Shiro? No, is that even Shiro? Confused, I gathered my thoughts to respond. Is she another Chosen, or something else? Seriously, what are the chances of that? Well, Shiro always has been special… Mind racing, I opened my mouth to make my apology, and find out what the hell was going on...
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“Iapologise for prying without asking but… who are you? Where the hell is Shiro?” I questioned, stunned at her transformation. The now red-eyed and flame-haired beauty in front of me smiled, but it wasn’t the sort of smile I was used to seeing on Shiro, not a smile of teasing amusement, or excitement about her game or some anime, but a smile of greed, of hunger.

“The one you call Shiro is here. With me. But At this moment I believe I am required. Your gaze is intrusive. Cease immediately, it does not please me.” She licked her lips, though it wasn’t seductive at all, merely… thirsty.

“Uh…” I let the amber glow of my Eye fade, though I didn’t lower my guard, but my mind was racing. Shiro’s a candidate for Astral Emperor? But… this doesn’t seem like a Skill, she seems like an entirely different person…

My confusion and wariness must have shown on my face, as a brief expression of pain crossed the features of the beautiful woman in front of me, and one eye returned to the black shade I was so used to, her flaming hair starting to dye silver again, though various strands and the tips were still a brilliant rusty crimson, faint flames flickering.

It’s lucky those flames don’t give off any smoke and there are candles in here anyway, so no fire alarms can go off… but shit, what do we do when the waiter comes in to see if we want more drinks? Thinking useless thoughts, I fixed my gaze on the strange being that appeared to be Shiro.

“I’m not sure I should be surprised it's come to this. You’ve changed a lot, Aki.” Shiro spoke, her voice normal again. Her black eye was looking at me, amused, while the red one was still aggressive, not matching the facial expression. It was a little disturbing, like looking at a composite of two disparate people. “Still, I didn’t think you were like me. The odds of it seemed rather slim. Hard as it was to believe, the most likely explanation was you just got your act together when you got engaged. If it was Yasu, I’d never have believed that…”

Hearing the joke in her teasing tone relaxed me, and I slumped back in my seat, still confused but a little relieved. Yeah that’s still Shiro. Nobody can fake our princess…

“Don’t be so wary, Tan.” Shiro advised. “That’s Aki. He wouldn’t hurt me. He’s not the sort. You were listening, right? Besides, he’s trying to ask me out. That hasn’t changed, has it?”

Before I could answer, the other side of Shiro spoke up, her tone different completely. Shiro called her Tan? Is that a name, nickname, or what? Is she possessed, or something even crazier? “Do not be naïve, my little princess.” Tan warned, twisting Shiro’s face into a frown. “He was looking deep inside you, such an act is not merely a gross invasion of your privacy, but a clear threat to you. Besides…”

She licked her lips again, and I noticed that all of a sudden her lips were dry and cracked, as if she hadn’t eaten or drank for days. It looked painful, and was different to how she had looked only moments before. And it isn’t like we haven’t just been eating and drinking…

“… you do know he used his vision to see beneath your clothes? Everything was laid bare to him, each nook and cranny that nobody else has ever seen.”

Shiro froze at that, as did I, the description too lurid. Well, it’s true I caught a glimpse, but only for a second. Though my traitorous mind could clearly remember it vividly.

“Really? Aki wouldn’t have the guts… I would have said. But you’ve changed.” She puffed out her cheeks in an adorable and annoyed pout. “That’s such a Yasu move, I’m disappointed and angry.”

“Uh, no, Yasu wouldn’t do that.” I defended him. “Even that time Aimi-chan was drunk and the clasp on her skirt broke he didn’t…”

“You were all supposed to forget that!” Shiro snapped. “Besides, no changing the subject!”

“I’m sorry.” I bowed low, genuinely apologetic. “I didn’t expect that would happen, and it was only for a moment. I just wanted to see if I could identify your physical issues, and also if your weakness was caused by a subtle body defect. I was planning to see if I could help you.” I said all that in a rush under her disapproving black and red stare, before taking a deep breath to steady myself. “I’ll take responsibility, I promise!”

Shiro growled, before her face twitched and she was suddenly laughing bitterly, two separate responses a beat apart. “Take responsibility? You offering to marry me, Aki? That’s one hell of a way to get what you want…” A long sigh then followed. “Look, Tan. I believe him, all right. Anyway, Aki, you don’t need to take responsibility…”

Her face was pink, and her dark eye looked down, embarrassed. “You should be thankful, you are the only man to see this princess that way since I was a child. My doctor is a woman now. Though sometimes she still looks at me strangely…” Shiro stared at me then, her red eye blazing. “Well, Tan, you probably want more food and especially drink, don't you? Aki can pay as a token of apology. We need to talk. Honestly.”

“Fine.” I agreed, glad to get over that awkwardness. I went and spoke to a waiter, and soon there were multiple meals on the table, as well as wine, beer, sake, juice and more, enough to feed six or seven people. Watching Shiro… well, this Tan I guess… shovelling a huge amount of food into Shiro’s mouth, washing it down with barely a pause with great mouthfuls of liquid, was a surreal sight indeed.

“Uh, you don’t get sick doing that, do you?” I asked, and Shiro shook her head, still eating, but when she finished swallowing, she answered.

“No, it may be my body, but it’s Tan who is eating. It’s a spiritual thing, apparently. I don’t get it. Well, I do get to taste what she eats at least, and I don’t put on weight… it’s been a pain on my meagre budget though, luckily I get money from… no, that doesn’t matter, does it?”

Money from who, or where? “So, a few things are making sense now. You don’t seem as tired and fragile as normal. When we were out last time you only started collapsing when I mentioned you were doing better than usual… so, tell me, are you cured?” If so, I’d be grateful to this Tan, at least a little.

“Not exactly.” Shiro disagreed though, dashing my hopes. “Though I’m a fair bit stronger than before. Don’t get me wrong, Aki. I’m still damn tired now, but Tan can take over if I’m ever in trouble, so I don’t have to worry about collapsing somewhere and getting into danger.” She flexed one arm, showing off, while the other was deftly slicing up another steak.

“So, you don’t get many stat gains from Levelling then?” I asked, and Shiro fixed me with her single black eye. She swallowed hastily, before sighing.

“Seriously Aki, this isn’t a game. You don’t just beat up some trash mob and gain a Level or two. Are you taking this seriously? Wait a minute…” She paused, a sudden thought intruding. “Aki, you’re otaku through and through, there’s no way you’d make that sort of mistake.” Both of her eyes glittered, excited, the red one glowing hungrily. “Shit, you went and got the classic, didn’t you?” She gave me a thumbs-up with one hand. “Trust Aki to get the appraisal cheat, right? You did, didn’t you? Starts off shitty but a smart hero can really leverage it to success.”

“I guess you could say that, yes.” I agreed. I can give Shiro some information. She’s Shiro! Besides, now there’s another option… “So, yours is uh… this Tan girl, yeah?”

“Not exactly.” Shiro sighed. “Why don’t you take a look and see? Wait, just at my stats, if you look at me naked again I’ll kill you, I swear! It’s all right, Tan, I trust Aki.”

“It’s not exactly that convenient.” I sighed. “It only works fully on myself, or those… well, connected to me. Don’t get me wrong, I can divine a few details if I know what I’m looking for, but…”

“Still too low Level, huh? For shame, Aki!” Shiro’s grin was back, and close to what was normal, the smile she had when talking about her game or a manga she liked. “I’d have expected you of all people to be grinding non-stop! Or have you been spending too long wooing your childhood friend and building a harem? Shit, Aki, that stuff has to come when you are overpowered, not before… hang on a minute…” She blinked at me, stunned, which came out more as a wink, as the red eye was still staring.

“Aki. I get it. I do. Serious talk time. Uh, Tan, can you go easy on the drinking for a minute?” As her arm put the half-drunk can of beer down, Shiro looked at me, expression pensive. “I’m glad in a way. Tan isn’t someone who understands this, and I only have one other person I can freely discuss these matters with, and she… well, she’s not exactly easy to talk to. Don't get me wrong, she's my friend, but... oh, that doesn't matter, does it?” She laughed a touch nervously.

I sat there silently, listening with a reassuring expression on my face, and that earned me a smile from her. “If it had to be someone I knew, I’m glad it’s you, Aki. Hayato would be good too, but… he’s not a fighter, is he? You have experience. I remember when Yasu and Shugo made you show everyone your scars. They aren’t that impressive, but… well. Damn, this is hard to put into words, and it makes me sound a bit shitty, but… I’m a princess, I can be forgiven that, right?”

“Just say it. We agreed honesty, didn't we?” I smiled warmly, reaching out a hand to her, placing it on hers across the table. She looked down surprised, before looking up at me again, shaking her head. Still, she didn’t move her hand.

“Smooth bastard. Even Hayato would be proud of that move. Shit, I’m going to text Eri that you were hitting on me, Aki. Anyway… look. We used to reminisce all the time when drunk, right? Which Sekirei would you want, what world would you want to be isekai’d to, which super-power would you like, which manga character would you swap lives with?”

“Yasu said Yuuki Rito, I remember.” I chuckled at the memory, squeezing her hand reassuringly, waiting for what she really wanted to say. “I said at least be Negi Springfield, right? Hah, thinking back, I think that’s a bit ironic.”

“How so?” she asked, and I waved off the question for later.

“Fine.” she conceded. “Look. I’m ill, aren't I? And not just normally sick, but a sickness nobody can diagnose properly. I’m also amazingly cute, yeah? Just like the heroine of a story. There’s only two ways I can go from there, see?” She was talking seriously, and I could feel her trembling pulse through her hand. “Either I can curse the unfairness of life, give up and die… or I could believe I was special. A princess. I’m special. I’ve always known it. I was just waiting for my time to come. The world I was building, my game… it’s a representation of my dream of being someone important, to be…”

“You are important.” I assured her. “To me, to Hayato-san and the others. Hell, I’m sure even the girls at your dorm think you’re important.”

“Flatterer.” she scoffed. “But I don’t hate it. Anyway, as I grew older, surprised I was still alive, well… it turns out I’m special after all. I was right.” Her smile turned bitter, which surprised me as since she was vindicated, she should have been happy.

When I said as much, she sighed again. “Oh Aki. I don’t know how it was for you, but I’m too special. Tan, please explain. I don’t mind if Aki knows, after all… well, that’s for later.”

“If you are sure. I hope this is not unwise.” Her voice changed. “You think you are special, inquisitive man? One in a hundred thousand, chosen by a Divine being? Perhaps you are.” she declared, and it was unnerving, the completely different tone, inflection and word choice she was using compared to Shiro throwing me off. “But if you are one in a hundred thousand, the princess here is one in a hundred million. The fact she still lives to this day is surely Divine providence.” Her burning gaze fixed me, and I couldn’t look away.

“This girl… she should not be alive. A world without connection to the higher Astral, the lands of the Divine… her body, an atavistic reversion to an older form, requiring spiritual power merely to survive…” She shook her head, silver and crimson hair cascading, her dark eye looking sad and bitter. “Rare are those who regress so, and they would likely perish young, if they were carried to term at all. After all, the spiritual informs and influences the physical.”

“What she’s saying, Aki…” Shiro took over once more. “... is that I was special after all. But born at the wrong time. My body needed spiritual power to function properly. I think it’s called aether, right?”

I nodded at that, allowing her to continue. Small, silvery tears were sliding down one of her cheeks as the black eye wept. “It’s not fair. Not at all. Why did I have to be so unlucky? One in a hundred million? I could have won the lottery with odds like that, Aki. Though somehow I’d still have ended up with less money than you…” she grumbled, forcing a smile, though it was strange, as only half of her face responded. “… no wonder the doctors and specialists couldn’t ever find anything. I guess my parents were right, even if they were selfish. Their money would have been wasted…”

“It wouldn’t have been a waste.” I denied that. “Even if it didn’t help you physically, if it made you feel happier, gave you peace of mind, it would have been money well spent.”

“I see. Not everyone thinks like you, Aki. Shit, if you love your future kids like you do your sister, assuming you don’t get arrested, they’ll be happy, well-loved kids.” She made a crude joke, lowering the rising tension a little. “But… now I see the reason for it all. It’s all so obvious in hindsight. I was born for this.”

“So, uh… your ability is to share a body with this Tan, is it? That’s unusual, and isn’t it a problem in your daily life?” I asked, feeling her out. I want to know everything, and then I’ll ask her to join me. Another Chosen would be really helpful, especially it being Shiro. I know I can trust her, and since I want to protect her, two birds, one stone, right?

“Not exactly. As for my daily life…” she shrugged. “Tan sleeps most of the time, when she’s not eating or drinking. Or when…” Her gaze softened. “Shit, you know what I mean, Aki, you must do.”

I think I do. Nodding slowly, I agreed. “It still seems hard though. You’ve got used to spending your daily life alone…”

“Well, what choice did I have?” she began, before her voice changed.

“I shall explain further from here. Though first, I demand fair recompense. If you speak of your Divine Favour without lies, I shall speak of the one belonging to the princess.”

“Fine. I don’t know or trust you, Tan, I’d be a fool to, but I came here to persuade Shiro to let me see if I could fix her with my Skills. I had no intention of keeping secrets from her.”

“Really, I thought you came here to ask me out and make me feel bad for rejecting you, Aki.” Shiro joked, using humour to mask unease as she so often did, I surmised.

“Yes, I did that too. But this pretty much changed everything.” I freely admitted it, and seeing half of her face blush was a fairly unique sight, though this Tan girl wasn’t amused, it seemed, half of Shiro’s face twisting into a scowl. “Fine. I’m a Chosen of Tyr.”

“Tyr? That’s Norse, yeah? That's classic. I see you still have both hands though.” Shiro observed, knowing the myth. “But why is that an info cheat? I’d expect some badass combat skills instead…” She suddenly started sniffing, surprising the black eye, her tongue appearing from between her parched lips, though it was far from erotic.

“I see. Yes, I taste them on you.” She licked her dry, cracked lips. “But none of their Divinity, not truly… strange. I smell wood, and blossom, and… hmm, I wonder…” She grinned then, the expression subtly disturbing.

“Yeah, I get that I seem a bit irregular. But I assure you I’m being honest. Apparently my blessing is called Silver Wisdom, and it comes from the World Tree. I guess that’d be Yggdrasil, if we follow the myths? When you think of it like that, it makes sense why I’d have an appraisal Skill. Though what that has to do with Tyr, I don’t know…”

“A blessing from the World Tree?” Tan was staring at me hungrily, and Shiro’s hair was starting to darken. Yeah, I do not like that look. Not at all.

“Please Shiro, can you tell her to stop looking at me as if she wishes to eat me? There’s still plenty of food and drink left…” I joked nervously, and Shiro giggled.

“Oh Aki, don’t worry, I won’t let big bad Tan gobble you up…” Suddenly her giggles stopped for a moment, and an expression of pain crossed half her face, so briefly I would have missed it apart from my enhanced stats. She hesitated, just a beat too long to be natural, before cracking another joke. “I guess you are a bit of a weakling if you are an information cheat guy, huh? Well, this princess can protect you! After all, I’m…” she paused. “… well, Tan is strong!”

“Protect me, huh? That’d be a role reversal.” I pretended I hadn’t noticed her hesitation, nor the heated look I was getting from Tan. This seems complicated. I need to tread carefully here… “So yeah, I’ve revealed mine, so show me yours.”

“You already saw everything, Aki.” Shiro pouted, making yet another joke. “But… Tan, should I explain it?”

“We did not set a price for betrayal of the Contract, so…” Tan spoke some ominous words.

“I’m not going to cheat Aki. Not when he was honest with me. Though I wonder if he’d have said he was peeping at me if you didn’t catch him, Tan.” Shiro poked fun at me. “Look. I don’t have any power. Apparently my spiritual body was too starved and atrophied to accept it, despite my affinity being super mega high. Just my luck, right? I was special, like I thought, like I wanted, but my body was too shitty to accept my destiny. I really wanted to cry… talk about unlucky, yeah?”

“I don’t know if it would be lucky or unlucky. After all, this isn’t a game, and life isn’t a story. But I get it. You thought your chance had come, that kind world you were looking to build there right in front of you, yet your fingers couldn’t reach it, flailing away desperately, nearly able to touch it but always falling short…” I sympathised, imagining the elation she would have felt, and then the crushing despair as realisation set in.

“Shit, Aki is waxing poetic now? Be still my heart. But yeah, that’s exactly it.” she agreed. “I thought it was a cruel joke. I seriously considered just killing myself then…” She bit at her lip with half her mouth, blood springing free, running down her flawless skin, dripping to the tablecloth below, staining it. “But then Tan suggested something else…”

“I’m not exactly liking where this is going…” I muttered, having guessed.

“Well, apparently I only had a year or two left before my spiritual body would entirely fail. I’d be sad my game would never be finished. Though in my will I’d deed it to you, so you could publish in my honour! No, no time for jokes… honestly, I was frightened, but also resigned, you know. I’ve been preparing for death all these years, Aki. I never got to go to school, but at least I had university. They’ve been good years. I’d have missed you all, but… hell, some people don’t even get to live as long as me. But then… Tan said there was a way. Look, Tyr didn’t come to you himself, did he?”

I shook my head. “No, it was a Valkyrie.”

“Oh cool, that must have pleased you, Aki. You were always a sucker for hot, busty girls. Damn, thinking of it, that’s me!”

“Well, she was hidden under a cloak, so I didn’t see much of her, unfortunately.”

“A shame. But anyway… so, the spiritual realm here is kind of a dead zone, right? Like if you imagine the spiritual world, the Astral, is like an ocean, worlds and universes floating within, we are in a spot nearly devoid of oxygen. So the fishes that are the Gods can’t really enter where we are. So they send little fishes, who can hold their breath for a while, to bring shiny gifts to those of us within who can handle them. Clear so far?”

I nodded. “Yeah, though surely more powerful beings could easily make the journey…”

“You think the Gods have naught better to do than toss trinkets to tiny fish who merely look pretty but have no real power?” Tan growled, taking over. Shiro rolled her eye at being interrupted, but let Tan finish.

“No, they send messengers down, who can stay but a brief while, making sure the proper fish get the designated trinkets. But to extend this analogy, the ocean around the bubble is full of many predators, and too large a visitor or too long a stay will churn the water and allow oxygen to diffuse within, drawing those predators. And how can a little fish…” Now it was a little saliva dripping, not blood. “… avoid becoming food for a bigger fish? By staying unnoticed and growing in safety…”

This sounds rather like my Gu Vessel theory. Here, the little fish steal the trinkets from the other fish and grow bigger, until they are the biggest fish in the dead spot. That way, when there is enough oxygen there are at least a few big fishes to fight back. But is it really the best way? Surely with more guidance…

“Yes, many fish will perish. The predators outside are brutal. But a lucky, clever and brave fish might well survive long enough to fend off the hungry eaters. Then as the water is no longer without oxygen… simply put, there is a chance for that world to survive, thrive and join the ranks of larger, safer seas.” Tan finished.

“I get it. Those are the factions the Gods like Tyr are from, right? Like I would join the Norse one, I expect?” That still doesn’t explain why we ended up in a place devoid of oxygen when we clearly had higher ether density in the distant past and contact with the lower Astral. Shaeula and the fact we know of Pantheons like the Norse ones are proof of that…

I wasn’t sure of how much I could trust Tan, as she had no more reason to give me information than Ortlinde did, much less reason, in fact, but it did track with some of my thoughts. Shiro at least wouldn’t lie to me. Though again I can’t be sure Tan would have been honest with her either…

“Is it not natural to be thankful to the benefactors that fed you poor starving fishes?” Tan continued the metaphor. “Food and drink is a sacred gift. But… that is not relevant. No.”

“Look, Aki.” Shiro switched back in charge. “I’ll make it simple. Unlike you, I wasn’t able to accept it. I was doomed to waste away and die…”

“No you weren’t. I came here determined to do my best to save you.” I rebutted.

“With your appraisal? Right.” she snorted sadly, dismissing me. “I mean, I’m sure you have some good ideas, Aki. You’re clever, and you seem motivated. But I was beyond help. Until Tan suggested something crazy. After all, I’m one in a hundred million. She said that she could use the gift she was supposed to give out to merge with me instead, making her a substitute for my shitty, worthless spiritual body. It’s just like Divine Possession, get it?”

“That sounds… drastic. For both of you.” I pointed out, worried. “Why? And I‘m asking you both that.”

“You think I need to answer to you? You may be a good friend of hers, but I am rather unimpressed by your insolence.” Tan declared, but Shiro chided her.

“Oh come on, Tan. Don’t be rude to Aki. It’s a fair question. It’s crazy. I admit it. But… what did I have to lose? I was going to die anyway. Instead I get the chance to live my life. Not a normal one, but a special one… you must get that, surely? After all, you were chosen too!”

“As for me, it is simply an opportunity. To find someone I could occupy… I can remain here, not disturbing the water, hidden. And surely when the time for the predators to come dawns, I will be at the forefront, ready to devour them instead and drink deep of the spoils of war. And how tasty it will be.” The red eye glared at nothing balefully.

“Worlds where the One True God..." her tone was biting and filled with distaste. "...holds sway, their followers worshiping the Throne… they usually triumph. I find that state of affairs intolerable. So I saw opportunity. I could have found another who could accept the Favour I carried. But… anchored safely here I shall find it possible to remain, long after all the other messengers bringing gifts have departed.”

She shrugged, moving Shiro's body. “Slowly over time, the strength I gain will repair her atrophied and fragile Astral body, so eventually, when I triumph, I shall free her, and her destiny is then her own, along with my gratitude, which is no small gift.”

I noticed that the fires were dying down in her hair, which was almost entirely silver again. “I grow weary. The Material here is most uncomfortable. Too little ether.” She quickly dragged a bottle of sake to her mouth and drank the whole thing, which was worrying enough as an entire bottle in only a few seconds couldn’t be healthy, but Shiro seemed unaffected. “I shall slumber, unless you have need of me. But be careful. He is a rival, do not forget that.”

With that her hair fully returned to her natural silver and her eye turned black once more. “Well…” Shiro began, smiling slightly. “I guess we were both surprised today, right Aki?”

“I’ll say.” It was a lot to process, and I had many concerns. “So… are you sure you can trust her?”

“A hundred percent? Before, no, but now… I’m confident. We’ve been together a while now. Though she doesn’t really show herself much here, it makes her… well, you saw.” She gestured to the empty bottles and cans and plates cleaned of their contents. “Shit, your bill is going to be massive tonight, Aki. The food isn’t cheap here I bet. Still, worth it for a candid look at my body though, am I right?”

“Are you going to hold that against me? It was an accident. I suppose it makes sense why your network I saw was so crappy though. It’s vestigial, and I didn’t get chance to look deep enough to see this Tan.”

“No, I won’t hold my body against you, Aki!” she teased, though it seemed a bit forced. “So, I was wondering… how are you finding it? The spiritual world? The Boundary. It’s… well, it’s not a game, is it? Even if you can see Statistics and Levels.”

“No, it’s definitely not a game.” I sighed. “It’s life or death. To be honest… I don’t see how you’d cope with that. I’m worried for you.” I remembered the battles, the injuries, the killing. “Sure, it’s all fun and games fighting bugs and giant rats, but when you have to fight sapient creatures… and kill them… It stops being a game then.”

“So, you’ve done that?” Shiro asked. “No, of course you have. You don’t half-ass things. Tonight is proof of that." She was the one sighing now. "Yeah, it isn’t exactly like I can do much myself, but though it looks like it, I’m not asleep when Tan fully takes over. I still see, hear, taste and feel everything she does. I can advise her, ask her to stop… and you asked why I trust her. Two reasons. The first was… she let me make a terrible mistake.”

My expression must have been a picture, as she snorted. “That’s cute Aki, but don’t worry. I’ve told you, I’m still white. In fact, it was another woman who betrayed me. Though I guess I have been the subject of a lot of pushy advances from lesbians too…”

She laughed weakly at the joke, drinking from a half-empty can of beer to steady her nerves. “She was like us. How did I find her, you ask? Well, she found me…” She put down the now empty can. “An older woman, very motherly. Full of advice, wanting to help… I fell for it. And you know me, I don’t trust easily!”

“Yes, you do put up a certain shell. A defence mechanism.” I agreed.

“Tan didn’t trust her, but I was just so happy to have someone to talk to about this stuff. Then one day, a month or so in… she tried to kill me. Luckily Tan had pretended to just be my ability, so she was caught out when Tan took over. And now… she’s dead.” She looked so downcast.

“Do you know Aki? What it’s like to kill someone else? Of course you don’t. Goblins and so forth… sure, they may have minds, but it’s not like killing another human, is…” At her bitter self-reproach I was on my feet, wrapping her in a deep hug, pushing her to my chest. She made to protest, tears sparkling on her cheeks, but I wouldn’t let go. A brief flash of red was in her eyes, probably Tan watching warily, but seeming to know I meant no harm Shiro’s eyes remained black.


“Look, Shiro, it wasn’t your fault. I promise. She betrayed you. Being too trusting… well, it’s not a good thing. I know it’s a fault I have myself. But… I’d rather trust and be betrayed than not trust anyone and miss out on friends, allies, lovers.” After all, if someone betrays me now, I’m strong enough to overcome it and strike back. “It was Tan who killed her. You may have felt it, but…”

“You just don’t know, Aki! How could you?” she repeated. “I’m Tan and Tan is me! It was me, I snapped her neck and watched her choke to death, and then Tan… ugh. Shit, I’m a murderer! That’s why… it was great to see everyone again, forget about it for a while, laugh at stupid jokes, talk about happy things. I wanted to be special, I did. I wanted to live, but the price is heavy. Still… I don’t regret it! I’m saving the world, Aki. The world may hate me, it wanted me dead, but I’ll save it, and if I have to dirty my hands…”

“That was close.” I muttered, surprising her, as it seemed random.

“What was?” she sniffled, annoyed I interrupted her self-flagellation.

“If my Resilience stat was any lower I’d have kissed you then to shut you up.” I teased. Though she looked so tragic, so beautiful, it was genuinely hard to resist…

“You’re still hitting on me now? I’d have bit off your tongue Aki!” she snapped, embarrassed. “I’m saving my first kiss for…”

“…for me.” I declared confidently. “I’m surer than ever I’m the one for you! After all… I do understand. Like you... I’ve killed people, and I don’t even have the excuse that it was someone else like Tan. My family, friends, innocent bystanders… they were threatened, by my mistakes, so I had to take that burden, put it right. I too want to save the world, Shiro. I understand your pain, the guilt, the grief, the haunting feeling it was wrong, that I could have done better, that I’m making mistakes. But I just have to look at the smiles on the faces of Eri and the others to know… it was worth it. And I want, I need to see that smile on your face too, Shiro.”

She looked at me then, her dark eyes searching mine. “That’s selfish. You’re asking for all of my love, and only giving me a portion of yours in return. How’s that fair? You’re being a jerk, Aki.”

“Yes. I freely admit it’s not fair. But… who else can understand your struggles and support you? And I… I’ll never betray you. You know that. Besides, if a portion of my love makes other guys look like trash, how are you losing out? We’ll finish your game together, and make that kind world you craved a reality in this world too. But it won’t be just you and me. It’ll be all of us, together. Friends you can trust, who understand your struggles… I can be there for you.”

“Wait… wait just a minute, let me think!” she snapped, bright red flaring, but on her skin, not her hair and eyes. She was trapped within my embrace and I could feel her heart beating, weak and irregular, but somehow very soothing. “Stop trying to overcome my common sense with this smooth gigolo bullshit. You are shining right now, it makes me all confused and I start to think about your new looks and your damn bank balance… shit.” She took a deep shuddering breath. “Aki. No talking crap. You’ve killed? People?”

“Yeah. Three so far. Two had just shot a Detective and were about to kill an innocent policewoman. She was our age. I’d tried to sort things without anyone dying, but that was my reward. I also… well, I killed another one like us. He was garbage, worse than garbage. I’m glad you never met him. He deserved death, but… my reasons weren’t exactly pure. I’m not proud of it.” I looked her in the eyes, showing my sincerity. ”But I’d do it again. And if it was for you…”

“You must have really worked that appraisal to get stronger. The people I know…” She closed her mouth suddenly, but I didn’t miss it. She must know others. She said she had someone to talk to about this but she was ‘hard to talk to’ earlier. I don’t think she meant Tan. “Look, there are some monsters out there with powers that are truly deadly. Your knowledge cheat isn’t going to cut it, Aki.” She reached out a hand, touching my cheek, which surprised me. It was quite a gentle, tender touch. “I don’t want to see you die. Not like they did…”

“They?” I asked, and she nodded.

“There was a second reason I trust Tan. Promise me, Aki. I tell you this and you never tell anyone else.” She was deadly serious, but we were finally truly talking about what mattered, so I was happy to promise. At my nod, she whispered. “There was a second one like us. A guy. He was no good too. So… Tan killed him. But… she can take the Divine Favours away from those she kills and use them. Not often, it’s not easy, but…”

Conqueror, maybe? Or something else… “You think a knowledge cheat is busted? Skill-taking is worse.” I teased, and she scowled.

“It’s not a joke. The ability… it was from some sort of Judgement God, I think. The ability was to enforce Contracts, and if either party broke the terms, then they would have to pay compensation as agreed, and if not… their spiritual body would be destroyed.”

“That explains what Tan said earlier. And why you’ve been telling me to abide by my promises recently. So, you say you trust Tan now. I guess you have a Contract too?”

She nodded, face still damp, her long flowing hair cascading, tickling my hands. “Yes. Tan pledged that when she is victorious and becomes the true ruler of this world, an Astral Empress, and forges her own Divine domain, ascending to true heights of Godhood, that I’ll be free. But not just free, by then she says that she’ll have empowered me enough to live centuries more, happy and healthy. In exchange… I’m not allowed to stop her from doing what she needs to do to win. Even if that means… killing. So yes, I’m still a murderer. I’m responsible for every death that Tan causes from now on. I agreed to it, Aki. I agreed.”

More information. So, Astral Emperors rule worlds. Does that mean there can only be one, or could there be more? After all, what’s a world? Our Universe is full of them… and true heights of Godhood. So Tan is something like Ortlinde, or maybe something stronger, a Demigod perhaps, or a lesser Divine being…

“If either of us betrays the other, then the Contract will activate, and the compensation is… the life of the other.” Shiro shuddered. “So you see, I trust her. How could I not, Aki?”

“And… the wording doesn’t leave any dodgy loopholes? These spiritual beings can be damnably tricky.” That time Shaeula told my sister and Eri about me when I didn’t want her too, she was very careful to only sound like she was agreeing with me, she never actually promised to do as I said. The same with her first Oaths.

“I’m not an idiot, Aki. I’m not getting caught out with that. Now, are you going to let me go? I get it, we are both bad people. I’m fine now. I promise!” She wriggled, but there was no way she could break free from my grip. “Look, let go, damn it!”

“No. Because you obviously don’t get it. You may be doing things that aren’t good, but… they aren’t for selfish reasons. You genuinely worry about the world, even though it did nothing for you.”

“No, I…” she began, but I silenced her.

"Look. Shiro. Shirohime. Shut up! I know better than you the weight of responsibility. I’ve taken on a lot. If… if it’s too much for you, let me take yours on too. I can carry it, and if you find that too pretentious, too unfair, then at least let me help you carry it. I can do it because I’m not alone. So… if it’s too much, let me help you!”

“But… this is my burden. I wanted to be special, prayed for it all these years, knew I was…” she complained doubtfully. “… besides, I made a Contract with Tan. It’s too late.”

“You are special, to me! And shit, Tan didn’t say you couldn’t have help, did she? I don’t know about being an Astral Emperor, but that’s a long way off. We can work something out. After all, I already have three others like us in my corner. And I’m the boss.” I grinned proudly. “See, your Aki isn’t afraid of doing what needs to be done. I’m a new man!”

I leaned closer, until I was looking right into her eyes, her breath mingling with mine, hot on each other’s faces. “Shiro, I care about you. I love you. I love Eri, and others too. It’s unfair, it might make me a bad person, but I know one thing. I am confident of one thing. I know what it takes to make you happy. Probably more than anyone else in the world, right now. And if you give me the chance, I’ll do it! I’ll make you the happiest person in the world. Well, equal happiest, anyway!”


“Shit. You’re just an Aki…” she breathed out, breath tickling me. “But my heart does clench when you look at me like that, say those words. It’s a bit… thrilling. And when I look at you, I see all the things about you I like, like your looks, and how you are the same as me, and the fact you’re a cheating bag of crap seems less important and… damn, it’s like my emotions are betraying me. This shouldn’t happen! I’m Shirohime, I’m the one who makes people fall for me, so I can crush their hearts!”

“You crushed mine years ago…” I whispered softly, and she shuddered. Sorry, I’ve got rather high Charm, but all that does is make what you like about me seem more important. Forgive me…

“Shit. I’d believe your ability was charming girls. Are you sure it wasn’t you who swapped in for Yuuki Rito?”

“Would Rito have the guts to do this?” I asked, moving ever so slowly closer to her face. She squeezed shut her eyes, and I took that as an invitation. Our lips touched, and I gently kissed her. Just lips to lips. After a moment I pulled away, and her eyes opened in wonder.

“That… that was my first kiss.” she muttered.

“Not mine.” I apologised. “But my first with you, so it’s a first I’ll always remember and treasure.”

“Shit, not Yuuki Rito or any other pussy protago… mmm, mmm!” She lost her words as I sealed her lips again. This time her mouth was open, but I didn’t force it. She was shy, inexperienced, and hurting emotionally right now. But I still used my tongue, licking at her lips. She made more protesting noises, but didn’t pull away, eventually shutting her eyes again, relaxing into me. Great. She’s loosening up. I want this to be fun for her…

My tongue slipped inside her mouth, exploring, and Shiro kissed me back. I felt her trembling body giving off heat, as her flushed skin was scalding with nerves and passion. As our tongues tangled I marvelled at the feel of her in my arms. She was unlike any of my other girls, taller, more mature, and with a chest that rivalled the busty version of Hyacinth. Still, I was not going to be a beast and give into my instincts. Kissing was all I would do, until she confirmed in words she would be my girlfriend.

“Puh, hah, mmm…” Shiro panted as I pulled away. Her black eyes opened, and she looked at me, dazed. “My… I never… a deep kiss.”

“Yeah. Sorry. I would have stopped at just your lips, but Shiro. I love you. And I couldn’t resist the urge to taste you. I hope you enjoyed it?”

“You sound like Tan…” she muttered, still dazed. “I… I didn’t hate it. It was just a kiss anyway. I am an adult, a proud princess. Kissing is nothing to me!” she declared.

“Good! In that case then…” I leaned in, and we were kissing again, this time our eyes open, focussed on each other. Shiro. I swear I’m going to keep you safe… Tan, don’t be a traitor or a user, I want to believe in you too. If you genuinely help Shiro, I’ll be your ally. But if not…

I tightened my grip on Shiro, and my tongue tangled with hers more passionately, her taste on my tongue, her swallowing saliva as we kissed. … if not, I don’t care what or how. You’ll be the one to pay, Contract or not…


Two Hundred And Fifty-Two


“That was intense. Aki, you’re a brute!” Shiro sighed, red-faced. “To think… I was going to shoot you down, and somehow we ended up kissing.”

“The moment seemed right.” I smiled, still holding her in my arms. “Seriously though, I haven’t heard your answer. I love you, Shiro. Let me help you with your burdens. I’ve got broad shoulders, I can help you carry them.”

She eyed me then, my muscles rippling under my lavender shirt. “Yes, I never noticed, but you do, huh.” She sounded surprised.

“I’ve been working out, trying to strengthen the right muscles. I’ve been doing combat training too. I started with YouTube videos, Krav Maga, Muay Thai, that sort of thing. Gaining Levels helps, it strengthens everything, but without hard work it means nothing.” Shit, I sound like my father there. Speaking of… mom’s going to be overjoyed at having another daughter-in-law like Shiro, but father, auntie and uncle are going to be annoyed. At least… at least this was expected.

“So lean on me. Please.” I asked again. “After all, no man hates working hard for a girl he loves.”

“I haven’t said yes yet…” she muttered. Reaching for her phone, she started typing a message. Curious, I asked her what she was doing.

“Sending a text to your childhood friend, telling her you are kissing other women. And… send.” She tapped the screen with an impish smile. “I hope you enjoy getting scolded, Aki.”

“For you I don’t mind. But you are doing it wrong.” I grabbed my own phone, leaned in and placed my lips against hers, holding my phone up to take a selfie. Her dark onyx eyes went wide, but perhaps as she had become accustomed to kissing me over the last few minutes, she didn’t resist, and we were soon entwining out tongues again.

There was a shutter sound as my phone took a snapshot, and I then turned all my attention to Shiro, our kiss deep and passionate. As we parted, Shiro red-faced and breathing heavily, her chest straining under her t-shirt, I forwarded her the photo.

“Damn, we look good together, don’t we?” I said with a smile. “Anyway, if you are tying to get me in trouble, use that. Look… they know, all right. I’ve told them there’s a girl who I’ve always liked, a beautiful, cheeky and proud princess with a lousy personality but a good heart. I want to help you, and I want you to be mine. So please, Shiro. I’m asking again. Be with me. Forever.”

“I…” she looked down. “I don’t want to be just some mistress, Aki. I dreamed of a glorious wedding, where I wore a white gown fit for a princess, and everyone cheered and threw flower petals at me. Even my useless parents were there, watching and crying. If you say you can make me happy, then…”

“Shush now.” I placed a finger to her lips that were damp with my own saliva. “I promise you this, I’ll marry you, and it’ll be magical, everything you’ve dreamed of and more.”

“But, Eri, the others…” she began, only for me to seal her lips, this time not with a finger. When we were done, I allowed no further protests.

“Everyone. I’ll marry you all. And before you say ‘that’s illegal Aki you idiot’ or ‘have you lost your mind?’ I’ll tell you this. I’ve thought it all through. Originally I was going to stay loyal to Eri, but… she was the one that pushed for me to accept others. Well, one other, really, but that kind of opened the floodgates a little. Still, it opened my eyes. Eri wasn’t wrong. But if I’m going to do this, I’m going to do it right. I called in a few favours with powerful people, and now polygamy is going to be legalised.”

“Uh, Aki… I know you want me to say yes, but you don’t have to bullshit me. I’m not a little kid.”

“I know you aren’t. You’re a gorgeous princess.” I grinned triumphantly. “Look, I could call up the Prime Minister’s secretary right now and get him to put his boss on the phone. No bullshit. He’d be pissed off I was doing it simply to get a beautiful girl to fall for me, but if I have to do it, I’ll do it.”

Shiro glowered at me, expression dubious, before sighing. “I… I don’t think you’d lie to me, Aki. Not now. Not about this. So… just what the hell have you been doing?”

“Stuff that keeps me from working on your game.” I winked at her. “But to be honest, I think your game will have to be put on hold for a while. I want to get you stronger first.”

“But Tan is doing that…” she protested.

“Yeah well, sorry to Tan, but I don’t entirely trust her yet. That Contract… well, I’d like to have an expert in trickery look it over, but for now…” Shiro doesn’t need Lovers’ Link, I’d imagine, being a Chosen, but… now that it gives a small percentage of my stats if hers is lower and my stats are pretty decent… it’s still worth a try. Wait… is she even actually a Chosen? How does it all work anyway, with Tan? Shit, too many unanswered questions…

“You are grinning at me rather unpleasantly, Aki.” Shiro chided me. “Are you thinking of lewd…” Before she could finish, her eyes flared crimson and Tan peered out at me.

“Trust is earned, not given. She trusts you, I do not. There is too much to gain were you to betray her. As for our Contract, that is a matter for she and I to deal with. Your input is unwelcome.” And with that Shiro’s eyes darkened once more.

“Sorry about Tan, Aki. Since she drank… err, got that Skill she’s… well, it doesn’t matter. So, you never answered me. What have you been doing?”

“Making mistakes. I was too visible.” I shrugged. “So I naturally crossed the radar of politicians and powerful nobility.” Giving her an abridged version of the political situation, though with few actual details, she looked at me in shock when I was done.

“Damn Aki, you are radiating major protag energy right now. I’m impressed. All I’ve been doing is helping Tan. Though I guess we’ve done all right, considering the rough start. Anyway, I… look, Aki. Ask me again, okay?”

“Sure thing. Wait, the mood isn’t right. Bear with me a second…” I nipped out of the private room and called over a waiter. I had a brief discussion, and while my first request was rather ordinary, the second confused him a little.

Despite that, considering that I’d rented a private room, and bought enough food for six and drinks for a dozen, thanks to that greedy Tan, my unorthodox request was accepted. Taking the item I had requested, as well as the bottle of champagne and two glasses I had asked for, I returned to the room, shutting the door behind me.

Placing down the glasses, I uncorked the bottle easily, and poured us out some of the bubbling liquid. Placing down the bottle, I handed Shiro a glass.

“Damn, the suspense is killing me. So theatrical, Aki. And… uh, just how much was that bottle? I’m sure I saw it on the menu and it cost…”

“… a lot less than the worth of a single smile from you.” I finished, and her already flushed face darkened as she writhed in embarrassment.

“Shit, another critical hit. Aki you bastard, you’ve been keeping your natural talents hidden all these years! No longer will I consider Hayato the heartbreaker of the group, you’ve killed him dead!” She took a sip to cover her nerves. “Oh damn, this stuff is fit for a princess. At least you have good taste…”

“I do, especially in women.” I grinned, before getting down on one knee, surprisingly enough clutching a silver spoon in my hands, which was drawing her puzzled gaze.

“Uh, what are you doing, Aki?” she asked, before I silenced her with a look.

“Shiro. I’m asking you once more, will you go out with me? No, will you marry me?”

“Marry?” she squeaked, completely blown away by the escalation.

“Yes. I want you to stand on the same footing as Eri and the others. Now, I’m well known for my shitty proposals, it’s sort of a running joke…” My grin turned a touch ashamed. “… and normally I get the rings later, but… not this time.” With spoon in hand I crushed it into a ball, eliciting a gasp from Shiro, though that was nothing compared to what I did next.

“Tan isn’t the only one that can monopolise fire…” I grinned. A tongue of flame, quickly swelled by my plentiful wind energy, sparked into life, and Shiro let out another, longer gasp.

“Aki, that’s… what are you doing?”

“Oh, this? Yeah, I may have started off with just appraisal, but using that I managed to pick up a few more useful Skills.” I winked at her as I worked, the silver ball turning molten. Earth energy insulated my hand as I continued, and with a mixture of more wind energy and aether I began to sculpt the object.

Shiro peered at me, black eyes curious, and I spared her little attention, concentrating on this difficult work, though I did notice a flicker of ruby light in her gaze, probably Tan watching, perhaps alarmed by the elemental energies I was channelling. I’m only using a little, nothing special… though Shiro is so fragile I guess even this could harm her easily.

“Well, this is harder than I thought, but…” I shaped the metal, folding it over and over again. Eventually, sweat dripping down my face from a combination of heat and the strain of doing such delicate work, which was only possible due to my significant Precision and Alacrity, I finally finished, summoning a little water to cool the ring, which hissed as it solidified. The ring glimmered brightly, reminding me a little of the moon in the Fae lands.

“What the hell did you do, Aki?” she asked, as I reached out towards her, the ring, a delicate circle of silvery petals, resting on my palm.

“You said you wanted flower petals at your wedding, didn't you?” My bold grin was back. “Consider this an advance. Sorry the ring is only silver, but… I put my heart into it. So… uh, Shiro, your answer?”

She absentmindedly picked up the ring from my palm, examining it cautiously, turning it around so she could see the detailing. “You… you made this right here in front of me, yeah?”

“Is that so surprising? After all, Tan is surely weirder than that.” I responded reasonably, and she nodded mechanically.

“I guess so, Aki. I guess so. So… uh, you want to marry me? Seriously?”

“Yes. I love you Shiro. I admit, I love others too, but that doesn’t mean I love you any less. So, please, make me happy by saying yes, and I’ll return that happiness to you double! I’ll always have your back!”

“But… well, Tan.” she muttered awkwardly, and I understood.

“Tan just has to… keep sleeping… when we are being intimate. That solves that problem. And as for the other… you trust Tan, don't you?”

“I do. I haven’t really explained everything about why yet, but… I get that she means me no harm. Besides, she needs me, otherwise she’d have to go back home. But… she wants to be an Astral Empress, right? So… don’t you want to be the best, Aki?”

“If I have to be. Honestly, all I want is a safe, happy world for my family, friends and lovers to live peacefully in. A lot like your game, Shiro. I was starting to think maybe I’d have to take charge to make that happen, but… if Tan is trustworthy, like you say, then we can talk about it. But if not…” My grey eyes hardened like flint. “… if Tan betrays you, or hurts you, or turns out to be a danger to everything I want to protect…”

Shiro shivered at my intensity, as I was unconsciously flaring League. Her legs wobbled as she felt the pressure, and Tan responded, Shiro's hair and eyes flaring red and blazing brilliantly. She made to speak, but I got my words out first. “… if you betray her trust, Tan, I swear I’ll kill you. Just try me!”

“You think you can?” Tan chortled, licking at her lips, which had gone cracked and bleeding again, despite being moistened by the champagne only a few minutes ago. “I am no easy prey. My strength may be limited by the poor state of her body, but… were my hand forced, and I unleashed my true fury… let us simply say, drinking deep of your despair would be tasty indeed.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. When it comes to defending those I love, be it God, the Devil, the damn President of the USA, or even aliens, I’ll win. But it won’t come to that, will it, Tan? Shiro believes in you, and you’ll not betray her trust, am I right?”

“You are stronger than you appear. Hold down your League, her fragile body cannot take the strain. I shall retire once more.” With that, Shiro's eyes changed back to black, her hair blanching.

“Damn, Aki, you jerk! I think I leaked.” Shiro moaned, trembling in her seat.

“Sorry. I got carried away. But seriously… I don’t like the thought of you being bound to her. Sure, from an objective standpoint it’s not too different to my deal with Ortlinde. But… it just doesn’t sit right with me. So from now on, lean on me, all right… wait.” I trailed off. “Uh, Shiro… you never answered me? That’s a bit cruel!”

“Whose fault is that? You went off on a damn rant about protecting me from God, the Devil and… whoa…” she blushed. “… thinking about it, you looked deadly serious then. I think I leaked… wait, no.” She shook her head, fanning at herself nervously, peering down at the ring on her palm.

“Aki…” she breathed out. “You’ll honestly love me and make me happy? Even if I’m not able to make you happy? I mean, I’m a selfish girl. Otherwise I’d never have accepted Tan’s offer, would I?” she sighed then, rather anguished. “I do trust her, I do. But I had no reason to before, did I? For all I knew I was dooming the world to a tyrant’s rule…. and though the world never did anything for me, thinking of you, and Hayato, and Hina, Aimi, Shugo and Yasu, yes, even those dumb bimbos at my dorm, a lecturer who lets me off lessons knowing I’m too weak… even my shitty, selfish parents, I’d feel bad if you were to suffer because of me. I don’t… I don’t actually think I’m very lovable. All I have going for me is beauty. Besides…” She grinned bitterly. “If you are looking for sex, I’m probably too weak to be any fun in bed.”

“I’m not going to lie, I want you. All of you.” She looked down shyly at my honesty, unable to meet my gaze. “But if all you can do is kiss, I’ll kiss you from now until eternity. Didn’t your heart race when we did? Didn’t you like it?”

“I didn’t hate it… no, ugh, I swore I’d never be tsundere, that only works in stories. Yes, I liked it. I like you. Fine. I said it. I always thought you were like me, deep down. Something lacking. It sort of made me want to bully you, because it made me feel good. You always paid attention to me, and not… not like other guys. Don’t get me wrong… I know you always used to check me out, you are only human after all…” Her smile returned. “… but it felt almost… well, reverent. It sounds silly, I know… but I didn’t hate it. Even when Yasu or Shugo got a bit too dirty, you or Hayato would calm things down. Hayato would do it by being… well, Hayato, natural peacemaker… but you, a clever quip here, embarrass yourself there, draw attention away. They never noticed. But I did. Hina too, funnily enough. Our Hina is sharp to lust and other emotions like that.”

“Reverence isn’t quite right, but… you know what, I always thought you were special too. And don’t get me wrong, I know a lot of beautiful girls. My mom is gorgeous, my sister too, she takes after her…”

“Gross, mothercon as well as siscon?” Shiro chuckled, and I shook my head.

“No way. But good looks run in my family.” I laughed. “Eri was always gorgeous too, though she tried her best to hide it. So it’s not just that you were beautiful. It was… well, beauty is beautiful because it’s ephemeral, right? Because it could be gone any moment.”

“Mujō, you mean? Beauty and value because of impermanence? Are you saying you liked me because I was likely to drop dead any minute, Aki? That’s cold.”

“You know it wasn’t that. I just thought… I was privileged to see something special that might not be there tomorrow. It sounds stupid when I say it, but… well, the fact you might be gone, and that sad smile you often gave when you thought we weren’t watching. It made me want to make sure you weren’t impermanent, but remained with us forever. But I never had the guts to do anything about my feelings. Until now. Now… Shirohime, you are a princess to me. And I want you to stay by my side forever.”

“Fine. Aki, you win.” She picked up the ring and slid it onto her finger, the metal petals cool against her flesh. “I must be some sort of idiot. Hell, obviously I am. I leapt into a deal with Tan, because I had nothing to lose. I’m a bit of a bitch, really.” She sighed. “I just wanted to be meaningful, to matter, to snatch some happiness away from fate. For the world to be kind to me. But perhaps… perhaps I don’t need the world to be kind. Aki… no, Akio.” She said my full name, surprising me. “You can do it, right? Make me happy? And you’ll be satisfied with me? With all my flaws? I might not make the best wife. Eri will likely look down on me. You won’t let her bully me, will you?”

“No way, if she tries to hit you with an axe I’ll stop her.” I promised. “Besides, Eri has changed. Okay, she’s still possessive and jealous, but she’s learned how to open her defences to others. I hope you can too. As for you being a bad wife… you’re not Mujō, not anymore. I’ll stay with you until you learn. I give to you, you give to me, and we are all happy!”

“An axe? Is she Kotonoha? If so, your head is ending up coming clean off your shoulders… Well crap, I spent the whole date shooting you down, and in the end… I still got engaged. Shit, Akio, yes. I’ll marry you, you damn idiot. Even the ring… I watched you forge it from a bloody spoon in front of me…” She snatched her phone, typing another message.

“What are you doing?” I asked, and she smirked at me cheekily.

“Watch.” She snapped a picture of her hand wearing the ring, before adding it to a message along with the picture of us kissing. “If Eri hasn’t learned to open those defences like you say, it’s a nice boat for you for sure.”

“Be sure to send it to Eri…” I warned, embarrassed but concerned, joy and worry mixed in my chest. I’m delighted Shiro finally agreed to be my girlfriend. But Tan still concerns me. A lot. I really want to check that Contract. The way she said it, Shiro has almost no power of veto on Tan’s actions at all, for rather meagre reward…

I understood Shiro was desperate, eager to grasp a chance at being special, a true white princess, with nothing but her conscience at stake for her, but even so, it seemed a little foolish for a girl as smart as her… “If you send it to one of the gang by mistake, we’re kind of in trouble.”

Her hands paused over the phone, double checking the address. “Don’t scare me like that, Aki. Shit… they know you are already engaged, so if I say anything… what the hell do we do?” she cried in a panic, which was unbearably cute, so I rose to my feet and hugged her. For a moment she stiffened, but then her arms circled me.

“I… can feel my heart racing. Damn I never thought I’d do romance…” she whispered, before we started kissing. Her dark eyes were wide with amazement. As we pulled apart, her breathing heavily, I gently cupped her bottom through her tight jeans, giving it a gentle squeeze.

“Whoa, what the… that’s a bit much, isn’t it?” she protested, flushed. “We’ve only been dating like thirty seconds and you’re already feeling me up? I know I’m like all super hot and all, Aki, but… take it slow, okay?”

“Sorry. Couldn’t resist.” I grinned, making her smile in return. “Besides we aren’t just dating. We’re engaged.”

“Shit, yeah. I leapt right over the boring levels and headed straight for endgame. Efficient but… kind of scary. Still, what… what do we tell everyone?”

“For now, we don’t have to say anything. The law changes won’t be for a while, so we can’t use that as an excuse… hmm. I’ll think of something.” I promised.

“You’d better. And also wear a stab-proof vest next time we are out. If Yasu finds out you got your hands on the beautiful, snow white princess and stained her lips with your colour, he’s going to go mad. Especially when he can’t find a single girl to date and you have… uh, I never asked. What’s your harem at, playboy?”

“Including you? Seven.” I answered, and Shiro paused, expression going blank.

“Seven? Seriously? I underestimated you Aki, turns out you were actually a wolf all along!”

“No backing out now! Don’t forget, you have to honour contracts and promises!” I joked, trying to calm her down. As we bantered and argued, the feeling of warmth in my chest was wonderful, my mood light. Damn, now if only I didn’t have to worry about Tan this would be perfect…
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After our heated discussion over my rampant infidelity finished I paid the bill for the night. Shiro went deathly pale at the sheer cost, which admittedly was the sort of obscene money that would have made me feel sick had I been made to pay it only a few months ago. Hell, I probably couldn’t even pay it if I wanted to then. That was three months’ salary. Three good months.

“So, are you tired? I can take you back to your dorm now, though I’d be sorry to see you go.” I asked, as we stepped out into the chilly air of Ueno. The car was waiting for us, ready to take us anywhere we wanted to go.

“Yes, I’m tired. Bone weary, in fact. But I’d have collapsed hours ago normally. See, Tan is helping. So… I want to carry on. Make me feel normal, Aki. In fact… I want to walk! Akihabara! It’s only a short distance from here.”

“Sure. Worst case scenario, I don’t mind carrying you, darling.”

That got a rise out of her, and as I was informing the driver we would be walking, she started complaining that I just wanted to piggyback her so I could feel up her ass again. Still, she sounded like she was having fun. As the car pulled away, heading for a pickup location, I turned back to my new fiancée. “So, where do you want to go? The usual maid café? An arcade? A pub?”

She tilted her head, thinking. “You pick, Aki. I’m never out this late so I don’t know.”

“All right. I have a few ideas.” I offered her my arm and she took it, pushing it to her chest, leaning on my shoulder. In the past, such an action would have embarrassed me, but now it felt right. “We should be off. I’ll go slow, let me know if you feel tired and we can find a bench or I can carry you. With my strength now you’re as light as a feather.”

“Rude much, Aki? I’m always light! And my only weight is from my chest and ass. I don’t see you complaining about that!”

“No, you are just about perfect!” I agreed, as we started walking down the brightly lit, still busy street. The pair of us were attracting gazes, which made Shiro shrink in on me a bit, but I carried us through proudly.

“Hey, don’t be shy. They are just jealous.” I laughed quietly.

“Oh, of who?” she asked.

“Both of us. After all, we are quite the catch, no? Both Astral Emperor candidates, attractive… well, too bad, because you are all mine now!”

“Flattery will get you nowhere… I’d usually say, but it seems it got you everywhere tonight. Shit, I still can’t believe it, Aki.” She looked down at her ring. “I … kind of got swept up in the moment, didn’t I? Telling you about Tan, finding out you were just like me, with blood-soaked hands… finding out you loved me. It’s hard to take it all in.”

“Not having second thoughts, I hope?” I smiled gently, and she shook her head.

“No, if anything you said before was true, it was that there aren’t going to be many men who can understand me like you do. I can’t say I’m thrilled at all about having to share you, but… I guess I’ll be busy helping Tan a lot, so… hmm, that feels kind of sad now. Damn, I never thought I was such a… well, girl. I’m already starting to feel like I want to spend more time with you.”

“I should hope so…” As we continued to talk, we reached the first destination. Shiro was panting heavily, clearly very tired, but I let out a trickle of Ether Healing. Her eyes flared red, and Tan surfaced once more.

“What are you doing? Using aether is a hostile…” she began, but my withering retort shut her down.

“Are you being this dumb deliberately? I get the impression you don’t like me much. I’m just restoring some of her strength. It’s a talent. Now if you seriously think I’m going to hurt her, then you need to get a clue. Now, shut those red eyes and leave us alone. I’m on a date, I don’t need a third wheel!”

Tan made an indelicate noise, before Shiro’s eyes turned onyx again. “Really, she’s just worried about me.”

“Sure. if you say so. But I resent her paranoia. But enough of her, I’m not talking about Tan on my date with you, my dear fiancée.”

“Well, my dear fiancé, where are we going?” she asked, chuckling.

“Here.” I declared.

“Here? A department store?” she asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah, this one is the only store in Akihabara open this late, and there’s a fun little maid café on the top floor, I believe, a little quirkier than the mainstream ones we usually go to. So, in we go…” I guided her in, and while it was quiet inside, we still had a short while to shop.

Guiding her to the ladieswear section, I grinned. “Time for that new outfit. And none of that you don’t want to waste money bullshit. If I can’t treat my girlfriend, I’m a pretty shitty guy, right? In fact… you don’t have to worry about money ever again.”

“That seems a bit sudden…” Shiro was a little uncomfortable with the rapid pace of the night, which I understood, but… We don’t have time for leisure. The world won’t wait for us.

“It is sudden. But Shiro, I don’t want you worrying about finances. You have enough to worry about. Besides, I bet you are going to look gorgeous in something like that…” I pointed, and Shiro flushed.

“Oh, fine.” she conceded, and after taking the items I pointed out to the changing room, I waited for her to try a fresh new look…
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“So, uh, how do I look?” Shiro asked, emerging from the changing room.

“Perfect!” I gave her a thumbs-up, admiring her gorgeous figure. She was wearing a deep purple jumper which hugged her curves, as well as a blue skirt for contrast. The skirt was quite long, but even so, seeing her ankles was a different experience. “I knew with your hair and skin, you’d look fantastic in deeper colours. We’re taking them!”

I bundled up her other clothes, as well as several other things she’d tried on earlier. “Excuse me!” I called to a tired looking shop assistant. “We are taking all these. She’ll wear those out if that’s okay?”

She assented, so shortly afterwards we were on the top floor of the building, sitting in a rather small maid café, the waitresses not just normal maids, but ones wearing cat ears, tails and other animal accoutrements. We had asked for a small booth to ensure our privacy, and the maid who had served us complimented us both regarding our outfits, which made Shiro blush. The maid just earned good feedback. I must remember to email the café website later.

After a while, Shiro was picking away at a parfait and a glass of beer, while I was happy enough just to drink along with her. But it’s time to ask. “So, Shiro. Your Contract with Tan. It seems… shit, to put it bluntly.”

“Well, I might have exaggerated a little. I was feeling damn sorry for myself. Talking about the blood on my hands, even though you said you understood and had been through the same… I was shoving you away, I guess.”

“Too late for that.” I glanced down at her ring, she followed my gaze and blushed. “So, you can tell me. I’d like to know.”

“No she cannot. I see no reason why you should be privy to such information…” Tan declared, Shiro's hair suddenly smouldering with flames.

“For fuck's sake, Tan you moron. Stop with the flames in public. I know this is a private booth, but it isn’t another room like before.” I snapped, infuriated.

At my criticism the hair turned silver again, only the tips remaining crimson. As she conceded to me, I continued. “As for why I should be privy to the information, it’s obvious. I’m going to be marrying Shiro. I know you’ve been listening. That means I need to know I can trust you, or I’m going to have to take steps to secure her safety.”

“You believe you can?” she scoffed. “Do not get ahead of yourself, foolish man. If the Contract is broken, then it will be the princess who suffers.”

“I don’t like your threats. It doesn’t sound very friendly. Now piss off and let me talk to my damn fiancée in private. You want to win, right? Well, shouldn’t you be trying to appeal to me then?”

“True.” Tan mused. “Very well. You may know.” And with that she relinquished control back to Shiro.

“Sorry. She’s normally only this grumpy when she’s thirsty.” Shiro apologised. “Now… the Contract is sealed between us. Tan is to protect my life, keep me from harm as much as possible, and interfere with my daily life as little as she can. She’ll slowly repair my body, and help me grow stronger, so I can eventually live a better than normal life. When she triumphs as an Astral Empress I’ll be given any position of my choice below her. I’ll be well rewarded.” She smiled ruefully, looking stunning even doing that.

“In exchange though… I can’t stop her doing what she needs to win, even if that’s killing an opponent.” she sighed. “However, she has to abide by causing the minimum harm possible to achieve her goals. See, I’m not stupid, Aki!” Shiro pouted, stirring at her half-full parfait with her long spoon.

“She is not to harm people needlessly, or perform evil acts unless there is no alternative. And she intends to rule benevolently, though our world will join her faction as her demesne when this is all over. But apparently that would happen whoever wins. It’s normally the Throne, she says, and they don’t play nice with any other Pantheon, leading to trillions of needless deaths, countless worlds lost. She’s just taking a chance to redress the balance a bit, and it’ll benefit me and us all too.” She finally relaxed, relieved to have told me.

Uh… yeah, okay. That sounds good at first listen, but… it’s… basically the same as what she said when she was supposedly ‘shoving me away’. One thing Shiro was proud of was her mind, so for her not to notice seemed… odd. “So, uh… yeah I get it. There’s some benefits for you, but… who decides what is possible, what is necessary? If it’s Tan… well, to put it bluntly, what if she decided she needed to Level up, and the best way was to massacre a town or two?”

“Oh Aki, don’t be so silly.” Shiro giggled, and I caught a hint of red in her vision. “That would be an evil act. Surely there’s an alternative way to Level?”

… yeah, that’s true. There would surely be… wait, no. that’s naïve. “It depends how stringently you apply it. If it needs to be done this minute then there wouldn’t be an alternative, so she could go right ahead, by the terms of the Contract, no?”

“Well… uh…” Shiro considered, idly spooning parfait into her mouth. “That seems logical, but there’s a problem with that! There would be other ways to win, so she’d have to do those!”

Okay, I’m a little worried. She seems far too trusting of Tan. What Shiro says may well be true, she knows her better than me… wait, no, I can’t trust to chance. Shiro is my priority. I’m done making mistakes. Shaking my head, I decided to approach the matter differently.

“Hey, Aki. I know you are rightly suspicious of Tan. You don’t know her. But she’s saved my life several times. And others trust her too.” Shiro looked down at her ring again, running a finger over it. “Aki, you told me you have allies too. Well, I do as well. Tan helped me gather them. I think it’s fine to tell you. Though…” She looked at me with her dark eyes, her cheeks flushed. “… I’m not sure if I want you to meet them. One’s a cute girl, and another is a gorgeous woman. I worry they’ll turn your head…” She pouted at the thought. “… I think seven is plenty, thanks!”

“Oh Shiro.” I chuckled, rubbing her head, leaning in for a kiss. With a giggle she obliged. As she pulled away, she licked at her lips, but the view reminded me a little of Tan, which niggled at me. Still, I kept my face impassive as Shiro giggled.

“I got used to kissing you so quickly. Damn, Aki you are truly a master seducer. Yep, no way I’m letting you meet them! There is a third woman, sort of… but she... well, you can meet her, I guess.” She giggled again.

“So just girls then?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“No, we have the guys too. I have more allies than you it seems.” She winked, well pleased. “Now don’t be jealous, none of them are my type, and I’m the boss, aren’t I?” She pushed out her chest proudly, which was a sight in her new jumper. “Besides, unlike you, this princess doesn’t cheat! I’m content to be monogamous.”

That stung a little, but I laughed it off. “It would be good to pool our forces. Working alone or in small groups will just lead to needless conflict and deaths. As for the rest…” I paused, considering.

I still don’t know what compensation is in this Contract. It said death if the compensation wasn’t paid, but if the compensation is modest enough… Whether that would be a good thing or not was hard to say. Any lessening of the risk to Shiro would be good, but if Tan could do whatever she wished for a minor cost… as I opened my mouth to raise that issue, Shiro asked something else.

“So, uh. I know of Eri. Your childhood friend. So… who are the others? And… when do I get an introduction? I don’t believe it, but I’m actually nervous. Me, Shirohime, the white princess! Nervous about meeting your other girls! Damn, Aki, what have you done to me? If Aimi and Hina could see me like this I’d die of shame…”

That’s true. I haven’t really talked about them. I suppose I have to. I can use it to give me another opening to talk about Tan again too… “Well, there’s Hinata, and Motoko, Natsumi… oh, that’s right.” I grinned. “Funny thing is, my beloved Shirohime, you won’t be the only princess in my harem.” I winked, to show I wasn’t serious with the term 'harem'. Well, it is one, but calling it one makes it seem like I’m just collecting girls, not loving them properly.

“Really? That’s weird. Just so you know, anyone else calling themselves a princess is obviously a faker, unlike me.” She picked up her spoon, scraping away the last of the parfait from the glass.

“Yeah, her name is Shaeula, and she’s a…”

There was a gentle clinking as Shiro dropped her spoon, frozen. Puzzled, I looked at her, only to see she had turned deathly pale, looking sick. The tips of her hair were darkening rapidly, turning red as blood.

“Shaeula? Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan?” she asked, and as her hair burst into flames, I nodded dumbly. How do you know about Shaeula? I’ve never mentioned her name to you…


Two Hundred And Fifty-Three


“How do you know Shaeula?” I growled. “And I told you, calm down with the fucking fire hair, Tan. I’m running out of patience with you rapidly.” I looked around, but fortunately the quiet booth we were at was in one corner, and no tables near us were full at this hour, so nobody had seen us yet.

“I do not have to entertain your…” Tan began, before her eyes turned black again, the flames dying down as her hair turned silver once more. Those fires must be spiritual, as otherwise that jumper should have burst into flames…

“Aki. Sorry.” Shiro's face looked dreadful, ashen and pale, and her eyes were tearing up. She bit on her lip nervously, as if to prevent the words she would have to say next. “I need you to be honest with me. Do you know someone who calls himself the Raven Knight?”

My eyes went wide with shock, but I quickly composed myself. Yeah, that’s one explanation. Not the one I expected, but… “I’m always honest with you, Shiro. Yes, I know the bastard. He nearly killed me back when I was just starting out.”

I remembered the Jaws of the Questing Beast and how it was a near-miracle I dodged that. “He and his spider friend killed some of my allies too.” I remembered the Trolls and white snakes that died. Unlike the weaselkin, they weren’t brought back by Kin Restoration, so their deaths were a true and permanent tragedy.

“It’s true then… you’re the one.” Shiro whispered, before bursting into tears, great heaving sobs. As she wailed, it drew the attention of the other patrons, though being Japanese they quickly started minding their own business, except for a waitress who came over, looking concerned, especially when she saw Shiro bawling. Fixing me with a stern glare, which was a bit incongruous when coming from a maid dressed as a cat-girl, she asked if everything was all right.

“No, not really.” I sighed bitterly, unwilling to lie, puzzled by Shiro's sudden outpouring of emotion. “We were celebrating an important occasion when she got some very bad news. She’s rather distraught. Can you give us some privacy for a while? I’ll of course pay extra for the disturbance.” I pulled out some money and handed it over. “Get everyone here a drink, with my apologies.”

As she took the money she asked Shiro again if she was all right, and she nodded, wiping her nose on one of the napkins. “Yeah… it’s just… today was the best, and now… I’m sorry for causing a fuss.” Shiro apologised. “Just… leave us alone… a while. Okay?”

With one last look the waitress departed, starting to ask the other patrons for what drink they wanted and to advise them to give us space. I reached over to console Shiro but she pulled away from me, her face stricken.

“So, just what’s this about? Why the tears?” I asked, having a bad feeling. I’m the one? The one what?

“I… he never said the name of the person who was working with Shaeula. Either he didn’t know it or care to remember.” Shiro managed after a moment to compose herself, her tears bright on her cheeks. “But apparently you worked with an evil Faerie to steal a Tree from him and nearly killed him, Aki.”

“Bullshit.” I growled, remembering. “And you know me, Shiro. Would I be doing the bidding of some evil Fae? Shaeula is far from evil. If anything, it’s that bastard Raven Knight who is vile. The things he said to her…” I shook my head to clear those painful memories. “Anyway, you know that bastard? Wait… if you are close enough to exchange stories… is he one of your allies?” I asked, and as Shiro nodded, numb, I felt a ball of dread in the pit of my stomach.

“Fuck. This is what we get for letting him escape last time. Although he outclassed us then, it’s true. You don’t… have a Contract with him as well, do you?”

Another pained nod. Shiro was shaking, trembling life a leaf in the wind. “We… we do. And the terms…”

“If the fucker wants his Tree back, well, we can sort something out.” I grated. “A Tree like that, it’s nothing, compared to getting you free from that piece of shit.” It’d be a shame to lose the darkness element the Tree puts out, but in terms of Ether generation, it’s gone from a big part of our gains to only a fraction.

I thought that would cheer Shiro up, but she only bit down harder, as if to stop herself crying out. I reached for her again, but once more she shrank away. I started to feel my own eyes feeling hot, my chest hurting. Why? Why is she backing off? Surely she wouldn’t believe that bastard over me?

I was soon answered, as she spoke, voice hoarse. “Yes, we made a Contract to get back his Tree. But also… to help him kill Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, his enemy, and also… the mortal that helped her.” She flailed out with one fist, catching me on the arm, heedless of the pain of striking my tough body. Again and again she struck me, gentle as a whisper, but her hands started to bruise, her fingers swollen. As she wept I finally managed to grab her resisting body, pulling her head into my chest.

“Aki… what do I do? What…” Her wails were heartrending, and I could feel us drawing more and more attention.

“It’s all right.” I promised, stroking her head gently, using Ether Healing to restore her battered hands. Tan stirred at that, but remained quiescent, perhaps Shiro keeping her at bay, or perhaps… waiting. “It’ll be all right. I promised I’d help you carry your burdens. This is just one more.” I whispered in her ear, and she gasped miserably, stifling her cries.

“That stupid crow bastard. Obviously I can’t let him kill me or Shaeula. But for a punch in the fucking face and a promise to never bother her again, I can give him the Tree.” I decided to be bold. “Then he can fuck off. You don’t need allies like him.” I assured her. “Shaeula and I are far more worthy.”

“It’s… not that simple.” Shiro sniffled. “We have a Contract. We have to follow through. Or else we have to pay the compensation, or die!” She was trembling in my arms, and I felt my rage towards the Raven Knight growing rapidly. “I’m skirting the terms just being with you now I that I know your identity! It’s making my body ache, Aki!” she cried. “It’s only because Tan can’t fully manifest here, and I know I can’t kill you, that I’m not in violation of the Contact!”

Shit, shit, shit! This is the worst case scenario! I need to think. “Okay, well… what’s the compensation? I might be able to pay it for you to free you. That could work.” Shiro hadn’t done more than touch on the issue of compensation before, so I was reaching, but…

“No, that wouldn’t work, Aki.” she shuddered, dashing my hopes. “We… Tan set it up so that either way, she’d get access to the Fae realm. And I agreed. After all…” she chuckled bitterly. “I’d rather she gains strength from draining non-humans dry than people. Though knowing the Raven Knight and his Jorogumo, I know they are intelligent beings too, with hopes, dreams and fears…” Her hands were bleeding, her nails shredding her palms, and as droplets of blood ran down her pale flesh and stained my suit, I continually eased her wounds with Ether Healing, soothing her.

“…but I’m not a monster, Aki, I’m not! I’m selfish yes, but… we won’t win without sacrifice! You must know that, surely?”

“Yes, I do.” I whispered to her. “I’ve killed Fae creatures, Wild Hunt, Unseelie. Yes. It’s the same as killing people. I hate to do it. But if it’s to protect those I love from suffering, or to save more lives…” I hesitated, before making up my mind.

“If… if I kill the Raven Knight, wouldn’t that void…” I suddenly felt pain as flames licked over the whole of Shiro’s body. It was as if something was taking bites out of my flesh, sucking at my blood. But the physical pain was nothing compared to the feeling of agony I was enduring watching Shiro suffer, the elation of her finally finding someone to understand her, to love her, come crashing down in the cruellest of ways.

My Chakra network responded, cooling Spirit Water pulsing through me, dampening the injuries, and my Ether Healing started on the burns to my Astral body.

“You utter fool.” Tan snapped, one eye a brilliant crimson. “To say such, it is almost as if you wish to make us forfeit the terms of our Contact.” She let out an angry hiss. “Do not say such foolishness to us! Besides…”

“We have Contracts with all the others, well, except for that spider-woman, she’s with the Raven Knight. If we break faith with any, how will the others ever trust us again, Aki?” Shiro chimed in, distraught. “Besides, you may hate him, and I agree he seems unpleasant, but… he has his pain too.” She pursed her lips. “Apparently his mother and father were betrayed by his aunt, a powerful sorceress. He seeks revenge on her. Wouldn’t you, Aki? If… if someone betrayed me, you’d want justice, wouldn't you?”

“I would. Look, calm the flames, Tan, they damn well hurt! I’ll be careful about what I say.” I promised. “I want the best outcome for everyone, but… a Contract can surely be nullified if both parties agree, right?” I suggested. “I can return his Tree, and even offer to help him with his aunt. Then he can go on his way, happy and satisfied. Surely standing by my side would benefit you more. He may have been stronger than me before, but he was still the one to lose. Now… he’s not my match.”

“I see. Yes, that might…” Shiro paused, eye looking into the distance, before Tan took over.

“This is not the place to hold such… discussions.” Tan warned, pointing to a stairwell at the back of the café. “We cannot speak freely here, and I have no wish to incur the consequences of your idiocy without recourse.” She licked her parched lips. “Such would not please me.”

“Fine.” Slipping out, the drained Shiro in my arms, I left money on the table to cover our bill, before heading for the exit, but instead of taking the stairs down we headed up, to the roof. The door was locked, but a whisper of wind wriggling in the keyhole had it open quickly, and we stepped out, the view and bustle of Akihabara around us normally enough to bring joy, but now it was only background noise.

“You could be a master thief too, Aki.” Shiro muttered, as I locked the door behind us, setting her down gently. “This… definitely wasn’t how I saw today going, you know? It seems a bit of a cruel joke.”

“I know. To be honest, I thought today would go very differently as well. Look, Tan… I want the outcome that Shiro, Shaeula and I are all happy. Anything else here I’m prepared to compromise on. Can we make something work?” Paying compensation, having the Contract withdrawn by mutual consent, killing the Raven Knight. Killing Tan, maybe… There were options, but I didn’t know the ramifications of many of them.

“I don’t know about this Shaeula, but… I can’t let Aki… ugh…” Shiro clutched her chest, expression terribly pained, and her eyes turned crimson.

“Foolish girl. Do not deny the Contract, lest it ensnare you. Do you wish to be his servant until he takes revenge on his aunt? Or you die? I shall lose too, if that happens. That would not taste sweet at all.” Tan growled.

His servant? Damn, no way I’ll let Shiro do that. Although… if she voided the Contract, then started serving him, I could kill him quickly then before he did anything unpleasant, but… fuck. There’s too much I don’t know about the details. If I did that and she then died with him… why the hell would a God decide to hand down such troublesome powers?

“No. Shiro. Best think that you are going to kill me right now.” I ordered, with a heavy heart.

“But Aki…” She glanced at her ring sadly, one eye a deep black again. “… I don’t know…”

“I know. I’ll be damned if I let you die or be the servant of that bastard for God knows how long. Shit, Tan, did you have to make such stupid deals? What moronic pacts did you make with the others?”

“It was hardly foolish. I do not approve of your insolent tone.” Tan grated, parched tongue protruding from her dry mouth. “We secured the services of the Raven Knight, opening potential new grounds for us to exploit. The others are bound to us as well, able to protect us, expand our influence and are there for if… so annoying, I do not see why I am explaining this to you.”

“Tan, please.” Shiro pleaded. “You’re smart and powerful, you must be able to do something about all this?”

With one dark eye peering at me with pain and sorrow, the other a crimson orb of indifference and unpleasantness, I found myself torn. What to do? I’m leaning towards just trying to kill Tan here and now, then rely on Chirurgery and Ether Healing. But if Shiro dies… I don’t know if I can forgive myself. As my muscles clenched, responding to my desire to fight, to beat down this unreasonable situation, half of Shiro’s face quirked into a grin.

“I believe we should continue this discussion in a more… appropriate… location.” Tan suggested. “The spiritual realm, the Boundary that surrounds your world.”

“Wait, Tan, if you go there, won’t you and Aki…” Shiro began, but she was silenced by Tan placing a finger to her own lips.

“Hush, little princess. This is a matter of victory is it not? You should not and cannot interfere.”

“But…” Shiro managed, before Tan spoke over her, Shiro's whole body now under her control, her crimson, flaming hair fluttering in the breeze, her ruby eyes matching the lights of Tokyo around us for intensity. It looked somewhat strange, seeing a girl in fashionable blue skirt and rich purple jumper looking so… unnatural, but having experience with Shaeula and Hyacinth I could put that aside.

“You say you care for her, man. Then, prove it.” Tan smiled coldly, utterly lacking in humour. “Else I cannot permit you to stand by her side.”

“Shouldn’t that be her choice?” I observed. “After all, you aren’t to interfere in her daily life, are you?”

“If your presence would destroy her, it violates many of the tenets of the Contract we share.” She shook her head, fiery locks flowing. “I am to protect her safety, after all. You should want this, no?” she persisted.

“Fine. You make a good point.” I grated. “But, let me be clear. I only want Shiro’s safety. I’m liking you less and less the more I learn of you. And I have no trust for you.”

“How unkind.” Tan chuckled. “Why, do you worry I shall return while you are within the Boundary and devour your mortal body, drinking deep of you? So untrusting.” She giggled. “I should fear you will do the same to me, should I not?”

“Don’t be a fucking idiot. You know I can’t risk hurting Shiro. I’m the one at risk, after all, I’m the target of your dumbass Contract.” I looked into her eyes. “I know you can hear me, Shiro. Next time, let Tan take all the risks in a Contract. And if she tries to bullshit you saying 'she needs to put you at risk to win' then you know she’s no good, all right?”

Her eyes darkened a moment, and she looked down, and I knew my message was received, before Tan was back in control. “No good? I could have merely handed her the Divine Favour, and she would be dead, killed by the wolves that roam the Boundary. Such as you. Or I could have left her alone, and her death would surely be soon, her spiritual body failing her. For such beauty to waste away, it is far too sad. Instead, I offered a fair trade.”

“Fair my ass. But I’m never going to convince you… so, how about a Contract?”

At that, Tan drew in a long breath. “Bold. Very… very bold. A shame. I can see you are a man who can match her. Such a pity.” She shook her head. “Very well. What terms do you require? Bear in mind should you try to bind us too tightly, we will void our Contract with the Raven Knight, and face the consequences. For a being such as I, that would be tiresome, but for her it would be tragic.”

“Tell me something I don’t know. No, I simply wish assurances that neither of us will attempt to harm each other’s Material bodies. Say for the next twelve hours.” I don’t want a long Contract in case it triggers Shiro’s, and I can’t be too restrictive. Besides, I want the Contract done quickly. I also had another purpose in asking for such a Contract. It was a risk, but I trusted Shiro to have told me the truth about what it entailed, so… it's a calculated one.

“I see. Cautious, yet as we likely cannot kill you here with her weak body, not in violation of our prior Contract. Very well.”

“Aki, you don’t have to do this… run away. Go far away. If we can’t find you we can’t…” Shiro groaned again, pain flaring as the Contract tightened a noose on her spiritual body, which was already achingly fragile and atrophied.

“Shiro, please. Stop it.” I cried out, anguished. At the look on my face she allowed Tan back in control. “I’ll figure something out. Until then, just… I don’t want you to suffer. I promised I’d bring you joy and I meant it.”

“So… sweet.” Tan licked her cracked lips. “Very well. I swear neither I, nor the body I occupy, will make any direct attempts to injure your form here on the Material. This will be in place for twelve hours, starting from when we swear.”

I see. Very specific wording there. I was hoping she’d fall for it and damage my Astral body, but she’s too smart for that. Damn.

“I agree the same conditions.” I promised. “In terms of payment for breaking the Contract, I want you to leave Shiro’s body behind, leaving her alive and well. If I violate the terms, then I am prepared to accept death.”

“Aki…” a whisper came from Shiro’s mouth, while her hands were held together, her finger rubbing her new engagement ring.

“I deem that tolerable.” Tan smiled knowingly. “I applaud your cunning. But alas, I have sworn to help this poor princess, this lonely girl. I cannot fail now. Nor can I fail your world, and the many worlds that drift in the highest Astral, beset by foes the likes you cannot even imagine.” She licked at her lips again. “I thirst for victory. I hunger for it. Yet my belly is empty of such treats. Now, by Sancus, ira Dei in perfido. Divine fury will smite those who break this pledge!”

A surge of power leapt from the body of Tan, surging into mine. My Eye responded, analysing it, and I caught a fleeting glimpse of a shining bracelet trailing ornate chains around her left arm, before the chains plunged into my chest. The feeling was… uncomfortable… to say the least, a feeling of being unable to breathe.

You have been subjected to the Binding Chains Of Sancus, he who protects Contracts. Your Oath is…
This Oath will be fulfilled in 11 hours, 59 minutes, 58 seconds…


As the messages blazed across my vision, and the suffocating sensation dissipated, I realised only two seconds had passed, despite it feeling like I had been gasping for breath for several minutes. Still, with my Eye I could see the binding chains had wound through my Chakra network, though I noticed they only coiled round three main Chakras, the root, the heart and the crown. Even so, I’m pretty certain bad things would happen if the chains tightened on those three…

“Well then…” Tan spoke, a pained expression on her face, and I realised that Shiro would have felt this too. Annoyed with myself at putting her through such pain, I strode over and apologised, pulling her into a hug.

“Piss off a second Tan, give me some damn privacy. You know I can’t hurt her now, not that I ever would.”

As Shiro’s shining silver hair and dark eyes returned, I whispered to her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it would hurt you, not when you weren’t the one making it. I should have known though.”

“Aki…” she whispered back, expression gloomy and downcast, barely able to fight back further tears. “How did it come to this? I was so happy just a short while ago, and now…”

“I’ll fix this. I’m not sure how yet, but I will. Now, trust me. Please.” And with that I kissed her, a gentle one, more of reassurance than lust. Our lips pressed together. When we finally parted, I patted her head, before speaking to Tan.

“All right. In we go. Let’s talk this out.”
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“What the hell…?” I asked, confused, as in front of me was a figure wearing knock-off Ku Klux Klan-style robes and pointy hood. There was no badge or insignia, the robes were pure white, except for a very disturbing line of black triangles where the face would be, reminding me uncomfortably of Tan’s sharp teeth. “Shiro, is that you in the abomination?”

“Sorry…” I heard her weary voice mutter. “…I made sure it was white, but… other than that…”

“The poor girl, she struggles to function here.” Tan spoke up, and she did sound sorry for Shiro, her voice kind. “Though I am substituting for what she lacks, I am still not truly part of her. Rest now, princess, and it will soon be over.”

“No, wait, that sounds ominous. Don’t fight Aki, please Tan, he’s my friend. No, he’s more… than… that…”

“Sleep, my dear girl. May your dreams not be hungry or thirty.” Tan sighed to herself. “Now that she is sleeping, we should… converse. But first, that smell, it is exquisite, it makes me salivate. Do you really have a blessing from the World Tree? That Pantheon would surely never let such out of their grasp carelessly, no more than my father would… no matter, we shall not talk about him now. Do excuse the rudeness, but I simply must… see!”

Another surge of energy was emitted from Tan, a radiance bursting out from her in a bright nova. Even with my speed I was unable to dodge it, as it moved as light did. Yet, as it passed through me I felt no pain, merely an uncomfortable sense of… intrusion… as though something was rummaging through me. Amber letters flared again, as my Eye once more reacted.

You have been subjected to the Searching Gaze Of Ichnaea. Your Eye has responded to deny access to your information, but only partially succeeded. Some information about you has been revealed. Your Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge has been strengthened by absorbing some of the remnant energy of Ichnaea’s Gaze.


“Now that isn’t nice, is it?” I declared, having been forcefully appraised. So that’s how it feels. “I hope you at least got to see me naked?” I joked bitterly. “Though Shiro is the only girl here I want seeing me that way, I guess.”

“Such… rudeness.” Tan scowled. “But I shall forgive you. Yes, yes I shall.” Her voice was soft, soothing. “You are quite special, are you not? Perhaps fortune smiled on me when I made the Contract with that insolent Raven Knight. His attitude is rather awful, as you intimated before. She feels sorry for him, but she is a soft-hearted girl, though she thinks of herself as cold and logical. Really, she is a miracle indeed. Born so fragile, yet somehow she lived this long. Her heart, it is so thirsty, so hungry for compassion, to be able to do what others take for granted.” Her voice was soft, soothing, and I found myself listening to her avidly, as she talked about Shiro, a girl I felt deep emotions for.

“There were others, of course. My father bade me bring someone a gift, a Divine Favour. You wonder why we do so, do you not?” She stepped closer to me, and I could smell a scent, rich and spicy. It smelt a little like Shiro, her sweat, her tears, but also like burnt sandalwood, amber, saffron and more.

“We do so because we have great need of success.” Tan sighed bitterly. “The upper reaches of the Astral are beset by many foes, but worst of all are the… no, never mind. Suffice it to say, war rages always, and realms rise and fall, Pantheons lose Territory, and gradually we are all pushed back. So we spare a little power to suitable worlds, in the hopes that they will rise from the foam of the lower Astral, strong enough to aid us in our struggles.” She was next to me now, her faceless, toothy hood all I could see, her eyes hidden.

“Could we do more? Perhaps. But there are many realms we must protect, and many worlds of potential. And the Pantheons do not see eye-to-eye often.” She snorted bitterly. “The Throne, the Six Paths, World Mountain, your World Tree, The Land Of Endless Fog, The Dreamtime… all strive for their own dominance, even as we face ruin. To think they call my father evil.” Once more she snorted in disgust.

“If we let each act as they pleased, then all would trample over the many worlds below, shattering them beneath their feet as all struggled to gain them. Indeed, it has happened before. More lives lost than you can dream of, or comprehend.” She placed am arm on my shoulder, and even through the white glove she wore and my clothing and armour, it was hot, scalding.

“You said I could commit any atrocity under the guise of ‘it needing to be done’, did you not? You are clever. I could indeed. After all, what are the lives of ten compared to a hundred, a million compared to a billion, a world compared to the wider Astral? But you wrong me.” She whispered into my ear, and I could feel her hot breath through her mask.

“I may thirst for the power to turn back the tide of ruin, hunger for the ability to support my allies, my father. But I am not needlessly cruel. Though I am rather… pragmatic. The same as you, no? I see the death on you, the Searching Gaze revealing your… exploits. You told the princess as much, did you not? And can you honestly…” Her gloved hand trailed down my face, tickling my sweat-drenched skin. “.. tell me that for this princess, for Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, for this Eri you mentioned, that you would not end a thousand lives, no, a world’s worth of lives, if they could smile?”

She’s… she’s right. For those within my heart, I could do it. I’ve always worried about that. Will the power blind me, make me evil, just doing as I please? That’s why… I let those I love anchor me. As long as they are smiling, living happily, I’m on the right path.

“See, I knew you would understand…” Tan let out a long, languid sigh. Her other hand was on my arm, and she started stroking it, gently, almost tenderly. “… I too understand your desires. After all, I met her during my search for someone to bear the small hope my father entrusted to me. So fragile, so pure, so white. Yes, ephemeral, as you said before. And when I beheld her spirit, I knew. She is a ghost, drifting from her ill-fated birth to a silent death. She knows this, resents it, hates it, and why should she not? The world has not been kind to her. Yet she has such a thirst, a hunger for that kindness, for the world to smile upon her. No, not the world. Someone.”

I felt cloth on my cheek and lips, a searing heat of pain that was quickly forgotten as she continued to whisper to me, her hands roaming over me. “You did well. Like me, you wish to fill the void in her heart, do you not? Show her that her birth was no mistake? And it certainly was not. No, Saṃsāra is surely at play. Otherwise why else would I have found her, this ghost who calls herself a princess, hungry for salvation. And I shall give her that. I promise you. She will be happy, and live long. Does that please you?”

Yes, it does. It pleases me a lot. I’ve wanted Shiro to be happy ever since I met her. I hate the unfairness of the world, that girls like her have to suffer. That’s why my strength is so important, strength I can use to make them smile…

“Yes, you can make her smile.” The voice was reverberating in my head, in my heart. Did I say that out loud? “You gave her the gift of love, but it is not enough to fill a white ghost. No, you need to give her another gift. After all, you would kill for her, do anything for her, would you not?”

I nodded slowly, mechanically. Of course. “Yes, I would.” My voice sounded strange to me. It was my voice, just… hotter, more passionate.

“Even die for her?” Tan whispered. For a moment my head ached, and amber letters blared on my vision, distorted and unreadable, as if shimmering in a heat haze. Blinking them aside, I answered Tan, who was pressed against me. Somehow the robe had opened, and I could see glimpses of soft, naked flesh beneath, skin I remembered. Shiro’s skin… I heated up more, remembering the image seared in my mind.

“Die for Shiro. I could, I would. But I need to live, so she doesn’t suffer, so they don’t suffer. Just dying solves nothing.” I managed, confused.

“But you have to die, I am afraid.” Tan insisted, and the white robe she was wearing was now a mere series of cloth strips, and every time she moved I caught glimpses of her body. Her bare hands were touching me, sliding inside my clothes, leaving burning handprints on my skin, pleasure thrumming through me. “There is no other way. The Contract binds her.”

“I… I can solve it.” I declared. “I think we could….” I stopped as she put a finger to my lips, which then squirmed into my mouth, and I licked at it, tasting salt, lotus and sandalwood.

“No, even if that was to work, you still need to die.” she whispered. “For Shiro. I alone am all she needs. I will comfort her, wipe her tears. She is beautiful, as much as any of my sisters, and she is lacking what they lack, always seeking it. But for that to happen, I need to drink deep of your gifts.”

I could see her eyes, ruby red and alluring, they seemed to fill my vision. I opened my filled mouth to protest, and another finger pressed in, rubbing at my lips and tongue, a surprisingly erotic feeling. “You are not even using your Divine Favour. So wasteful. It is a powerful one, too. From the World Tree. Tyr. But Tyr, he knew how to sacrifice, did he not? He gave up his own hand for others. Can you not give up your life, not just for another, but for Shiro, the white princess, the one you love?” All around me heat was shimmering, reflecting images of Tan in a hundred ways, each more alluring than the last.

“I am not sure why, perhaps this was your destiny.” She smiled, and a hundred smiles mirrored it. “It seems I am not the only one to be tired of the status quo, the Throne endlessly triumphing, only to abandon the rest of us to the ever-hungry void. But to think Seeds from a Fruit of the World Tree would be here, in you…” She licked her lips, dry flesh flaking off, as though she had not drank for days, or even weeks.

“… if I drink deep, consume you, quench my thirst, with the power of Tyr and the Seeds… surely I can guide her to victory, claim this world as Astral Empress, and she will live happy and safe in a higher domain, treated as the princess she hungers to be. That is the most desirable outcome, is it not? Her happy for centuries to come?”


Yes, I do want her to be happy for ever. I found myself nodding. But then… even so… “But I can’t. Even for Shiro. I have others I have to protect…” My head was clearing a little, but then Tan was there, only her crotch and breasts covered with waving white cloth, the rest of her bare and glowing with fiery sweat.

“Yes, I know. Your family, Eri, Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi. I heard, do not fear. I shall shelter them too, keep them happy. They may grieve for now, but surely… surely… it is a small price to pay for an eternity of joy for them.”

There was a buzzing voice like a mosquito, and for a moment I was confused, as the glorious, seductive red eyes of Tan turned black.

“Yes, that… does make sense.” I nodded dumbly, mesmerised by the naked flesh on display.

“No it… well not…”

“Then come to me, man, and give yourself to my thirsting flames, give all that you are for love, and I will ensure they remain happy for all eternity!”

“Aki… what the… you do this, Tan!”

More amber letters wavered across my vision, and they repeated the words I could barely hear, faint whispers through the steam…

“Aki, I’d rather die than have you die for me. Think of the others, think of Shaeula! If you die, I’ll have to kill her too!”

That’s right, Shaeula! Wait, what am I… I choked on the fingers in my mouth, gagging and spitting. Staggering back, I slapped myself in the face hard enough to break bone. Blood spurted from my nose, agony sparking. Forcing my Resilience, Determination and League to rise to their maximum, my head cleared, the smell of burning incense fading.

In front of me was Tan, wearing Shiro’s body, only a few dangling strips of cloth on her gorgeous form. Her hair was half silver, half red, and one eye was the soothing black I remembered, the other a fiery crimson full of thirst.

“Oh thank all the Gods.” Shiro cried. “I wasn’t sure you’d wake up. Tan, you can’t do this! I won’t let you! I don’t want you brainwashing Aki!”

“Brainwashing? How… upsetting.” Tan actually sounded offended. “I do nothing of the sort. All I do is free the desires that one holds within. I allure, I inspire, I awaken. But to think you resisted, even with help. How vexing.” She sniffed, crossing her arms under her ample chest, which pushed one pert nipple into my view.

“Hey, don’t flash Aki my goods!” Shiro protested.

Yeah, that’s… terrible. Shit, my mind is fogging again. With an effort I shut my eyes, and was greeted by numerous messages in amber letters that I had been ignoring before as I struggled against whatever it was Tan was doing.

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


Damn, I must have been fighting against it, even if I felt like I was giving in. Well done me. But now… I’m pissed off. I guess this must be what it’s like to be on the receiving end of the befuddling winds. Shit, it’s scary…

“You can look away from me, when I am exposing everything?” Tan sighed. “You have wounded my heart, brute. I have not been so mortified since the Buddha passed me by without succumbing.”

“Hey, that’s my everything! Aki, keep your eyes shut, no peeking, all right?” Shiro cried. “I don’t get it, Tan. This seems wrong. Aki is right. Maybe…”

“I am afraid this is not an issue for debate. I need his power if I am to triumph. I am sorry, but you should sleep. It will be over when you wake and I will comfort you. We will find his friends, his lovers, his family, and protect them too. You can ensure they are safe, princess. Let your love for this man and his sacrifice inspire you to find your own happiness.”

“I was happy!” Shiro howled. “I never thought I’d answer his love, but… I did! So damn well stop, Tan, please!”

Flames wreathed her as she raised one hand, gathering her power. She winced, and I could hear shrill pain from Shiro mixed in with her own chants, which put me on edge. Ignoring the blood running down my face I readied myself for her next move.

“Flames Of Thirst And Famine!” Tan declared, her long, blazing hair transforming into a boiling tide that rushed at me. The flames were a sooty, dark red, matching her eyes, and I could see adherence within it, shaping the elemental energies. Still, I was not without a counter.

“Foehn, devour!” I roared. As the yellow napalm exploded outwards and collided with the flames Tan hurled at me, there was a large explosion, and a fountain of flames boiled up into the sky.

“See, I have hungry fires too… oh fuck!” Fire was raining down, and Tan was in Shiro’s body, right below some burning droplets of Foehn. Dashing forwards, I grabbed the nearly naked girl in my arms, rolling clear of the deluge. Shiro screamed, while Tan grimaced, the two different sides of her face clashing wildly.

We landed heavily, me on my back to protect Shiro, and I winced, realising I was covered in numerous painful burns. My lips were scorched, and my body was covered in burning hand-prints.

Starting to work Ether Healing, I was about to check if Shiro was all right when hot agony flared in my body, as a flame-wreathed hand had pierced my side. Silver and ruby blood splashed and turned into scalding steam, and I could see Tan grinning, saliva and blood dripping down her chin.

“Do not resist me. I had no wish to make your death painful. She cares for you, and I am not heartless. Merely… thirsty. I shall put your gifts to better…” She reared back as I made to headbutt her, only to stop a fraction before impact, realising that it would be Shiro who was injured too. Fuck, I’m so much at a disadvantage here.

Rearing backwards, I pulled free from her burning penetration, the pain focusing my mind. And what I saw was several of Shiro’s fingers were broken, bending in unnatural angles, even with Tan’s additional power, her body was too fragile to battle me. “Fuck, Shiro…” I growled, my rage growing ever-more volcanic, which I felt was impossible before. “… Tan, you stupid bitch. That’s Shiro’s body you are breaking!”

“A necessary evil.” Tan shook her head, silver and red locks flowing out behind her as she summoned more flames, a maelstrom of them spinning in the air above us. The Boundary Tokyo stretched out beyond the rooftop, and several groups of winged scavengers were drawing closer, only to suddenly flee as they felt the power being marshalled.

“Do you not see? While you struggle and squirm, trying to steal trinkets from the other little fishes, I am best able to use that power wisely. I can drink them down, bend them to my will. I will bring peace. To be ruled is to be happy, can you not see that?”

“Only if… the ruler is benevolent.” Shiro whispered from within her. “I thought… you were good, Tan… that you cared.”

“I do care for you, my white ghost of a princess.” Tan answered, the flames growing in size and intensity, hot enough that my slowly-healing skin was starting to burn again. “But to achieve victory, we must all sacrifice. After all, my father tasked me long ago to allure a great man, and to do so I was prepared to suffer any indignity, and give my virtue and life to him. Yet it was all for naught. Those free of craving and passion… they may as well be dead. Existence is craving, thirst for happiness, pleasure, joy. That is why I love you, for you thirst so deeply for what the Saṃsāra has denied you. This man too. He also deeply thirsts, but also… he wishes to pour out his water of happiness, to quench the thirsts of those around him.”

She grinned then, and it seemed almost… honest. “Were you the great man my father wished to turn from his path, perhaps we could have shared much joy together. For you are naught but craving and passion. But alas, such was not to be. Give me everything within you, and know that as I drink deep of you, so does Shiro. You shall live on inside her, inside me, forever!”

Water of happiness, huh? Maybe that…

“Once more, Flames Of Thirst And Famine! Do not hate me for this, princess! In time, you will see the necessity of…” The fiery nova erupted into dozens of flaming tiger-heads, each maw open and roaring, trying to devour me. Shiro was screaming, Tan staggered, her words interrupted, and as the flaming death descended I made my move. Water boiled from me, the powerful spiritual water, suffused with the light of the moon, forming a softly-glowing dome. Buildings around us exploded, flames towering dozens of metres into the sky, and the roof around us ignited. Hot.

Even so, as the fires died down, the dome of water surrounding me still stood strong, though the volume was much reduced, and it was bubbling and steaming. Tan was lying on the ground, clutching at her heart, face pale, and as she wobbled, her eyes went dark again, meeting mine.

“Hey, Aki…” Shiro managed, coughing up sparkling blood, her broken fingers dangling uselessly. “Sorry.”

“For what?” I asked, dismissing the dome, water scattering, sizzling as it fell on the burning roof around us, putting out the flames. “You made a mistake, sure, but…”

“I’m not sorry for Tan. Shit, I am, but… No, I’m sorry. I can’t marry you.”

“Why?” I asked, kneeling beside her, taking her hand, trying to heal the mangled fingers. “If it’s because…”

“No, silly. It’s because I’m going to die here. It’s the only way. I… see that now.” Tears were squeezed from her eyes as she looked at me, suddenly calm, though red flames were flickering fitfully within her gaze, Tan trying to reassert herself. “I’ve no idea how I’m managing to suppress her, but… it won’t last long.”

Shiro coughed up more blood, and as my Eye blazed, I could see it clearly. Her fragile, pathetic Chakra network, so withered and atrophied, was almost entirely disconnected from her Chakras, and the brilliantly blazing, non-human form of Tan’s was overlaid on it, and should have been in control, yet somehow Shiro was burning her life to seize back authority, pulling on the numerous chains that were looped around her root, heart and crown Chakras, nearly a dozen, glittering dully and yet twisting and tightening, causing more and more damage.

“Contracts are…” She coughed weakly, and I started stroking her hair, pouring in aether into her, trying to heal the damage, but it was escalating rapidly. “… important, right? Well, I learned… when I found out… you were the one I had to kill.” More coughing, an expression of pain crossing her beautiful features, yet she was deathly calm. “…if I have no intention of honouring the Contract… then I… have to pay the compensation. And if I don’t… I die, get it Aki? So even if Tan tries to stop me, and can … control me… she can’t control my will. So… I can die, just… by wishing for it.” More blood was splattering on me as she spoke. My aether was being sucked in, but it was like trying to fill a bucket full of holes, it was achieving little.

“No, don’t die! Please Shiro! Contracts are important, and we made one! We are going to get married!” I was crying, the tears feeling hotter than even the flames I endured. “You even sent a picture of the ring to Eri! There’s no backing out now…” I was silenced as through herculean effort Shiro stretched upright and kissed me, just a fleeting touch, but heartfelt.

“Well, I’m breaking multiple… Contracts here, already. What’s… one more? Though… it does feel… pretty cruel.” she breathed, choking. “Shit, Aki. To think… I found love… in the end. I guess… I’m glad I got to get engaged before I died. But… you won’t ever be able to tell Hayato or the others… you bagged a princess. Unlucky, Aki… unlucky… in… deed…”

Her eyes started to slide closed, and I howled in rage. Aether flowed from me, and I desperately started working Chirurgery, trying to untangle or sever the chains, but they were made of shining adherence, and resisted my modest Skills. Fuck, no, fuck no, no, no! I am not letting it end like this… no!

An eye turned red, looking at me weakly. “It is no use, I fear. She is dying through her own repudiation of the Contracts. An act of defiance, and one… I could never have expected. But perhaps I should have. After all, the deep thirst that drew me to her…” Tan shook her head weakly. “… she now thirsts for you to survive. Perhaps the Contract was an error, but… I gained the power, and I thought I could prevent her blank, white heart from breaking, if I made it all… my own responsibility.” Tan peered at me, her own Astral body, linked to Shiro, starting to fragment. A few of my tears fell on her face and trickled down, steaming.

“Tan. If you really care about her like you say… listen to me!” I breathed, desperate. “Shiro, can you hear me? Stop! Neither Tan not I want you to die! That’s a bad ending, and I am not going to sacrifice you for this! Stop being a fucking martyr, Shiro, it doesn’t suit you! I want your selfish, high-handed, prideful yet always funny presence in my life!”

“Too… late now. I think… something broke, Aki…” Shiro muttered. “… starting to get… dizzy, everything… fading to… black. Shit. I’m going to be… only one in the group… die a virgin. Oh wait, no… there’s Yasu. I’m so…. relieved…” Her smile was self-satisfied, smug, and somehow haunting.

No, no, no! “Tan, tell Shiro you’ll cancel your Contract with her. Then you’ll make one with me. You made Shiro carry all the other Contracts, didn't you, so I have an idea. Shiro, Shiro listen to me! Don’t you dare die on me now! I’m just an Aki, remember? You know I won’t be able to take it.”

I reached out and put one of her hands upon her other, clasping her fingers around the engagement ring. “Feel this. It’s our promise, right? Don’t… don’t throw that away. Fuck, Tan, Tan! If you don’t get the fuck out here right now and do this I swear I’m going to find out which Pantheon you belong to, and one day raze it all to the fucking ground! You said it yourself, I could kill endlessly for those I love! Don’t test me!”

“So… noisy. So… passionate.” Tan suddenly licked her dry lips. “I hear you, fool. But this is surprisingly more painful… than I had anticipated. Perhaps… I entwined myself… more deeply than I planned. I wish… I could devour you. Your passions, rages, joys and sorrows. I wish… perhaps you could have… died in my sweet embrace. It would have been… divine.” She coughed, and her blood was fiery and golden, reeking of adherence.

Her eye slid shut, and for a moment my heart clenched, fearing they had died, before my Eye noticed one of the binding chains shattering, turning to mist.

“It is done.” Tan croaked, her eyes still shut, more fiery blood trickling out. “And she has stopped fighting the other… Contracts. But… I fear it is… too late. Such… a waste. Father will… scold me, I am sure…”

“No, you did good. And I won’t forget that when it comes time to remember what your fate should be.” My words were urgent, rapid. “Now, here’s what I need you to do next…”

Praying to every God, Kami, mythical being and other Deity I could think of, I poured power into my Eye, taking out a precious blue Etherite and shattering it, sucking in all the ether to restore my depleted stocks.

Fuck, why is it my girls have to worry me so? I thought Shaeula caused me enough trouble, but compared to Shiro, that was nothing. I’m going to punish you when you wake up from this, I am, I am! Tears dripped from my face unnoticed onto the dying Shiro below as I desperately gathered my composure, Resilience starting to kick in…
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So, this is death, is it? It’s… not as painful as I feared. Dying really sucks though. Her thoughts were starting to slip away from her, sinking into the dark mud of unconsciousness.

Well shit. I suppose I did all right, for being born unlucky. To think, all those years of suffering, tests and consultations, my parents gradually growing colder and colder towards me, resenting the money it cost to keep me alive… and it turns out I’m a magical girl, born into a world without any damn magic. It’s enough to make anyone laugh, right?

It was hard to concentrate, and the distracting noises from outside were echoing in her head, unpleasant and making her chest ache. How does my chest even hurt? I’m dying or dead… but… please, Aki, stop crying. This is for the best. I… okay, sure, I wanted to live. Tan showed me I could be special like I wanted. But… you have so much more to live for.

Are you sure? Is that really true?

Tan? Is that… is that you? Sorry, I guess… I ruined all your plans. But… leave it to Aki. He’ll take care of it. She laughed internally, bitter yet still a little happy. Aki, taking care of it. Never thought I’d say that, but… he’s changed. Hey, Tan, do you think it’s because he got powers too, or…

No. He is like you. Thirsty, deep inside. But his thirst is for the happiness of others.

So, you are saying I’m selfish, right? Way to make me feel bad when I’m already dying. That’s cold, Tan. I thought you liked me. But I get it. I dreamed of being a princess, loved and adored, the world shining, a bright future ahead of me. But like all dreams, we have to wake up don’t… if she could scream, she suddenly would have, as knifing pain tore through her, multiple points of agony flaring, scattering her thoughts. Shit, come on, death! If I’m going to die just let me die painlessly. I had enough suffering when I was alive!

That fool of a man, he… is…

Tan, Tan? Are you still there? Am I alone? Ugh, she’s gone… quiet. More pain, as if something was being cut from her, her dim consciousness fading more. Still, I guess… the last few years weren’t so bad. Friends. For me. Hayato, the group leader, who welcomed me warmly, made me feel included. Shy Hina, who struggled to fit in with such an outgoing otaku group, despite her secret love of manga and gaming. Shugo, a bit introverted and with a thing for cheery, girl-next-door types… why the hell am I thinking about that now? Damn it, stop with the pain. And please stop crying Aki. It makes me regret this, and I shouldn’t…

Now the stabbing pains had changed, and it was as if fire was flowing into her, burning through her body in unusual ways. To distract herself from the torment, continuing to wait for her inevitable death, she continued to reminisce, the happy memories easing her regrets.

Aimi. Damn, she’s got a body on her. Totally unlike the usual image of a gamer girl. Wait, I’m even hotter and I’m a gamer girl, right? Well, she was funny, flirty, charming… to be honest, I modelled a lot of my own personality on her. After all, it isn’t like I had any girl friends growing up. Any friends at all… Yasu, poor foolish Yasu. Still, being the butt of all the jokes is an important role, and if push came to shove, he’d always be there. Yasu, if there’s an afterlife and I meet a God, I’ll ask them to send you a girlfriend… well, maybe I could have asked Tan? No, then what if she sent me to him? Nope, sickening…

Inside her mind she managed a rusty chuckle, but it was tinged with shame. Tan? Are you there? I can’t believe you danced with my body in such a shameful state in front of Aki. I was so embarrassed I could just have died… oh wait, I guess I did.

Princess… Shiro.

Yes, Tan? I’m listening…

I do care for you. Believe me.

I know, I do. Though I have to wonder… did you brainwash me, like you tried to do to Aki? If so… was anything real?

I do not brainwash anyone. I Allure. Only those with no desires at all, such as the Buddha, or single-minded desires too great to stoke can resist me. And him.

Tan sounded stressed and pained, her voice echoing in Shiro's darkening mind. I simply free the desires you hold within. It works better on men, of course. But even so… your desires were pure and beautiful. I simply fuelled them. I cannot make anyone do what they do not wish to, only that which they secretly desire, well-hidden and buried deep within…

I see. Aki did keep saying I was stupid. Shit, if I wasn’t dying I’d give him a piece of my mind. It all seemed perfectly logical to me at the time. But then I guess I had a lot pent up inside me for you to unleash, huh?

There was silence, only more agony flowing through her as Tan didn’t answer. Oh. I’m all alone again. just like before. Still, today… I wasn’t, was I? I can still feel it. Odd. It’s all I can feel, that and pain. The delicate petals on the ring were cool against her burning fingers, fingers she shouldn’t even be able to feel.

Shit, I got engaged. I wonder what my worthless parents would say? Always complaining I was a bad daughter, saying I’d never give them grandkids or even get married. Well fuck you, guess who got engaged? Oh… but I guess I’m still not getting married, am I? Shit. Aki… I never meant to break my promise to you. But I’d rather die than you die. After all, Eri, Shaeula, the other girls you mentioned… they’d be heartbroken if you were gone, right? Tan, why couldn’t you listen to me? We could have worked something out…

My thirst for him was too great. You do not understand. The Seeds from a World Tree Fruit… so precious. Every Pantheon has some closely guarded treasures… to think someone must have carried them down here. If I could consume them, I would surely be able to triumph here. And the blessing from Tyr, pristine and unused… can you blame a starving being for wishing to eat the delicious meal in front of them?

You know what, I think I can! That’s no meal, that’s Aki! Shit, this was the best day of my life! I thought it was going to suck and make things real awkward with him from now on, so I started the day feeling just awful, and then it was one happy surprise after another. And I realised… I could totally love Aki, and see myself with him. Shit. At least I’m not a total loser, got a kiss before I died. Oh, and flashed him my tits. Thanks for embarrassing me there Tan…

Search your thoughts, your heart. You wanted to be special, a princess. Someone who mattered. You offer him your love, all of it, and in return he gives you… what, merely a seventh of his? Does that not ache your heart, leave you thirsty for more?

Oh, alluring me again, huh? Well yes, you think I’m happy about it? Obviously not. But you think Eri loves sharing? I bet she doesn’t. Life… life isn’t perfect, is it? I know that better than anyone, poor, helpless little Shirohime, a burden on everyone. He told me he loves me and… can’t you hear him wailing, crying out, Tan? Have a heart. Damn it, this isn’t what I wanted at all…

But it is not fair, is it? He would cast you aside, force your death, by not giving up Shaeula. He must have known her but a fraction of the time he has spent with you, the time he professed mattered to him. If he loves you, surely he would choose you over her. Now… now you are dying. For him. Is he worthy of your sacrifice?

You know something, that’s a really nasty way to put it, Tan. I’m disappointed… oh shit, why does this hurt so much? Death should be calm and empty, shouldn't it? Crap, well… anyway I think maybe before, I would have felt pretty bad about that, yeah. But… The ring was cold to her fading touch.

Shit, Tan. Aki… you can’t tell me he doesn’t love me. And… just say he had agreed to betray Shaeula, abandon his childhood friend, toss aside the others, love only me… well, is that really even Aki at all? Aki is Aki precisely because he’s an idiot, a siscon, too stupid to know when a girl is clearly crushing on him. I mean, come on! He used to talk about his sister and Eri all the time when drunk, anyone with ears could tell Eri was into him! And to be honest, maybe I was a little too, though I didn’t even know it myself, disguising it with playful bullying and banter. Damn, I’m such a kid.

Search your feelings, my white princess. You must have such rage, such anger at him. He promised to make you happy, carry your burdens, instead you die for him, and he cannot…

Shup up, shut up, shut up! Shit, I hope I was red-haired then, that would have been apt. Look, Tan… how is any of this Aki’s fault? We made the deal, didn’t we? Sure, you may have had good reasons, but how can I fault Aki for that?

Because he…

Why are you trying so hard to make me turn on him? I don’t get it. When I die, you’ll be banished, right? Better run on home fast, because Aki sounded mad pissed at you. Best hope he doesn’t find you! Come on, listen to how he’s hurting, how angry he is with you, and try and tell me he doesn’t love me! Damn, I get it…

She would have smiled, full of mirth, if she could control her body …if he just wanted me for my looks, or because he felt sorry for me, or anything stupid like that, like I’ve always feared… why would he be going so far for me now? Why would he weep for me and rage? Aki has lots of cute girls who like him, he doesn’t need me. So… it must be love. Shit, I saw it too late. Now I feel bad…

…are you satisfied then? In the end? Can you pass on with no regrets?

Fucking hell, no I’m not satisfied! I don’t… I don’t regret accepting you, Tan. It might have been wrong, selfish, maybe even evil, but… it was obviously what I wanted, what I needed, deep down. Else you wouldn’t have been able to allure me into it, right?

… … …

Well, who knows, without these events, maybe things would have been different. It seems like Aki was going to make his move regardless, but maybe I’d have turned him down, that seems like something I could have done. But I didn’t. I hardened my heart to reject him, and he slid in like a wolf, devouring me. Hah, is that why you are so pissed, Tan? Aki was the one who had a good meal. I guess… I’m sorry he couldn’t eat all of me! He really missed out. But today… for a few hours, it was everything I ever wanted. So I’ll have to be satisfied with that.

No, you are not satisfied. I know, I can feel your thirst. Give someone a drop of water in the desert and they are happy, relieved, exultant. But then… the craving for more of that sweet water consumes them. I know you lie to me, to yourself…

Of course I’m lying to myself. The pain in her heart was more agonising than the fiery sawing tortures that were savaging her body. How else can… can I handle this? I’m not scared of death, I told myself. It’s been my constant companion for as long as I can remember. I could faint and crack my skull, catch a bad cold and die from infection. My heart could just simply stop beating. So I had made my peace with that. But now… I find myself wanting to see what the future holds. Spend more time with Aki, hold hands, kiss. Maybe do something more. Finish my game, fight together, get married. Meet his sister, the other girls. Spend more time with Hayato, Aimi and the gang. Tell them I’m happy to be in love. I don’t get any of that now. Of course I fucking want more, Tan! How could I not? But we don’t always…

…fine. Be silent. Princess who is no longer white. A pale ghost with a thirst waiting to be quenched. Save your strength, and hope…

Hope… hope for what?

That the man you say you love has enough strength to overturn death itself, and the will, the thirst for you, to drive through impossibility…
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“Shit!” I wailed, furious, my Eye blazing. “What the fuck do I do? How can I fix this? Kin Restoration And Bonding? No, she’s not bonded to me yet. Fuck… if my sister can be, why isn’t Shiro? No, look, calm down.” I told myself, Resilience slowly eroding the panic, bringing me back to an equilibrium, my rapid breathing slowing, heart calming, though tears still sprang from my eyes endlessly, obscuring my vision. Angrily, I dashed them away, my Eye examining every inch of the still Shiro.

Fuck, that network really is a travesty. But I know what a perfect one looks like. Still, there was the mess that was Tan attached. Her Chakra network was wildly different to anything I had seen before, numerous Chakras in strange arrangements, concentrated whirlpools of adherence as well, and there was little hope of me making sense of it all. When I tried to examine Tan, all I ended up with was masses of question marks filling my vision, burning amber.

“Right… maybe if I cut Tan away first…” I focused aether into a point close to Shiro’s root Chakra, where Tan had one of her glittering capillaries twisted in, and with a slash I severed it.

Moments later I wished I hadn’t, as Shiro spasmed and jerked in pain, her dying self weakening further. Even Tan was seemingly injured by it, as her voice came from Shiro’s body as though she was speaking from a great distance away, one eye popping open, looking at me dully, her red orb glowing.

“Fool. Do you wish to speed her passing? If you intend to grant her a merciful death, aim for the heart, do not slice away at her like some foolish butcher.”

“You do know, if she dies, I’ll try everything to kill you before you can leave this place.” I warned Tan, dashing away more tears. The hot flames of my mind were cooling now, Resilience finally having choked out the hysteria, leaving me abnormally calm, yet with a cold anger that threatened to spring back to flame at any moment.

”Threats? How…” she began, but I cut her off.

“A promise. With Shiro gone, there’ll be no reason not to strike you down, will there? It’s what she’d want, too. After all, she’s giving her life so that I could survive. Foolish girl.” Ether Healing had restored my broken nose, but I must have looked dreadful, with flesh still pink from Tan’s fires, and my visage stained with silver and red blood.

Tan remained silent, as I continued. “The only way you get out of this is if Shiro makes it. But she’s a real mess. Most of her Chakra network isn’t even linked up to her Chakras. Just at the root and the crown. The rest is… well, you. Then there’s all those damn chains tangled everywhere. So tell me, what can I do to save her?”

After a moment of waiting for her to answer, I shouted, furious. “Don’t ignore me, bitch! I’m barely holding in my rage right now, so…”

“Do be quiet. Taking out your anger on me will only shatter the tiny chance you have remaining.” Tan spoke coldly. “The white princess, she… she is resolved, yet secretly hopes for a different outcome. She does not wish to die, though she would rather die than fight you, it seems. No, she told me… she wants to see what the future holds with you.”

At those words I let out a choked sob, before clamping shut my mouth hard enough to crack several teeth. No, there’s no time for panic. Every moment is sand running out of the hourglass of Shiro’s life.

“Fine. Now how do I untangle this fucking mess? Wait a second…” It looked like one of the chains had inflicted severe damage on her root, heart and crown Chakras, but the chain had cracked, perhaps the Contract starting to break. Even so, it isn’t gone… I started sawing away at the chains, concentrated aether hacking at it, but even so, it was to no avail.

“It is useless. The chains are a Divine representation. Such efforts are ultimately futile.” Tan declared solemnly.

“Divine, huh? In that case…” I gathered my adherence as well, though manipulating it was fiendishly difficult, similar to ether when I first started out, and tried to slice the chain. Shit, it’s still not working…

Whether my adherence was too weak, or I was too unskilled, it was failing, energy leaving Tan and fortifying the chain, which was slowly causing the cracks to heal and the chain to tighten further, shredding into Shiro’s fragile body. That body convulsed, blood splattering, and I had another worry. Fuck, Shiro’s actual Material body is so fragile even the transferred damage must be killing her…

“Tan.” I pronounced, shocked at the coldness of my voice. “I made myself clear, if she dies, I’ll strike you down, right?”

An eye slid open lazily. “I remember. I am not so senile as to forget your threats from a mere moment ago. But while you threaten me, she slips ever closer to death…”

“Shut up! I’m saying… you have the Divine Favour that governs these Contracts, don't you? What happens if that is destroyed? Would the Contracts break too?”

“Perhaps.” Tan admitted. “The gift of Sancus produces the chains. But…”

“But nothing. We break it, now.” I demanded.

“It is not so simple…” she tried to shake her head but couldn’t move, barely twitching.

“Don’t bullshit me.” I warned. “I’m on the edge now. I’ve broken down a Divine Favour myself before. You’re the Astral Emperor candidate, rather than Shiro, technically, yes?” As we talked I started calling out my Spirit Water, knowing water was effective for healing. Merging it with my Ether Healing, I started pouring it into Shiro, though the sorry state of her Chakras made it difficult.

I need a different tactic. Pulling Shiro onto my lap, distraught at how cold and still she was, I sealed her lips with mine, Spirit Water pouring into her through the connection. Her small throat worked instinctively, swallowing, the water radiating into her body, strengthening it.

“We have to sort one problem at a time. And you are in no position to argue with me. You owe her.”

“It is not as simple as you believe. The Divine Favour has become part of me, I drank it in. it is no trivial feat to…” She gasped suddenly as I started Chirurgery, hacking away at the connections. I’m glad I got to see just how it might have worked with Kondou Kazuo. Though I never tried it, I did observe him closely.

Tan let out a shrill screech as I started damaging her network around the left wrist, trying to untangle the mess that was the Divine Favour.

“You fool, this will be wreaking much damage on her too…” she snarled. “… she is already so…”

“I can see the chain tightening still. It’s slow, maybe because she isn’t conscious, but it’s also not stopping. So focus. You understand these things better than I do. So help me destroy it!” I didn’t stop hacking away, while I continued to kiss Shiro, though it was Tan who was conscious, so perhaps I was violating her mouth, but it was all she deserved after trying to allure and consume me earlier.

In addition, Ether Healing was working overtime, cascading down the feeble thread of her dim, white cord, sending aether to her Material body to heal it. Trying three things at once was stressing my brain, but I activated my Body Enhancement, Crude though it was, which gave me a significant boost to my physical and mental abilities, albeit at painful cost. No time to worry about the damage to me. As long as I live, I’ll heal…

“Right. I can use adherence to strengthen her body as well, like I did for me. Even a point or two of Fortitude might help. Wait… Lovers' Link. My stats are way higher.” With my Fortitude over nine hundred, even one percent of that was significant. As I kissed her unresisting body, pouring in the water element, I felt my love flow into Shiro, forming a connection, similar to when I had granted it to Aiko.

Oh Shiro, I feel you. I… Suddenly connected, I felt her as kin, and a brief feeling of relief surged within me. That means, even if she dies…

“Do not be so foolish.” Tan declared. She had used the Gaze Of Ichnaea to observe what I was doing. “That technique is impressive, but her spirit is mixed with mine, it will not work as you wish.”

Shit. And it would have solved everything. “Back to my previous idea then. Sorry, but this will hurt.” I declared, multiple stabbing blades of aether, strengthened with what adherence I could control, savaging at her arm, trying to cut the bracelet free.

“Stop, you will achieve nothing but destroying her!” Tan croaked, coughing smoking blood. Her red eye blinked, dazed from the pain. “I will do it. Fool. But it may leave her permanently crippled. The rudimentary network in her arm will be torn asunder.”

“I’ll take a Shiro with one arm over a dead Shiro. She wanted to see the future. I’ll make that come true!”

“Fine then.” Tan growled. With a feat of effort some of her hair blazed, a few strands twisting into brilliant flames. “To think I would be forced to feast upon myself. What ill fortune you turned out to be my enemy. Flames Of Thirst And Famineeeeeeeee…” Tan screamed, surprising me. Blazing heat tore into the arm, searing through the connections I had yet to sever, as well as the remnants of Shiro’s network and the borrowed one from Tan. The Divine Favour popped free, and I grabbed it, immediately breaking it down. This power isn’t for me. Shiro needs it far more…

Adherence rose from me in a wave, my control over it motivated by desperation. Blood was starting to leak from my ears, eyes and nose, Body Enhancement taking a heavy toll on me, but the extra Intellect and Alacrity were what I needed.

Your Skill, Crude Body Enhancement, has increased from Rank 2 to Rank 3. You can further explosively increase the performance of your body and mind, using Flame Element to overclock your body, Wind Element to increase physical performance, Water Element to repair and counteract…


Perfect. But I don’t need to know that now. All I know is, I can go further, faster, harder… As the agony I was feeling throughout my body intensified, my brain feeling as though it was dipped in molten metal, I started manipulating the adherence that was released, the energy that should have been absorbed by me poured into Shiro’s fragile body, and while most of it was absorbed back into Tan, some spilled over into Shiro, and because she was so weak, she would surely gain some Levels.

“Such a waste.” Tan declared softly. “But I suppose this Divine Favour was more trouble than it was worth…” There was a series of shattering noises, as the chains exploded one after another.

The first to go was the cracked one that was crushing Shiro, and as the motes of adherence scattered, Tan started retrieving them. One by one the chains disintegrated, and as the last vanished, I couldn’t help but feel a little relieved. But… too early to rest now. Shiro is still on the brink of death. I can feel her life fading away…

“There is no time to bask in your triumph.” Tan echoed me. “The chance of her survival is still minimal. To break the Contracts of Sancus was indeed clever, and a miracle, but her already failing body was damaged severely. Make haste, if you can.” She paused then. “I would not have her perish, when the thirst within her is finally being sated. Besides…"

Her ruby eye stared at me, unblinking. ”…if she dies, you will attempt to slay me in turn, yes? Freed from her body, my full might would return. You are surprisingly capable, but you would still die, I am most certain. Yet I would disturb the balance of this world. The Boundary would crack, and the time of the predators drawing near would be accelerated. It would be a great failure…”

I nodded. “I would avoid that if I could. But to do so…” I think… I might have to do something drastic… My burning brain, pushed to the peak by grief, worry and the destructive fury of my rapidly strengthening Body Enhancement, was running scenarios on Chirurgery, and all signs pointed to… drastic measures… being required. “… Tan. A truce?” I asked, and her eye blinked warily.

“You hate me, do you not? Why would you…” she began.

“Because Shiro’s life is above everything else. Now listen, and if you agree…”
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What is this feeling? It’s so… comforting. It feels… it feels like Aki is inside me, and I can feel his warmth. Shiro felt as if a weight had been lifted from her, and she realised Tan had dissolved the Contract that bound her. Still, there was a second chain she had pulled on, the deal with the Raven Knight, and there was no way Tan could do anything about that.

No, sadly I’m beyond saving, though I thought death would be quicker. Maybe only wishing to break the Contract isn’t as final as actually breaking it? Uh, what a troublesome power. But is this where my life flashes before my eyes? If so, I’m not going to see much. Other than the last couple of years, my life has been pretty grey. Not even white… the laugh inside her head was brittle.

Hey, Tan… a question. Why did we even need the Contract power in the first place? I mean, I know it was just sort of there, and you took it, but even so…

… …my power is hardly absolute. The Buddha resisted it, as did your man, though I so nearly allured him into offering his life for you, his Favours to me.

Tan. You are there. Good. I thought I was dying alone for a moment there…

I was merely talking to that fool out there. To think he would threaten me so boldly. To answer your question… it was merely convenient. After all, I wished to keep them around, so that in the end… those who proved unworthy would be my food.

Shiro gasped internally. Wait, what? I know you drank in the others, but these are our allies, our…

Friends? Perhaps some. But the Raven Knight, the one you called Daizen. Even your confidant, Arisu… they are not people to trust. And their spirits, gifts, they would have quenched my thirst indeed. Besides, did you not throw them all away for the man you claim to love?

…no. I still intend to work something out. I… oh shit, ugh… what the… Her thoughts and words scattered, as a blinding torment erupted in her left arm, making all her prior hurts, even the feelings of being mercilessly crushed by the chains of Contract, feel like a light bruise in comparison.

Glad she wasn’t conscious so she couldn’t throw up and writhe in agony, Shiro fought against the suffering, her thoughts dark. … shit, Aki. You’re killing me here… uh… if it’s going to hurt that much, maybe… maybe death is preferable…

…perhaps I could have Allured Daizen, and the other little man, that Bunta. But not that creature, the Raven Knight. He only desires to slay his aunt, all the Fae, and work his accursed ritual. These desires are so massive, loom so absolutely in his mind, that there are no other feelings I can inflame, Allure. Besides…

Shiro listened to the voice of Tan desperately, it giving her something to cling to as the anguish seared through her arm, radiating outwards through her entire body.

…you would have hated it, would you not? You saw my Alluring dance. It shamed you, though it also thrilled you, as it was for him. If I tried this for the Raven Knight, or one of the others, surely you would loathe me. I did not want that…

Oh, Tan… Whether it was her words, or the pain was actually diminishing, Shiro felt a little better, the agony receding, though she could feel something strange with her body now, even unconscious, able to divine something was terribly wrong. You really do care then? You’re right. I’d never want you to act so shamelessly with my body. I may come across as flirty, but actually, despite trying to act like Aimi, I’m really quite shy.

…I know. How could I not? And though victory takes precedence, I would not have you hate me more than is necessary. After all, I am thirst itself, greed, hunger. I love those who seek to be filled as I do.

Speaking of filled… Shiro felt a wash of something else, along with the feelings of closeness with Aki. It felt good, felt strong, and her body reacted. As the tide washed in, the weights pressing down on her, the Chains… they shattered, one by one.

Tan, the Contracts…

Yes. I have relinquished that Divine Favour, though at… a cost. Your man, he would not take no for an answer, swearing to strike me down if I refused. I have no fear of him, no, for I am mighty. Yet… it seemed prudent to answer his request. After all, he seems a man who honours his debts.

Shiro would have smiled if she could. Oh Tan, that sounds like an excuse if ever I heard one. Don’t be tsundere, it only works in stories, not real life. I know you wanted to save me. After all, you said it yourself. You don’t want me to hate you. Well, Aki is fighting for me, so I guess I can’t just give up and die… though he could do a better job, this hurts like hell!

… … …

Hey, are you offended? Damn, Aki must be doing a good job after all then. So… I’ll do my part. Clinging desperately to all that remained of her consciousness, trapped within a dying body, Shiro forced herself to keep awake, keep fighting, despite the pain, clinging to the voice of Tan and the warmth of Aki’s love. Come on Aki, if I survive this, we’ve so much more to do. Sure, we have hardships to overcome, but if I somehow survive… we’ll work them out!
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Your Skill, Crude Body Enhancement, has increased from Rank 3 to Rank 4. At the cost of pushing your body further beyond its limits, your abilities…


Fuck off, Eye, not right now. Everything was on fire within me, my elemental energies churning around my body explosively, muscles, blood, bones, nerves, brain, eyes… everything pushed to breaking point. My Chakra network was no different, aether, adherence and elemental energies a boiling mass, feeding into the desperate Chirurgery I was doing.

Even so, she has fuck all to work with. I’ve never seen a subtle body so pathetic. The damage Shiro had sustained was brutal, yes, but worse was the sheer lack of a proper network. I was rapidly creating one, drilling into her Astral body and also her Material body through her feeble white cord, but when I did so, it caused her further injury, which I had to hastily fix with Ether Healing. There’s just one problem though. No, two damn problems…

The first was that I could Heal her Astral body with Ether Healing, but as I tried to pour it down through her cord to keep her Material body from harm as I worked, the cord itself started to tear, causing backlash to her Astral body, and what energy could pass through the narrow, pathetic strand was clearly insufficient to prevent grievous injuries.

The second was that she simply didn’t have properly functioning major Chakras, and of those, her root, heart and crown were mangled. In fact, it’s a miracle she’s still alive. Perhaps it’s because…

I was working as I thought, my mind trying to process multiple threads at the same time, Chirurgery and Ether Healing still thrumming, adherence sprinkled in when I could, giving me an occasional message about a stat increase for Shiro. There has to be a solution…

I began to drill the lunar Chakra, but that sent painful shockwaves through her body, upsetting the partially constructed capillaries around the site. Fuck… I cursed inwardly, only my Resilience fending off total panic.

“What are you doing?” Tan asked, observing with her Gaze Of Ichnaea, now unable to even open Shiro’s eye more than a fraction, a faint ruby glow creeping out underneath. “This network is strange. It is not classically mortal, is it? It resembles yours… and the Raven Knight's, I suppose. Even so…”

Words were hard for her, as Shiro’s Astral body was holding her back. “… do you think I was being cruel when I declared I would take time to heal her? Fool. Her body is so atrophied, so delicate, that even to repair it is quite the labour. Sadly, her aberrant weakness is why she can be my anchor here, allowing me to… are you well? If you fall here, I will have no choice but to drink deep of you and abandon this world. Those Seeds are too precious to resist. And when you die, so shall the princess, and I will attract predators to this…”

“Shut. Up.” I grated, the staggering amount of silvery blood I puked up staining the ground, steaming, my ears and nose also gushing liquid. Still, despite the ghastly spectacle, the pain had actually diminished, as amber letters announced a new Skill, as well as…

You have gained a Skill, Split Thoughts Rank 1. This Skill increases the ability of your brain to process multiple threads of information at the same time, by using both of your subtle bodies as parallel minds. Your Mental Statistics significantly increase. [Class: Noble] [Type: Foundation]
Your Skill, Aetheric Chirurgery has increased from Rank 6 to Rank 7. You are starting to be able to use Adherence to increase the effect of the Chirurgery, causing less injury to the target as well as achieving greater feats of restoration and change.


It’s still not enough… but it’s a step closer… “Hey. Tan…” I managed, spitting blood, still working on both Shiro’s lunar Chakra, as well as trying to hold together her fragile white cord and restoring her Material body, in addition to starting work on fixing the ruined root Chakra. “… I noticed. You don’t seem to have a Silver Cord. Where… where’s your other body?”

“Well observed. Your Eye is keen indeed. So tasty.” Her tongue weakly jutted from the bloody mouth of Shiro, licking slowly, with little energy. “When one reaches a certain level of strength, the Material, the Astral body… there is no true distinction. One becomes a single form, made of physical or spiritual matter as one pleases. And with such a body, permanently destroying it is difficult. You would not find me so easy to slay. Though of course, such impressive forms cause great disruption to their surroundings if the ether density is low. So enduring here requires… a vessel. The princess. So empty, so perfect.”

“I see.” Things were starting to make sense to me. Even so… Shit. The root Chakra I was working on cracked, tearing a lot of the delicate work I had done around it. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck! As I used my Split Thoughts to start yet another track of Chirurgery to stabilise it, I asked a further question, one which seemed irrelevant, but was anything but.

“Hey, Tan. You want to be an Astral Empress, right? Just what is one? And can there only be one here on Earth?”

“When a Territory breaks the bounds of the lower Astral, finally accumulating enough power to touch the lower reaches of the higher Astral, the ruler of said Territory becomes an Astral Emperor, and gains significant power.” Tan replied after a moment. “As for whether there can only be one… no, in principle there could be others. Though worlds that try and split their focus that way seldom end well, enemies from within and without consuming them. A strong Territory to repel the predators lurking in the Astral tides is the foundation of a world saved from destruction, and the power of a world is finite. Sharing such a limited bounty leaves neither party satisfied, and all the weaker, more vulnerable.”

“I see.” My sweat was dripping from me, making it hard to concentrate. “So Tan, here’s what I’m thinking. You…” As I outlined my idea, Tan let out a long sigh.

“How... fascinating.” She finally spoke, after a torturous silence. “It does offer benefits for me, but risks as well. If you can succeed. Though… you do not lack the will to try, it seems…”

“Will is all I have. So, will you accept my offer? No Contracts now, none of that shit. Just given word, a pledge between two people who profess to care for Shiro.”

“Will I? Let me see. I…”
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What the fuck is Aki doing? Ugh, it’s like I’m being filled with a hive of angry wasps that keep stinging me from the inside, with no way to scratch the burning itch. And that’s not the worst of it. I can feel so much pain. My eye, my throat. My arm. Even… down below. Shit… I’m going insane here, I don’t know if I can…

…no, you must hold on.

Tan? You’re back. You’ve been gone for hours. Days? I don’t know…

Merely a minute, I promise. I had to talk to your man. Reach a deal.

A deal, with Aki? Wait a minute, it isn’t anything shady, is it? He won’t let you eat him in exchange for saving me, will he? If so, I’ll just kill myself again, he must know that…

Nothing so foolish, I promise, thirsty one. Besides, if I could save you, would I not have done so, rather than this? Your man… he has talents. I admit to being rather impressed. In the time this world has been blessed the by the Divine, he has made great strides. Is this the power of the Seeds, or…

So, what was this deal? And is it going to be over soon? I… I thought I was good with pain, but this… this is beyond what I can bear. I can barely hold on…

It seems nothing has changed, my white princess. No, we will be together a long time. And we shall still strive for victory.

No, I don’t want to fight against Aki. I mean, I do want to help my allies, even that dumb Raven who got me into this mess. I gave my word, you know. Arisu. Suzu. Bunta. Daizen. The Raven Knight. You. I want… I want to see your dreams realised. Because I never thought I’d get to see my own come true. And now… now I have a dream, know how joyous it is, I want it all the more. But I want Aki’s dream to come true too. What do we do when we have dreams that clash, that oppose each other? Shiro wanted to weep, pain and sorrow overspilling from her, but without eyes, she could not cry.

You will see soon. But first, hold on to the link between you and that man, cling tight and do not let go. The answer… it is surprisingly simple. Why, you merely have to…
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Your Skill, Adherence Manipulation has increased from Rank 1 to Rank 2. Your ability to control and utilise Adherence has strengthened. You are more able to manipulate another’s Adherence, should they allow it.
Your Skill, Aetheric Chirurgery has increased from Rank 7 to Rank 8 and has reached the second wall. Your understanding of Adherence, Divine Sparks and other foundations of subtle bodies has increased and Chirurgery works significantly more effectively on beings who have a single, combined form. You can perform Chirurgery on Divine Sparks if the bearer of said Spark is willing. [Class: Noble][Type: Principle]
Your Skill, Ether Healing has increased from Rank 6 to Rank 7. You can compress Aether more densely, injecting it through damaged Silver Cords and capillaries. Your already great resistances to harmful substances and foreign matter increases further, and the speed at which you acclimatise to such contamination, rendering it harmless, has significantly increased. You can achieve greater feats with higher quality Ether, and your Aether when used to heal will slightly strengthen all attributes of the target.
Your Skill, Crude Body Enhancement Rank 4 has become Body Enhancement Rank 4. Your body suffers significantly reduced damage from this ability, though as you still lack a suitable mediating Element such as Lightning or Light, your brain and nervous system still suffers significant pain and injury. [Class: Powerful][Type: Foundation]


A huge bounty of Skills had been my reward for the arduous task I performed, but I didn’t care about that right now, no more than I cared about the fact I was a broken, shattered husk of a man, every part of my body injured, my brain a mess, hideous stabbing lights piercing my vision like the worst migraine imaginable.

I had drained all the adherence I had, as well as most of my aether, and had shattered every Etherite I had on me without hesitation, as well as pulling what aether I could from my distant Territory. Even so… It was barely enough. But… did it work?

My Eye flared amber, causing a further wave of anguish through me, blood trickling down from my eye socket. Even so, I blinked the gore away, focussing on the battered form lying still beneath me.

[Shiratori Himeko] [Bonded Kin] [Divine Medium: Taṇhā, the Thirsty]
[Material Statistics]
Might                53
Fortitude            49
Intellect             174
Resilience          170
Alacrity             140
Precision           164
Aether               433
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune
Majesty
Charm               10
League              3
Determination   3
Foresight
Fate                  21
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Divine False Moon And Star Chakra Network Rank 1 Powerful (4) Principle (7)
Divine Spark Rank 1 Noble (5) Law (8)
Adherence Manipulation Rank 1 Noble (5) Law (8)
Aether Manipulation Rank 1 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
[Elemental Skills]
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Unique Skills]
Lovers' Link Rank 1 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Divine Possession: Taṇhā Rank 1 Legendary (7) Law (8)
Flames Of Thirst And Famine Rank 1 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Alluring The Buddha Rank 1 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
[Level] 9/9
[Classes]
Divine Medium 5/20
Mortal Spark 1/30


Shiratori Himeko, huh? That’s her real name? I guess I see where Shiro and Shirohime come from now… Oh thank the Gods. With her survival confirmed, I slumped down, exhausted but victorious, though unfortunately, it was not a complete success, not by any means.

As I did so, I saw Shiro’s body twitch, and as she opened her eyes, black with just a hint of red within them, I saw a smile that made everything worthwhile, despite the… problems.

“I don’t believe it. You did it, Aki. I’m alive. Though … ouch, shit, what the hell? You did a pretty shoddy job, not going to lie.”

As Shiro cried out in agony, her body finally starting to send the pain signals her awakening had suppressed, her eyes turned red, and Tan… Taṇhā, I guess… took control, twisting Shiro’s tortured face into a grimace as she contested the agony.

“I think you do him a disservice. This was a work of art, princess. Though we cannot call you white anymore. Red perhaps. You are quite the fright.” Using aether she conjured a mirror for Shiro to see herself.

“Oh. Yeah. Shit.” Shiro hissed in a breath, and not from pain. “Well, uh… Aki. If you want to call off the wedding, I don’t suppose I’d…” I leapt to my feet, despite my savage injuries, and seized her in a tight hug. As Shiro leaked tears from one of her eyes, she put an arm around me. One arm.

“Don’t be a fool. You’re still wearing the ring, aren’t you?"

“I guess? I can’t… feel it anymore.” Shiro replied softly. “I can’t feel my left arm at all, or move it.”

I nodded, gloomy. “Yeah, the damage was too severe, what with the Flames Of Thirst And Famine ravaging your arm, to destroy the blessing there. I guess that’s the problem with sharing a body. Even my Ether Healing wasn’t up to it. As well as…”

“Yeah. My face. Not so princess-like anymore.” Shiro muttered. “I know that injuries here don’t go fully back to the body back on Earth, but…”

I shook my head, unwilling to give her false hope. “You are probably even worse off there. I couldn’t get much energy down your crappy excuse for a Silver Cord until towards the end, so…”

“Hey, don’t call me crappy! I was born this way.” she pouted, one eye winking at me, the other a blinded mess of blood and scarring, just like her face, which was gouged deeply. As she trembled in my arms I could see she was putting a brave face on the horrific situation. “I guess it’s my fault. I’d like to say I wasn’t going to regret it, that I’d rather die for you than have you die for me, and it’s true, and … I’m glad to be alive, but… damn, I’m… pretty much ruined as a woman, aren’t I?”

I made to kiss her, but she pulled away. “I’m hideous, Aki. I look like some sort of Halloween monster. Don’t force…”

“I'm not!” I shouted, surprising her. “Don’t close up your heart, Himeko, or else everything is for nothing. If you wanted to pull away from me, you should just have let Tan fight me.”

“Himeko? How do you know that name? No, it doesn’t matter. What does is… I’m broken. I treasured my beauty, it made me feel special, and now…”

“You’re still special.” I promised, finally manging to kiss her. After a moment she pulled away, trembling. Tan was still suppressing her pain, but she could do nothing about the wounds to Shiro's emotions.

“Himeko. Or do you prefer Shiro?”

“I’m Shiro. I hate that name. No, I’m Shirohime… no. I’m not. Just… Shiro, I guess.” She looked down, vulnerable and hurting.

“Yes, just Shiro. My fiancée. The girl I moved heaven and earth, and bound a Divine being to you to save.”

“He is correct.” Tan declared. “Now dry those foolish tears. We did not suffer such agonies, merely to have you break now. Did you not want to see the world ahead with him?”

“I did, but…” Shiro protested.

“Then feel the truth. You have my Lovers’ Link, right? Surely you can feel my emotions?” I pressed. “And I’m just an Aki. How presumptuous would I be if I turned away from you because of a few imperfections?”

“A few?” Shiro snorted, still shocked, but a brief spark of amusement flaring. “I look like a cyclops that went through an industrial grinder. So… was this Lovers’ Link the feeling I got when I was dying? Your warmth, your care?”

“Yeah. It’s a tangible proof I love you. and I always will. Trust me. I’ll work hard until I can heal you. I’ll call on people I know too. Selensha might have ideas. Normally injuries like this should be no problem, but… your body isn’t normal now. We had to take seriously drastic steps.”

“Yes, I gave up a little of my Divine Spark for you. Though this man will pay for it.” Tan declared.

“Seriously? Well thanks, Tan. Don’t… don’t price-gouge him, okay?” she joked, suddenly seeing my ragged state for the first time. “Shit Aki, you look almost as bad as me!”

“I had to push past my limits a lot here. But there was no way I’d ever let you die. Shiro…” I reached down, removing the ring from her twisted, immobile arm, and slipped the ring on her other hand. “I love you. Still. Please marry me. Your face, your body, your arm… I hate that I wasn’t good enough to save them, but… even so, I love you and I’ll make you happy. Feel my love through my bond, see it in my eyes. Taste it in my kiss!”

This time when our lips touched, she didn’t pull away, tasting of sweat, blood, tears and salt. When we parted, a string of saliva between us, she nodded. “Fine. Aki, I love you too. But it’s going to be hard for me to adjust. What made me special is ruined now…”

“No it isn’t. Your heart made you special. And now you have other special properties.”

“Yes, you are a true manifester of the Divine now.” Tan muttered. “For good or for ill. I know not which.”

“Yeah, but who gives a shit what Skills you have? The only special property I care about is your love for me!” After my impassioned words, our lips met again, and the trembling was slowly stopping, Shiro melting into my embrace. When she was done, she pulled away from me, giving me a brilliant smile, one full of pain but humour too, and a little sliver of hope.

“Well, yes, I’ll marry you Aki. Why else did I suffer this? Shit, it’s only an arm and an eye, I can still make my game so long as I can type and see. Ugh… but what do we tell the others? They are going to be heartbroken…”

Yes, that’s true. “That’s why I’ll never give up, not until you can truly smile from the heart again.” I knelt down and kissed her hand that wore my engagement ring. “Shiro. Let’s go home. All right?”

She nodded. “Yes. Aki, Tan. Let’s go. I’ve had enough of this shitty place…”


Side Seventy-Nine - Shiratori Himeko, Shirohime


Back in the Material, Shiro cried out, agony surging through her, far more intense than in the Boundary. The groan that came from her lips was piteous, and as she whimpered she realised Aki was there, scooping her up into his arms, and suddenly a warming heat flooded into her, reducing the pain from unbearable torment to merely savagely painful. As she gasped hoarsely, she realised her clothes, the clothes Aki had bought her, were soaked with blood. So much blood. Damn, I’m in bad shape. After all that, am I still going to die?

“Sorry, Aki. Guess I ruined the clothes you bought me…” she managed, before having to clamp her teeth shut to hold in another cry. Half her vision was dark, and it was confusing her senses, and her arm dangled limply, completely dead. “… sorry for… making such stupid noises too. Not much of a princess now, am… I?”

“No, but… you don’t need to be. Just be Shiro.” Aki insisted, and she could feel his arms around her, and still feel the bond they shared. Lovers’ Link, huh? Seems a weird power, but… I guess it’s very much like Aki. Stupid, but kind… “As for the clothes, when you are better, I’ll buy you as many as you want. There’s so much I’d like to see you wearing. So many places to go. So many battles we’ll have to fight together. So hold on, please!”

He sounded on the verge of tears, which was stupid, as they had just been through this same situation moments ago in that strange land called the Boundary. Even so, it left her heart feeling warm, matching the pain that gnawed through her torn flesh. He had his phone out and had called someone, asking for a helicopter for transport to a military hospital. I guess Aki really is connected. I mean, he’s not a liar so I didn’t doubt him, but… deals with the Prime Minister? Shit, Aki’s hit the big time.

“… yeah, I’m doing field first-aid, but her condition is terrible.” Aki was saying. “We’ll need a blood transfusion, probably. Which blood type? I’ll check… Shiro, what’s your blood type?”

She managed a rusty grin. “Of course it’s B! I’m passionate and creative, but I’m also selfish. Just…” She groaned, teeth clenched, taking a long breath before she could finish. “… like a princess.”

“She’s B.” he declared. “Great. We are at…” he rattled off the address. “… I’ll send up a flare when you are closer. There’s no time to waste.”

A flare? “So… guess I’m no prettier here now…” she croaked. “I can’t really process it right now, but…”

“It doesn’t matter!” he declared firmly. “Whatever you look like, however you feel, we’re engaged. And we’ll be married. I refuse to allow anything else. Besides…” he spoke gently. “I don’t want to give false hope. It must be hard on you, and…” He trailed off, and her remaining dark eye could see the pained emotions in his steel grey ones, unshed tears glimmering.

I’ve always thought his eyes looked kind of cool, but now I’m seeing them up close, they look kind of hot too. Or is that just because I see Aki that way now? “…the world is full of abilities we are only just scratching the surface of. I’ll move Heaven, Earth, Hell, outer space, anything and everything until I find a way to heal you. Shaeula and the others will help too. They’ll welcome you as a sister, I promise! You’ll like them all!”

“I see.” She rattled out the words, throat burning with more than just pain now. “Guess you really want my gorgeous looks back. I can’t say I blame you. Looking at me right now must be turning your…” Her words were sealed with a kiss, surprising her.

As his tongue entered her mouth, despite her wounds, Shiro responded, desperately seeking reassurance. I want to believe Aki doesn’t care, and I know he loves me for more than my looks, but… not loving someone just for their looks, and not caring when I’m a disgusting, mutilated cyclops is very different. But in this moment, I…

They pulled apart, allowing her to breathe, and for a moment Shiro forgot the terrible pain assailing her. His eyes looked so kind. “Look, Shiro.” His tone was serious, words grave. “I don’t approve of your attempt to kill yourself. I’m only fighting for a world without sacrifices. If you die, why am I even bothering? But… how can I not love you for that? How can I look down on the fruits of your noble effort? Sure, it’s a regret that you suffered wounds, but… to me, those are badges of honour. Stupid honour.” he joked, eyes sorrowful.

“But honour nonetheless.” He kissed her on the lips, a fleeting touch. “So don’t think I won’t still find you attractive, or not want to make love to you.” He winked, and Shiro felt her heart race, even now. “I can’t believe you’d go to this great extent to protect your chastity! Are all princesses so determined?”

A laugh burst from her throat at that, until tears ran down her cheek, and her chest ached from something other than her wounds. “Damn, Aki. You can laugh… even at a time like this? You’ve… grown strong.”

“I have.” he agreed. “And I have to laugh, or else I’ll scream, shout and rage. But that won’t help you right now.” He shook his head, pained. “Besides, I meant it. This… this is only temporary. If it takes me a hundred years, I’ll find a way to heal you. And in the meantime, you’ll marry me. Natsumi will be excited, it’ll be more dresses for her family to make.”

Natsumi, huh? He mentioned her before…

“Hey, Tan. Can you take over for a bit? Shiro’s hurting badly…” Aki asked, and Shiro felt herself shunted back a bit, her eye turning red, though she could still feel everything, though now at least it was once-removed from her, significantly duller in intensity.

“Fine. Though her body is in dire condition. If I try to exert my abilities, she will shatter.” Tan declared. In the distance Shiro could hear the thrumming of blades, something noisily approaching.

“Yeah, just numb the edge for her. You can do that, right? It’s lucky she gained those Levels and is benefitting from Lovers’ Link. Her Fortitude is actually decent now, otherwise she’d have died.”

“Indeed. Fate smiled on her.” Tan agreed.

As Aki and Tan chatted, Shiro watched as a military helicopter approached. Aki raised his hand and a ball of fire shot into the sky. Some passers by were watching the approaching helicopter, surprised, and as it arrived it started hovering above, lowering down a ladder. “All right then.” Aki said, cradling her gently. “It won’t be long until we get you to a hospital. Up we go!”

As Aki hopped up the ladder at speed, while still keeping Shiro safe in his grasp, she turned her thoughts inwards. Hey, Tan? Are you there?

I am. Of course. Can you not hear me talking to him?

Damn, I know that. She would have puffed her cheeks in a pout if she was in control. Is it me or have you got a little cheeky over the last few hours? Anyway… I was just thinking. Turns out I’m not the protagonist I thought I was, am I? I’m not special after all. Looks like Aki was the one…

How foolish. You are surely special indeed. Perhaps more now than ever. Besides…

Besides…? As she was bundled into the helicopter, a medical team on standby, aghast at her injuries, Shiro waited for Tan to speak.

If he is the protagonist, then you are part of his story now. As you wished. Why else would you have defied me so, stopped me from eating him and claiming inevitable victory, forced yourself to die for him?

I wasn’t going to let you eat Aki… Shiro was starting to lose consciousness, an army medic injecting her with anaesthetic, linking her up to IV and blood packs, Aki still holding her hand, pumping in healing warmth. I… that… was too… cruel a fate. Eating bad people, fine, but… Aki…

Sleep now, princess. I shall take care of the rest…
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So, Tan… you made a deal with Aki, didn't you? What… what did he offer? You know I won’t let you…

Again, you are being foolish. We have reached an agreement. I shall not seek to devour him, or any of those under his protection. Here. Let me show you my memory. It is easier now, for we are more closely intertwined than I had expected or wished for…

The memory flowed into her, as vivid as if she was there. Aki was standing over her shattered body, looking deadly serious, and her heart clenched as he demonstrated his care for her.

“Because Shiro’s life is above everything else. Now listen, and if you agree I think we can work together. You want to save the world, right, and help your Pantheon? Well, I’m not beholden to any. I have some gratitude for Ortlinde, sure, and I don’t repay favour with ingratitude, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to go along with everything they ask. I can consider helping you out. And there’s room for more than one Astral Emperor, right?” he had said, and Tan had protested.

“Did I not say that is a recipe for disaster? Resources are finite, and one stronger is more useful than two weaker…”

“I heard you before. But I don’t believe that.” He denied her. “After all, didn’t you say your presence here is a miracle, and I have these Seeds, which is also unusual. Besides… what are your options? Don’t support me and you fail. Shiro will die…” His breath caught at that. “And I’ll try and kill you. You gain nothing.”

“I can still eat you…” Tan warned, and he had shaken his head in denial.

“You can try. And I may not be able to kill you, if you are as strong as you claim, but I bet I can damn well hurt you!” he roared. “We are wasting time. Every second is precious. If you don’t agree to help Shiro, I’m going to do my best to kill you. And if you beat me I’ll destroy myself rather than let you consume me. And if I somehow survive and you flee, I’ll track you and your Pantheon down, if it takes me an eternity! All I’m asking is you help me fix Shiro! I have Skills, but her body is too fragile… dying.” Again, he bit down a sob. “You are partially bonded to her, using her as a host. Well, if we make that connection tighter, stronger…”

“It will not suffice.” Tan disagreed. “Her main Chakra are on the brink of collapse. It would take Skills far greater than yours to repair them.”

“Maybe so, but… what about that?” He pointed to something Shiro couldn’t see in the memory.

“My Divine Spark, just what do you…”

“All we’d need is a little. I think it would work…”

The memory faded, and Shiro was surprised. So, just what happened then?

In the end, he was correct. It did work. I sacrificed some of my Divine Spark, and he injected it into your shattered Chakras. He then, with my aid, tied my being more tightly into yours, using my network to replace the parts of yours that were untenable. Alas…

Alas?

Even with that, we could not replace the damage the flames did to our arm. And the backlash from injecting the energy from my Divine Spark, all that adherence that was not attuned to you… it did further injury. Hence your lost eye, the savage scarring. And being caused by Divinity, it does not heal easily.

I see. I guess that makes sense. Still… you both went so far for me. Thanks, Tan.

Do not thank me. I have been promised compensation. To replace the lost Divine Favour of Sancus, as well as the diminishment of my very core, I am allowed to claim and drink deep of the Divine Favours of three suitably… evil… beings.

Shiro could hear the smirk in Tan’s voice, but she was surprised at that. “Aki is allowing that? But…”

Did he not tell you? He has killed before. At least I have the justification that I drink deep and grow stronger from their deaths. He is not as moral as you think. After all, did he not threaten my whole Pantheon, thousands of worlds, untold beings, just over you? Tan’s voice was incredulous. No, he knows to gain, you must give. And for you, he could concede on that. I am also to be offered a share in additional Favours he obtains later that he can find no use for. In exchange, I am to continue to protect you, and aid him if you wish me to.

Of course I do! Aki… I’m part of his story now. You said it yourself. Still, yeah, Aki’s killed people. It still surprises me. Do you think… Kondou Kazuo was his doing as well?

It seems so. He found him unworthy of mercy. We considered enlisting him ourselves, did we not, as his ability was … useful. But more, I wished the being known as Kiku. She had developed a miraculous ability as well. This planet… for being so starved of spiritual power for so long, it is quite special indeed, many miracles. Alas, Kiku perished. It is for the best. Working with that man would have turned your stomach, and in the end we would have had to eat him, if he tried to abuse you, or Suzu or Arisu. Yes, this is for the best…

Damn, that reminds me. The Raven Knight. The Contract is gone, but… he hates Aki and Shaeula bad, right? I… don’t want to break faith if I can help it. After all, I want you to keep your word to Aki…

He is quite angry with the Raven, indeed. After all, it is his Contract which drove you to this, as well as my thirst. But he understands that this was an unintended coincidence, bitter as it was. We talked, while you were unable to maintain your consciousness. There is room for negotiation over the Tree. But he must give up his hatred of Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. If he is unwilling, your man is prepared to face the Raven in battle to prove his superiority. So very… manly.

Tan snorted, amused. I did not need to Allure that emotion for my purposes, but it seems he has quite the need to look good for women he likes. So… unexpected.

It is, isn’t it? But… maybe that’s Aki after all. He always helped me, even when he was struggling for money, or snowed under with work. I thought he was just a pushover, but to think he was trying to appeal to me all this time, even if he didn’t know it himself. So stupid, so amusing. If we’d have both looked at ourselves honestly, we could have been together a long time ago. But I was too aloof, too proud, too unused to love, and he was too… well, an Aki.

As for the others… we gathered them because we could find them with the Gaze Of Ichnaea, and they were suitable allies. Though their… proclivities… vary. As for aiding them with their wants as we promised, there may be a few… issues, such as with Daizen, but… it is not impossible to combine our desires with those of Akio, if they are willing.

Yeah. Yeah. That’s right. I’ll need to see them all and talk this through. Honestly. It’s only fair. Hey, Tan. I seem to be thinking more clearly now. Before, I let you do most of the thinking, and wallowed in my guilt, so much like a tragic princess it hurt. I knew what we were doing wasn’t right. Not exactly evil… but definitely not good. But I let it all wash over me. Why don’t I feel that way now? Is that due to your Allure?

No. You are simply sharing your burdens. After all, you are not alone now, are you? Our allies, they are not true friends. You hold some fondness for Arisu, though I deem her dangerous, and Suzu you feel a kinship for, but… compared to the man you desire, they cannot support you, not under a Contract of mutual interest.

So that’s it, huh? Well, we’ll talk, and if… if we can work it out with them, maybe I’ll try to be true friends with them too, not just allies. But the guys will have to be content with being friend-zoned. I’m only for Aki now! Though with the way I look, I doubt they’d care now… she was depressed again.

Enough of your bitterness. Do you not believe him when he says he will seek to restore you to your former glory?

Of course I do, but let a girl grieve, Tan! Shit, I don’t want my first time with Aki to be me looking like this!

Such petty concerns. Is that not a sign in itself that you are fine? Now open your eyes. It has been too long, and I wish to slumber. You can handle matters from here…

As Tan fell silent, Shiro opened her eye, feeling numb. The first thing she was greeted with was the gentle beeping of medical machinery, numerous tubes and needles in her good arm. She was in a bare room filled with devices, and as she looked around a female orderly glanced at her, smiling crisply.

“Oh, so you are awake, Shiratori-san. Can you speak? Do you recognise me? Or know where you are?”

“I’m… in a hospital. Military, I guess…” Her voice was rusty, as if she had not spoken for a while. “I remember Aki calling for a helicopter… I don’t know you, but you’re a nurse. A soldier too, by your bearing, maybe?”

“That’s good, you seem lucid.” The nurse approved, running a few tests, looking at Shiro's eye with a penlight, asking questions, checking notes. After what seemed an age, she was done. “Great. Well… I’ll go get someone. Now you were very badly hurt, so you need to stay calm, all right. But we couldn’t save your arm or your eye, and… unfortunately, you have significant, pronounced scarring on your face, down your neck and body. Sorry.”

“Tell me something I don’t know. The price I pay for being alive, I guess.” Shiro sighed bitterly. “Did you amputate?”

“No, we were told not to. There are risks of gangrene, but apparently it isn’t a concern. But you’ll have to monitor it constantly from now on. If it starts to swell, change colour or smells strange, please contact a hospital immediately.”

“Great. Just what I need. But thanks. I’ll do that.” Aki doesn’t want to give up on it. So I won’t either. No matter how it saddens me. “Oh shit, I never told my dorm-mates where I was. They’ll be worried.”

The nurse shook her head. “The man you came in with took care of all that. Now I’ll go get you somebody. Then you should eat something light. You must be starving.” With a professional smile she departed, and Shiro flushed as her stomach did indeed rumble noisily.

A minute later the door opened, and she expected to see another doctor, or maybe Aki, but instead it was two girls, younger than her and dressed in blue and white hakama, carrying what looked like weapons, swords and spears.

“Uh, who are you?” she asked, puzzled.

“Many apologies for the late introduction.” The lead girl spoke, bowing gracefully. “I am Tsumura Motoko. My father runs this base. This is Hori Natsumi, my friend and bodyguard.”

“Motoko? Natsumi?” No way. “I might be mistaken, but are you Aki’s girls?”

Motoko nodded and Natsumi grinned. “Yes, I have the honour of being one of Akio’s fiancées. It is nice to meet you, Shiro-san.”

“Yes, it’s a pleasure.” Natsumi also bowed.

“Well, aren’t you such cute girls? Shit, I’m jealous.” She gestured to her bandaged face and body with her good arm. “Sorry I’m such a shitty eyesore now. I’ll feel ashamed to stand next to you. By the way, where’s Aki? I thought he would be here?” I mean, obviously he has stuff to do, but… he should be here!

“He’s sleeping next door. We’ll wake him in a minute. We wanted to talk first.” Natsumi smiled, and Shiro found it rather infectious. “He’s been here for three days, spending every spare minute healing you. He’s been putting off a ton of important matters, people were getting angry with him. So I’m glad you woke up, Shiro-san.”

“Just call me Shiro. I see. So he was here. Wait, three days?”

“Yes, you’ve been kept under in a medical coma.” Motoko took over. “Your condition was tragic, apparently. But the worst has passed, so even though he does not need sleep so much, since Akio looked frightful, we forced him to rest.”

“I see. Typical Aki.” So he’s been that worried. Strangely, that makes me feel good. Poor bastard. Guess I’m going to be a demanding girlfriend… “Well, since he’s got girls like you, I guess I don’t feel so bad I’m not fit for wifely duties anymore now. Still, I’m jealous.” More tears squeezed their way out.

“No. I am jealous of you.” Motoko shook her head, and Natsumi agreed, leaving Shiro incredulous and angry.

“Jealous of me? I thought I was the one who was blind.” she snapped. “I’m crippled and scarred, an ugly bitch indeed. Sure, I have faith that Aki might come up with a miracle, me just being alive is one, but… you young girls with your perfect skin and clean bodies can’t understand what I feel…”

“But you were the only one.” Natsumi interrupted, her words tinged with envy. Beside her, Motoko nodded.

“The only one what?” Shiro snarled, feeling deep bitterness at their thoughtless comments.

“The only girl Akio truly ever pursued on his own.” Natsumi sighed. “Even Eri and Shaeula had to ask him, struggle. Hyacinth is close I suppose. But again I can’t help but feel that some of it was sympathy for her sorrows and compensation for her struggles. But you… he doesn’t pity you or want to repay you for anything, you were the one he asked for because he loved you and wanted you.”

At that, Shiro was stunned, and the words that Tan had left festering within her heart, one seventh of his love, simply melted away. She started to sob, vast heaving cries, and the girls hugged her, allowing her to cry it out. When she was done, starting to calm down, Motoko spoke.

”As for your scars. I shall not lie, they are quite grim. But honourable wounds. Akio told us how you were prepared to die for him, and that led to this state. We…” she looked at Natsumi, who nodded, urging her to go on.

“We are warriors at heart.” Motoko continued. “But as daughters of nobility, we are not allowed to risk ourselves, for scars… for noble girls they are shameful. But for warriors… never. So seeing you, it makes us glad, selfish though that is.”

“Yes. Sorry Shiro.” Natsumi apologised. “I know we are insensitive. But we hope to fight at Akio’s side, and knowing that he sees scars as we do, as honourable injuries, and will not love us any less for them… it relieves us.”

These girls. They are… well, a bit crazy. Nobles huh? Shit. Aki’s blitzing those tropes hard. But they seem nice… though now I get why he found Negi Springfield so ironic. Well, at least these aren’t middle-schoolers! “Trust me. Try and avoid scars. It… it doesn’t feel as much of a mark of pride as you think it’ll be. If I could get rid of them and go back to being beautiful Shirohime, I’d do it in a heartbeat. Take care of your bodies. After all, they don’t just belong to you now, am I right?” She winked, though it was more a blink as it now completely obscured her vision.

“That is true. And take heart. If surgery is the answer, Akio will pay for it. But I suspect that Shaeula and Akio can find a way if they work together, given time. Akio was furious while you slept. Seeing you in that state made him vow to every God that would listen that he will make you beautiful again. Not because he finds you ugly now, but because he wants to heal your heart.”

Oh, Aki. Shit, I do love you! With that she burst into tears again, before talking further with the girls. ”Damn, you pair are nice. I hope the others are as easy to get along with as you…”

“Oh, they are very reasonable.” Motoko promised. “Let me tell you about them…”
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Motoko and Natsumi slipped out of the room with a smile as Aki entered. Shiro had spent an hour talking with them, and had eaten a small, light meal made of easily digestible soup, brought in by the nurse. It was good to talk, and hearing stories of Aki being both dashingly heroic and also clumsily clueless warmed her heart. Still, seeing Aki again made her chest ache, in a good way.

“Aki, you…” He cut her off with a hug.

“You woke up. I was worried you wouldn’t. Tan told me you were just recovering from all the shocks your subtle bodies had taken and the stress of integrating the Divine Spark, but… even so, I worried.”

“It's fine, I’m up now.” she whispered. “I wouldn’t say I’m in top form, but… I feel alive, at least.”

“Good. Now, we have to talk.” he spoke seriously. “The Raven Knight, your allies… Tan said you don’t want to abandon them. I respect that. Although…”

“Yeah, the Raven Knight. I know. It’s his call. If he can make peace, I’d be happy to see it. If not… I’ll choose you over him, don’t worry.” She laughed then, a gentle chuckle. “I won’t NTR you, Aki! Oh, and thanks for notifying those foolish girls from my dorm, what did you say?”

“Uh… that you lied, and I actually was your boyfriend, and we went on a romantic holiday. I notified your uni too. They are used to long absences from you, so it’s all cool.”

Shiro burst out laughing. “Seriously? That’s priceless. But shit, I wish I could see the looks on their faces, but I can’t go back like this. Guess I’ll have to drop out.”

“It’s too hasty to say that yet. For now though, yeah. You’ll have to stay away.”

“Oh well. I don’t need uni. I guess I can quit if I have to. After all, I’m getting married, and one day you’ll help me make my game. Or hell, make reality into my game.”

“Yes, and speaking of… Tan, you might want to listen in to this.” Aki started Healing Shiro, pumping her full of aether, and she felt her remaining pains die away, the anaesthetics and drugs in her system clearing. “I’m going to talk about Shiro’s current status.”

“I see. Just talking about your Eye makes me thirsty. If I had that…” Tan sighed, before Shiro protested.

“No, bad Tan! No eating Aki! That’s my job…” What was visible of her pale skin blushed at her crude joke. “I can do that at least…”

“Yeah, yeah.” Aki patted her head. “When you are discharged, we’ll see.” He winked. “Now seriously. Your injuries aside… we succeeded to an extent. With a proper network and nine Levels, your physical stats are actually decent. I doubt you’ll collapse anymore. Though there are still a few areas that puzzle me.”

“Really?” Shiro asked, surprised. “I’m actually kind of excited. Appraisal cheats really make this feel like a game. So go on, lay it on me!”

Aki first went through her stats, and when Shiro realised she had superhuman mental stats now, she puffed out her chest proudly. Though when she saw his gaze on her, she blushed again.

“Uh, you can… touch them if you want to. I’m rightly proud of my tits. I mean, you saw them when Tan was dancing…” she whispered.

“Much as I’d love to, this is time for serious business. We’ll have ample time to enjoy ourselves in the future. Now, not to crush your dreams, but here’s my mental stats…”

That’s insane? And so not fair. Over a thousand? “You are seven times smarter than me? I call bull, Aki! That can’t be right. If so, why do you make so many damn mistakes?”

He shrugged, grinning. “I ask myself that a lot. I think it’s two factors. Firstly, it’s like a computer. Being able to factorise thirty digit numbers takes genius level brains, right, but a computer can do it near instantly. But then you ask it to identify a human face and it struggles. My calculative, learning and processing power is through the roof, sure, but I can’t suddenly know how to do stuff I’ve never thought of or experienced. But as an example, I’m learning Chinese. Well, I was supposed to be, this week, but this happened.”

“Sorry, Aki.” Shiro apologised, and he laughed it off.

“No, I’m sorry. If I’d have killed the Raven Knight back then, none of this would have happened. Anyway… we’ll see how long it takes me to learn Chinese, ancient Chinese and the oldest Japanese language I can get a teacher for. I’d imagine not long. Mental stats are great at that.”

“And the second factor?” Shiro asked, now very interested. Damn, this is like an RPG. So cool. It seems more real with numbers and Skills. Sorry Tan, but Aki’s winning me over!

Tan snorted huffily in her head as Aki continued. “Resilience. It seems to do more than indicate mental strength. Sure, it does that, or I’d have shattered under the weight of killing long ago, or seeing you nearly die. But it also seems to help maintain personality and core traits. Otherwise with my enhancements, I’d be a completely different person, right? Sure, I’ve changed a lot, but it seems to moderate changes to personality, slow them down. That way I remain me. In a way I’m grateful. I don’t want to be someone else. But I think that stops me using a chunk of the brainpower I have now. Over time I imagine I’ll be able to access more and more as it won’t destabilise me, but for now…”

“Makes sense.” Shiro agreed. “Nobody can have such a change to their mental abilities without undergoing a metamorphosis. Oh well, now onto the good stuff. I have Skills, yeah? Hit me with them. Sure, Tan will still be doing all my fighting for me, but having stuff of my own… shit, it’s awesome!”

“There’s my Shiro. That smile is genuine, the first I’ve seen since… then.” Aki reached out and patted her head, stroking her hair, and Shiro sighed, happy. “Anyway, here goes…”

Divine False Moon And Star Chakra Network - A hybrid Chakra Network, made up of eight major Chakras, perfectly adapted to a mortal body, supported by a trunk pathway and numerous branches, as well as a Divine Spark, which has been connected, orbiting the inactive Lunar Chakra, and linked to the other primary Chakras. This Network processes Aether as well as Adherence. Ether is drawn, converted to Aether and circulated, while Adherence is drawn in and circulated to the Divine Spark, as well as circulated to the damaged primary Chakras. This Network is almost fully functional, barring the Lunar Chakra, but is missing several branch sections, such as the left arm, an eye and some other minor branches. It is also connected via the seven primary Chakras and Divine Spark to another being, which allows the damaged areas to be bypassed and the damaged Chakras to be load-balanced, allowing slow recovery from their crippled state. This Chakra Network is a miracle and likely can never be replicated.
Divine Spark - The core of Divinity, comprised of concentrated Adherence, removed willingly from another being and implanted, nourished by a connection to said being. 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 orbit around the inactive Lunar Chakra and embodies Fire, Hunger, Allure and Sacrifice]
Lovers’ Link – This ability links the subtle bodies and hearts of the Bonded together, allowing them to share in the strength each possesses. If nearby, the possessor and their Bonded one can freely share a small portion of their strengths with each other, and even when separated by great distance or strife, their linked hearts will allow one percent of the stronger partner’s Statistics to be shared, up to a maximum of the partner’s maximum Statistics. It also strengthens the potential of the Bonded pair, allowing their maximum Level to increase by ten percent of the other’s current Level. It also allows the Bonded pair to sense the emotions and feelings towards each other and as it strengthens all effects increase, and the Bonded pair will find their compatibility in romance strengthened.
Divine Possession, Taṇhā – As one who carries a being who contains Divinity, you may allow them to possess your body willingly. Their strength will be limited by your own, but this Skill allows them to release more of their power than would otherwise be possible. In addition, Taṇhā can allow you to access some of her power, increasing all your Statistics and Skill Ranks related to her portfolio temporarily, though persisting in this state may cause backlash.
Flames Of Thirst And Famine - This unique Fire of Divine origin will consume what it burns, transferring a portion of the strength of the consumed being to the bearer, though this will deplete Adherence to perform safely, and one cannot consume recklessly, lest the spirit of the wielder suffer damage from being overloaded.
Alluring The Buddha – This ability draws the hidden desires out of a target, allowing you to inflame and manipulate them. It has a stronger effect on men. You can see the desires of a target, though high Resilience will prevent this. Your Charm Statistic is also noticeably more effective.


Shiro was enraptured by finding out what she could do. Though she did have a few reservations. “Alluring The Buddha? No damn way I’m using that, ever. Or wait… no, I lied. I guess I can use it on you, Aki.” She laughed, her bitterness temporarily suppressed by the joy of this. “After all, our romantic compatibility is strengthened, right Aki? You perv!” She laughed harder, until she started coughing. “Damn, that’s the sort of Skill I’d expect Yasu to bag.”

After more laughter and teasing over that, Aki pointed out the problems with her network. “I’m surprised the Skill doesn’t call it a crude network, like my sis and Eri used to have. But in any case, it’s far from settled yet. But in time Tan will be able to leave you, your body and Chakra network fully healed. I still can't work out why the lunar Chakra isn't functional, it looks perfect, but I guess that's why your network is called False Moon? No matter, as long as you are functioning properly, that's an issue for another day.”

“That reminds me…” Shiro asked when she calmed down. “Aki… you don’t trust Tan, do you?”

“I do, when it comes to you. Other than that, no. And Tan doesn’t trust me. That’s fine. The way it should be. I do learn, even if slowly. Time may build trust, but until then, we are keeping a wary eye on each other and are preparing for betrayal.”

“But Tan won’t…”

“He is wise.” Tan disagreed. “Blind trust when we were just enemies is foolish, still, we are connected. By you.”

“Yeah. I trust you, Shiro. So you’ll tell me if she steps out of line, right?”

“Sure. So play nice, Tan.” Shiro giggled, her heart feeling a little lighter. “So, anything else?”

“Just your Classes.” Aki said, and at that there was another wave of excitement.

“Classes? Awesome! This really is starting to sound like my game!” She flailed her arm wildly, feeling brief regrets that she was unable to move her other arm. No. I’ll grieve later. Where Aki can’t see. I don’t want to spoil the mood…

“Yeah. One isn’t so special, all it does is strengthen the effect of your Divine Possession Skill, and generates adherence for both you and Tan, as well as offering increased growth in Fate and League. I mean, it’s plain but damn good. But the other…

Mortal Spark is a Class granted to those who possess the Flame of Divinity within them. Children of the Gods, Blessed Children and those who have stolen Divinity from the Gods, this Class increases the power of one’s League, as well as strengthens subtle bodies. Adherence is easier to generate and manipulate, and the bearer of this Class gains long life, and eventually transcends mortal rules altogether, becoming ageless, though not immortal. All Material and Intangible Statistics increase as the Class does.


“Uh, so I’m some sort of Demigod? Like Achilles?” Shiro muttered, amazed.

“I wouldn’t go quite that far.” Aki disagreed, stroking her hair. “But it’s one of the best Classes I’ve seen yet. If you can Level it up, then yeah, who knows what is possible. And maybe, just maybe…” At the earnest look in his grey eyes, Shiro smiled.

“You think it might help with my injuries, right?”

“Yeah, it’s one option. Speaking of…” he seemed serious, and Shiro realised it was time to stop joking. She listened intently, as he explained his reasoning.

“… I asked them to keep your arm, even though it’s risky. I’ll need you to see me or Shaeula regularly, so we can stop it turning bad or becoming infected. I think it'll be easier to save it than regrow you a new one. But I know it's inconvenient, so I’ve ordered a top-end military prosthetic. It’ll take a while, as they have to make it from scratch to go over your arm to allow movement, but… at least it’ll give you a little mobility back.”

Oh Aki, thinking of me as always. “Thanks. I mean it. I wish this hadn’t happened but… I guess it was meant to be. And speaking of…”

“Yeah, your allies. But shouldn’t you wait until you are better?”

“She will be in my hands. I shall take over.” Tan declared. “Best we sort this sooner rather than later. Tonight, we shall rest, then tomorrow…”

“Yeah, I can’t settle until I’ve spoken to them, Aki. Don’t worry, Tan will kick their asses if they cause trouble. We may be injured, but Tan is still powerful, isn't she? I’ll not let anything bad happen to me. I don’t want you to worry. Now… I’m awake, so… stay with me for a while?”

Aki nodded, leaning in close. “Sure. I’d like that…”

I hope they can accept our change of direction, that the Contracts are cancelled. If not… well, I’m sorry, but Aki and me, that’s non-negotiable!


Side Eighty - Shiratori Himeko, Shirohime


So, are you ready, Tan? The day had been interesting. First meeting Motoko and Natsumi, two other girls who loved Aki, as well as several other visitors. Aki had spent most of the day with her, which had eased her regret a little, even if it was impossible to forget the feeling of her dead, immobile arm, or the massively reduced range of vision she now suffered. It’s been quite the day, hasn't it?

Yes, your man seems rather important. Meeting with people of power. Though I still feel it would have served us better for me to eat him…

Enough of that! Shiro didn’t find that amusing, even if she was fairly sure Tan was joking. You know we’ve settled that. But yeah. Motoko’s father and grandfather are big-shots too, huh. And then we met Haru. Ugh, I’m glad we never worked with Kondou Kazuo now. He had it coming…

Yes, she was rather weak, but allies are a good thing, are they not? And speaking of…

Yeah, we’ve been away a while. And with the Contracts breaking… shit, I just hope no-one has done anything stupid. A brief shiver of pain ran through her body, though due to the anaesthetics and the significant amount of Ether Healing Aki had done for her, she was in no real discomfort now.

I have my worries. But… perhaps if I eat one of them as a lesson to the others, we can restore order.

Look, no eating, all right? Not unless we have to, or they are bad people like Kondou Kazuo. I was stupid to let you have free reign, Tan. Don’t get me wrong, I‘m grateful you helped me, tried to save my life, but we are doing it Aki’s way now, aren’t we? So you’ll just have to go thirsty for a bit!

I am so saddened, that you would take the side of your man over your friend. Such a pity…

Was that a joke, Tan? That’s unexpected. Now, I’ll leave everything to you. I don’t… feel up to much myself. Though I do want to talk to Arisu…

Very well, leave it to me. I shall project strength. I will not allow them to look down on you. Especially the Raven.

With that Shiro shut her remaining eye, and they entered the Boundary. Inside the hospital there was silence, apparently Aki had cleaned out the beings within while she was sleeping, just as an extra safety precaution. He’s such a worrier. But… I don’t hate it.

Moving to the roof of the building, where there was more open space, her thoughts immediately went to the battle on the rooftop of the store in Akihabara. Touching her dead arm, she sighed. “Well, done is done, I guess. it worked out in the end. I just wish...”

Yes?

“I just wish I stayed beautiful. You can laugh and call me vain, but… I want Aki to praise me for how pretty I am.”

You are indeed quite vain. But… that is being a woman, is it not? I was proud of my beauty too. That is why it was so frustrating when the Buddha ignored me and my sisters. Though… perhaps it was for the best. After all, Allure should be used sparingly…

Yeah, Aki only! Ignoring the fact I look like shit now, I don’t want other people looking at me that way. I’m Aki’s. Now, I’m going to call Arisu, all right?

Tan assented silently, and Shiro retrieved a small token she had been given. Tan had explained to her how the ability seemed to work, and had expressed a little jealousy of it. Clutching the token, she let a little aether trickle into it, and called out. “Hey, Arisu! It’s me! Sorry I’ve been away so long, but can you get everyone together in the Room? I have something major to talk about.” For the others, she always let Tan take change, projecting her front as the proud leader of their alliance, but with Arisu, the first ally she had made who was trustworthy…

I still do not know why you trust her so. There is a darkness in her, a black wellspring of malice.

“She’s just been treated badly.” Shiro sighed. Her voice was transmitted through the token, heading elsewhere. As she waited, she looked up at the sky, noticing that the usual multi-coloured lights seemed different somehow, silver lightning flickering high above, the dark skies rippling with radiance. “Hey, what’s happening, Tan?”

The tides are changing once more. It is a regular occurrence, the lower Astral follows events of the higher, and the Boundary, while somewhat isolated from the wider Astral, is hardly immune to such events. Whether a rising or a falling tide, it is too soon to tell.

“I see. Well, I’ll talk abut it with Aki. Anyway, do you feel that? She’s coming…”

Tan fell silent, wary of Arisu, as a black slash opened in space, forming a doorway. With the robes and hood she wore here in place, Shiro was pleased that Arisu couldn’t see the ruins of her beauty, her crippled body. At least there’s that…

Stepping out of the portal was Arisu, her long dark hair flowing down her back, her matching eyes as cold as ever. Today she wore a black dress, and as usual it was cut low, showing off her decent chest.

Not as big as mine though. Arisu sure is a beauty, though I’m better. Was better. She amended her thoughts, feeling sorrow. Still, the way she carries herself, as if she’s the most important person in the room… well, you’d expect such off a famous actress. Though now she’s mostly infamous, after the scandal…

“Well, White.” Arisu said with a sigh, her tone melodious and word-perfect. She seldom spoke in the meetings, but would open up to Shiro, a little at least. I had to do research on her scandal myself, since she wouldn’t talk about the particulars, only her fiery need for revenge…

“When the Contract binding us shattered, I had worried you were dead, or had… betrayed us. Suzanne-san insisted you would not do that, but she is simply a naïve runaway, easily fooled. I would like to think we have shared too much for such a betrayal, but… I am old enough and wise enough to know better. Friends are just close enough to stick in the knife fatally.” Her expression shifted then, a mixture of grief, hatred and a haunting sorrow on her features. It almost made Shiro want to hug the older woman, but she knew if she tried Arisu would only throw her off and grow angry.

“I assure you it wasn’t a betrayal of you, Arisu. Though our friend the Raven…” Her face twisted under her hood at that. “… might see it differently. But we’ll talk. So, everyone is coming?”

“It seems so. I had quite the time stopping Daizen-san and that Raven creature from destroying your land and splitting the wealth between themselves. Suzanne-san stood with me, of course, and Bunta-san… well, he is a weathervane, always blowing in the direction of the prevailing winds. It is good you have returned, for I expect it will not be much longer before someone does something foolish and irreversible. However…” Her dark gaze alighted on Shiro, who shrank a little under her regard.

I can take over, should you wish it?

No, not with Arisu. I can handle it…

“… so, what happened to your arm? The balance of your body is off. And you keep turning your head more than you need to. Is something wrong with your sight?”

Shiro hissed, surprised. Still, I should have expected Arisu to notice. “You got me. It’s a bit of a long story, and why the Contracts are gone. But yeah… my arm’s pretty much ruined and… it seems my days of bragging I’m hotter than a famous actress are over…” She pulled off her hood, and this time it was Arisu who drew in a shocked breath.

“Such injuries. Your beautiful face…” Her dark gaze hardened. “So, which bastard did this to you? I assume it is why you called the meeting? Rest assured, I shall see them perish…”

“No, no.” Shiro put the hood back on, and waved her one hand calmingly. “It isn’t what you think. Let me explain it to you, and then you’ll understand…”

[image: image-placeholder]

“… so yeah. I’m getting married.” Shiro giggled, feeling a strange elation saying it. “… but I’m not sure I want you to meet him, Arisu, you are far too hot!”

“I have no wish to meet him.” Arisu had listened in silence, her expression growing more and more grim. “Take it from me, you are an idiot, White. He sounds like the sort of cheating gutter-trash I saw in the industry all the time. When the going gets tough, he will throw you aside like…” Arisu paused, as Shiro had started manifesting her Divine Possession Skill, which burned at her adherence-infected scars, but put out an ominous presence.

“… be very careful what you say next.” Shiro warned, furious. “We’re friends, Arisu, but you don’t know Aki like I do, or how hard he worked to save my life! I made the choice to die, rather than kill him, and he worked a miracle to save me! Then he tried to save my heart as well.”

“Indeed.” Tan spoke then. “I share your annoyance, woman. I would rather have eaten him than had the princess suffer so. But she chose, and I could not stop her. The Contracts were a double-edged blade, it seems. But even I must concede, he genuinely cares for her, and her survival is indeed the miracle she claims.”

“He’ll fix me!” Shiro pouted. “He promised. I… I don’t hope for it. My wounds are too raw, too new yet, and hope will only bring me despair, but… if anyone can, Aki can, and his friends. But we need to go, right? They’ll be getting impatient.”

“True. Daizen-san is like a child, despite his age. Unable to wait for anything. And who knows what the Raven and his spider will do if left unattended. Well, you had best let her take charge. If your strength becomes weakness, then even a coward like Bunta-san might try for your life. After all, we did concentrate a sum of our efforts to developing your Territory.”

“Rest assured…” Tan declared, firmly settling in, her abilities somehow stronger due to the closer link between their bodies, even if she had to moderate it to reduce the pain Shiro felt from her injures. “I am in no mood to be trifled with. Her man defeated me, with the princess and her foolish help, and I had to accept this, but those fools…”

She laughed nastily, her tone completely different to Shiro’s. “…I am in the mood to take out my thirst upon someone. They had best pray it is not them.”

Arisu sighed at that, before her doorway opened once more, and she led Shiro inside. The Room was the same as ever, a black space separate from elsewhere in the Boundary, a malleable dimensional rift, as Arisu had called it. That sure is a neat power, right? It’s really hard to use in the Material world, as Aki calls it, but when she grows stronger, she’ll have an item box and more! A great Skill!

I do not see why you get so worked up over these matters. Elemental abilities can be learned, as your man shows. He uses… what, water, flame, earth and wind? Impressive.

Before she could answer, or indeed reach her seat at the occupied table in the centre of the space lit by glowing orbs of multicoloured light, someone called out to her, a young foreign girl who insisted she was Japanese, despite her Caucasian features, noticeable accent and bright blonde natural hair.

“Oh, it’s the boss! I was getting worried, but I suppose I didn’t need to be! After all, you’re pretty badass, right?”

Daizen, wearing his customary white suit, in defiance of the usual traditions of Japanese businessmen, paired with a purple tie, growled angrily, leaping to his feet. “Just what is the meaning of this? I felt our Contract shatter, and you have not paid what you owe me, so I demand compensation!”

Arisu shot him a black look, but he didn’t back down. Beside him, Bunta wobbled, the atmosphere a bit too intense for him. Still, Tan scanned the room for her true problem.

There he is, hiding in the darkness as always. The spider-woman is there too.

The Raven Knight had dragged a chair to the shadows cast by the light globes, and was glaring at her from behind his mask, his dirty yellow eyes baleful.

“Demand? Demand?” Tan snorted. “Perhaps you were under the impression I was one you could make demands of, but you are sadly mistaken. Now sit. Down. And. Be. Silent.” Her words were punctuated by a surge of power, glimmers of flame appearing around her. “And then I shall explain, graciously of course.”

“Best do as she says, Daizen-san.” Suzu, as she insisted on being called, giggled, sucking on one of her customary candies. “She seems more… fired up… than usual.” She giggled again at the pun.

He shot an annoyed glare at Suzu too, but she merely continued to laugh, not intimidated. Still, he did sit back down, though not before more barbed words. “I demand an explanation that satisfies. We are not friends, just colleagues, so do not expect me to take this lying down.”

“Not friends? I’m so hurt.” Suzu chuckled.

“As am I.” Tan declared, tilting her head, the pattern of toothy triangles on her hood seeming to bend into a smile. “If we were not friends, then I would have no reason to listen to your complaining, when I am in rather an unpleasant mood, Daizen.” Tan warned. “Now I shall explain. But for that explanation… first, Raven…” At being addressed he looked surprised and wary. “… I believe I found the mortal you were so interested in killing.”

At that, his gaze sharpened, and behind him the Jorogumo hissed angrily, dozens of smaller spider-creatures skittering out of the dark shadows. Gross. Now she’s bringing spider-babies with her? I do not approve!

“That bastard who fawns on that worthless half-breed whore Shaeula…?” he began, only to falter, as a whip of fire cut past his ear, singeing his mask.

Whoops, sorry Tan. That was me. I didn’t know I could do that myself, not when you are in control! Still, I don’t like him badmouthing Aki, and even though I’ve not met this Shaeula, she can’t be a bad girl if Aki loves her! Still, that’s incredible! I have power myself now. Shame the cost to get it was so high.

Do not startle me like that. Now I shall have to pretend I expected that. Leave the chastisement to me!

Sorry! Shiro apologised, contrite. My emotions are running high at the moment…

“You dare attack me? In violation of our terms of the Contract, a Contract I see no longer binds us?” the Raven Knight spat, stinking saliva staining the floor of the strange space, which made Arisu tense, disgusted.

“That was no attack, merely a warning to watch your tongue with me. You have not been forthright with us, Raven. I am most displeased, most displeased indeed. In fact, it is thanks to your mistakes the Contracts are severed, not through my doing.” Tan bluffed.

“Nonsense, how could I…” he began, before she cut him off.

“You promised this man was weak, that you were merely unlucky. You lied, Raven. Lied and put me in danger.” Tan persisted. “Why, he destroyed my very ability to enforce Contracts. This is your error.”

Nice lie there. Well, it’s only a half-truth. But yes, most of this is his fault, even if he couldn’t have known. He needs to make it up to us!

“He was weak!” The Raven Knight persisted. “We almost slew him, yet misfortune dogged me as well. How pathetic must you be to…” He fell silent as thirsting flames blazed around Tan, her Divine manifestation growing stronger. Shiro shuddered in spiritual pain, but endured as it was necessary.

“If you are so confident, Raven, I suggest you go test him yourself. I reached an accord and…”

“That is quite the deviation from what you promised.” Daizen growled. “Are you like the nobility, who make fair-sounding promises then only look to their own interests, or…”

“Be silent.” Arisu surprised them by speaking. “I control this space. And I am growing tired of your yapping! Let our leader speak!” As if to prove her point the darkness swelled, the ceiling of the space lowering, until it was merely inches above their heads, pressing in on them. “Remain silent or be squashed.”

“Daizen, I do not do this lightly, but…” Tan shifted her robe, and her dead arm was revealed, horribly mutilated. “Now, you may be proud of your abilities, but do you think you surpass me? Even with my wounded arm, I can devour you where you stand. Now, Raven…” She turned back to him, covering her arm again. “… I agree, we have technically failed you and the Contract. But see these injuries? We tried, but your information was misleading indeed. And thanks to that, I was rather… inconvenienced.” she sneered.

Nice reframing of events, Tan! I approve! “I saw little choice but to come to an agreement. I think you will find it satisfactory.”

“I will find it satisfying when he and that weasel bitch are…”

“Slow learner.” This time it was Tan who unleashed her fires, and the Raven Knight had to jump away. “Leash your hatred, lest it lead you to your end. I am still very hungry, Raven, and I never did get to eat any of those Fae. I wonder how you taste.”

“So cool!” Suzu clapped, amused, white Bunta had squeezed his eyes shut and was muttering something, perhaps a prayer.

“This is no way to do business!” Daizen snapped. “You are using power to oppress, the way those bastard nobles do…”

“Says the man who wanted to take everything from our boss while she was gone. Getting hurt fighting for Master Raven, it seems.” Suzu winked. “I’ll have to start calling you Pot-kun, if you keep calling the kettle black.” Suzu used a weird expression, distinctly un-Japanese.

Whoa, managing people is a pain in the ass. I don’t know how Aki does it. Or maybe it’s just the group I have? Damn, even so, Tan and I spent a while gathering them. I don’t want to let them just run off now if I can help it. Tan, can you handle this?

I can. But show weakness, especially after losing the Contracts, and they may try something… foolish. “Enough, Suzu.” Tan warned firmly. “I appreciate your support, but it is not helpful needling Daizen like this. But then, if he listened, rather than complained…” Flames glittered menacingly, and Daizen paled, despite the tough front he was putting on.

“… now, Raven.” Tan declared, her voice cold. “…perhaps you could have been mistaken, but I assure you, he is no easy battle now. In fact, should you care to test your luck, he has agreed to meet with you. Feel free to see if you fare any better than I did.” she sneered again, contempt in her voice.

“In that case, could we not gang up on him?” Bunta asked. “My ability… if he’s unawares, I can take him.” he promised, looking around for approval.

“Why?” Tan shrugged. “Raven, you need to focus on what is most important to you. Your Tree, yes?” she sighed. “If you stop pursuing your vendetta, then he promises he is prepared to return your Tree. Should that not be your priority?”

“I need my Tree, but I also crave vengeance. You swore to help me with that, did you not? I am not a Fae, not truly…” He spat again. “… but even so, I believe Oaths should be honoured.”

Damn, why is he so single-minded? It’s very annoying…

“All of us together might not be enough.” Tan declared. Since we shall not fight, princess. Yes, Bunta may be able to surprise him, but even so…

“And even if we were, I dare say some of us would perish. You saw my arm, did you not? And do you think any of you are my match, my equal?” She increased the pressure of the Divine Possession, not enjoying the strain on her body, or Shiro’s spirit. “I agreed to aid you, and I have done the best I could. I have secured you a chance for your Tree. Why not be grateful, Raven? Revenge is poison for the spirit, and… thirsty… work.”

“Changing the terms…” Daizen began, but surprisingly enough, it was Arisu who stepped in.

“You have your own goals, do you not? Are you prepared to die for his? If our leader offered you a chunk of what you wanted, here and now, the most important part of it, would you not take it and be grateful, even if compromises were made?”

He looked at her coldly, but finally managed a stiff nod.

“So, things have changed. Though I must say you sadden me, being so hasty to talk of stealing what is mine, the moment you thought me gone. Upsetting. To that end… I offer a proposal.” Tan declared.

“Oh, sounds fun.” Suzu smirked, finishing off her candy with a crunch, before unwrapping another one and sucking on it, twirling the lollipop stick in her fingers. “I’ll be glad if we don’t need to take the Tree back by force. That Territory looks a real tough nut to crack, I don’t want to lose the ones I’ve been raising for no reason. Though I bet there’d be a lot of profit in it…” she mused.

“Yes. It might be easier… to kill him in the real world.” Bunta was sweating, hands in his pockets, twitching. “If you know what he looks like and we know where his Territory is, I can…. I can find him.” He shivered, yet his eyes were cold.

“You would die.” Tan disagreed. Probably because I’d kill you! Shiro didn’t like that line of thought at all. “So now we have a choice. I do intend to honour our agreements as much as possible, but… I am thinking we need a change.”

“I do not consent to this.” Daizen disagreed. “First the Contracts severed, now this. I cannot help but feel you want to cheat us, and I do not like it. You promised if we supported you, we could rule the world, but now I see you are as fallible as us. Maybe the Raven is right.”

“That wounds me.” Tan snorted, her irritation barely leashed.

“Not as much as that mortal did.” the Raven Knight mocked, the spider-woman hissing laughter behind him. “Pathetic. Now, speak, so we can be done with this, with you.”

“Have a care, Raven. Else it will not be your Tree that is your undoing.” Tan warned. “Unfortunately, it seems that we have overreached. Things might have been different, had the Raven not made us enemies with this powerful Territory. Instead, I have been able to come to an agreement with him. I intend to join up with him.” she explained, leading to uproar. Arisu was wary but unsurprised, as she knew they were engaged, and Suzu seemed interested, but as for the Raven Knight…

“No. No, I cannot countenance this! The bastard stole my Tree, drove me out…”

“And he can return your Tree, allow you back.” Tan countered.

“…do you not hunger for vengeance, since he injured and stole from you too?” he howled, a dark aura of misfortune swirling around him. “My wrongs cry for redress! I never achieve vengeance! I will not let you deny me…”

“Then do you wish to be my food here?” Tan growled.

“I am leaving. Open the door for me, woman.” Daizen stood, brushing off his suit. “I do not agree to work for anyone else. It seems... I have sorely misjudged you. Come.” He snapped at Bunta, who cowered. “You cannot trust her.”

“…Uh. No. I think I’ll stay. After all…” he muttered, surprising everyone. “… if this guy beat up her, then … if I make a mistake, I’ll die. I… I came on board to be safe.”

“And work with us and you would be safer still.” Tan promised. “After all, with my Territory and his, as well as your own, and his allies, we would easily be able to dominate all of Tokyo.”

“Well I’m in!” Suzu cried. “This sounds fun! More friends are always good. I don’t care much about ruling the world, but I do want to be the world’s best idol! Besides, if we rule Tokyo, just think of all the…” She started giggling to herself, and once more Shiro considered the foreign girl to be a bit dim, if very cute. I hope she isn’t Aki’s type…

“This is splitting our shares too thinly!” Daizen complained. “I am done with this. I was worried about the direction we were taking, and now I find…”

“Are you such a fool?” Arisu declared. Daizen suddenly found himself trapped, the space around him warping in on him. “You think I am going to let you walk out and stick a knife in our backs? Give me one reason why I should not just finish you here? You and the Raven too.”

“Try me if you dare!” the Raven Knight shouted. The Jorogumo and her spiders adopted a combat pose, as everything shattered into chaos. We need to get everything calmed down, Tan! This isn’t what I wanted at all!

Those chosen by the Divine Favours are usually selfish. You are, are you not? The others here too. Even your man, he is a lustful beast, that desires much, even if his desires are often for the happiness of others. But for that, he would stain his hands. I fear you too must sacrifice.

I have already. Shit. Tan, can I take over for a bit?

“Listen.” Shiro snapped as Tan relinquished some control, though still maintained her presence. It was hard to mimic the tone and way of speaking Tan had, but she did her best. “Daizen, if you wish to leave, then do so. But be warned.” She glared at him with her one eye, still wondering how she could see through the opaque hood. Tan had never explained.

“We can part with no hard feelings. After all, neither of us have breached the Contract we have with the other, have we? But… if you go against me, or my allies, both old and new… I am sure you know what will happen. You may have lost your respect for me, but… I thirst to prove you wrong. Do you really think you can make it on your own?”

“What about me? You broke your Contract with me, offering a truce to my enemies!” The Raven Knight was gathering his energy, ready to fight.

You should let me eat them. Even your man would not condemn it. It would remove an enemy who hates him, as well as a potential thorn in his side.

No, I won’t turn on them. Not now. I’ll give them a chance. “So foolish.” Shiro declared. “You want the power to make your dreams come true? You can still have it. There are many worlds out there, countless domains. To give a little now, for later gain. Daizen, I thought you understood business.”

“I understand I cannot trust you. Let me out of here, you bitch! Or do you still have a thing for entrapping men, you dirty, failed…” he snarled at Arisu, before there was a sudden cracking noise and Daizen screamed, falling to the ground, his legs crushed by the collapsing space. Bunta howled in panic, scrambling backwards, and Suzu looked sick, but she merely averted her gaze, whistling.

“You bitch, I knew…” Daizen began, before his windpipe was crushed too, Arisu totally in control of the space around her.

“First Weal, First Woe.” the Raven Knight called, responding to the sudden carnage. “First Weal, Dark Wings Of Flight!” he declared, and Arisu growled in rage. She tried to smash the Raven Knight with the closing space, but he moved through it, unharmed, the Jorogumo clinging to him. “First Woe… Venom of the Questing Beast!”

Even as they vanished, a cascade of foul poison sprayed out. Many of the spiders left behind melted, disintegrating, the Raven Knight leaving no backlash to chance this time. More of the venom scattered towards the group at the table, and it was Tan and Suzu who reacted first. Suzu brandished her parasol as a shield, and surprisingly enough that stopped the poison, droplets bouncing off it, sizzling on the floor. Tan also protected herself, but by hauling up Daizen. As the acid burned into his dying body, she grinned, flames boiling.

But… he was our ally… Shiro was conflicted, not wanting to turn on even such an argumentative and unpleasant man as Daizen. He might still make it. Damn, he poked at Arisu’s wounds. Inside her own Room. What an idiot…

No, the venom carries some of the curse the Raven endures, as well as dark arts. Even if he was to survive with smashed legs and his crushed throat, which I doubt, he will die. So we should not waste his foolish sacrifice. With that, Daizen let out a single choked gasp as he was instantly consumed, burning away to ash, his Divine Favour flowing into Tan.

Yes, this one is rather nice. It will take me a while to learn how to use it. It is not a match for your man’s, of course, but since I cannot have that…

No, you certainly can’t. Ugh, this feels way more unpleasant than when we ate those other two. Is it because they were out to betray me? Daizen might not have done… or is it because I want Aki to think I’m a good person again? I guess I miss your Allure, at least a little…

Conscience is a terrible thing. Now to clean up this mess. A shame the Raven got away. He will cause trouble for your man, I am sure.

Bunta had scuttled away from the chaos, while Suzu was trying to look composed, but was trembling hard, her face pale. Only Arisu looked untouched, sneering a bitter curse at the dead Daizen.

If he messes with Aki, he’ll get smacked down. Why couldn’t he give up his revenge and take his Tree? I don’t get it.

All he has at his core is hatred and desire for revenge. He believes he is doing it for his parents, wronged by his aunt, but I have my doubts. He is an empty being, cursed and vengeful. He would not be himself if he conceded here. Even if he suffers for it.

“Do calm down. I simply put him out of his misery.” Tan sneered, back in charge, after Shiro’s failure to bring everyone together. “Arisu, I understand your feelings, but you went too far.”

“Anyone who parrots those lies about me, I am going to kill them. Just like I want to…” She trailed off, gnawing at her lip. “… but my apologies, White. We have broken up, it seems.”

“No, the Raven Knight is at fault, his ill-fortune seems to have led us all to this path.” She consoled Arisu. “Do calm down, Bunta, Suzu. I have no intention of doing you ill, and neither does Arisu.”

“Yes, I am sure neither of you are so foolish as to provoke me?” Arisu agreed.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, big sis Arisu-chan.” Suzu promised, trying to act nonchalant, though she still looked pale. “Although, damn… seeing a person die isn’t anything like killing monsters. I don’t think I like it.”

Bunta nodded. “I won’t say anything, I promise.”

“Good. The Raven was foolish. He lost sight of what he needed, for what he wanted instead. Now there will be no Tree for him, unless he comes crawling back. And since he tried to kill us all, I am not inclined to welcome him. So, let me assure you, so long as you remain with me, I will be your ally.”

“Well, I can’t leave you now, boss. But I have to know, just who is the guy that beat you up? The enemy of Master Raven? I’m curious…” Suzu smiled, and while it was air-headed, it was cute. Annoyingly so.

Taking over, Shiro spoke. “You can be curious all you like, but just know he’s mine.”

“Oh, like that, huh?” Suzu smirked. “But wait, didn’t the Raven say he was with that Shaeula woman? Damn, is this some sort of love triangle? Neat!”

As Suzu babbled on, Shiro felt a headache to match the sickness she felt at the death of Daizen. I was hoping I could reconcile the Raven Knight with Aki, as he’d be useful. But… I guess bringing Arisu, Bunta and Suzu to his camp is good enough. That reminds me…

“Daizen is dead, so his Territory will have been destroyed. Bunta, it’s your turn. Go and scoop up whatever is left there. Arisu, let him out.”

As Bunta gratefully departed, still fearful of being killed like Daizen, Shiro rubbed at her aching eye-socket sourly. Best I keep Bunta happy. His Skill is dangerous. I don’t think it could take Aki, but if one of the other girls or some people around him were caught unawares, they’d die. For his timid nature, he sure did get a brutal Skill…

“So tell me more, then!” Suzu demanded. “Just what’s so good about this guy? And if you are like that, how come your arm got all screwed up? You didn’t lie to us, did you? No way you’d do that, boss…”

Damn, she’s never quiet. I suppose I need to answer some of her questions… “As it happens, while Aki was stronger than me…” Shiro began, forgoing the cold tone of Tan, caught up in her recent memories. “… the wounds are actually to save my life…” As Arisu yawned, having already heard the story, Suzu listened eagerly, making appropriate noises of wonder…


Two Hundred And Fifty-Five


“Damn, it feels good to be out.” Aliyah stretched, yawning. She was dressed in a sharp suit, trousers and jacket, in a more male fashion, her hair freshly styled and the beads back in, jingling softly. “Got to say, steak and a beer or ten was like being in Heaven. Only thing was the meat was a bit fatty. I like mine leaner.”

“Oh come on, sis, does that really matter?” Treyvon asked. He was in a suit as well, carrying himself like a bodyguard, always alert. “I was grateful just to be out of prison. You shouldn’t push your luck.”

“You worry too much, Trey.” Aliyah disagreed. “Sure, we weren’t in a strong position, but we work for this guy now, right? Employees just like anyone else.” She looked at me then, and I shrugged. “Speaking of…” She spared a glance for the other person with us, the Lieutenant. “… what’s army boy doing with us?”

“Army boy?” Nakano-san snorted. “Might want to show some respect, James-san.” Fortunately it seemed that Nakano-san spoke some English, and I could translate the rest.

“I don’t see why.” she disagreed. “We didn’t join the army, like I said before, we work for him.”

“Aliyah!” Trey chided, sighing. “Look, I get you are in high spirits, but cool it, all right? If we get sacked it’s right back to prison for us, yeah? Or worse, considering what we know now.”

As the three of them bickered, me mediating, I rubbed at my temples, feeling a headache coming on. Still, it was tempered with relief. Shiro had called me, saying that she needed to talk to me about her allies and the Raven Knight. I had worried about letting her go alone, but she and Tan assured me she could handle it. I guess that must have been true then.

“This is a military facility, so of course he needs an escort, even if he is like an honorary member of the military, considering his relationship with Tsumura-sama’s granddaughter.” Nakano-san explained, grinning in his delinquent fashion. Aliyah cracked her knuckles, annoyed, but before it could escalate, the Lieutenant turned to me.

“Speaking of… everyone is rather troubled. You were supposed to have started work on the Special Forces, as well as met with several important people, but you blew us all off over a girl. That raised a few eyebrows.”

True, I’ve been distracted these last few days. I need to take charge of my Territory again, discuss the Conclave with Takakura-san, start fulfilling my promises to various people. I also set up a meeting with Natsumi’s parents before this happened… shit. That’s this evening. Time really does fly. I smiled sadly, apologising. “Yeah, I’m sorry. I know I have a lot of commitments I’ve been neglecting, but… my mind has been on other matters.”

“Her. I get it.” Nakano-san agreed. “Word is she was in a terrible state. I’m guessing…” He shot my new bodyguards a pointed look, speaking cryptically. “…an accident over there.”

“It’s all right. You don’t have to be discreet. Shaeula had them swear to her, so they can’t cause problems.” I assured him. “Yeah. You’re not wrong. Damn, I wish things could have been resolved another way, but… at least she’s alive. While alive, there’s always hope.” I reassured myself. “In any case, I’m going in, so can you wait out here?”

“Yeah, guys shouldn’t be going into the hospital room of an injured woman.” The Lieutenant agreed.

I made to enter, Aliyah, and surprisingly enough, her brother, followed me. When I looked queryingly at him, he shrugged. “I don’t have any interest in women, do I? If anyone, Aliyah should probably stay outside. I guess you know what she’s like, though she refuses to talk much about what happened in Vegas, I know enough to get that...”

“Shut it, Trey.” she snapped. “I’m not shitty enough to hit on a sick woman, even if she’s hot. She is hot, right? All the girls you seem to know are.”

“I think so.” I defended her. “Even now. But… she’s sensitive about her injuries, all right?”

“Hey, we’re mercs… well, we were.” Aliyah protested. “You don’t think I’ve got a few scars? You might even have seen… ugh, never mind. Shit, shut your yapping and let’s go.

Trey mouthed an apology at me as I rolled my eyes at her lack of respect. It was rather refreshing, if a little problematic for someone who worked for me. Still, she’s fresh out of jail, it’ll take her a while to adapt.

The door slid open and I entered. Shiro was sitting up in bed, still bandaged up, covering her eye and the worst of her wounds. On seeing me her expression brightened, before she spotted Aliyah and Trey, immediately bowing her face so her long silver hair covered it, shielding her from view. Even so, they had seen.


“Well shit.” Aliyah whistled, aghast.


“Sis.” Trey went to whack her on the head but she swayed aside, dodging. “He’s our boss now, and he specifically told you to be sensitive.”

“Well shit." she repeated. "I’m sorry. But fuck me… poor girl.” She sighed bitterly then. “What the fuck happened to you?”

“Who… who are they, Aki? Others like us?” Shiro asked, switching to English, still hiding her face, which was putting me in a bad mood. Trey, more sensitive than his sister, was picking up on that, so he apologised for her.

“I’m sorry for my sister here, she’s got a big mouth and never thinks before she speaks, but she doesn’t mean any offense. Uh… we were just surprised at your injuries.”

I could feel Shiro pouting. “Aki, it’s cruel bringing others to see me. You know I hate myself now.”

“Well don’t. Please.” I went over and took her good hand, noticing the ring had been moved to there. “Look, Shiro. You’re still you, and I don’t love you any less, whatever you look like. Besides… one day… one day we’ll heal it all. I’ve spoken to Shaeula, and she’ll be back for the Conclave, seems things are going well for her. She’s eager to meet you, and she’ll be bringing Selensha to our Territory again, so between the three of us, we’ll see what we can do.”

“Another of your girls, huh? Fuck. I knew there was a reason I hated you.” Aliyah stomped over, and surprisingly enough lifted Shiro’s hair. Trey made to stop her, but she snapped at him. “Fuck off, Trey. You might be gay, but you’re not a woman. You don’t know how we think.”

As Shiro let out a yelp and tried to cover her face, Aliyah looked at her, her blue eyes fierce yet gentle. “Yeah, that’s some fucking nasty scarring there, no kidding. Your eye… uh, shit, that fucked too is it?”

Shiro nodded, tears brimming in her good eye.

“Damn, tough break. You must have been gorgeous before. Shit, I like cute girls rather than beauties, but you’d have been right in my strike zone.”

“Why did you bring this person here?” Shiro complained to me. “Is this some sort of harassment, or do you have a fetish for other people hitting on your women?”

“No.” I laughed, knowing she was joking. “In fact, I’ve already had to discipline her for making passes at Shaeula and my sis. It’s just who she is. Though…” my tone hardened. “… she better have a damn good reason for upsetting you.”

“Chill out. And look away… or not, guess it don’t matter.” Aliyah sighed. She then pulled off her jacket and unbuttoned her shirt from the bottom up, until just below her breasts. A hint of her bra was visible, but more importantly, her scars were.

“See here. Buckshot from a shotgun blast. Still got some metal inside me. This one’s a knife. Then…” She went through a few scars, before turning to me. “… this one here your boyfriend gave me. Busted my guts up real good.”

“So?” Shiro asked. “They hardly compare, do they? At least your face is still pretty.”

“You think I’m pretty? That’s sweet.” Aliyah suddenly looked shy, which did not fit my image of her. “Well, yeah, I get it. Must be hard, going from beauty to… that.” She didn’t hold back though, despite Shiro’s compliment. “Ordinarily I’d say get your guy to splurge on some plastic surgery, fix up the worst of it, but that ain’t going to cut it, is it?”

“No. I’m not going to resort to that.” Shiro shook her head. “I hate my face and body now, but… I earned these for Aki. So even if I hate them, I’m not going to be able to forget them.”

“Really? For him?” Trey asked, surprised. “You let her get beat up for you? Seems out of character if you ask me, and I barely know you, just from how pissed you got at us before and what Aliyah says.”

“Yes, don’t blame Aki. It was unavoidable. I brought it on myself. And speaking of… the Raven Knight.” Shiro tried to change the subject, obviously not wishing to dwell on her wounds, not that I could blame her.

“I see. Judging by your expression, he didn’t agree to a truce.” I sighed. What an idiot. Making peace if you stand to gain is always a smart option. He would have got his Tree for very little. Now he’s still our enemy, and he’s betrayed Shiro too. And when Shaeula and I see him next… there’s no need for mercy.

“No.” Tan spoke up suddenly, Shiro’s eye turning red, which made Trey and Aliyah gasp, though considering what they had seen and experienced so far, they quickly recovered. “The Raven is a creature of elemental rage and hatred. He is both spirit and mortal, but his spirit side dominates, leaving him turbulent and wrathful. He could not lay down his hatred of you and that Shaeula girl.”

“Hah, Shaeula is getting under someone else’s skin I see…” Aliyah muttered, earning a quiet scolding from her brother.

“So, what happened?” I asked, and Tan shrugged.

“The Raven and his pet spider escaped, which was a surprise. In the space controlled by Arisu, to flee, I thought that challenging indeed. He used some baleful art… Weal and Woe, I believe he called out.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen him flee with that before. So, what about the others?” I asked, and Tan winced.

“Daizen is dead.”

I don’t really know who that is, but… “How did that happen?”

“He provoked Arisu, who I feel is rather dangerous, despite the liking the princess has for her. With his legs and throat destroyed, he would have died, so it seemed a shame not to feast. I was allowed three, was I not?”

“Should you be talking about a murder here in front of us?” Aliyah frowned. “So, this Daizen better not be a kid or some innocent woman. I know we agreed to work for you, but we don’t do bad shit.”

“Here.” Shiro took over, reaching for her phone. She ran a search, and soon enough, a news article was there.

“Ogura Daizen, age forty-four, owner of Daizen Financial Services, was found dead last night, in a suspected attempt at kidnapping gone wrong. Police are still questioning how the assailants could..." I skimmed through it, noting I would need to give the Detective a heads-up on this one. I saw there were also links to various webpages on Daizen, and the first couple appeared to be shady rumours of malpractice and rampant short selling.

“I see. So… are you upset?” I asked, and Shiro sighed.

“Yeah, a bit. I know my allies are… not exactly good people. Though Suzu is probably too dumb to count as evil, poor girl. But they were my allies, my only other friend group other than the guys from uni, you know? I wish… well, that he hadn’t said what he did. Arisu is really sensitive about her past. And speaking of her…”

Shiro looked at me earnestly. “She wants to meet you first before she decides. I’m a bit worried. I’m the only one she’ll see outside of her Room, and if she decides to crush you like she did Daizen… I don’t know what to do, Aki!”

“If she’s your friend, and another Chosen, especially one with such a power, I’d like to meet her. I can’t say I’m happy Tan ate another person, but… if he was dying… damn it. I wasn’t there and they weren’t my allies. But Tan…” I went to warn her, and she yawned, taking charge for a moment.

“I know. Do cease nagging me. I shall not hurt your friends or allies. We are chained together by the princess, are we not?”

“Hey, who’s this princess?” Trey asked, curious, and Shiro flushed.

“It’s our girl here. Shirohime, the white princess.” I grinned, and she pouted, striking me gently with her balled fist.

“I see.” Trey muttered. “Uh… nice name.”

“Anyway, I don’t know if you should meet Arisu yet. Suzu… she’s curious about you, but I don’t want you hitting on her. She’s cute enough, American like these two here, right?” At their nods, she continued. “Well, she’s also dumb enough to fall for you. She likes cute things and handsome guys. Her ability isn’t a joke though. As for Bunta… he’s… a bit problematic.”

“Like Daizen?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“No, he’s just a coward and easily led, but with a really nasty ability. The perfect assassin. But since he’s scared of Tan and Arisu, he’ll meet you. You need to show dominance, all right? Make him know who’s the boss.”

“I can do that. Or Shaeula can.” I chuckled. “So, going to tell me their abilities?”

“Not until they agree to join you.” Shiro shook her head. “I owe them that much.”

“It’s not you, it’s us.” I corrected her, and her blush deepened. As we talked, Aliyah complained we were flirting, but soon Shiro was too tired to continue, and we left her to her rest. The Lieutenant was still outside, and as we exited the room, he grinned.

“Looks like our Special Forces have arrived. So, how many of them are you doing today, boss?”

I suppose I’d better get started. Looking at my watch I had plenty of time before I had to meet Natsumi and her parents this evening. I can also start working with Treyvon and Aliyah. “As many as I can, I guess. These two as well. By the way, how’s your Company? The Black Wolf, right? Damn, that’s oddly apt, working for me.”

“How so?” Trey asked, and I grinned.

“It's a funny story, but have you heard of the tale of Tyr and Fenrir?”

“Enough of that crap. Who cares what we are called? We’re not a PMC anymore, mercs neither, technically, though we might do some jobs still. So, thirty percent quit. Less than I thought, actually.” Aliyah ran a hand through her hair, making the beads jingle. “Luciana is dealing with your government at the embassy out there in the sunny seas. The paperwork is shit, but looks like they’ll be able to enter soon, and bring our gear too. So, what do you want with us?”

“Firstly, guarding important people like Shiro. We may seem strong, and we are, but we have periods of vulnerability. I am currently getting noble support with bodyguards, but I’d like my own. Special ones.” I grinned, which made Trey sigh and Aliyah grimace.

“Babysitting some girls, huh? I can certainly think of worse duties…” she smirked, before the Lieutenant piped up.

“You might get caught out if you treat them as just some young girls. I went on a mission with Oshiro-san here and some of his entourage. One swings a mean axe for sure. And even the ones that don’t are quite special.”

“I haven’t forgotten Shaeula, don’t worry.” she snorted bitterly, and Trey agreed.

“No shit Aliyah, the way she manhandled that agent, while carrying that sniper rifle like it was a toy pistol. And her ability to control our minds… we won’t take anyone lightly.”

“Good, then you have a bright future ahead of you. Well then, good luck with your… Chirurgery, it was, right?” Nakano-san grinned.

“It was indeed. Lucky for them and the Special Forces, while trying to save Shiro my Skills increased a lot. I might just be able to catch up with the quota I missed due to being worried.”

“Great, that’d help out a lot. The brass is eager to get started. Well, guess I’ll leave you to it then and send over the troops.” With a lazy salute, he headed off. I turned to the two of them and grinned. “Better fetch your other two as well. Time for surgery.”

At my smile, Aliyah flinched. “I’m getting a bad flashback to Vegas here…”

No need to worry. I don’t need to have you strip anymore, my Eye does it all for me…
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“So let me guess, I have to strip.” Aliyah declared sourly. “That’s how these things usually work, yeah?” Her hands went to her buttons, but I stopped her with a word.

“Actually, not anymore.” My Eye flared a vivid amber. “I can see just fine with this, and contrary to what you think, I’m not interested in bullying you. You may be damn attractive, but I don’t make it my business to hit on girls, especially ones who don’t like guys.”

“Shit, right.” She grimaced sourly. “Says the man with… that girl from Vegas, Shaeula, the girl we just met with the mangled face… uh, the princess, right?” She changed her expression as my amber eye glared at her. “And the granddaughter of the boss of this base too? And aren’t you meeting the parents of another girl later? So five? And you say you don’t go out looking for women.”

“I don’t.” I protested. “Oh, and it’s actually seven. Sorry.”

“Jackass. I so want to hit you, but it won’t do shit. Fuck. Might as well get started. This is some crazy mad scientist shit, but just the sort of thing the DoD and Pentagon are looking into, I reckon. This is… safe, right?”

“We worried to start with, but we’ve done it a lot of times now, so it should be.” Thank all the Gods we’ve never had to use a safety measure like trying for Lovers’ Link to stabilise anyone suffering a catastrophic failure of their networks or Chakras. “And if you are going to be of use, you need the buffs and the ability to enter the Boundary.”

“Shit, strange creatures and superheroes I get, but to think there’s another fucking world out there we can go to. No wonder that casino in Vegas was such a shitty, gloomy place. A lot more makes sense now. I wonder how much the brass back in the good old US of A knows about this shit. If they’d have told us what to expect, you wouldn’t have fucked us in the ass so hard.”

Yeah, she’s crude as ever. It’s almost funny though.

“I don’t know, your ass looks pretty fine to me.” I teased, and she froze, mouth hanging open, unable to process it until I snickered nastily, showing it was a joke. Annoyed, she sat down on the gurney that was in the room.

“Tell that joke to Trey and he’ll tell you to go right ahead. Maybe you should play for the other team, pretty boy.”

“No thanks. I’m happy enough with my girls. Now, lie down and we’ll get started. You might feel … no, you will feel a shitload of pain, but schoolgirls have managed it, even young ones, so a big bad woman like you should be just fine, yeah?”

“Trying to taunt me, huh? Well, you’ll find I’m no blushing schoolgirl. Bring it on!”

Her bravado lasted a minute before the pain started getting to her, but even so, she managed the Chirurgery without complaint, glaring at me the whole time…


Two Hundred And Fifty-Six


“Damn, that hurt.” Trey grumbled, swinging his shoulder, working the aching pathways within. He was slicked with sweat, but despite that, like his sister and the soldiers from the Special Forces I had also done, he endured it all in one session without much complaint. Even though it hurts far more now…

Whereas before I could manage six or seven complete sets of Chirurgery in one go, now I had Ranked up twice, desperately trying to save Shiro, the efficiency and aether usage of the Skill was much improved. In addition, using my new Split Thoughts Skill, I could also work on multiple areas at once far easier, which led to me being able to manage Chirurgery on twenty of the Special Forces, as well as Trey, Aliyah and their two guys. Still got a bit of energy left as well.

Once I had finished with Aliyah, I was going to start on her brother, but then the Lieutenant had returned with some of the Special Forces, and they had taken priority, as per my agreement. As expected most of them were men, but there were two women, and it had been a little uncomfortable working Chirurgery on them, as I had of course glimpsed them through the black tank-tops and combat trousers they were wearing with my Eye.

Still, they didn’t seem too embarrassed, I guess elite soldiers really are different. After they were done, I had finished up with Trey and his two, and that led to this.

“Quit whining, Trey.” Aliyah smirked in satisfaction. “It doesn’t hurt that much.”

“Oh, and who was sweating and moaning under this guy’s touch?” he shot back. The two behind him, both still rather pale and uncomfortable, seemed amused by the joke, not hiding their grins, only to further whiten as Aliyah shot them a glare.

“I hate the way you phrased that, you did it on purpose, didn’t you?” she snapped, before shaking her head, beads jingling. “Oh forget it. Fuck, it did hurt, but not as much as when he beat the shit out of me.” She glared at me then, and I had to stop myself from apologising. No, I‘ve done nothing wrong either time.

“Like I told the soldiers, the work is done, but you’ll suffer quite a lot of discomfort, until you flush the debris from your Chakra networks, and it grows accustomed to taking in significantly more ether. Once aether has pooled in all your Chakra, well… then the fun really begins.” I declared, and Trey snorted.

“Sure thing. I don’t really get it, but from what that Lieutenant was saying…” He frowned momentarily, perhaps not appreciating working with someone from a foreign military. “… even a weak schoolgirl can change into an axe-swinging maniac with enough training in this, right?”

“I don’t think Eri would appreciate being called a maniac.” I complained. “And there’s more to it than that. Don’t expect her level of success. But even so, you should definitely notice a difference in reaction speed, strength, stamina and thought processing. And that should help you train your bodies further too. Put in the work, and it’ll pay dividends.”

Aliyah nodded. While the soldiers were under the metaphorical knife, she had found some dumbbells and was doing reps, marvelling at how much extra weight she could do before straining her muscles. She’d also ran a bleep test, and compared herself to several of her known benchmarks, crushing them all easily. “Shit Trey, he’s not kidding. I’d be winning Olympic medals in weightlifting if I could compete right now. I know what that dumbass from Scandinavia who said he was the second coming of Thor or whatever, meant now.”

That piqued my interest. “Uh, Thor? Huh?”

“Well…” Trey allowed. “…it’s mission info, so we can’t really talk about it, but…” He exchanged a look with his sister, who sighed.

“Does it even matter, Trey? Old news, and a lot of it was public domain.”

He nodded. “Right. There was a professional weightlifter, who shattered the World Records in multiple events. Not just by a little, but by an absurd amount. Obviously the records were pending drug tests and so on, as nobody would believe such feats were possible, right?” He laughed bitterly, arms and legs still trembling a little from the memory of the painful Chirurgery. “Now, it seems clear to me that it wasn’t bullshit after all.”

“So what happened to him?” I asked, intrigued. Thor, huh? That’s Norse Pantheon, one of the big Gods everyone knows about, especially with those super-hero films that have been popular the last decade. I imagine we’d be natural allies considering that…

“Stupid bastard was even more of a loose-lipped prick than you.” Aliyah scoffed. “I thought you didn’t know how to keep a low profile, but to openly declare you were rocking supernatural powers in the national press, after effectively proving it… fucking stupid. In fact, it seems none of you bastards know how to keep a tight ship.”

“That’s unfair, sis.” Trey interjected, and for a moment I felt a little grateful, until I realised he wasn’t defending me. “Obviously we don’t know about the ones keeping a low profile, do we? There must be some, I’m sure. Anyway…” he continued. “Egil Andersen was his name. He came up on our target list, but instead we chose Vegas.”

“Should have fucking went for Russia.” Aliyah chuckled bitterly. “I would rather have taken my chances with the Spetsnaz…”

“Oh come on, that’s a load of shit, sis, and you know it.” Trey sighed. “I’d rather be alive and working, even if it’s not exactly on our own terms, than buried in a cold, unmarked grave in Siberia, like the Bad Moon Brotherhood.”

“Wait, there’s a known candidate for Astral Emperor in Russia too?” I asked, and he shook his head, denying that.

“No, this was a more normal mission. There’s a genius researcher in AI and robotics there. Obviously the US and her allies feel that their political enemies having access to a prodigious genius in such a critical field is unsafe, so there’ve been attempts to … repatriate her… forcefully. All failed, of course. Back on topic. Egil Andersen disappeared, and he’s likely dead, from what I hear. Stupid bastard.”

“I see. Damn.” The number of candidates are dwindling. That’s… not necessarily a bad thing, for me personally, but for the world… shit, it’s more important than ever we pull together, and if we can’t, saving the Divine Favours and finding new, useful hosts for them… Damn, Thor, I bet that would have been awesome…

Still, since he was a sportsman, my thoughts naturally strayed to my sister. “My sis was looking forward to the last tournament of her school life, before her entrance exams in January. But… she decided not to compete.”

She had mentioned it to me before the mess with Shiro, but I hadn't had time to process it due to the hectic pace of recent events. “It’s a shame, as she wanted to win one tournament if she could, but… she said it wasn’t fair to other competitors, since she’s stronger and was able to compete with Shaeula’s brother now, even if she got her ass kicked. I’m… I’m not sure.”

“Not sure how?” Aliyah asked, remembering my sister, who she had found very attractive.

“Well, it’s still Aiko’s ability. Sure, I helped with the Chirurgery, but it’s her efforts and training that make it work. But if that’s what she’s decided, who am I to stop her? I just really wanted her to win one, as her brother, you know?”

“Shit, you really do love your sister too much. Trey, don’t ever get so creepy on me, okay?” Aliyah shuddered, and as I went to protest, I caught a mocking grin on her face. Realising she was teasing me, I shut my mouth.

“Sisters are a pain, I get you, man.” Trey commiserated, slapping me on the shoulder heartily. “But… I think I get it. A lot of the Japanese sports are more about beating yourself or some meditative shit like that, yeah?”

I wanted to protest that was a Western stereotype of Japan, but… Kyūdō was a lot like that. Seeing my expression, he continued. “Sure. But even so, it’s not a type of hard work just anyone can do, is it? Shit, sport is going to be thrown into chaos by this. If a little kid can outperform a big guy with the proper enhancements, can you imagine the sight of that on the football field? It's going to be carnage…”

“Who gives a fuck about that?” Aliyah complained. “I’m more worried about the battlefield. Still, I don’t think it’s a gamechanger. Yet.” She glowered at me then. “Level with me. If I’m working for you, you have a duty to look out for my wellbeing. Just how far do you think this’ll go? Will every soldier end up shrugging off bullets and moving like a damn race-car like you did in the end?”

“Honestly… I don’t know.” I admitted. “I can speculate… but I think without being able to easily gain Levels, even with better networks, the end result is going to be modest. But if there is a way that Levels can be gained too… Maybe not everyone, but elite units like Special Forces, Rangers, fighter pilots… maybe.”

I just hope that there are other ways to gain Levels than simply defeating enemies. Else… the dwellers in the Boundary might end up being hunted recklessly to extinction. Shit, I know I’ve been doing that too, but I do offer alliance to those who might be friendly. It’s a bit hypocritical, but I don’t want a free-for-all massacre. If the Seelie Court was to be attacked by an army of power-hungry humans… and then, what’s worse is…

Swallowing down a sense of dread, I pondered as the two of them bickered, Manx and Travis occasionally joining in. I didn’t Level up when I killed those two agents, but I was pretty high-Level then, right? What if… what if people could grow stronger, by killing other people? Ordinary people…

[image: image-placeholder]

After I performed the first Chirurgery on the Special Forces, I arranged to do another batch tomorrow. I would try to get as many done before I headed for Kyoto as possible, but it seemed I would be ahead of schedule, even with the delays and without Shaeula’s support, thanks to my newly improved Skills. I then met my new tutor on Chinese and Classical Chinese. He was a thin, fussy-looking man in his late fifties, and he seemed to be of mixed descent, his Japanese flawless, but slightly accented.

Karen-chan had done good work finding him for me, as apparently he was a very serious individual, not moved by money, but purely by research, so she had obviously lured him with talk of the inscriptions I wanted translating. It was a shame I couldn’t take photographs in the Boundary, but with my memory I had replicated the designs by hand.

Anyway, he was demanding and haughty, and didn’t suffer fools, so having low expectations of me, he was shocked when I absorbed his knowledge like a sponge, and within a few hours, it was as if I had been learning Chinese for a month or more. This is the best part of having high mental stats. And Split Thoughts too…

I was using my Split Thoughts to run Body Enhancement, further pushing my mental stats higher, though it caused a lot of pain and damage, and also Ether Healing to repair that damage. Not only does the higher stats help me learn faster, but I’m going to push Ether Healing to the next Rank, even if it kills me. Shiro… just wait, I’ll Heal you!

In exchange for his efforts, I had replicated a few of the characters on the seal for him, careful to obscure them a little in places. Even so, his eyes had lit up as he read them, and he had declared it some of the best examples of Kunlun dialect he had seen. On my questioning, it turned out Kunlun was supposedly a powerful and secretive province of China, that had mysteriously collapsed fifteen-hundred years ago.

The timing was suspicious, to say the least, as that seemed to be around when the Fae had their troubles, and the shrines and temples here in Japan too. He had warmed to me at my outrageous learning speed, which I bluffed was due to a photographic memory, which certainly wasn’t entirely untrue, and I even received an offer to join his research team!

As we made an appointment for my next lesson, I lamented that Karen-chan still hadn’t found a suitable scholar for the Ancient Japanese as well. But there was still time. With that done, I paid a visit to Shiro once more, called Eri up for a chat, and then started preparing for my meeting with Natsumi’s parents.

An hour later, I was outside a rather impressive mansion and shop combination in Asakusa. I had put on one of my decent suits, paired with a grey shirt matching my eyes, as well as a tasteful yet expensive watch and matching male jewellery. I had sent pictures to Eri, Shiro, Hinata and Motoko, and they had all agreed I looked rather dashing, but even so, I was still nervous.

I’ve met everyone’s parents but Natsumi’s. Well, technically I haven’t met Shaeula’s yet, but… It was amazing to me how I could be nervous meeting a girl’s parents like this, more so than fighting dreadful foes like the Barghest or Duke Myrcolaxriath.

I guess I know where my priorities lie. Taking a deep breath, I strode up to the door and entered. I was immediately greeted by an elegantly dressed shop assistant, wearing traditional clothing.

“Good evening, we are closing soon, so… oh, are you here to see the owners?” she asked, seeing the way I was dressed, and obviously having been informed of my visit. She smiled gently at me, and at my nod, bowed deeply, almost horizontal, before she departed.

A minute or so later, I was greeted by quite a sight, one that made me gasp. Natsumi was there, wearing a long-sleeved furisode-style kimono in a beautiful pink colour, with delicate flowers in white and lighter pink embroidered on it.

Flanking her on one side was a woman who looked rather similar to her, also wearing a kimono, though it was somewhat less fancy, and on the other side was a man in his forties, wearing a plain yet clearly well-made yukata over some hakama.

“Akio, you came.” Natsumi smiled at me brightly, though her cheeks were a bit pink with embarrassment. “So, what do you think? Different to my usual look, right?” She also had her hair done differently, with ornate accessories, and her face had been touched by makeup, lightly, but enough to make her shine.

“…yeah.” I agreed after a moment of stunned admiration. “It sure is. It’s beautiful though. You’re beautiful, Natsumi.”

At that she blushed and looked down, while her mother also laughed gently, covering her mouth with one hand. Her father looked a little pained, but even so, he nodded to me politely. “Good evening, Oshiro-san. I am pleased you could accept our invitation.”

“No, I’ve been meaning to meet Natsumi’s esteemed parents for a while, but things have been rather hectic.” I apologised. I handed over the gift I had brought, a set of rather expensive bottles of sake, since Natsumi had mentioned her parents did enjoy a cup or two to unwind. As he accepted it, I bowed myself. “Sorry, I should have done this sooner. I know… I know that Natsumi’s decision to get engaged to me was rather sudden, and probably not what you wanted.”

“Oh Akio, don’t be silly.” Natsumi sighed, exasperated. “That’s all my fault.” She stepped forwards, elegant even in traditional sandals and with restricted legs, taking my arm. I could feel her soft body through the thin cloth of the yukata, and I wondered if she was wearing underwear. I had asked the girls whether that story was true, but all it earned me was a scolding from my sister, that I shouldn’t be "trying to imagine them without underwear like some old pervert".

“Mother, father. This is Akio. Oshiro Moonstone Akio. The man I proposed to. And he accepted me. And… and he will marry Tsumura Motoko, my sworn sister, as well.” Natsumi declared boldly. The store was mostly empty, but even so, some of the assistants were grinning.

“I see. I’ve heard a lot about you, Akio-kun. I can call you that, yes?” her mother asked, and I nodded. “Well, we do need to speak in private, but… introductions first. I am Hori Masae. My husband here, is Hori Shou.” At her words he greeted me, though I detected some wariness. I could see Natsumi looking at him, and after a moment he dropped his eyes, and repeated his name with a little more warmth, before saying we should go somewhere more private.

Passing through the store, I could see many meticulous outfits available, ranging from yukata and kimono, through to hakama, ceremonial vestments, even some underwear, though when I saw that, Natsumi blushed, pulling on my arm so I would look away. “We have a lot of ready-made items too, obviously. But our main work is commissions, made from cloth crafted the old ways, and sewn by hand and with historic looms.”

Natsumi seemed proud of that, and I remembered her expressing her wish for her and her family to make all our wedding outfits. Indeed, as we passed out of the main store, there were old-fashioned devices to spin, dye and craft cloth, as well as rows and rows of beautiful cloth hanging down from rails like curtains.

“Impressive.” I had to admit, and Natsumi giggled.

“There are a few other traditional clothiers remaining, but none surpass our family for lineage and technique.” she insisted. “It’s why our family is in the Three-Hundred. For now, anyway.”

“For now?” I asked, and she shrugged, a gentle movement designed not to ruffle her kimono.

“I can answer that.” Her father interjected, with a sigh. “There is talk of elevating us to the Fifty-Seven. No, the Fifty-Eight as I guess it is now. It seems your… other fiancée, Fukumoto-san, has raised the fortunes of her house significantly.”

He didn’t seem pleased, and we entered the house part of the mansion at the back, where we were led to a guest room, before taking a seat on an antique couch, Natsumi still holding my arm. As her mother rang for a servant to fetch tea and snacks, he elaborated. “Much as it pleases me to receive recognition, unlike the Fukumoto house, which has great wealth, we… well, we are hardly poor, as you can see. But we would be amongst the lowest of the true nobility in terms of wealth, even if our history is as old as any. I fear it would be… uncomfortable… for us.”

“Yes.” Natsumi spoke up. “Besides, I didn’t want to marry you just to raise our status. Though I do admit… the idea appealed.” Natsumi admitted. “At first… well, you know how shameful I was. I wanted to stay with Motoko, continue to train… be respected.”

“Tsumura house is a noble one indeed. So we allowed Natsumi her freedom to do bodyguard work, even though as a daughter of the Three-Hundred it is… if not frowned upon, then at least treated as unusual.” her father continued. “But she would need to end that when they graduated Hanafubuki and Tsumura-sama was married. Our Natsumi would need to find a husband too. We had several candidates in mind from the Three-Hundred, and even from the Fifty-Eight. Though some were only seeking a mistress.”

“But it seems…” Masae-san looked at me as the servant placed down the requested tea, which steamed in elegant cups in front of us. “… that is not the case now. It isn’t as though we could not deny this.”

Before Natsumi could speak she shook her head. “Quiet, daughter. We’ve reached a decision, as you well know. Do excuse us.” she apologised elegantly, before continuing. “Our trade does not have to be passed down to a direct blood relative. Natsumi knows much of it, of course, but she has several cousins who are suitable. That isn’t the issue. The issue is… well, you, Akio-kun.”

Her father agreed. As I drank some tea, he watched me, weighing me up, before speaking. “To be honest, when we heard about these strange abilities that the Three Great Houses were seeking, we thought it a nonsense. All of the Three-Hundred did. But we checked, of course. To no avail. To think that in the end it was true, and you… you have these Divine gifts. And that… and that our daughter has fallen for you.”

“I have.” Natsumi declared boldly, surprising me. “I’m totally in love with Akio now. Motoko is too. And why wouldn’t we be?” she declared. “He accepted the selfish us, and told us that we didn’t have to sacrifice anything for our happiness.”

“Well, that’s not exactly true. You… kind of have to give up your dreams of a monogamous marriage.” I admitted, wincing.

“Oh yes, that Shiro girl.” Natsumi giggled, before her expression turned grave. “And the others too, of course, but her… you can heal her, yes? Such beauty, to be spoiled…” She turned to her parents. “I know all the other girls. Hinata from school is a bright, lively girl. Motoko of course, I love her dearly, and knowing I can stay with her forever, marry the same man, bear children and raise them together… I’m thrilled.”

She sounded it too. I knew her feelings for Motoko were love too. Perhaps not romantic love, I didn’t think she felt as deeply about it as say, Miyu and Michiru-san did, but it was definitely deep. Not that I mind. No more than I mind that Eri loves my sister as much as she loves me. Again, it’s different. And I have no room to be jealous of anyone anyway…

“Eri. At first she was very hostile, and I understand it. Mother, father…” she sighed. “… I am very sheltered. I know this. It was… enlightening, going to Akio’s hometown and spending time with normal girls. Eri… she is the most ordinary of us all, and dreams of ordinary love. So of course she was defensive. But… she has a good heart. In the end, she accepted us. And she has done what Motoko and I only dream of. She’s so strong now.”

“Your time will come. I’ll make sure of it.” I promised, and she smiled triumphantly at her parents.

“See? I know you worry Akio is not the right one for me, but he is. He cares so much for us all, and he can help us reach our dreams. It was mesmerising, even Ichijou-sama was blown away by you at that meeting.” Her smile was now impish, amused.

“Mother, father. For Hori house and our traditional arts, this marriage is perfect. Oshiro house will soon be a rival to any, as great, no, greater than the others. As a match of love, it’s perfect too. And as a match for me… well, I’m more than satisfied. I don’t want any other.”

“I understand that. We are…no longer opposed to it, now the surprise has worn off.” Her father nodded, and her mother agreed.

“Indeed. Seeing you so full of life, what mother could object, so long as family honour is maintained. But we have another concern.”

“I’ll get to that.” Natsumi promised, and I was shocked at how forward she was being. Seeing that, she squeezed my arm gently. “Well, I know I usually fade into the background, but we’ll be together forever, right? I have to assert my charms when I can, or Motoko and the others will monopolise you!” Her smile was enough to make my heart skip a beat.

“Anyway… mother, father. Shaeula and Hyacinth aren’t human, but they are girls nonetheless. Shaeula is a genuine princess. So to say Akio isn’t noble is foolish. She is very fond of traditional Japanese clothing as well. You’ll love her. She’s refined, delicate… and also wild and playful. Then Hyacinth… she can be a bit scary, but she’s genuinely dedicated to Akio, and us. Like I want to be a bodyguard, she dreams of being a servant to us. But Akio wanted her to be more. Then there’s… Shiro.”

Her expression turned troubled. “So beautiful, she must have been. I know that the daughters of the Three Great Houses are renowned for their beauty, but… she was like the Gods made her themselves. Now… now she’s very badly hurt. But… when she’s well again, mother, you’d have a desperate urge to fit her for clothing. It could be your life’s greatest work.”

“You did say you wanted our wedding outfits…” I began, and Natsumi finished for me.

“…yes, all of them, made by our own hands, me and my parents. Here in our workshop and home. Western and Traditional both. Mother, father. We’ll do it, and it’ll be the grandest wedding ever. A wedding for seven. For now anyway.” She grinned. “After all, the Prime Minister himself is being forced to work towards changing the law. Polygamy will be legal for those who need it. So… you’ll see me married properly, mother, father.”

“What can we say to that?” her mother conceded. “I have worried that as a concubine, a mistress, she would miss out on a little happiness. It seems that won’t be the case now. But we have one issue.”

“The danger.” her father seemed concerned, and I understood. It was why I didn’t want to tell Aiko and Eri, or my family, about the return of the old ways, of elemental magic and the Boundary. Still, I’ve learned that is pure folly. The world isn’t so kind as to leave the uninvolved alone. Kondou Kazuo proved that.

“I won’t lie and say there’ll be no peril. After all, Shiro… she… she’ll survive, and in time I’ll make her well again. But… I would rather they are prepared to face any danger, strong, resolute and skilled, fully aware, rather than be caught by the skeins of misfortune and strangled. The world has changed, and there’s no going back. I want… I want them to be able to stand tall, free from fear. And with a girl like Natsumi, who shines most when wielding bow, sword or spear… it’ll be easy.”

I smiled at her then, and she blushed, looking delighted at my praise. “A dedicated girl like you… you’ll be more than able to hold your own. After all, Master Ulfuric praised you and Motoko, didn't he?”

I could feel it then, Lovers’ Link connecting, and Natsumi blinked, eyes going wide as she could feel the care and love I had for her, which had come to me so suddenly, the heartfelt desires of Motoko and Natsumi having overwhelmed my reluctance.

Though I’m probably too much of a pushover. Still, now I’m resolved to only accept those I feel a genuine desire for… though, looking at Natsumi, Motoko and Hinata, if you told me I couldn’t marry them now, I’d be enraged, so…

“This is…” Natsumi muttered in wonder, face hot and crimson. “… I feel it. You do love me!” With that she leant over, and heedless of her makeup, our lips met, a kiss gentle at first, becoming more heated, our tongues entwining, heedless of her parents watching.

“Daughter.” Her father coughed pointedly, and at that she pulled away, wiping at her lips.

“Sorry, I … I got carried away. I know we shouldn’t be kissing yet, but… you don’t understand. I can feel it. This is the Lovers’ Link I’ve heard of. Hinata told me that…” she trailed off, before changing the subject.

“Mother, father. I can have tangible proof of his love. And it tells me he’ll always protect me, as I’ll protect him. Daughters of nobility are sheltered, hence why I have to give up being a bodyguard, or so I thought. But… the nobility will change. For the better. We’ll keep the best of it, the arts, dancing, music, clothing, architecture, elegance… but the worst… Akio will never stand for that. Not for his women. Not for us. Not for me.”

“I see. It seems it is impossible to question our daughter’s resolve.” her father declared. “But… I ask you again. As a man, can you make sure she’s safe?”

“If Natsumi dies, I’ll already be dead, because I’ll fight anything that threatens her.” I promised. “But she can be strong enough to defend herself too, as…” I smirked at her. “… well, at least you can get to Level nine now. Motoko too.”

My feelings for Motoko had solidified as I realised what Natsumi meant to me, and now, like Hinata, they had the single Rank of Lovers’ Link. “She’ll be surprised.” Right now they would be in the Boundary, but I expected a phone call on her return.

“I love you!” Natsumi kissed me again, and as her parents looked on she raised one well-groomed eyebrow. Once she pulled free, she spoke to them. “My lipstick and makeup is already ruined, so what does it matter? I just wish… that we could get the Lovers’ Link even more strongly. Hinata asked Shaeula about it, but she wouldn’t give us the full details afterwards, only blushing and looking away. From that… I can imagine.”

“Yes, it’s too soon for that.” I agreed. “For Eri it wasn't really an issue, we’re both just childhood friends and normal people, so getting… intimate… before marriage isn’t a huge deal. The nobility is very different.”

“Indeed, it is too soon.” her mother agreed, but surprisingly enough, her father seemed unsure.

“Well, the engagement is announced, there’ll be no breaking of it now, Fujiwara-sama and the others wouldn’t stand for it. Whether you are a noble or not, Oshiro-san, you are treated as one, so… look. Tell me more about this… this Lovers’ Link. Natsumi, take your mother and step out for a moment. Fix your makeup, Oshiro-san might find you frightful in such a state.”

“No, he won’t.” Natsumi pouted. “Besides, I don’t get much time with Akio by myself, I want to…”

“Daughter, just give us fifteen minutes. This is an important talk, man to man.” he declared, and with that she had no choice to retreat, her mother following behind. When they were gone, he fixed me with a stern gaze over the now cold tea. “So, Oshiro-san…”

“Akio. I’m going to be your son-in-law.”

“Akio-san it is then. Just how does this make my daughter safer, and what does she have to give up in exchange?”

Ugh, it’s a good question, but not one I’m eager to answer. If… if it was up to me, I’d want to make sure everyone had Lovers’ Link as high as I could get it, but I’m not prepared to ruin their honour or force them into stuff they clearly aren’t ready for to do so. But… Shou-san is the first parent or guardian to really ask about how it all works. Damn, explaining this to him is going to be excruciatingly embarrassing…

I spent the next fifteen minutes detailing it to the increasingly contemplative Shou-san, before Natsumi and her mother returned, the makeup removed. When I asked why, Masae-san shrugged. “There’s no point as my foolish daughter will only mess it up again, yes?”

As Natsumi nodded, blushing, she smiled herself, a wry one, that suited her noble features. “I never thought I would see my Natsumi like this. She’s changed. For the better, I hope, but even so…”

“We need to speak to Tsumura-sama.” Shou-san said suddenly, surprising us all. As Natsumi looked at him questioningly, he sighed. “We need to move up the wedding. As soon as we can plausibly hold it, traditions be damned. Our daughter… it’s the least we can do to help her.”

Natsumi was shocked, but I knew why the sudden shift. He’s a man who cares very deeply for his daughter. I respect that. He’ll make a good father-in-law. Shit, I know Hyacinth doesn’t have parents, but… I’m going to have a whole flock of in-laws of varying shades of trouble…

“In that case…” Masae-san was thinking, accepting her husband at his word. “If we are to make these outfits, I’ll need to take measurements, see the girls to determine which colours and patterns will look best…”

“Hey, we can make a start.” Natsumi grinned. “Akio, you have pictures of them all, right?”

“I do, but…” I agreed, taking out my phone, which Natsumi snatched.

“Well, it’s not quite how I intended to spend this precious evening, but… father. Call Tsumura-sama immediately. He seems to like Akio too, so there should be no problems!”

Oh… kay. The laws haven’t even changed yet, I don’t think they are thinking about that. Shit… looks like I’d best start buttering up the Prime Minister by working on those Special Forces soldiers and the experiments I promised even faster… Still, I knew I was smiling.

Seeing Natsumi look so happy, her parents likewise invested in her… no, our future, it just once again reaffirmed what I needed to do, what I needed to protect. Conclave. That’s going to be the key to it. I was content to just get some support, but now… no, looks like I need to make sure I’m right up there at the top, calling some of the shots…


Two Hundred And Fifty-Seven


After spending the evening with Natsumi and her parents, including a rather interesting time seeing how some of the cloth and dyes were made in the traditional manner, even having a go myself, which earned lavish praise from her parents, as with my stats it was easy to pick up and operate the complicated, historic machinery, I finally said my farewells, returning to Shirohebizumi shrine by provided car.

Once there, I had many more demands on my time, as there was a lot to prepare before Conclave. I had a meeting with Kana’s father and grandfather, who advised me that Hikawa-san had organised all our shrine attendees for the Conclave. That included Chairoakitara shrine, back home, and Marika-chan would be happy to see her grandfather again, and surprisingly enough, her mother, who was taking time off work to visit Kyoto. The only exception was Hisuikomushi shrine, which was Amaterasu faction, so it was problematic for Hikawa-san to interfere, politically.

Even so, we had a productive discussion, and while I would be bearing the cost of transportation, we would be taking the shinkansen from central Tokyo to Kyoto, at just over two hours. As for getting to Tokyo, Hinata was arranging transportation for everyone, and would be bringing Eri, Aiko and our families to Tokyo beforehand via helicopter again, which my sis was really happy about, having seemingly developed a great liking for helicopter travel.

With that done, I said my farewells and headed back for my home, only to run into Ixitt, who was back on the Material. When he saw me, his human face brightened, and he hurried over, bundles of what looked like schematic papers or blueprints in his arms. “It is good to see you!” he enthused. “The princess has been missing you terribly, though all is well in your absence. However…”

“However…?”

“I fear I have hit a wall in my research, so I decided to return to the mortal realm. There is so much that is fascinating here.” he gushed, launching into a long spiel about computers, the internet, bookstores and more. “… and your secretary, this Karen, she is most helpful.”

“I hope you aren’t causing her trouble. She’s got a lot on her plate at the moment.” I warned, and it was true. What with dealing with all of the administration regarding the new Ministry and my role in it, as well as my own projects, keeping on top of the hotels, her own training… sure, Haru-san was helping out, in her new role, but even so, Karen-chan was doing overtime, despite my promises to the contrary. At least I‘m paying her fairly for it, I guess…

Reminding myself I needed to drop her in another few bottles of good booze as thanks, I listened more to Ixitt.

“No, of course not. I have a fair handle on how the mortal world operates now.” he grinned. “And since I was able to gain a few more of these Levels in the expansion of your Territory while you have been absent…” His grin broadened. “…the Prince has been most eager to expand your reach, if only to stay away from his elder sister, I believe. You will be very impressed on your return. But that is another topic. No, now my thoughts are clearer and my memory better, it was trivial to master the internet and your… Japanese… customs. Though I fear I have spent rather a large sum of money.”

“Well, money I have.” I allowed, knowing investing in Ixitt was a wise move. But something he had said worried me. “So… Ixitt, have you been going out by yourself?”

“Of course.” He snickered, and I imagined if he was in his ratkin form his tail would be lashing happily. “It was not my first time, I was escorted before. So I remember. And a great Mortal Engineer, no… a great scientist…” he seemed to relish the word. “… has no problems learning by observation. The stores of Akihabara are a treasure-trove of parts and pieces. I have made several of what you call personal computers now.”

Thank God he was there for the electronics. If Ixitt became interested in anime and manga, that’d be … disturbing. “Yeah, but buying one off-the-shelf is probably easier.”

“Indeed, but if I do not have hands-on experience, how can I understand how everything works? So clever. Electronics, machinery, robotics. We Fae have none of these, though the Unseelie sometimes use the dead, possessed by mindless spirits, in a similar way… what wonders could we achieve, if we blended together our arts and mortal science? True Mortal Engineering. To that end…”

“Let’s talk inside.” I sighed, seeing as he wasn’t going to let up. Once in, we were seated round a table, a bottle of whiskey opened, several blueprints spread out, empty glasses holding down the corners. “So, just what is this?” I asked, though from what I could see, it seemed to be a schematic of sorts for some sort of Building. The Boundary kind of building.

“It is as you surmise.” He chortled. “Using a computer and these CAD programs, it does make it far easier to draft designs, without so much waste. Especially as the material is precious.” He looked a bit guilty at that. “Fortunately, with your Territory growing rapidly, due to the efforts of the prince, Ulfuric and your loyal troops, the ether is plentiful to… repair… the construction after I remove the material for experimentation.”

Yeah, he was working on that, wasn’t he? Luckily he tested it out on Kikuchi Shuta-san’s Territory before mine, even so… “This looks a lot like an Ether Spire.” I mused, observing. “But surely it can’t be that easy…”

Ixitt scratched at his chin ruefully. “It is not easy indeed. Still, I do so relish a challenge. I did prevail upon the princess to do me a boon and use her keen eyes to peer inside some Spires when she last returned and draw me what she sees, which was this…” The second blueprint was a bit different. “… even so, the structure seems to have little relation to the function. Most puzzling. It is almost as if there is something… missing… that the princess cannot see.”

Yeah, the Spire doesn’t seem to be entirely solid, instead it appears to contain a pattern of small tubes and voids. In a way, it seems similar to a Chakra network… When I voiced that thought, Ixitt grew excited, and once I fetched down several of the portraits from the room at the training school, we studied them side-by-side. When we had seen the similarities, Ixitt went still, thinking hard, before bursting into life suddenly, animated and waving his hands wildly.

“Of course, that must be it! The Spires must function as does a subtle body, drawing in and accumulating ether and elemental essences. Marvellous. Such cutting-edge work!” he enthused. “So that is why my prototypes have failed. It could be…” He looked at me then, hopeful. “…there are strange fragments of crystal I end up with, along with the silvery metal. Perhaps… well, in the longer term, I may be able to make a facility that creates this metal and crystal, rather than having to extract it from your growing Buildings, but for now…. if we used Etherites as a catalyst… without knowing precisely how it works, it is a long shot, but…”

Yeah, I’ve seen crystal in pretty much every Territory, especially Miyu’s and that wretch Kondou’s. Silver metal seems to be common too, though there are other basic components of Buildings, such as brick for Shuta-san’s. But these clear crystals seem constant. It makes me wonder… if they aren’t Etherites, are they something else?

“… so, I was hoping to use some of your Green and Blue Etherites.” Ixitt finished hopefully, and I sighed.

“No?” he moaned mournfully. “I understand they are precious, but…”

“It’s not that. It’s just I used them all up to save Shiro. All we have are the ones back at the Territory and in storage.” Not that I regret it at all. Shiro is far more precious than any amount of ether.

“I… see. Certainly a blow, to be sure.” Ixitt mused. “No matter, I think we have found an avenue to operate on…” As the discussion stretched on, the bottle of whiskey emptied, a warm glow of drunkenness spreading through me, thanks to the ability of Ether Healing to ignore certain contaminants now if I willed it, Ixitt changed the subject.

“The area you wish to establish the factory in the Material, we have started construction of a site in the same area.” he advised. “More and more Kobolds are joining us, whole tribes migrating from the lands of the Fae. It seems that rumours of you and the princess have spread, that your lands are welcoming to all, and even those looked down upon can find work and happiness there. Quite the irony, considering the rumours I had heard of the princess before meeting her. In any case, the Kobolds work hard, and are already making good progress. Apparently there may be some additional sites for Mines nearby, though they of course wait for your permission to break ground.”

“Right. It’s a good spot for it, as I need to set up some Buildings there and it’ll have Defensive Emplacements too.” I conceded. “So, what are you going to use the factory for?”

“Now that we can manufacture guns and ammunition, I have begun to train a unit of ratkin, Kobolds and others who wish to fight. After all, strength is not so necessary with these weapons, merely good eyes and steady aim. But alas, it takes far too long to make each gun, and we have limited ammunition, even if I have become far more adept at using what materials we have to their maximum, after researching here in the mortal realm.”

Uh, well, hopefully he isn’t on any government watch-lists now. If he is, I’ll speak to the Prime Minister…

“So?” I asked. “The factory is for guns and bullets then? How will that work without machinery or power… oh. I see.”

“Yes, I imagine you do, being mortal. Mostly.” He chortled happily. “I have been researching machinery, computers and power sources. I believe if I can make these artificial Ether Spires work I can use them to supply the factory, and to possibly automate other things, such as our own Defensive Emplacements and more. Alas, without Etherites to test, my work will be set back, but…”

I see. A unit of gunners, as well as production facilities. That would be rather great. As for more Mines, yeah, that makes sense, more Mines means more resources… We continued our talk until the sun came up, when Ixitt returned to the Boundary. Banishing my drunken feelings with a trickle of ether, I yawned.

No sleep, huh? Oh well, I’ll manage. Today is another busy day, first I need to perform Chirurgery on as many soldiers as possible, then I’m meeting Takakura-san to go over the strategy for Conclave, then I need to head to my Territory and spend the ether I’ve been accumulating, before we head off…
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“So, we meet again.” Takakura-san greeted me. He was still wearing a strangely coloured suit, this time white and black. Even so, his eyes burned with strength. “I am pleased you could make time for us.”

Us? Indeed, there were four girls with him, of varying ages, and one of them I recognised, her attractive, calming features graceful, her long black hair giving her an elegant appearance. On seeing my gaze, she cocked her head, puzzled for a moment, before smiling brightly as she remembered.

“Oh, Customer-sama.” She also greeted me. “You were the one who bought the doll for your pretty girlfriend. And then tried to get my phone number.”

No, I remember it rather differently. “Actually, I was more concerned about your store, sorry to burst your bubble. You’re a nice-looking girl, sure, but considering what was in your shop… that doll wasn’t normal. Not at all. And…” I glanced at Takakura-san, who nodded.

“You can speak freely in front of them. While these three are of a rather estranged branch line of the Takakura’s, they still guarded the site of Takakura Antiques, and are rather well versed in spiritual matters.”

“Indeed. Family tradition said that the store was built on the ruined site of a temple where something evil and profane was sealed away.” The oldest of the girls agreed, the one I had met. Beside her, the two other girls who must have been her sisters looked awkward.

I made sure to be very careful with my gaze though, as one of them had truly impossible assets, straining at her clothes. The third was younger still, and seemed rather boyish in terms of appearance, and she was hiding behind her other sisters rather nervously.

“I am not sure how much I believe in the old stories, but… strange items such as the doll regularly seemed to find their way to Takakura Antiques, often unbidden.” she finished her explanation.

“Well, there was definitely something there, uh…” I realised she hadn’t given her name. “Takakura-san?”

“Takakura Katsuki. The Kanji is written like mysterious moon.” she explained, smiling slightly. “My sisters are Takakura Mizuki, written as beautiful moon, and Takakura Kiaria, written as fortunate moon.” The bolder girl greeted me, while the youngest managed a brief nod after a while.

“I see. But more to the point, why is Kudou-sensei here?” Motoko spoke up. Today she was accompanying me, since I had spent yesterday with Natsumi. Hinata had wanted to come, but she was with her grandfather, sorting out details at the testing site and prospective headquarters for the Ministry, so it was just Motoko, as well as Karen-chan and Haru-san, here as my secretarial support.

“I do not wish for Akio to share information recklessly, as he has been too often doing. Hinata was especially clear on that.” Motoko continued. She was wearing hakama as usual, though since she was meeting a high-ranking noble head, it was a richly decorated and high-class one, for formal events, not training.

Her finger pointed at the last girl in the room, who was wearing her own hakama, shrine maiden attire, but it was decorated with gold and the cloth quality was noticeably decadent. Having seen what truly good cloth is from touring Natsumi’s home, I naturally pick up on that now. Even so… The girl looked nervous, especially when Motoko was pointing at her. She made to speak, but Takakura-san spoke first.

“Kudou Shiori-san here is an important girl. She is granddaughter of the head of Tsukuyomi faction, Kudou Yasuhide, and a shrine maiden of Ryōan-ji Temple, one of the major temples in Kyoto.”

“I’m Shiori, it is nice to meet you.” she greeted, before apologising to Motoko. “I’m sorry, Motoko-sama. Takakura-sama called me here. I don’t mean to pry into your business, especially…”

“While Takakura house is always neutral in mediating matters of faith, we were always closer to Tsukuyomi faction in terms of ideals. And our family has always had a great connection to the moon.” Takakura-san explained.

I see. Hence all the moon-related names. “Still, my backing is largely Susanoo faction. So…” I began, but at his knowing smile, I paused, waiting for what he had to say.

“Of course. But you also have neutral backing, quite influential at that. Chiyo is an old and dear friend of mine, to have brought her in speaks well of you and your goals. She always was quite the sharp-tempered woman, she would not suffer fools gladly. In addition, you have Kikuchi-san from the Amaterasu faction. That will be a difficult one to untangle.”

“True.” I agreed. “I think it foolish to squabble when even now the world is spiralling into chaos. Especially when the shrines and temples have a lot of knowledge and wisdom about this.”

“To that end, Shiori-san and my estranged relatives here have been holding classes at Hanafubuki regarding these matters.” Takakura-san continued. “The eldest, Katsuki, anyway.”

“I have too. For the younger girls.” Mizuki-san complained. “It’s a waste of time though. They all listen properly, and take notes and ask questions, but they just treat it as some sort of abstract knowledge that they won’t need. Bunch of dolls…”

Whoa, she’s rude. Pretty, but... rather too forthright, I'd say.

“Sadly, yes, I agree. I never saw it before I met him.” Motoko turned to me, a sweet smile on her face. “But you are quite correct, we are. Flawless little dolls kept safe and isolated, trained to be perfect wives and mothers, nothing more. But now I am out in the world. Natsumi and Hinata too. Miyu-san as well. And others will follow. But we are getting off the topic at hand. You do want to bridge the factions, do you not, Akio?” she asked me, and I agreed.

“Yes. Hikawa-san said he could get me some support and the chance to aid his faction, but that’s not enough. That won’t solve anything.”

“In that case, Shiori-san here is useful. For I am afraid you will not be allowed your noble girls at Conclave.” Takakura-san said sadly. “The Three Pillars that uphold Japan. The faith, nobility and Imperial Family, all agree to not interfere with each other unless in dire need. I am the liaison between faith and nobility, so I shall be present, but no other nobles, even those with good cause, such as yourself, Tsumura-san, will be allowed to attend. Likewise, from the Imperial Family, only Princess Mikasa, the shrine maiden of the Grand Shrine of Ise, will be in attendance to represent them.”

“…Princess Mikasa?” Karen-chan, who had been making notes of our meeting, suddenly spoke up. When she saw everyone looking at her, she flushed and looked down, leading to Takakura-san giving a rusty chuckle.

“Yes. Though the Imperial Family is rather private nowadays, it makes sense you have heard of her. She will be in attendance. She is of no faction, though Amaterasu tends to try to claim her, due to the affiliation of her shrine. And together, we must all navigate this mess.”

“Yes, I do honour my grandfather.” Shiori-san piped up. “But this faction stuff is stupid. So… well, if you have something to say, please ignore me. I’ll do my best not to listen.”

“Fine.” I grimaced, making up my mind. “No, we’ll do it this way. Shiori-san, I’m going to help Hikawa-san as promised, but I also want to make ties to the other factions. So in exchange for this information, I want to meet your grandfather.”

“I… think I can manage that. He’s already interested in you, since you got permission to attend Conclave from Uchida-sama. And now you’ve asked for more attendees…” She frowned, perhaps knowing about Aiko, Eri, and our other trainees.

“Great. Well, back on topic…” I looked at Katsuki-san again. “… I'm not sure what an evil, corrupted Kami really is, but it was there, a terrible dark creature, all slime, tentacles and eyes, hidden in the store. It’s gone now though. I defeated it.”

“Wait, what…?” Katsuki-san asked, puzzled, and her sisters mirrored her expression. “… you defeated it?”

“Yeah. First time I met it was just after I bought the doll. It was a Zashiki-Warashi you know, but the monster had trapped it. We managed to free it, but I took a real beating.” I laughed. “Was pierced through pretty bad in a few places, I could easily have died.”

“Of course, the Divine, even corrupt, is not to be trifled with.” Shiori-san agreed, shuddering at the thought, while the Takakura girls seemed equally unnerved.

“No way, I’ve worked in that shop no end of times.” Mizuki-san complained. “It was always a bit creepy, but to think that was there, just beyond where we can see…” she grumbled, her youngest sister looking pale and sick behind her.

“Well, on my return, things had changed. Let’s just say I put it to the sword. It’s gone now. So no more worries.” I reassured them brightly.

“No worries? No worries?” Mizuki-san groused, irritated, but her elder sister calmed her down with a few words, before turning back to me.

“Really? I see, I suppose I have to thank you then, customer. Not only did you buy that rather expensive doll, you cleansed the failure of the Takakura family. How can I repay you?”

If Shaeula was here, she’d say something dumb like “how about with your body?” but luckily she isn’t. There was one thing, though… no, make it two things. “I did try to ring the store, but the answerphone message said it was closed. I wanted to go through all your merchandise, see if there was anything like Azuki that…”

“Azuki?” Katsuki-san asked.

“The Zashiki-Warashi. She’s called Azuki. Anyway… there might be other worthwhile items. I’m also curious. I found several treasures in the spiritual realm too, and I wondered if there might be any family records about them. It’s a long shot, seeing as where they were found, but…”

“That seems fair.” Takakura-san agreed.

“Also…” I pushed. “If you are going to be at Conclave, I want your support too.”

“We are mediators, we have no concrete influence.” Takakura-san spoke, considering.

“Yeah, which means as mediators you can see whoever you want, right? Well, I need to meet people. The right people. You know how the world has changed. And what I can do, what I’ve proposed. I have Haru-san, Miyu and Shuta-san, as well as another Chosen in my corner, maybe some more too. After Conclave, I’ll need to meet Bunta-san, Arisu-san and Suzu-san, as Shiro called them. Hopefully they’ll be reasonable, though some of her stories about them don’t… exactly fill me with confidence.

“The nobility as a whole has agreed that the infighting must stop.” Takakura-san declared. “Foreign countries are making troubling moves, you know that well.”

I nodded, remembering the attack by US agents.

“But making the factions work together is like herding cats. It is easy to say, hard to do.” he finished.

“Which is why an outsider like me, coming in with fresh knowledge and assets, is the perfect catalyst to get things done.” I’m not going to sit around and offer what I have for a cheap price anymore. I know my value. Hell, dealing with the corrupted Kami in Inuyama proved it. I’m not saying I’m the strongest, such is foolish arrogance, but… I’m certainly up there, and I have access to knowledge others don’t. Shaeula. Ixitt. Even Tan.

“No doubt grandfather will want to meet you anyway.” Shiori-san agreed. “So I’ll do what I can. But I wasn’t blessed by the Kami, so I don’t fully understand…”

“Well then, all you have to do is train.” Motoko smiled then, always eager to talk about that. “After all, Akio can work miracles. I have seen the spiritual realm, the Boundary. It is really very impressive.”

“Me too.” Karen-chan agreed, while Haru-san was silent, still having few good memories of it. “Seeing animal people walking about, trees towering to the skies, beautiful temples, strange sights… it made it all feel real.”

“Akio, you could perform Chirurgery on Shiori-sensei. As a gift. And then…” Motoko suggested.

“Shrewd.” Takakura-san laughed. “Yasuhide dotes on his granddaughter. He must be terribly disappointed she did not become one of the Chosen.”

“Still, Shiori-sensei, this privilege comes with responsibility. The Boundary is dangerous, so you must listen to Akio’s teachings and not be reckless. But even so, should you never even set foot there, the benefits are still massive.” Motoko pressed.

“It… seems hard to turn down.” Shiori-san nodded, finally. “I’ve been taught from a young age about the spiritual world. And I have some small gifts, meagre as they are.”

“They’ll grow stronger if you have Chirurgery.” I promised. “I’ve recovered enough aether since the Special Forces earlier.”

“In that case…” Takakura-san suggested. “These girls too. After all, the Takakura bloodline is said to be one that was blessed by Tsukuyomi. Perhaps they might awaken some latent power? Before, I would have thought that laughable, but now…”

“And what do we get out of it, Takakura-sama?” Motoko insisted.

“You said it yourself, you wish my support. I cannot be overt, as I must remain balanced, but I can certainly facilitate meetings and propose suggestions, as you wished. And my voice is well respected indeed.”

“Fine. That seems like a good deal.” It’s a shame that no nobility is allowed, so I can’t take Miyu, despite her Chosen status, nor can I take Hinata, Motoko or Natsumi, without losing support from the hardliners that don’t want any noble meddling. Even so, I still have plenty of trump cards, and these could be two more…
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“Sorry, I went as slowly and as gently as I could.” I apologised to the last of the girls, the youngest, Takakura Kiaria-chan, as she cried a little. “But it’s done now, and you’ve been very brave.”

“Ugh, I feel all burning and itchy…” she sighed. “My insides feel tingly and hot.”

“Not surprising.” I agreed, rather surprised by how it had all turned out, my Eye observing quite the show. Firstly, Shiori-san did have talents, a vestigial ability to use both fire and wind. With her Chakras strengthened and her network perfected, and the addition of a lunar Chakra, it was quite possible she would be able to learn to harness them properly in future.

But the biggest shock was the three Takakura girls. Their networks were off, somehow, slightly different to what I was used to. Looking at them, it seemed closer to Shaeula’s new network, which had changed when she became a Kamaitachi. It was enough to make me wonder. Is there Yōkai blood in their family tree? How is that even possible? Or does it go back fifteen hundred years, when creatures like that still roamed the Earth? Wouldn’t any bloodline have thinned by then…?

“Don’t be so pathetic, Kiaria.” Mizuki-san complained, though I noted her face was still damp from her own tears, as she crossed her arms under her frankly absurd chest. “It wasn’t that bad.”

Well, I did try to use Ether Healing to lessen the pain they felt, and it worked to an extent, but even so, this was the whole-body equivalent of a bad trip to the dentist…

“Incredible…” Shiori-san remarked, surprised. Her feeble ability to perceive the wind and conjure small flames had strengthened significantly. It was still pitiful, but even so, the gain had enraptured her.

“Yasuhide will be well pleased.” Takakura-san smiled at her warmly, before turning back to me. “This was indeed quite the interesting day. Rest assured, I support your ambitions for the country, a strong, united Japan where faith is seen as a common part of normal life, and misuse of these new powers are regulated. After all, did I not meet you along with the other pillars of our society?”

I nodded, and he continued. “Many of those at Conclave will agree with the sentiments. However, gathering everyone together, overcoming their own vested interests, to act in the greater good of all… that is the challenge. Are you up to it, Oshiro-san?”

At his suddenly piercing gaze, I merely stared back, my inner strength and League shining. “Up to it? Damn right I’m up to it. I’ve seen what lurks in the shadows, and how the Boundary can affect the real world. Duke Myrcolaxriath, the corrupted Kami. Kondou Kazuo. That casino in Vegas. All of it shows us the world and those we love are in peril. And I’ll be damned if I’m content to sit back while that’s happening. I thought if I looked after everything myself, built up my own powerbase slowly, it’d be fine, but… no. I’m going to do what I must.”

“I see. Very inspiring.” Takakura-san agreed, and several of the girls, including Shiori-san, nodded. “No wonder you were so bold, making demands of us. Polygamy. So amusing. As a noble, I am no stranger to that, but it is more of a quiet secret amongst the upper classes. To declare it so boldly, just to please your women. Tsumura-san, you must be very happy.”

“I am.” She brought my arm close to her, smiling. “Natsumi too. I am sure my father and grandfather will support Akio, so please do so as well, Takakura-sama.”

“You have given my relatives a gift, after all, so it would be churlish of me not to give something in return. Very well, let me fill you in on the situation in Kyoto currently…”

As I listened to the old man talk, Shiori-san occasionally interjecting when it came to Tsukuyomi faction matters, Karen-chan and Haru-san taking notes behind us, I started formulating a strategy. Although much will depend on how things progress, at the very least, I need to get two of the three factions to support me. And the Diviner, it sounds like she’ll be key as well…


Two Hundred And Fifty-Eight


Once back in my Territory I was greeted by the sight of the skies of the Boundary shimmering with silver light, the usual purples, greens and inky blacks starting to look washed out and pale, occasional flickers of silver lightning, glittering with rainbow lights at the edges, held within. It’s quite beautiful, but troubling. I wonder if another Etheric tide is coming?

As I was thinking this, Asha the Dryad strolled over to greet me, her long auburn hair flowing. She had regained her vitality now, and was practically shimmering with ruby earth energies. “Welcome back, Akio. You have been gone a while. Is everything well?” She handed me a juicy-looking fruit from the growing orchard which I bit into, tasting a refreshing, citrus tang.

“There was… trouble… certainly. But for now it’s resolved. That reminds me, I need to speak to Selensha. I hope she’s here.”

“I think so.” the Dryad answered. “There are a number of Fae coming and going, and many of them like to dwell in the shade of my Tree, or up amidst the treetop.” She smiled, well pleased. At first she had been surprised and a little put off by the idea to turn her Tree into a spot for relaxation and fun, but having seen the care that the Kobolds had taken in setting up the stairs and café, she had warmed to it in the end.

“Look, here they come now.” She pointed, and I smiled as I saw Shaeula and Hyacinth heading my way, and since I hadn’t seen them since the whole mess with Shiro, I felt my heart ease, the small loneliness I felt at their absence dissipating like fog.

“Akio, I heard.” Shaeula cried, reaching out to hug me, nuzzling close. Behind her, Hyacinth frowned, looking as if she wished to do the same, but since we were in company, her need to be a perfect servant outweighed her desire to be affectionate with me. “It must-must have been quite the trial. I am only sorry I could not-not be there with you in your time-time of need.” She did look a bit down about it, so I reassured her by squeezing her tight and rubbing her head.

“It’s not your fault. I know dealing with the Seelie Court is important. I’d hate to lose all that we’ve gained now.” I sighed. “Still, the worst case was avoided. Shiro’s still alive. That is what matters.”

“To think-think that wretch, the Raven Knight, was responsible for more-more of our woes.” Shaeula ground her teeth in annoyance, perhaps remembering the abuse he had heaped on her, and the ambush that nearly claimed my life. “If we had only defeated him back then, none-none of this would have happened.”

The thought had crossed my mind, but… “There’s no use dwelling on the past. We were more naïve and foolish then, we often charged in without a proper plan, and we were much weaker. However, since he spurned my sensible offer of negotiation, when next I see him…” I clenched my fist, my grip on Shaeula tight. “… well, I’m not the weakling I was then. As he’ll find out.”

“The Raven… he-he is trouble, and ill-omened.” Shaeraggo warned, frowning. He, Selensha and several other important weaselkin had accompanied Shaeula to see me, and I could see the two maids, Velna and Klena, looking on as the two of us hugged.

If I’m not mistaken I’m seeing a lot less disapproval in their eyes. I suppose the tough events they’ve been through have changed their outlook. I’m glad Shaeula got Klena back, otherwise it would have wounded her badly. At my nod of greeting, Klena looked down, abashed and embarrassed.

“Yes, he’s known to skulk about the borders of the Fae lands, neither of the Seelie, nor the Unseelie.” Selensha added helpfully. “Though I’ve head tales of his skirmishes with father-in-law.”

“Yes.” Shaeraggo agreed. “He has caused many-many annoyances. Though hearing how he has targeted my precious sister, perhaps it is time to deal with him once and for all.”

“Something we agree on then.” I nodded, and at that, Shaeraggo frowned, perhaps unwilling to agree with me so easily, so he tried to change the subject.

“Enough, how-how long are you going to paw at my little sister?”

Shaeula snorted at that, rolling her eyes, but I released her, reaching out to pat Hyacinth on the head, surprising her. “Well, it’s only natural I would want to hug my fiancée after a long absence, right?” I teased him. “Still, thanks for helping out, brother-in-law. I can tell the Territory is flourishing.”

As I spread my senses I could see the area we controlled had expanded by nearly half, a significant increase. In addition, I could see that the Kobold Warrens had increased to Special Rank 6, and now allowed the addition of Elite Leader-Class Kobolds such as Kobold High Foremen and Kobold High Artisans, as well as surprisingly, Leader-Class Kobold Artillerists. I wonder if that has anything to do with Ixitt’s experiments?

In addition the Kobold Mine at the shrine had reached Special Rank 5, and now produced substantially more bluesteel and other precious metals and gems.

“I would not wish my dear sister to face any hardships.” he insisted, and I let him have that little victory.

“Even so, I appreciate it. You do too, don’t you Shaeula?”

“Indeed.” She agreed. “As my time has been quite-quite full with meetings with the rulers of the Seelie Court, I have not-not had the time to dedicate myself to this Territory. So it was quite-quite reassuring to have your support, brother.” At her praise he seemed to inflate, standing tall and proud, and she continued. “You too, sister-in-law, though I fear I have had little-little time to learn the water element as I had-had desired. However…”

“Yes.” I agreed, bowing to her, asking for a favour. “I am hoping soon to bring a friend of mine who is gravely injured, even beyond my Skills to help her, and I would ask for your assistance, as you are a master of water healing.”

“Of course.” Selensha tightened her grip on the ornate staff she held. “I want us to get along, I would be happy to help.”

“I shall need-need to see this so-called white princess first, before you allow her access to this Territory.” Shaeula warned. “I know-know you believe in her, and so I would-would wish to as well, but Azuki informed me she is host to a dangerous entity. We must-must tread carefully.”

“I know. But… you’ll like her, I promise.” I sighed, full of difficult emotions. “I understand though. Her allies are equally as wary of meeting us. But if we can work together, our strengths will be magnified.”

“Perhaps we should discuss this elsewhere.” one weaselkin captain said, and looking at him, I could see he was one of the black-furred weasels who had been with Shaeula from the start. “There is-is a new office that the barking dogs…” At my frown he corrected his words. “… the Kobolds have-have built. That Elf is there.”

Elf? Moira, I’m guessing, as I’m sure the other two were helping out around the Spring. “Fine. We have a lot to do, anyway.” As we crested the hill, past the Earth Altar, I noticed that the area had been transformed. New buildings had gone up, including impressive-looking wooden and stone towers, which offered excellent firing lines over the surrounding areas.

Amidst those was a stately and attractive circular building, with large glass windows, appearing a bit like what I’d have imagined an old-fashioned Viking roundhouse to look like. Although there wouldn’t have been glass windows, of course.

“They’ve done good work.” I marvelled, and beside me, Shaeula agreed.

“Yes, the Kobolds are growing ever more-more skilled, and they receive aid from Ixitt’s growing band-band of Mortal Engineers. Though Ixitt is away, searching for Etherites, it seems.” She sniffed, her expression wry. “Apparently, someone used up all-all our green and blue ones. I hope she was worth all this-this.”

“She is.” I promised. Entering the office roundhouse, I could see a number of workers dealing with the minutiae of our Territory. At a large central table, which was also new, round and easily big enough to seat fifty, Moira was indeed there, looking as austere as ever, talking with Tillyae, Danaera and the other leaders of our forces, as well as several Kamaitachi, and a very impressive Kobold indeed, a head taller than most, which might have been a High Foreman. A large map was spread across the centre of the table, covered in annotations, and at a glance I could tell it was quite similar to the current Territory we possessed.

“Oh, you have returned.” Moira noticed us. “About time. There are decisions that need to be made, and the princess insisted on your input.”

Cold and business-like as ever, I see. Still, I can appreciate that. “Sorry. Pressing matters kept me away, that’s why we need capable administrators such as yourself.”

At my flattery, she merely stared at me, unimpressed. “Fine. Then let me summarise. The areas you control here in this Boundary has expanded greatly, which has brought us into conflict with several enemy forces, though with the Prince and his troops here, they were soundly defeated.”

At that, Shaeraggo swelled up, looking boastful, and his sister snickered nastily, amused at his conceit.

“In addition to that, we have found several neutral enclaves who might be interested in coming under your control.” She pointed to our borders. “Cat spirits here.” She tapped a mark on the map. “I believe they call themselves Yōkai, in this land?”

At my nod, she continued. “Here in these mountains, there is a grove of spirit trees. Not as developed or as powerful as the Rhyming Trees of the Fae Realms, but… a site of interest, nonetheless. I suggest we make it ours.”

I agreed, and she illustrated the last place, along the bay, a bit away from the site of our water elemental resources. “And here, there is a series of off-shore reefs where various spirits dwell. They have expressed an interest in coming under your protection, saying that the seas are dangerous now.”

“The seas are dangerous? That sounds like intelligence we need. Fine. Bring them all under our umbrella, so long as they agree to support us, we can protect them and help them prosper. I trust that’s fine?” I looked around and everyone nodded.

“We also have petitions for new Mines. The Kobolds have found two sites they say are suitable, and also…” Moira pointed out several spots in the mountains, not too far from the grove. “… several of the Dwarves who have visited here have noticed plentiful deposits there. They wish to set up several Mines, and also a Dwarven Smelter And Foundry.” She shuddered. “How those Dwarves can handle iron so casually, I do not know. The thought makes me quite uncomfortable. Still, it might bring you profit, should you so allow.”

Hmm. As I thought about that, the familiar orange letters burned in my vision, appraising me of what that would entail.

Dwarven Mine Rank ??? Special- Dwarven Mines can be constructed for the cost of 4,000 Ether. They can be constructed anywhere without limit, but what is found there will depend on where it is constructed. Dwarven Mines can be worked by anyone, but will produce significantly higher yields from Dwarven miners. All Mines produce some Ether, as well as Etherite ores, metals and gems. Dwarven Mines focus on iron, silver, gold and magical metals, so their rate of finding these resources are noticeably higher.
Dwarven Smelter And Foundry Rank ??? Special- This facility can be constructed for the cost of 40,000 Ether. This facility converts ores into high purity metals, and can also create alloys of iron and steel, as well as extract small amounts of precious mythical metals. At higher ranks non-metallic elements can be safely extracted from ores by Dwarven craftsmanship.


Okay, that sounds like the sort of thing we need if we are going to mass-produce guns and bullets like Ixitt wants. I do have an Armoury, but at its current Rank, it’s disappointing. “Fine. That sounds like the sort of thing we want. Industry is important too, and more Mines means more profits, right? Though I dare say this will mean we’ll need to set up another point of defence to protect the grove and Mines.”

Moira nodded, making notes on the map. “With that agreed, next is an issue of manpower. As your Territory expands, and in addition you have to protect the Spring of Clear Reflections, your numbers are clearly not sufficient to hold ground.” She frowned, thinking. “You have borrowed forces from Prince Shaeraggo and Princess Shaeranna, as well as some Way-Wardens, and Primal Forest has numerous Treekin working the dead forests… but that is not a long-term solution. You need greater forces. The number of outcast Fae who have flocked here is helpful, but they cannot be expected to fight, except in the most desperate of defensive battles.”

“I too worry about our numbers.” Shaeula agreed. “It would not-not be wise to rely solely on our Territory barrier or defences. After all, we have destroyed several that did. Perhaps we should seek-seek to increase the Rank and number of our Barracks?”

“Yeah, I’ve been thinking that for a while. I have more immediate needs, but after that, we’ll try and get all the Barracks to Rank three at the least. That should bolster the strength of our forces significantly. We might even consider some Spawning Spires too. The troops are worse, but we can use them expendably, keeping casualties down. It’ll also be cheaper.”

“So long as none-none of them are weaselkin.” Shaeula shuddered, remembering. “Seeing those soulless husks, it does not-not sit well with me.”

“In that case, it’s time to spend my ether.” I brought up the build queues. Right, let’s take a look. Huh, that’s odd. Guess it must be the tide after all?

The queues were now standing at thirteen days for the Build Queue Anchor Spire Rank 2, two hundred and twenty-three days for the Ether Spire Rank 4, and the last build queue was empty, the upgrade to the Sniper Emplacement at the graveyard now completed. Still, those queues should be three or four days further advanced, by my estimation…

Checking my ether supply yielded a similar result, the amount we had accumulated (even taking into account the fact I spent hundreds of thousands healing Shiro as best I could) seeming a bit lower than I would have expected, considering the sterling work everyone had done expanding our Territory and dealing with hostile foes. When I raised this, Shaeula agreed.

“Indeed, this tide-tide seems to be a calm. Time will grow closer to that-that of the mortal world, and the density of ether will drop. A shame, we will not-not be able to advance our Territory as quickly while-while the calm endures, though as a consequence, it is quite-quite likely dangerous beasts will be dormant, the surrounding Boundary safer.”

“That’ll only apply to Boundary-dwellers, not other Chosen.” I mused. “Still, they’ll suffer the same penalties we do, and even with reductions, we still have solid income. Oh well, we’ll work with what we have.”

We now had enough earth elemental essence stored to upgrade the White Snake Earth Altar, but the cost of a rush-build at nearly three quarters of a million ether would mostly wipe us out, so I decided to hold off on that for now, and do it after Conclave. I’d like to get our defences solid first.

There was one Sniper Emplacement (the one by the water elemental resources) to upgrade to Rank 2, so I did that at a cost of just over forty-thousand ether. At two-hundred thousand ether I also upgraded all five Rapid-Fire Emplacements to Rank 2.

That left ten ordinary Emplacements. Biting the bullet, I decided to spend the ether, pushing them all to Rank 2 as well. The total on Emplacements was around five hundred and ten thousand, leaving me just over two hundred and fifty thousand ether left.

Damn, those sums are crazy really, considering how I had to scrimp and save before we beat Duke Myrcolaxriath. Still, with the calm coming, I’ll likely be saving the pennies for a while. I explained my reasoning on the defences. They wouldn’t be able to hold off an enemy strong enough and determined enough to breach the Territory barrier, but they would make an excellent staging point for our resistance, being significantly more powerful now.

“Yes, that is wise.” Moira agreed. “With the Kobolds and other artisans building defensive structures around these key locations as well, the extra firepower would be useful in suppressing invading foes, allowing our troops to hold for a sustained period while bleeding the enemy…”

She sounded surprisingly bloodthirsty, but then she did tell me her speciality was military logistics. Shaeraggo offered his own input, mostly about where to deploy ranged troops such as archers and mages for maximum effect, and soon we had made numerous annotations to the maps, planning walls, fortified infantry traps and hidden firing platforms we wished the Kobolds to build.

“What-what will you do with the remaining ether, Akio?” Shaeula asked, and I pointed to a spot outside our normal area of operations.

“I did promise to set up the testing facility. So…” A Rank 1 Material To Boundary Connection and a Rank 1 Boundary To Material Connection set me back thirty-two thousand for the rush build, and pushing them both to Rank 2 cost a further hundred and ninety-two thousand. It was costly, but in terms of my promises, I couldn’t afford to wait.

“Well, now we are truly running on dregs, but the Kobolds and Dwarves can use the empty queue and what we have left to establish their Mines. I’ll set up Defensive Emplacements around the testing site when we return from Kyoto.”

“I see. In that case, we shall have to work far-far harder on other matters. The Fae Stone barrier around the Spring of Clear Reflections and the Warning Bell network is being renewed, but I would most-most like to extend it to this Territory as well. After all, I consider it all one great-great Territory.” Shaeula declared, pointing to a second map, which covered the Spring in its new location, as well as the newly rebuilt mansion by the Ring Gate that Shaeraggo had provided us.

“You know, I still don’t get how the Spring will now remain with the Seelie Court and move with it.” I frowned, scratching my head.

“The lands of the Fae are mutable, though Territories remain fixed.” Shaeraggo answered in a condescending tone, eager to show his superior knowledge. It irritated me, making me want to annoy him, so I pulled Shaeula close again, before reaching out for Hyacinth too, who tried to protest that it was not seemly, but I ignored her, taking her in my arms as well. As he bristled, Selensha giggling softly beside him, I asked him for a further explanation.

Grinding his teeth in annoyance, he did so. “The Spring was located in quite-quite a different part of the Seelie Court before, but when it was taken by the foul Unseelie and corrupted, it broke-broke away. Therefore when the Seelie Court moved, it remained, occasionally bordering us as the Court travels from moon to moon. But now…” he lectured. “… it is recaptured, and once more is part of the whole, so will remain and move-move with us.”

I see. I get it, I think. It’s a bit like a block puzzle. “Well, it might be a bit presumptuous to consider a part of the Seelie Court as ours, but Shaeula, Hyacinth and I, we did manage to reclaim it, and Shaeula is in charge of it, so… yeah, obviously if it came under heavy attack, we’d send reinforcements, so it’d be nice to have some Fae technology protecting us.”

“Such would be unprecedented, but…” Moira consulted more documents. “…to protect a Territory of this size it is possible, though obviously the Spring is our priority for now.”

“As long as it happens, we can wait, right? That reminds me, how did your meetings go with the others?”

“Our support base is solid.” Shaeula puffed out her chest proudly. “Five-five stand with us confidently, and the remaining two are not-not opposed. That stupid fire-fox Duke Vulpatrius must be biting at his tail in frustration about how it has all-all played out.”

As she talked happily about her political machinations, I found myself admiring her, how animated and happy she was. She may not rule the Seelie, not yet, but in terms of my Oaths to her… I like to think we’re definitely getting there…
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“Sooo, soon we are going to this Kyotooo, yes?” Hyacinth was fastening up her maid outfit, still flushed and sweaty from our lovemaking. Shaeula was still naked, the bed covers tossed back, leaving her to tantalise my eye. As she saw me looking, she spread her legs with a giggle.

“That’s right.” I had to smile at their antics. We had returned to the Material in the early hours of the Friday morning, which gave us a little time for sleep and… other activities, before we were due to head into central Tokyo and catch the bullet train to Kyoto. Lodgings had been arranged for us in a very exclusive and upmarket ryokan, and my sis and Eri were extremely excited about the prospect of that, and apparently mom and auntie Hana too.

I guess women love hot springs and outdoor baths… “There is one thing though. Shaeula…” I spoke, serious, and she closed her legs, getting up to kneel on the bed carefully, awaiting my next words.

“…the Night Parade is likely active in Kyoto. We are bound to come across them, I’d imagine. What would you like to happen?”

“A good-good question.” Shaeula mused. “And one I have thought much-much about these past few days. Obviously I dream of seeing my mother again. I hope-hope for that. But even if I do not-not… I have business with the Night Parade. After all, those foolish cats…” Her smile was wicked, and I felt a brief sting through Kin Bonding And Restoration. “… they were sent-sent to slay me. Sadly for them, they failed.”

“Yeah, and you are part of the Night Parade now, at least that’s what my ability says.”

“Mistress should just dooo what she wants.” Hyacinth declared. “Akio too. I will suppooort you, as a good Brownie shooould. And a good mistress.” She giggled happily. Shaeula responded by patting her on the shoulder, smiling fondly at the maid she had once distrusted.

“Yes, you are right. I shall seek-seek redress, compensation. And I shall demand my due as the daughter of my mother. But before that… Akio, what-what is your plan for this Conclave? I dare say you are not-not satisfied with merely getting some crumbs of support now. Nor-nor should you be.”

“Akio is strong. The weak should nooot bother him, merely follow.” Hyacinth giggled.

“It’s not all about strength.” I warned. “But while you’ve been gone I’ve been laying the groundwork for… hey, what’s that look for?”

“Hmmm.” Shaeula pursed her lips. “From what-what I have been told, you neglected your duties to panic over this white princess.”

“Yes, I did some of that.” I admitted. “But even so, I’ve gained support from Takakura-san, who represents the nobility. It’s a shame we were told Hinata and the others can’t go, but…” As I outlined my plans, Shaeula nodded along happily, while Hyacinth occasionally interjected.

Yes. Like Shaeula and the Spring, I’ll only be satisfied coming out of this with a position of power and influence. I’m curious though, there are about two thousand four hundred true shrines in Japan, according to Chiyo-san. So there’s going to be an awful lot of people at Conclave. How many Astral Emperor candidates though? That’s the question…


Side Eighty-One – Emily Jade Oshiro


“Wow, this ryokan looks awesome.” My daughter, Aiko, was saying to her childhood friend and daughter of my best friend, Eri-chan. As they both huddled over the laptop, looking at photographs of the lodgings we would be occupying in Kyoto, I couldn’t help but smile. Ai always was very excitable, that’s for sure. She gets it from me, I think.

That was one thing I had always struggled with, the reserved nature of the Japanese. My husband, Taichi, who even now was sitting at the table frowning, was no exception, though obviously in private he was more open and affectionate than he was in front of our children, or the Mori family, despite being friends with them since his childhood. I remember meeting him when he was in England for work. He was a rather cold guy back then, and we didn’t hit it off immediately. Still, as he became a little more accustomed to life in Britain, he did warm up.

Shaking my head, I focused on what was important, which was the happiness of our kids. Well, Eri-chan has always been my daughter too, just as Hana thinks of Ai and Aki as her children. And it’s not as though it isn’t true, is it?

“Look mom, auntie!” Ai was practically screaming. “This is so cool! You even have to take the boat to reach it, cruising along the river! And the restaurants, open air baths, hot springs… wow, it’s amazing! And of course bro got us great rooms!”

Beside my excited daughter, Eri-chan was calmer, giving a small, contented smile. That’s not something I used to see much. Eri-chan was always a taciturn girl, cripplingly shy. Still, Ai used to drag her everywhere, following after her brother. It was rather heartwarming to see how Aki always used to look after them. I really did think that he and Eri-chan were destined to get married, back when they were kids. After all, she’s really cute, and boys do love a cute, shy girl…

“Look, Aiko.” Eri-chan sighed, a touch exasperated. “We are going there for work, to support Akio. It’s not a holiday. I’m a bit nervous, you know. We’ll be meeting all these important people, some like Akio, and… well, if we make mistakes, it’ll cause him problems. I don’t want that.”

“I know, all right.” Ai pouted adorably, and once more I was struck at how much she resembled me, where Aki was more like his father, and not just in eye colour. Ai had my boisterous temperament and thirst for adventure, whereas Aki was quieter, but deadly serious when it mattered.

I was surprised when Aki decided to move to Tokyo. Taichi didn’t approve, saying it was too expensive, but Aki dug deep and worked to support himself through university. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, after all, he did save for half a year to help Ai buy her bow for Kyūdō, even if what he put together was no more than a token. To think… to think he was just running away from Eri-chan and Ai. My stupid son…

Ai had told me about it, that it was their overdependence on him that had overwhelmed Aki, him not being a strong person. Sure, in a situation like with the dog, when there was no time to think over it or stew in his thoughts, he could be as brave as a lion, like his father. But when that was over, he was surprisingly cowardly. All the more reason I’m surprised now. Although… I always did feel there was something about Aki that was different, special. Maybe that’s a mother’s prerogative?

“Let little Ai have her fun, Eri.” Hana chided, looking over their shoulders, peering at the pictures on the screen. “I’m sure she knows how serious this is. But why not be excited? I must say I’m looking forward to a soak in the outdoor bath with Emi and my precious daughters.”

“Well, you’ve got more daughters than you know.” Ai smirked. “Seems like my bro picked up another woman, though this one was expected. I think… there could be one more too, if she grows a spine.”

At that Eri-chan looked displeased. “That girl… I don’t much like her. But Akio does, it seems, so if she pushed, he wouldn’t say no. I do concede she doesn’t seem quite as fake as she did before, but even so… never mind, I can’t do anything about it now, can I?”

At that Hana looked troubled, as well she might, and Taichi and Junpei exchanged meaningful looks. They were both drinking, rather early in the day, but at least it was beer, not the nice spirits Aki kept sending us. Still, as for me… It’s really strange. All this time, I wanted Aki and Eri-chan to get together, make us and the Mori’s a true family. And I’m delighted they have, Eri-chan always looks so happy now. But… I can’t help but be thrilled that my boy is charming everyone left and right. Well, it helps that Shaeula was so cute and nice, and those noble girls are so refined and elegant. What mother wouldn’t want such daughters-in-law? Our grandkids are going to be something else…

“Well, it looks like my dream of having a football team of daughters-in-law is going to come true.” I chuckled, trying to lighten the mood.

“That's all very well, but I can’t say I’m too thrilled about it.” Hana sniffed, and I winced. Yes, it’s a sore subject for her.

“I think… we’ll just leave you all to it. We have to pack anyway.” Ai said, deciding to scuttle out, the atmosphere tense.

“Yes, I should pack as well. Mother, mother-in-law, please don’t fight. This… this is for the best.” Eri-chan spoke as if to convince herself. “Akio isn’t normal, he’s a hero. Well, he always was mine, but now he’s everybody’s. What’s normal doesn’t apply to him, or to us. After all, Aiko and I, we chose to join him, to fight by his side. So… please try to understand.” And with that, the two of them departed, leaving a strained silence behind them.

“So, yeah. Eri-chan sure has grown bold.” I said lamely, and Hana shook her head, annoyed.

“Look, I get it Emi, I do. Your boy, the little Aki we both watched grow up into a fine young man, he’s breaking hearts everywhere he goes. As the mother of a son, it must make you very happy. But… my Eri, I wanted her to have a normal romance, a normal love, a normal marriage. The sort I had with Junpei, and you with Taichi. Is that so wrong?”

“Of course it is not wrong.” Taichi agreed, sighing. “There is a reason marriage is between one man and one woman. It is the proper way.”

“Is it though?” I felt the need to protest. “You talked to Hinata-chan, Motoko-chan and Natsumi-chan, didn't you?” Such good, nice girls. I can still hardly believe they’ll be marrying my Aki. “And their parents, Taichi.”

“Yes. I had that pleasure.” He nodded stiffly, his tone a little softer. “It seems that concubines and mistresses are indeed common in the upper classes I was not even aware existed. So they see it as quite normal. Historically, I suppose it was…”

“Yes, I was shocked too.” Junpei agreed. “They were so nonchalant about it, so… well, unphased. And Eri, our girl… when she came back from Las Vegas, she was so happy, but clearly insecure, nervous it would all break or vanish on her. But then we went to Tokyo, and she changed. I guess it was then she accepted sharing him with Shaeula.”

“It’s all very well. I like Shaeula too, don’t get me wrong, and little Eri says without her, she never would have had the courage to confess, or push hard enough to break down the walls in little Aki’s heart.” Hana mused, thinking. “But it’s different for the mother of a daughter. What would you do if Ai was involved with a man who had multiple women, and was saying he would look after and marry them all? I doubt you would be so overjoyed. I have to think of my little Eri and her happiness. Though…” She bit her lip, uncertain. “… Eri assures me this is the path to her happiness. And so far she seems joyful enough, but I worry as time goes on…”

If Ai was in some harem, just one of many? That question gave me pause. “To be honest, I’ve been a bit worried whether we’d ever see any grandkids.” I admitted, drawing surprised looks from the others.

“Oh come on. Aki, much as I dearly love my boy, when he blew his chance with his beautiful childhood friend by moving away, and never reported so much as a whiff of romance to us, I started to think maybe he was one of those guys who didn’t care about girls. As for Eri-chan… sorry to say this, but… well, you know.”

“I do. I worried too. I had hoped that eventually if little Aki never came back for her, she’d move on and find a nice, quiet boy who would look after her, but she seemed so opposed to it, unwilling to talk to anyone but little Ai. I hadn’t given up hope but… a mother worries. Still, Ai seems to have no trouble talking to boys or making friends…”

“Yes, but…” It’s not that, is it? Ai follows me, personality-wise, but she isn’t me, and she has her own issues. I can laugh about them now, I think, but… “… Ai was always too close to Aki. I mean, I wasn’t worried anything weird was going on, Aki and Ai are both way too normal for that. But she always seemed to compare other boys to Aki unfavourably. Besides…” Saying this was hard, but it seemed the time. “I always thought that … well, that Eri-chan and Ai were too close as well, if you know what I mean?”

“Really?” Junpei frowned, surprised. “They are just best friends, like Taichi and I were. Nothing strange about that at all.”

“You think? Maybe I was imagining it then, but I always did wonder what would happen if Aki never came back. Maybe we’d have our kids get married after all, just the girls.” I smiled to lighten the sting of that, but I had genuinely pondered it on occasion. Still, all that was in the past. “

As for… well, if Ai was happy… ugh, you are right, Hana. It does feel different when it’s my daughter. But look at it this way. If Aki accepts whatever relationship Ai ends up with, we have to as well. You think my little siscon son will let Ai enter into a toxic relationship? Just look at the baseball, he defended her honour rather dashingly.” I giggled at the thought.

“So long as Ai is happy, I think I can accept it, whether it be a same-sex relationship, polygamy, or anything else. I just don’t want her to miss out on love. It’s a wonderful thing.” I smiled at Taichi, remembering his clumsy courtship of me, my pregnancy, Aki, then my second pregnancy and our return to Japan.

Damn, that was hard. Japanese people can be really shitty with foreigners. If it wasn’t for Hana and Junpei supporting us, I’d still be an outsider, my kids too… which is why… “Look. Aki loves Eri-chan, you know that. And Eri-chan loves Aki. Shaeula told me that she’ll support Eri-chan in managing the harem…” It still shocked and thrilled me in equal parts saying that word in conjunction with my Aki. It was just like a manga. “… besides, honestly, even if this isn’t what you wanted, can you look me in the eyes and tell me that Eri-chan isn’t the happiest she’s ever been, Hana?”

“No, I guess not.” Hana conceded, defeated. “Damn, give me one of those beers.” She snatched one off the table and started drinking it. “I just worry, you know? And why shouldn’t I? Shaeula, those nobles… what if my little Eri can’t compete?”

Before I could open my mouth, Eri-chan was back, a sour, annoyed expression on her face. Another new expression. Compared to the blank-faced Eri-chan who missed Aki so, I like this a lot more.

“Mother, don’t be stupid. I get it. I was worried too, and sometimes… sometimes I still am. It’s only natural. Shaeula is a Faerie princes, and she’s disgustingly head-over-heels for Akio. And I’m not rich like Hinata, or from a good family like Motoko or Natsumi, or even able to fight like Hyacinth. And as for this new girl… I’ve not met her, but she’s a friend from university, and that’s part of Akio’s life we don’t really know. But I know things about Akio that they don’t. After all, I’m his childhood friend. We have a lot of memories together. Happy ones.”

“Uh, how did you know we were talking about you?” Hana asked, and Eri rolled her eyes, reminding me of Ai.

“I have really good hearing now. Sometimes it’s a nuisance, but… look. Mother, father. I get that you are worried for me. But…” She flushed, her pale skin turning pink. “I am Akio’s first kiss, his first… time. His first wife. Shaeula may have said it as a joke or a bribe, but I intend to take that role. Whenever I worry or I feel lonely, I can call him, and he’ll reassure me. And soon, in just half a year, I’ll be with him, together at last.” Her smile was radiant, and I once more was amazed at how cute our daughters were.

“So you just worry about more important things than me, like how you are going to help Akio at this Conclave. I’m glad I get to go on a trip with my family, but I’m there to support Akio! Oh, and mother-in-law…” She turned to me, and I felt nervous. “…I love Aiko very much, yes. She’s my precious best friend. But somehow I don’t see us being together that way. It’s not a relationship I’m interested in, or love. It’s Aiko, and she's my truest, best friend. I think Aiko feels the same way. She’s not in a rush to find love. But a girl like Aiko, she won’t find it hard to find someone when the time comes.”

Oh Gods, Eri-chan heard that. I hope Ai didn’t too. As if reading my thoughts, Eri-chan’s expression changed, turning impish. “Aiko heard too, though her ears aren’t as good as mine. She’s currently hiding in her futon, unwilling to come out.”

“I see.” I managed, mortified. “Well, it’s not like…” As Eri-chan burst out laughing, it was me that was blushing now.

“I know. Aiko knows too.” she continued after I calmed down. “We were all wrong, Aiko, Akio and me. I’m sorry if we made you worry. But everything is fine now. It is. Better than fine. I’m happy, Aiko is happy and Akio is happy. And this happiness… now we have to fight for it.” She clenched her fists. “So enough talk of stupid things, back to thinking about how to support your son, okay, auntie Emily?”

With that Eri left again, leaving us all exchanging glances. My face was hot still, and Hana was amused as her daughter defeated me soundly, but she looked a touch melancholy too.

“She’s really grown up.” Hana sighed. “It somehow makes me a little sad. To think my shy little Eri, who wouldn’t even ask little Aki out, until pushed by a strong rival, is talking about fighting for happiness. She’s right though. Whether I approve or not, Aki and Eri chose this. So, Kyoto. I still can’t wrap my head around it.”

“I always knew my boy was special. But this…” I mused, and Taichi laughed then, surprising me.

“Special? I always thought Akio was anything but special. Eking out a living in Tokyo doing freelance work, spurning the affection of the girl he was most likely to settle down with… a typical foolish young man, if you ask me. Still, it seems I was wrong. Just like I set out for foreign shores in my youth, so too has Akio, though the shores are far more distant than anything I ever travelled to.”

“This Boundary.” Junpei agreed. “I still can’t believe it. Another world full of strange creatures and magic overlapping our own. Still, there’s no choice but to believe, is there?”

That’s true. We’ve seen it for ourselves after all. “Yes. I worry about Eri-chan and Ai, that place is dangerous. But then…” I remembered seeing Ai with that fiery bow, and Eri-chan swinging that huge axe, her pretty goth-loli dress fluttering as she darted about at inhuman speeds.

Apparently Aki made those clothes, or helped or some such. He must really like Eri-chan in those sort of outfits. Poor Ai only got a leather jerkin and trousers and seemed rather sore about it. Still, what could she expect? Eri-chan was his girlfriend, Ai was only his sister, and what brother wanted to dress up his sister in cute outfits? Not even Aki was such a siscon.

“… my little Eri seems so strong.” Hana agreed. “I can hardly believe it myself. The other day, I asked her to move a chest of drawers for me, forgetting it was still full of clothes, but she lifted it up and carried it like it was her schoolbag. Seeing that makes this real…”

“My aches and pains seem a lot better too.” Junpei agreed. “Ever since the… Chirurgery, wasn’t it…?” At our nods, he continued. “… I’ve felt less tired, with more energy and my bad knee barely hurts at all. I think if nothing else, that’s a great thing.”

“Still, I do not like it.” Taichi frowned. “My son… fighting. He is not just responsible for himself anymore. He is responsible for your daughter now, Junpei, Hana. And this Shaeula, and more. If he dies…”

The thought chilled me. I had no wish to think of Aki getting hurt. I had been horrified when he was wounded as a child, fighting that dog. But I was also proud. He stood up for his sister and his friend, despite the risks. But does he need to be the one to stand up here? I’m not sure…

“…if he dies, Eri will be heartbroken. But… secure.” Junpei muttered bitterly. “It feels rather shameful, taking money from our son-in-law, even if we’ve always been close. Apparently provision has been made should anything happen to him, with Eri and Aiko-chan the joint beneficiaries.”

“Well, our families have always done the best we can. After all, we aren’t exactly wealthy, any of us, are we?” I smiled at Taichi. His job put food on the table, but that was about it. Junpei made even less, and his family had debts from the expense of paying for Hana’s parents to undergo treatment for their illnesses. “Now Aki is just doing what a good son should. But yes, money or no… Eri-chan would be devastated.”

“He will not back down though. No matter what we say.” Taichi declared. “How many times did I scold him and chastise him when he was younger, for taking your daughter out up into the mountains at night?”

“Yes, he did do that a lot.” Junpei recalled, and Hana smiled fondly.

“My little Eri, she always loved the stars, and would pester him to take her to the mountains so she could see them. Even now she loves them. The other night she took the telescope Aki got her for her birthday up to do some stargazing. I tried to tell her not to go alone, but she just laughed at me, saying if a bear attacked her she could beat it up. And seeing her in that Boundary, I believe it…”

“Yes, and there was that time you were called into school, Taichi…” Junpei was chuckling. “… when he made the girls that were picking on Eri cry. And that other time, when someone stole Aiko-chan’s outdoor shoes…”

As they told stories of our children, I found myself smiling. Kyoto, huh? I’ve never been, despite living in Japan for so long. Going as a family is nice, even if that family is a lot larger now. It’s a shame that the noble girls can’t come, some naked socialising would help us get to know each other better. Still, Ai said I would get to meet this Hyacinth girl again, and we might get to talk properly this time. She’s like Shaeula, right? A Fairy? Brownies, I’ve heard of them. Fairy tales are all real, it seems… I'd love to get to know the pair of them much better.

“So, we are all in agreement then?” I asked, as the story time finished. If Eri-chan and Ai were listening still, no doubt they’d be even more embarrassed. I’ll have to make a nice dinner to make it up to them. “All that matters is protecting the happiness of Ai, Aki and Eri-chan, as well as the new daughters we’ve made?”

Hana pursed her lips. “As long as my Eri is consenting, I can hardly say no, can I? But if any of these girls hurt her…”

“Akio would not stand for it.” Taichi denied her. “He is a man now, and while he has chosen a reckless, selfish path, much like when he faced the dog, so long as the injuries are only his own, and those he has chosen to love come to no harm, their hearts protected, well then… as a man myself, and a husband who loves his wife…”

I blushed at that. Taichi wasn’t particularly demonstrative, but could be surprisingly affectionate when he wanted to be. A bit like Aki, it seems. Romantic dinners, gifts and more. I’m proud of my little boy! I guess there’s hope for that football team yet. I wonder what this girl he loved from university is like? I hear… I hear there was a bad accident. I hope she’ll be okay…

“…I can respect that, and call him a man, if a greedy, reckless one.” Taichi finished, and we applauded the sentiments.

“So in that case, we need to remember, Kyoto isn’t a holiday, it’s work, right?” I warned, and everyone else agreed. “Give me that.” I took a beer, ignoring their protests that I couldn’t handle my booze, which was clearly wrong, as being British, drinking was in my blood. Cracking the ring pull, I took a sip, satisfied. “Well then. First, what we need to do is…”


Side Eighty-Two - Zhao Daiyu, Incorruptible Jade Sect


“…Umi no shoujo!”

“Kanojo o hikinuku!”

Strange voices were filtering through the dark murk of her consciousness. She was cold, so terribly cold, as if her blood had been drained and replaced by frozen water. Even so, that cold was nothing compared to the gnawing, bitter feeling of hunger that clawed at her insides, and a savage thirst that had compelled her to drink the salty water that had surrounded her, driving her near to madness, only stoking the cruel twin demons of famine that wracked her body.

More unintelligible voices, speaking a language she didn’t understand. Unable to open her eyes, the lids gummed shut by salt and debris, she flailed weakly, a new pain burning through her body, that of Qi deprivation, her reserves burned to the dregs and beyond by her long drifting. That pain was then joined by yet more, her half-healed wounds, constantly bathed in stinging, caustic seawater, some inflamed and infected, others ripped and torn by the many creatures that dwelt within the water.

“Ah, how is it… I … still live.” she croaked weakly, eliciting another burst of words from her would-be rescuers.

“Kanojo wa ikite iru, isoide…”

Something coiled around her wrist, and her delicate body nearly shattered under the sudden strain, vertigo assailing her as she was lifted out of the chilled water, only to land heavily on some sort of wooden surface. Her exposed flesh burned, and she realised she was clad in only the bloody rags of her combat dress, before her consciousness started to sink once more, her head spinning, the last words she could hear unknown ones to her…
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“Hidoi kega. Kanojo wa dono yō ni ikite imasu ka?”

Daiyu surged back to consciousness, the assault of pain dragging her from her sleep. She felt something pressed against her mouth, and opened her salty, cracked lips instinctively, skin tearing, the pain not even noticeable. It was then cool, blessed water entered her mouth, not the salty, brackish seawater that had been her only company for what seemed like forever to her.

She swallowed, choking, and suddenly someone was thumping her back. That sent new jolts of pain through her battered body, but despite the agony, the sensations were welcome, proof that she was still alive. As her dry gums and throat were moistened, she worked her throat, gulping down the refreshing liquid.

She could feel something around her, a blanket perhaps, the fabric scratchy but warm, and she tried to open her eyes, but they were gummed shut by salt and blood. With what faint trickles of Qi she had remaining, she let out her senses, meridians burning from the constant overuse during however many days she had been lost at sea.

It is a boat? At her Foundation realm, it was quite possible to get an image of the surrounding area with Qi, though reading text or seeing fine details would be impossible. She could see the aura of more than a dozen people, as well as make out the rough structure of the ship. There was a carcass on deck, rather large, still containing the faint remains of the Qi that was its life force, pools of blood on the deck radiating more energy that her Qi sensing picked up as plumes of mist. A whale, perhaps? Is this a fishing vessel?

More words were said to her in that unintelligible tongue, and she realised it was another Asian language, for while she only spoke Chinese, Daiyu could tell the difference between that and common Western languages like English, of which she knew a few words, much like everyone worldwide. Korean perhaps? Or Japanese?

She frowned, finishing the last of the water, unable to respond. When she remained silent, someone spoke again, and then she flinched as something suddenly touched her face.

“Do not touch me so carelessly!” she snapped, her voice sounding strange to her, rusty and hoarse, as though it had not been used in days, maybe even weeks.

“Chūgokugo? Chinese?” a man said, and Daiyu recognised the English word.

“Yes, Chinese. Chinese.” she agreed, feeling the filth being wiped from her face. Her eyes finally opened, only for the sudden sunlight to pierce her weary black eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks from the unexpected glare. Biting down on a curse, she groaned, her limbs not willing to obey her as she tried to stand. That panicked the fishermen, and though they were but indistinct shadows in her dim vision, she could see them bustling about.

More words she couldn’t understand, though a few of them seemed familiar to her, making her sure that she was now on a Japanese vessel. Their pidgin English was scattered in too, and Daiyu managed to interpret a little.

I see. You say not to stand up. It seems I have to agree. She gave up on her futile efforts to move her body. Collapsing back to the deck, ignoring the further shouts of the fishermen around her, she squeezed shut her eyes, the moisture running down her face now tears of grief, not merely a reaction to the harsh sunlight. I… I am alive? But how?

Biting her cracked, bleeding lips, tasting iron, she started to sob, her usual stoicism, her training as a Cultivator, all nothing in comparison to the emotions surging within her. Relief at survival, horror at the days and nights of torment, drifting in the ocean, dying slowly, and grief at the thought of her failure. The mission… the one who could trace those of us chosen by the Heavens and the Dao seemed to be dead already… and then…

Her whole body shuddered, her wounds blazing with fiery pain, as she remembered the catastrophic failure of their assassination mission, the troops from the new Ministry and that bitch from the Emerald Lotus, Sun Lisha… and the outcome. The twins were surely dead, and as for Brother Wei, he might have survived, but the odds were clearly against him, and that meant…

My father. The Sect… I have been drifting for days. It is too late to prevent the Ministry from finding out about our actions now… Father, honoured Patriarch, your foolish daughter has failed you. I pray that the Incorruptible Jade remains unbroken, but I fear… I fear the worst…

Leaking a sob, Daiyu covered her face with one bloody and scabbed arm, before she started wailing, a dam bursting inside her. I survived, but if the Incorruptible Jade is gone… what worth is living anyway?

[image: image-placeholder]

“I am sorry for my unseemly display.” Daiyu apologised, though the fisherman clearly didn’t understand her words. Smiling consolingly, he passed her a mug of some sort of hot soup. Daiyu took it gingerly, thanking him, which the man seemed to understand, as he nodded at her.

She was also wearing fresh clothes, though they were a set of male overalls, far too large for her modest frame, so she had to tie up the sleeves and hems. Even so, compared to the tattered rags that was her dress, which had barely covered anything, she felt much better, although…

The whaling vessel had little in the way of amenities, especially those that might prove dangerous in stormy waters, but there was a small mirror, a little cracked, but still serviceable, and Daiyu had inspected herself when she had changed, still amazed that she was alive, and what she had seen… Well, no wonder I feel so wretched. It is surely a miracle I still live. Perhaps the will of the Heavens, or the Dao itself.

She was so terribly gaunt, barely skin and bone, and her once lustrous dark hair was tangled and starting to turn white from stress. Her body was littered with half-healed wounds where the bullets had broken her flesh, and raw, angry tissue was swollen where fish and other sea creatures had attacked her as she drifted, thinking her an easy meal. There were broken bones too, most likely. One of her legs wasn’t supporting her weight properly, sending needles of agony through her every time she tried to move it, and several ribs were surely cracked.

Cultivators are far hardier than mere humans, especially while one has an adequate supply of Qi. And I was made stronger still, by the blessings of the Heavens, my body tougher than even the old scriptures said of the realm above Foundation. Even so, to survive adrift for days, weeks… only the legendary Cultivators from Kunlun, those of the Golden Core or above, should have been able to endure.

Though she had to admit such a powerful Cultivator would not be in her situation in the first place. That bitch Sun Lisha would have been vaporised by Qi strikes, or perhaps blasted by lightning, and the guns of the Ministry would have been useless against her. Qi cannot stop steel now, but back then… well, I dare say if one can stop the raging fury of a Qilin, then one can endure bullets.

Taking a sip of the warm soup she smiled wearily, eliciting a happy stream of words from the fisherman. She bowed to him, and then as he left she continued to drink the soup, lost in thought. Perhaps… perhaps the blessing of Chang’e, the immortal Goddess of the moon, kept me alive beyond the brink of death, despite my rejection of it. But immortal I am not… She considered her wounds. Even now, she was recovering a little Qi, but all of that was being spent to hasten the healing of her injuries, fighting infection. Still, the recovery, while slow, seemed far more efficient than it should.

“So, what to do?” she croaked, her throat loosening, the cold water and sugary drinks, coupled with food in her belly for the first time in a while, combining to bring her back to some semblance of normality. The first issue was her situation. Her rescuers, despite being Japanese, foreign enemies, were treating her with surprising care.

If the situation was reversed, and some foreigner washed up on the shores of her Sect, she doubted the reception would have been so kind. Perhaps my poor condition saved me. Perhaps I am not in a fit state to be enjoyed. Her expression was bitter. Beauty was not important to her, Cultivation and the Dao was, but regardless, it was impossible not to feel pride at her looks, even if she hated her nickname. So while she was obviously extremely grateful she had not been abused or molested when rescued by the passing boat, it did sting her pride a little.

She snorted sourly, realising her mind was still clouded, and she was hardly thinking clearly. “No, firstly I have to find a way out of this predicament.” She had no idea where she was. On a whaling vessel, obviously. But that did not help much. As she didn’t speak the language, getting any appreciable information would be impossible. There is little chance of them dropping me off at a port in China.

A lone girl, on a boat with dozens of burly fishermen, well, the situation would normally be quite tense, but now that she was able to eat and drink again and marshal her Qi, soon she would be more than capable of defending herself. Though I will have to get by on little sleep, I am afraid.

“No…” She finished the soup, even going so far as to lick the inside of the mug until not a drop remained, causing her to flush with embarrassment. Glad nobody was watching, she rummaged around through the room and came up with a packet of hard biscuits. Crunching one satisfyingly, she winced as her teeth rattled, a little loose in her gums.

Swallowing, she reached for a bottle of water, washing it down. “… assuming I do make it back to China, what then? While it is likely I am believed dead, if the Sect has been destroyed… no, no. I cannot give in to despair! Anger is the emotion I need now.”

Assuming the worst case scenario, that both her Sect and the Mountain Fang Sect had been destroyed by the Party and the traitorous Great Sects that threw their lot in with them, in defiance of all history and tradition, then all that she could do was to seek due redress, vengeance.

While there were doubtless other Sects that were opposed to the Party and their new Ministry and the rapacious plundering of Sect secrets and powerbase, such as Golden Starfall, with the likely destruction of her own Sect… once more she swallowed nervously, trying to remain calm… her enemies, such as Unquenchable Sun, led by that bastard Chong Gui, and that bitch from the Emerald Lotus, who she hated even more than ever, Xiao Xia, would be on the ascendant. Is there anything I can do? How can I turn this around?

As she thought about that, there was a knock on the door to the small cabin she was in. “Enter.” she called out, knowing they didn’t understand. After a moment, an older man entered anyway, carrying a strange brick-like object. He offered it to her and she looked at it, puzzled. Seeing that, the man tried to make her understand.

“Eisei Denwa! Phone! Take. Uketotte kudasai!” It was a mix of broken English and Japanese, but Daiyu finally understood. A phone. I see. While I do not know much about technology, I do know it should not have any signal out here on the open ocean?

Seeing the look of confusion on her face he pressed the phone into her hands, smiling. “Daijōbu. All good.” He then mimed making a call, while pointing up towards the sky. Daiyu shook her head, but the man was insistent.

“Assuming it does work, who do I even call? Our Sect does not make use of such things. Wait…” An image came back to her, of an unlikely ally, one who was confused and lost at the new situation she found herself in. Remembering the woman, who reminded her of a frightened rabbit, despite her nice suit and rather austere hairstyle, she thought back to when she had handed her a business card. I remember. There was a phone number on it. Still, do I call her? Getting her involved in this when there is not much she can do sits ill with me…

Seeing her hand hovering over the buttons, the fisherman urged her to call with gestures, so with a sigh she decided. I might as well. Even if she cannot help, I can at least find out if there is any news of the Sect, my honoured Patriarch…

Pressing the buttons in order, the phone started making a ringing noise. It rang, and rang, and Daiyu was about to give up when the phone clicked, and a diffident voice came over the line, one she recognised. “Hello, who would this be? I don’t receive many international calls.”

On hearing the familiar voice, still reminding her of a small, frightened animal, Daiyu felt her body go limp, the tension released. Not even realising she was smiling, she spoke. “Jang Huifen, it is me.”

For a moment there was silence, and then she spoke up. “Zhao Daiyu, is that you? I… I thought you were… dead.” Her words were whispered, but even so they sent a chill through her.

“It is safe for you to speak now?” Daiyu asked, and Huifen responded, clearly shaken.

“Yes, yes. I’m in my office right now, there’s no-one else around.” Daiyu could hear her swallowing nervously over the phone. “Just what happened? The Department has been going crazy. People are being hauled away one after another, and… not everyone comes back. Everyone has been assigned Party Liaisons too, but they are surely just informers and spies. Luckily mine decided to go drinking tonight, or else…”

She took a deep breath, composing herself. “I don’t know what’s going on. I’m not versed in all these strange matters like you are, or Wei Feng. I’m just doing the best I can. But… but Tang Bai, he says there has been a purge of the Cultivators. That’s… that’s you, isn't it?”

Daiyu felt a cold chill creeping up her spine. Sometimes the Heavens would give an omen, and this clearly was one, a grim one. “Did… did brother Bai say anything about my Sect?”

“It… well, the Incorruptible Jade was declared an enemy of the People. You… you assassinated the Vice-Minister?” She phrased it as a question, and Daiyu felt a pain that had nothing to do with her many wounds.

“No, he was dead before we arrived. It was a setup, it seems like, or someone else found out and used us as scapegoats for their own plans. We were but foolish snakes trying to snatch what a dragon had already taken.” She was enraged at the thought, but nothing else made sense. “And now the monkeys swarm, beating us out of hiding. So, my Sect?” she pressed.

“The… the Ministry published a list of proscribed organisations. The Incorruptible Jade is on it and refused to surrender. The People’s Liberation Army, supported by the Ministry and several other of these Sects… they wiped it out, so Tang Bai says. It’s… barbaric. I don’t want to be a part of this, but what choice do I have?”

So the truth is known. The winds are not always favourable, soldiers do not always triumph. Even so… the Incorruptible Jade lives on as long as I do. And I cry for vengeance. As Daiyu pondered that, not aware she was shedding tears, the fisherman looking at her sympathetically, Huifen spoke again.

“But… your father might have escaped. Tang Bai says that the Minister was very angry after the attack, and that they lost men and Cultivators. So don’t give up, please!”

“I see.” Honoured Patriarch, no, father… I pray you are safe. Even if we have to flee like dogs, a dog can still bite out the throat of a careless tiger. But I shall accept the worst. There truly was little chance her father or any of the others could have escaped the web of the Department, not when other Sects were arrayed against them.

“Thank you for telling me, Huifen. You… keep your head down, stay safe. There is no point joining the dead. The Party, the Army, the Department and those Sects that betrayed us, betrayed China… in the end, they will all pay.”

“So, where… where are you?” she asked diffidently. “This call is from a satellite phone, right? International?”

“I am on a ship.” she admitted, chagrined. “I was nearly killed and left adrift in the ocean, until someone rescued me.”

“Seriously? But it’s been ten days or so since everything went crazy. It should be impossible to survive that! Are you all right?” she asked, concerned.

Jang Huifen is a good woman. It seems even those who do not Cultivate can be honourable. I am touched by her concern. “I am rather durable, it seems. Though to call me all right is far from the truth. I look like a jiāngshī, all gaunt and grey. Still, I am a Cultivator, in the Foundation realm. Given time, I can heal.” Especially with the blessing of Chang’e, it seems.

“Is that right?” she muttered. “I suppose I have noticed I’m stronger too now. So… what do you plan to do?”

“A good question. Even a dragon cannot suppress a local snake, so rushing back to my death would be foolish. And I need to recover before anything else. Wait, Huifen, do you speak Japanese?” she asked.

“Japanese? No. Some English is all.”

“I have no idea why I expected anything else.” Daiyu sighed. A shame. I need to know where I am and where we are headed. Once I have found a place to rest and recover I can make my plans, and see if I can get in touch with my father, if he does indeed still live.

“Sorry.” Huifen mumbled in a small voice. “But… my phone has a translation app. I can use that?”

“I see…?” Daiyu replied, a little puzzled.

“Put them on, and I’ll use it.”

With that, Daiyu handed the fisherman the phone. He spoke, and after a minute oddly accented Japanese, narrated in a robotic tone, came back. He brightened and replied, and after some back and forth, he handed the phone back to the impatient Daiyu.

“So, well… I found out what you wanted to know.” she said hesitantly.

“Excellent. I thank you, I will not forget your help, Huifen.” Daiyu praised.

“No, don’t thank me yet. They say you are in the Pacific ocean, on a whaling vessel.”

“I knew that. I saw the whale.” Daiyu sighed.

“Yes, and… apparently they are not due to return to Japan for another three weeks…” she said quietly, and Daiyu wondered if she had misheard.

“What did you say? Three weeks?” That cannot be right…

“I am afraid so. They usually stay out for three months, and were starting to head back to Japan. I suppose… though don’t worry, they say they can call in an emergency medical evacuation to the Japanese Navy. Though…”

“Though what?” Daiyu asked, having a bad feeling.

“Though they are quite far out to sea, and so rescue might not be immediate. They have some medical facilities on the ship, and can treat you for now, but they say that with the condition you were in when pulled out of the ocean, it’s a miracle you are still alive. They are delighted you are up and eating, but they fear you could drop dead at any time.”

“I am quite tough, as you now know.” Daiyu sighed. “I do not need their assistance, with my Qi and the blessing of Chang’e, I can heal.” Yes, it is time to accept the power I have denied. I was too prideful, and it has cost me dearly, it seems.

“Yes, but they don’t know that, do they?” Huifen explained reasonably. “In any case, they are only prepared to call the Japanese Navy or Coastguard, not the Chinese, as… whaling vessels are not well-regarded, are they? So…”

“I do not speak Japanese and I do not care for them. That would be a problem.” Daiyu reasoned. “But then, if I return to China, I fear…” Her mind worked, not as clear as usual, as her injuries, while slowly healing, were severe, and she had only just replenished her fluids and eaten, her energy levels low.

“You can call me in an emergency, and I can use the application to translate.” Huifen promised. “But… I have some fears too. If I get a lot of international calls… I worry that my phone might be tapped. If they find out I’m helping you…” She trailed off, afraid, and Daiyu felt a little bad for her.

“Do not worry. I will try to get by, somehow. Tell them to call in my rescue. I cannot bear to be trapped on the ocean for three weeks, nor do I have the time for it.” She handed the phone over, leaving it to Huifen, before slumping down, mentally and physically exhausted. Cradling her weary head in her hands, she ruminated on her options.

Three weeks? Trapped in the middle of the ocean, with a crew whose language I do not speak? There is no way I can endure that, but my alternative is ending up in Japan, in the care of an enemy country. No, even if I wait on the boat, it will just make port in Japan anyway. Right now her heart ached more than her wounds, which burned fiercely enough.

By the Dao, how can I start my revenge while I am stuck in another country? It will be a miracle if they do not detain me as a spy, or torture me for information. The only small mercy was she would have time to heal her body with Qi and Chang'e's blessing, and hopefully eat and drink enough to regain her former vigour, before rescue arrived, as she did not wish to reveal Sect secrets to outsiders, least of all foreigners.

As the fisherman finished speaking to Huifen and hung up the phone, giving her a thumbs-up, to indicate everything was okay, she held in a sigh. I cannot complain, after all, they pulled me from the ocean. If I drifted there much longer, perhaps even the vitality of Chang’e would have failed me. They saved my life, and I, a proud Cultivator, always honour my debts. Even so… to be forced to enter an enemy country! I suppose enduring ever deepening pain is one path to the Dao. Suffering breeds strength, after all. And how we have suffered at the hands of fools who seek to ruin China and betray the ancient mysteries of lost, departed Kunlun…

Gesturing to the fisherman for more food, he smiled in agreement and left the room. Maybe if I eat all their supplies, they will make my rescuers hurry? If they do not simply try and toss me overboard again, of course… her thoughts were bitter, self-mockery all she had to cling to now, that and thoughts of finishing the job on that bitch Sun Lisha that brother Wei had failed at, and burning down the Emerald Lotus Sect, Xiao Xia along with it…

Japan. Just what am I going to do? I have no money, no identification, I do not speak their language… The Dao is a hard path indeed… yet... the Heavens always give a sliver of a chance.

Shutting her eyes, Daiyu reached for the power that was not wholly hers, the vitality of Chang'e, and with her slowly replenishing Qi, stimulated it, allowing it to work with her, not against her, and she felt a brief surge of vitality, her numerous aches and pains fading.

Yes, there is always a path. It may be near impossible to walk, but... despite everything, I am Zhao Daiyu, and I shall advance, even if I must crawl naked over broken glass, blood soaking the ground at every last step...


Side Eighty-Three - Adam White, Director of the NSA, Paranormal Branch


“Director White, we have the up-to-date figures on the black cats.” Files were passed over by the sharply dressed African-American woman who was his Undersecretary, and Adam surveyed them curiously.

I see. The numbers seem to check out. To think there were so many of these cats on our own soil, lurking just below the surface.

Adam sighed, running a hand through his sandy brown hair, his hazel eyes squinting at the report. “It’s amazing how many people use their phones and the internet carelessly, isn’t it? Still, it makes our jobs easier. And that would be nice for change. With preparations for next year's election campaign ramping up and the President throwing his weight around… fortunately we have underplayed the scale and importance of this whole affair significantly, and our glorious President isn't one for paying attention to briefings unless it's in his area of interest anyway.”

“Director!” the woman cried, scandalised. “That is our President, show more respect!”

“Presidents come and go, but the State endures.” Adam disagreed, having a personal dislike for the brash President that made everything about him, not policies. “If he wins re-election, at least by then we should have the situation under control, and hopefully he won't be able to cause too many problems. But for now, we need to get a handle on this situation, while the world at large is unaware, and our President is largely ignorant, giving us freer hands to do what must be done.”

And what a situation it is. Magical powers, another parallel dimension. It sounds like a fever dream from the CIA and their Stargate Project. No, only this one is real… “Anyway, are we keeping surveillance on these targets?” He indicated the new ninety-seven names on the list, taking their tally to somewhere around three thousand domestically, and seven hundred internationally.

“Of course, though it is stretching our agents thin. Even with help from the CIA, FBI, Homeland Security and the Military, monitoring so many is straining our resources. And… accidents… happen.”

“Yes. They do.” Adam agreed sourly.

“We have the latest reports from China as well. They make grim reading.” she continued, handing over another file.

Looking at the next set of highly classified documents, Adam felt a headache coming on. “All dead, huh? They may be deep-cover agents, but even so, they were US citizens and patriots. Still, what information they did manage to smuggle out was a prize worthy of their sacrifice. I’d say they all deserve the Medal of Honour, but only a handful of Congress are fully aware of the situation, so I’m afraid their heroics will have to go unrewarded, at least for now.”

“It doesn’t make sense.” she pointed out, shaking her head. “From what little information we got back, it seems that the CCP is leading a massive purge. To remove so many assets at a time like this…”

“They've always valued loyalty over potentially loose cannons.” Adam disagreed. “I think they have a saying, don’t they? Kill the chicken to scare the monkey. Now not only those who avoided this purge feel pressured to stay in line, it’s also a message to foreign powers like us, to keep our noses out of their business. Besides…” he observed, rubbing at his aching temples. “… it isn’t like we haven’t been guilty of the same.”

His gaze strayed to a laptop, where the truly secret intelligence was kept. The device didn’t even have internet functionality or hardware installed, and the encryption was the best the NSA could use, cutting edge quantum encryption. It would take either a quantum computer, or some sort of insane genius to hack it.

“You mean?” she asked, a touch awed and also fearful.

“Yes, the Vermillion List.” Adam, surprisingly enough, was a keen wargamer, and in the corner of his office a display case rested, with row upon row of neatly painted figures and tanks arrayed there. Not that I have had much time to play recently. Since August, I’ve been working non-stop. I’ve barely had time to see my wife and kids, never mind time for hobbies.

Still, as a proud American, he had always identified with the human faction of that wargame, and with the Inquisition in particular. After all, I am in the same business, making hard, dirty choices, my hands filthy, all for the good of everyone. If only the American public and the politicians understood that…

“So, anyway…” She didn’t want to think about the contents of the list, and who could blame her, as the information contained within was disturbing, and borderline unconstitutional. Borderline. Hardly, but in times of crisis we need to be bold.

“…the deal with Japan for the F-22 Raptors is done. but the Department of Defence is still kicking up a stink. Handing over such advanced fighter jets to another nation, even an allied one, goes against every policy we have had until now. And we are selling them a dozen at barely break even.”

“Well, we fucked up, plain and simple. And on the back foot, what could we do?” Adam shook his aching head, pulling open the laptop containing the Vermillion List. In addition to quantum encryption, it needed a password, as well as retinal and thumb scans to unlock. As it blinked on, he entered a few characters, and a profile was displayed.

“Akio Moonstone Oshiro.” The names were in American order. “Priority Rank: Vermillion. Threat Rank: Vermillion.”

“Double Vermillion.” she gasped, shocked. She was long used to Adam’s foibles when it came to classifying things, so the Vermillion/Magenta/Violet/Indigo/Black system wasn’t anything she didn’t understand. Even so, she was stunned. “Is he really so important?”

“Well, he was Magenta and Indigo before.” Adam sighed mournfully. “From the intel we got from that Private Military Contractor via the DoD, it seemed like he knew a lot, but wasn’t that strong. Indigo for sure. Our assets should have been able to take him.” On a button press another profile popped up.

“Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. Priority Rank: Vermillion. Threat Rank: Magenta.” Unlike Akio’s profile, which had a lot of data the NSA had managed to hack, including family records, college history, and phone records, which had yielded some interesting information, Shaeula had almost no information listed about her. They were not even sure of her country of origin.

“The Japanese are wise to us, and we can’t use our satellite intercepts or tap the internet so freely anymore, now that they’ve put countermeasures in place. If we get caught out messing with them again, well, the several billion we’ve ended up paying out in this incident will look like nothing, and we can’t really afford to upset allied nations right now, not when the situation is so grave.”

He clicked through more of the files, listing several Vermillion Rank Chinese nationals, as well as a Brazilian who they had tried to capture but likewise failed on, though at least this time the Brazilian government hadn’t been involved, as he was the self-styled ‘king of the favelas’ and was beneath their notice, despite the large organisation he was forming, to rival the gangs of Rio de Janeiro.

“Then there’s this mess. Eleanor Elizabeth Diana Windsor. Priority Rank: Violet. Threat Rank: Violet. A Princess…” He snorted at that, America being a republic. “… and apparently quite popular. There’s no way we can make a move on her. Still, our embassy noticed some strange behaviour at parties, and from that…” He brought up more files, including one particularly strange one.

“Mary Stuart. This woman is a mystery, and she doesn’t seem to use the internet or any sort of mobile device, so our ability to gather intelligence on her is limited. It was considered worth an attempt to bring her in, and we even sent one of our own people to support… but our agents disappeared without trace, him too. We have to assume them dead, and her threat rating was buffed to Vermillion, but…”

“Do I want to know all this?” his Undersecretary asked, pouting.

“Of course. After all, you may be my Undersecretary, but in actuality you are second-in-command of this whole branch of the NSA, Viola. You’ve been working your way up the ladder for years, eager to break the glass ceiling and prove those wrong who said a woman couldn’t make it. Now you have the job, why are you so sour?”

“Because I expected to end up in the normal NSA.” Viola complained with a long sigh.

“Well, get used to it, this is the new normal. You’ve seen the videos of the tests our soldiers ran, and it’s terrifying. Even if you discount the supernatural abilities they have, their physical strength and speed are far above the norm, intellect too, though there seems to be substantial variances between each individual.”

“I’ve seen them, but I hardly believe them. The military scientists are going nuts. I hear several have been sent to rehab.” She shook her head, exasperated. “So anyway, that reminds me, you have a meeting at two, with the top brass from the Pentagon, Military, CIA, FBI and DARPA. They’ll be annoyed if you are late again, sir.”

“That's on them. Is anyone else as busy as I am?” he complained, walking over to his cabinet and taking out one of his miniatures, his favourite, the one that he imagined was him, battling in the far future for the good of humanity, doing whatever was needed, whatever the cost. “They should be grateful I even show up. So help me, if they bitch about the F-22’s or the other concessions, I’m going to send them out on a mission to secure a Vermillion Rank target, see how well they do. Damn, if only I could.”

Putting back the figure he shut the cabinet. “It’s nice to dream, but this is reality.” Returning to the laptop he brought up the target that he really wanted to talk about today, an American, no less.

“Joseph Young: Priority Rank: Magenta: Threat Rank: Indigo.”

“He’s the one we failed to capture with the army, isn't he? There were a lot of civilian casualties, it was hell to cover up.” Viola noted, sounding detached at the deaths. As well she might, she took the lead in hiding that little fuckup.

“Yes. But he knows things, and while he appears to have little to no combat skills, his abilities… well, a lot of our Senators and Congressmen are getting old and so someone with such phenomenal healing abilities… you get it, right?”

“I do.” Viola snorted, disgusted. “Still, we must have a rough idea where he is? We have phone taps, listening posts, satellites…”

“It seems our good friend here doesn’t use phones or the internet, much like Mary Stuart. And as for satellite imaging, it seems he is either lucky enough or clever enough to avoid our scans. Shit. I’m getting hassle about this. Just do your best, see if you can ferret out his hiding spot, and then the army will move in. This time we’ll send in a few of our people too, to make sure there’s no escape.”

“Poor bastard. To do that to a man of the cloth.” Viola shook her head. “All right, I’ll get right on it. What about the rest of the team?”

“Keep up extracting as much information from the phone and internet records of the newly located targets, find out their friends, family, business connections, anything. And if they have any foreign links, we need to know yesterday!” No more screw-ups. We failed in Japan, China and Brazil, and our reach in Russia, India, Pakistan and other key countries is insufficient. At least on home soil, we can make things work…

As Viola saluted, Adam’s mind was already on the upcoming meeting. Taking the laptop, he held in a sigh, his gaze going back to the cabinet where he kept his miniatures. Sacrifice the few for the many. It isn’t exactly the American way, but the times, they are a-changin’, as the song goes…
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“… is outrageous!” the four-star General of the Air Force was close to screaming. “F-22’s are ours! What if the technology leaks? This is rank incompetence, possibly even treason!”

“Calm down.” Adam intoned, wishing he was anywhere else. “We had little choice. The Japanese have been asking to purchase more of our top-end weaponry for years, and we couldn’t put them off forever. If that, a new trade deal which will cost us a few hundred million a year in lost tariffs, and a billion or so of debt forgiveness to cover the cost of the aircraft is all we suffer, than I say we got out of this mess quite cheaply. It isn’t like it would be any better if we gave them their citizens back now, would it?”

“And who caused this mess?” Gina, the hard-boiled female head of the CIA declared. “It was the incompetence of our Military and a failure by our Intelligence Services that allowed this to happen. No matter, if it can be solved by money, it isn’t truly worth getting worked up over.”

“I carry responsibility for the intelligence failures, and it won't happen again.” Adam hated to apologise, but in this case it was warranted. Information he received from the field had been spotty, it seemed, and instead of taking a safer route, such as bribery or putting pressure on the target by way of his family and friends, they had assumed a quick, clean in-and-out strike would suffice, as it had several times before in Japan. “Still, it was impossible to expect that he would be one of the few who could handle a spec-ops team. You’ve seen the figures.”

“That’s right.” A young woman in ratty lab-coat and bubble spectacles said, her dirty, ash-blonde hair pulled into an untidy ponytail. “Out of the two hundred and eleven current test subjects… uh, I mean… assets...” She changed her words as she received a number of glares. “… that we have in our possession, only perhaps ten would be able to handle a full unit. As you know…”

Here we go. Adam groaned internally. Christina Bakker was one of DARPA’s finest, and was now in charge of what was called Project Star Mirror, in reference to the CIA’s laughable Project Stargate, and the fact that the world was reflected in this other land, as proven by numerous testimonies. But she does like to explain again and again. Oh well, I guess it gives me time to rally my own thoughts…

“We can classify the assets into three types, roughly. Physical types, who have significant enhancement to their strength, speed, IQ, durability and more. The strongest of these seem able to shrug off small-calibre ammunition, though testing…” her face fell. “Well, there was that accident.”

“Calling the death of one of our finest, most loyal soldiers an accident is an insult.” The Director of the FBI snapped, looking sick. “Pushing too far and too fast…”

“Look, I get it.” Christina agreed, in what she probably thought was a soothing manner, but just showed her lack of empathy. “With both your son and daughter being an asset, beating odds of ten billion to one, no wonder you are rattled. That’s why we are keeping the dangerous tests to foreign nationals, and those US citizens who lack the moral fibre to contribute in other ways.”

Her cold words glossed over the fact that several US prisoners had awakened to powers, as well as gang members, crooked businessmen and other such troublesome people. They had been gathered up where possible, by arrest, or black bag snatch squads, sometimes done by PMC’s for additional deniability.

Most of the machinery of government were in the dark about the exact actions that were being taken, due largely to the political instability and infighting that marred Congress. Hopefully the next election will lead to a definitive result, and we can start getting things done again, though hopefully it won't be too late by then… no, it's my role to make sure we have time.

“This is still skirting the limits of decency.” Gina complained. “That’s why we couldn’t repatriate those Japanese when we were on the back foot. They are alive, sure, but… their treatment made Guantanamo Bay look humane. And while we are not part of the International Criminal Court, it’s still a bad look, what we did.”

“We all have to make sacrifices.” Christina intoned piously. “Better those than loyal, good people like your son and daughter, right Chris?” Her words were annoyingly informal, and the head of the FBI, Christopher, scowled, not dignifying her with an answer.

“Anyway. Then we have the Effect types. They have one or more abilities which defy science. Conservation of energy, mass, the laws of thermodynamics..” Christina was blushing now, her breath coming in hot gasps, and it was a disgusting sight to see. “…none of those seem to matter! Some can shoot fire, or heal their wounds, or even create permanent items! It’s amazing! But even they are nothing compared to the Mystery types. The most exciting of all!”

She was practically drooling now. “Manipulation of things that should have no concrete existence! Probability, for one. That test subject… sorry, good citizen from Las Vegas, we’ve run test after test, coins, dice, cards, random number generators. The data is solid! And there’s more…”

She continued to talk, until she finally ran out of breath, winding down. “… and so it seems that their abilities are slowly growing, except for a few outliers, which I call growth types, so for example, an Effect-Growth type would be someone whose ability grows rapidly. Say, their fire burns hotter, lasts longer, covers a wider scale. Oh, how I wish I could see this mysterious mirror world they speak of, it would be…”

“Thank you for the explanation, Miss Christina.” Adam broke in, heading her off from another repetitive lecture. “We are getting off topic. What matters is… well, you’ve all seen the reports. Information we have gathered from each person tells the same story. Beings that we would have called mythical, have somehow descended and picked out people, and in one notable potential case, an animal…”

I still can’t believe it. A damn crocodile was called in breathing fire like a dragon. I thought it a prank at first, but I’ve seen the footage. It’s being kept under lock and key at the Pentagon right now, and while it cannot speak, it seems capable of understanding us to some extent…

“…and warn that unless we prepare for an unspecified upcoming disaster, the world is doomed. Simply put, there is no way we can stand idly by and let America fall. Three hundred million Americans demand our best, ladies and gentlemen. To that end, a few minor issues such as a few fighter jets is nothing. We are behind the times, I am afraid. China moved first. We are playing catch-up.”

“Yes.” one general agreed, frowning. “Intelligence told us that in July some sort of commotion was happening there. We had hoped it was a coup against the CCP, but no such luck.”

“Right, and we didn’t start noticing what was happening until August.” Adam mourned. “Most people who received these Divine visitations… they kept it to themselves. Most still are, though there are some notable exceptions.”

Christopher agreed, sighing bitterly “Yes, my son and daughter only revealed it when they came up on your radar, Adam. I’m still pissed off you had the temerity to tap my family. That’s a national security issue!”

“Well, we are using AI to crawl the data for keywords and matches. We’ve gathered what look like dozens of variants of the same terminology, but some come up again and again. Chakra. Astral. Boundary. Cultivation. Qi. Silver Cord. Aether. Ether. Anchor. Territory. Hallowed Ground.” He looked around at the great and the good, who were in charge of America’s response to what was possibly the greatest crisis they had ever faced. “Anyone talking about these goes on the list for further in-depth analysis. Doing it that way, and searching for any other keywords we gather, we widen the net, and now we have identified a great number of our fellow Americans. The question is… recruitment.”

Everyone lives online nowadays. Those people who think the Government microchips them and avoids hospitals for that reason are more than happy to have their every move tracked by carrying a mobile phone. Idiots. Still, that works to our benefit so I shouldn’t complain…

“China is doing it. We got little but scraps from our dead agents, but news of this Department for Managing Divine Mysteries got through to us.” Gina allowed. “I think it’s time to start bringing people other than the undesirables in. We already have all of those in the Army, CIA, FBI and related agencies in the fold, helping us research and control this new phenomenon. As well as those who we have extracted, both at home and abroad.”

“I hate letting China force our hand.” Adam complained, but he was in agreement, as were most of the hawkish Military personnel. “Sorry Christopher, but we’ll need your kids to help us too. Don’t worry, we won’t let Christina near them.” Christopher and Christina, they could be a double act, though if I say that out loud, Christopher is liable to punch me…

“Oh, but I’m curious as to which type they are… hey, don’t look at me like that!” Christina shuddered as she was subjected to a murderous glare. “I won’t run any experiments on them, Chris. I have other avenues of study. But I will need to ask them the standard questions. The more we know!”

The more we know, indeed. It’s a great shame that we never did bring in that Akio guy. He tripped a lot of the keyword flags, and seemed to know much more than he let on. That Shaeula is suspicious too. There seem to be… discrepancies… in the little data we pulled on her. Of course, it seems cutting loose that PMC isn’t necessarily a bad thing. I’ve been keeping an eye on them, and it appears like they are moving to Japan, those that didn’t suddenly quit. At the end of the day, they are an American mercenary outfit, so if we call, they’ll support us. Might as well let it slide…

“Do you think we should open up information sharing with our allies?” Adam asked, and Gina frowned.

“You mean Japan, the UK, France and the others?” she asked. “I doubt they know much more than us. It seems China are the ones in the know.”

“Even so, it might be worth it. Assuming we don’t give too much away.” Adam had a feeling. “Still, I suppose it can wait until we’ve gathered up all our citizens. Who knows, if they can mess with probabilities and such abstract concepts, surely we’ll find one or two who have an ability to understand this other world?”

“Yes, yes.” Christina agreed. “An information cheat, I believe they call them in stories.” She giggled. “If I was chosen to inherit power, that would surely be my gift! These Gods have no taste, overlooking me!”

No, I would say it’d be an evil God indeed who would gift that mad scientist any knowledge. After all, it was knowledge that led to the exile from Eden, and curiosity killed the cat. The laptop screen was on a list page, detailing all the three thousand and seven hundred individuals who were classified as black cats, at home and abroad. Black cats bring ill fortune, so it’s said, but these cats… well, they will either be the key to saving the world, or dooming it. I wish I knew which…

“Knowledge is power.” Adam declared, closing the lid, shutting away the Vermillion List. “We have some, and need more. All right, start bringing everyone in. We’ve observed long enough. I fear the day will come when a single one of these people might be worth far more to us than a few F-22 fighters…”

For now, even the strongest of them can still be easily killed by enough firepower, as the accident proved. But is that going to last forever? If they can grow stronger, is that process endless? Will we one day be facing superheroes, men and women of steel, with no kryptonite in sight? If so… even if America survives, it will never be the same again…


Side Eighty-Four - Princess Eleanor Elizabeth Diana Windsor


“Ye sure about this then, Princess?” Sarah asked, leaning on her large tower shield, looking unusually pensive. “Ye will be rather defenceless for a good while, aye?”

“I told you to call me Eleanor. We’re friends now, aren't we?” she sighed, not for the first time. “We’ve been working together a good while now, haven’t we?”

“Aye, that we have.” Sarah agreed. “Still, I cannae quite believe I be here in this situation, despite everything.”

“Oh, enough bullshit.” David sighed. “You’ve been talking a lot of crap recently Sarah, and it’s annoying.” His heavy mace was slick with evaporating gore, silver ribbons drifting up from it. “You should be more like the boy, he adapted quickly.”

At that Donovan looked away, blushing, which seemed to amuse Sarah, as perhaps David intended. Sure, we argue a lot, and at first I was worried about working with them, but now… well, who would have thought I could get used to battle? “He did, aye. How many girls be it now?” Sarah chuckled, and his blush deepened.

“It’s not like I’ve promised any of them anything.” he mumbled at last. “But they are all very nice, I feel bad letting any of them down.”

“Rich too, aye.” Sarah agreed, reaching over to ruffle his hair playfully, until he batted her off, tired of her teasing.

“I am glad we are all relaxed.” Mary-Jane waved her staff, continuing to heal Aditi, who had taken an unlucky hit from a Goblin arrow, her arm pierced. “But really, is this the time, Miss McLaughlin?”

“As much a teacher as ever, aye.” Sarah smirked. “But I get it. I was just trying tae lighten the mood, ye ken? This be a big moment, aye?”

That it is. Eleanor looked at the group of heroes her grandmother had gathered for her. Sir Arthur, mighty sword in hand, looking younger and more vigorous than ever, the battles nothing to him, as though he truly was a knight of old. Sarah, her heavy shield a bulwark against all their foes, her fiery temper and hot teasing a match for her brilliant hair.

Donovan, a young pretty-boy who apparently was the hottest property on the London dating scene amidst the wealthy. Sarah-Jane, a matronly schoolteacher, who had mastered blessings and healings, calm in every situation.

Aditi, a quiet, diffident archer who was always reliable. David Reckless, a loud-mouthed and brash martial artist, whose mace had killed more Goblins in this version of London than anyone. And lastly… me. She looked at her reflection in the glass of one of the windows nearby, and was amazed at what she saw.

“Admiring yourself in the mirror?” Sir Arthur noticed. As Sarah, David and Donovan bickered, Sir Arthur put a hand on Eleanor’s shoulder comfortingly. “You look good, don't worry. You’ve really grown to fit that armour, Green Knight.”

“Oh please. Compared to you or David, I’m still a liability.” Eleanor sighed self-deprecatingly. Even so, I have grown, definitely. Not that I ever wanted to grow as a fighter, but grandmother was right. I don’t have a choice.

The armour seemed more comfortable on her somehow, and strangely enough, she found battle less stressful than everything else that came with the job, such as the endless socialising. As a Princess I should be more used to it, but I was always one to spend galas and balls by myself. Mother and father knew that and never pushed me too far out of my comfort zone, but now…

“It’ll be all right, Princess.” he continued, and she flashed a weary smile.

“I’m sure I told you to call me Eleanor, Sir Arthur.”

“No, not a chance.” He grinned back. “I know you wish to be less formal, but unlike these fine people, I’m an old-fashioned man. And I’ve known you since you were a little girl. I’m too old to change how I address you now. Besides, you do call me sir, don't you?”

Guilty as charged. You have me there. “Look, everyone, it’s time.” Eleanor spoke loudly, clapping her hands together, green and bronze gauntlets ringing. “Sarah, yes, it’s a risk, but one we have to take. After all… it’s why you are all here. Positions of honour and lavish salaries are earned for precisely this.”

“Do not be like that, Eleanor.” Aditi protested. “I am here because I admire you and want to help my country!”

“But you still take the money.” David broke in nastily, and Sarah cuffed him on the back of the head, causing another argument.

“Of course she does.” Mary-Jane reasoned as they bickered, exasperated. She had finished healing Aditi, and was now leaning on her staff, resting. Yes, her healing and blessings take a lot out of her, it’s more tiring than our combat, I am sure. “No matter how much you like your job, you take a fair wage for fair work. That’s the British way, and what I teach the children. Oh, by the way, thank you for introducing me to that… gentleman.”

Her face twisted a little, which was unusual, as Mary-Jane was always faultlessly polite. “I cannot say I was taken with him personally, but… the money will fund an orphanage and school for disadvantaged children.”

“Max Power? That guy?” David stopped his argument to spit angrily. “Don’t like the prick, nor his foundation. Still, I guess money has no sin, right?”

“Yes, he… well…” Donovan stammered. “… he knows a lot of people.”

“Girls, aye?” Sarah laughed. “Anyway, aye, he’s been bothering me a little too, but he seems harmless enough, ye ken?”

“Well, grandmother is all about us making connections.” Eleanor sighed. “And he did say I could contact him if I needed financial support, so when you expressed a wish to build an orphanage as part of your reward… I thought of him.” He was annoyingly jovial and delighted to be of help to me. But it’s not him that worries me, but that woman. Mary Stuart. She seemed… hostile. I told grandmother about her, and she looked troubled, only telling me to stay my course and protect London.

“You know, I did ask for an introduction to that woman he was with, the blonde looker.” David grinned sourly. “Guess me and the kid aren’t so different. Damn, that upsets me.”

“She’s a woman of the cloth.” Sarah snapped suddenly. “So I dinnae think ye have much of a chance. A vulgar guy like ye be, nay hope, even if she could have relationships.”

“Isn’t a forbidden romance the best?” David grinned nastily, not rising to her bait for once. “But when I met her, all she did was ask me about my damn religion. You should have seen the look she gave me when I said I was a believer in Caturix. And why wouldn’t I be? He marked me himself as the greatest fighter in these isles. And with good reason. Who else is worthy to fight amidst this?”

He gestured to the sky above, silver lightning flashes cutting through the murk. “Then the bitch started telling me to forswear false Gods and worship the only true one, or I’d burn in Hell. Shit, why are all the beautiful women crazy? I’d still get her out of those vestments and take a tumble with her though. I’d give her something to stop her speaking nonsense…”

“Dinnae blaspheme, ye damn crude jerk. And dinnae sully the ears of the Princess.” Sarah started another argument, scandalised, before Eleanor clapped her hands again.

“Look, we are getting off-topic. I don’t really want to talk about her.” She gave me the creeps. Max Power I can handle, but her? I don’t like the way she looked at me, or the way she might have threatened me… even now I replay that conversation in my head. Grandmother told me not to worry about it, and to stay away from her, but… “We are here to protect London. To that end…” Her mind could feel the connection to the area of this strange version of London she controlled, centred on the previous Tower of London. My land, my Avalon, as grandmother calls it. Well, I know I am strong enough to expand it again.

With a thought she felt a huge amount of power drain out of her and her lands, sucked into the pillar at the centre, which began to shine brilliantly. “Our Avalon, what protects this United Kingdom, it will grow stronger. But until then…” She looked at her companions, who had all established their own Avalon around hers, forming a secure ring of protection. “… it’s all on you. We’ve discovered that this place will be vulnerable while it expands. And if the pattern holds from before, it should be much longer a time before the strengthening is done.”

“It would sure be nice if the damn Gods got off their arses and told us more.” David grumbled. “Caturix only told me to fight and make the lands my own. And none of you dumb bastards know anything more, yeah?”

“Look, we’ve been through this, Mr Reckless, and pooled our knowledge.” Mary-Jane acted as peacemaker again, her glasses reflecting the brilliant silver and rainbow glow that filled the tower, dozens of huge ravens coming to roost upon the silver spire, watching them with unblinking, beady eyes.

“We know that we need to defeat the hostile creatures here, and use the energy they provide to fortify this world. My Goddess was not clear on precisely why, no more than your Caturix was…” She had entered lecture mode, as if David was one of her pupils, and Eleanor smiled ruefully at that.

“…but from information the Queen provided…” Mary-Jane stumbled over her words a little at that, still awed about meeting the monarch, one who had steered the country through war, the fall of Empire and many more epoch-making events. “…as well as what Mr Patterson and Miss McLaughlin gathered, eventually these creatures will start spilling out into the world we know, yes? I hate killing, they are clearly intelligent beings, just as we are, but…”

She glanced at Aditi who had been wounded by a Goblin sniper, the arrow smeared in a mixture of filth and poison, which without Mary-Jane's treatments would likely have proved fatal or cost Aditi an arm at the least. “…my family, my pupils…” her face hardened. “…I cannot let them perish. No, I shall fight, as we all will. Right, Mr Reckless?”

“Fighting is in my blood. I’m the Chosen of the damn War God, right? You don’t have to ask. Besides, I love a good scrap. You do too, right boy?” he asked Donovan, who looked away.

“Uh, no. Not really…” he muttered.

“I’m glad to see everyone is in such high spirits. And why not?” Sir Arthur jovially broke in. “This is progress. Now all we have to do is fend off the scum who would try and destroy what our Princess has built. That’s why the Queen, God protect her, called on us. So… where next? We might as well continue.”

“How about a Cathedral?” Sarah suggested suddenly. “All this talk of Gods, it’s making me fired up tae see what’s there.”

“Hmm. Well, it’s up to the Princess, but I’d advise against it.” Sir Arthur disagreed. “We’ve discovered that larger and older buildings tend to hold significant nests of powerful enemies. The Great Cathedrals of London are likely full of dreadful foes.”

David made to speak up, but Eleanor cut him off. “Sir Arthur is right. Besides, we have other areas grandmother asked us to prioritise. We need to grow stronger first. After all, we nearly lost Aditi to that ambush, remember?”

“I was careless, I am greatly sorry, Eleanor.” Aditi apologised, but she waved it away with her armour-clad hand.

“It's not your fault, we are still new at this. We are definitely better than before.” Eleanor's smile was reassuring. “We’ll take a quick break, then head west, skirting along the river. Our aim is to secure Buckingham Palace!”

“And ye say the Cathedral would be full of bastard enemies.” Sarah chuckled. “Fine, fine. My shield will be there tae block the enemy, dinnae worry yourself.”

With that settled, they left Eleanor’s Avalon, passing through Aditi’s, heading west along the river. As they did so, a flight of ravens overhead watching their progress, the mirror version of the Thames boiled, more aquatic beasts surging out onto the shores. Eleanor gripped her sword in sweating hands, taking a breath to calm herself. Here we go again. More battles…
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“It’s an honour to meet you, Princess.” The man in front of her was saying. “I’m Samuel Davies. I have the honour of leading the Manchester team.” He gestured to his fellow team-mates. There were four of them, two women, one a girl who looked like she might have still been in sixth-form college, the other older than Eleanor, wearing robes that reminded her a little of Mary Stuart. Then there were two men who could have been university students.

“Charmed.” She offered her hand, doing her best to ignore the discomfort, and he shook it firmly, taking longer to release her than she would have liked. She then exchanged handshakes with the others, and as it was actually the fourth group she had met at this party tonight, her grandmother having worked miracles to gather two dozen people like her, she struggled to keep their names and faces straight, even with her significantly improved memory she enjoyed recently.

I’m probably just tired, it must be that. She had fought along the Thames, but eventually they had been forced back to Aditi’s Avalon, as they had taken to calling their domains now, and only beaten off the horde with help from the defences there, at great effort, exhausting them enough they decided to return.

As she made casual conversation, the room seemed to blur in on her, everyone’s faces looking like blank, featureless masks, eyes laughing at her, mouths twisted into crude, mocking smiles. I… I don’t feel so good…

“…incess. Princess. Are you all right?” Samuel was asking, and Eleanor blinked, the surroundings snapping back into focus. Tasting bile, she shook her head.

“Sorry, I think I’ve overworked myself. I should probably take a break. Please forgive me.”

“No, there’s nothing to forgive. You’ve worked as hard as any of us, and God knows it isn’t easy, what we do.” He smiled reassuringly. “We’ll go mix with the other teams, and maybe a celebrity or two. There’s some very famous faces here. Come on, gang.” He gestured to the crowd, and with that they moved into the mass of people at the party.

Eleanor went to leave, before looking back over her shoulder, only to see the older woman watching her, and for a moment her vision blurred again, and all she could see was her face wreathed in shrouded shadows, only her eyes visible. Blinking, she looked again, only to see that the woman had turned away.

She was looking at me, right? Well, I guess that makes sense. I am a Princess, I suppose. Ugh, my stomach hurts… With that she rushed to the toilet, in a rather undignified hurry…
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This truly is Hell. I hate this… The party should have been winding down by now, but dozens of guests still remained. She looked around for Sir Arthur, Mary-Jane or anyone else she was close with, but couldn’t see any of them. David sloped off earlier with a girl from one of the new parties, right? Donovan too, I think. As for the others… wait, there.

Grateful, Eleanor made it through the crowds to where Aditi was, standing by one of the buffet tables, a plate in hand. On seeing her approach, she brightened, raising a hand in greeting.

“Eleanor, are you all right? You look dreadfully pale.” Aditi fretted, putting down her plate.

“I’m fine, fine.” she declared, though she didn’t feel fine. It felt like someone was watching her, and when she looked around, people were looking at her, but no more than was usual. I’m just jumpy today, that’s it. Getting pushed back by the creatures there must have rattled me. “I just hate these events, and I had to meet more people than usual.”

“I understand.” Aditi commiserated. “I am uneasy in such circles too, though some, like young Donovan, have taken to it well.” She smiled fondly, remembering the youngest member of their team.

“I’m glad someone has.” Eleanor complained. “So, where are the others?”

“Mary-Jane went off with Sarah and that Max Power fellow.” Aditi replied, frowning. “Apparently his foundation is interested in setting up additional orphanages countrywide, and was talking about hiring additional staff and teachers. It was rather beyond me, I am afraid.” Aditi apologised.

“I see. Mary-Jane does love children.” Eleanor mused. “And for a supposed philanthropist like Max Power… no, I don’t feel he’s that charitable. Do you think he is doing it with ulterior motives?”

“Well, of course he is.” Aditi replied, and Eleanor was surprised.

“Wait, really?”

“Yes, really.” she echoed. “Just how easy is it to get close to a Princess? Such an opportunity cannot be bought. Although, there are your cousins, yes? But other than them… and of course, there is more.” She lowered her voice. “After all, are we not heroes protecting Britain? You are doubly important. The fact you are very pretty does not hurt, too.”

At that Eleanor felt her face heating up. Pretty? I guess so, but… “You think he’s trying to get closer to me?”

“I do. And the Queen, she desires you to make allies, hence all these gatherings.” Aditi chuckled quietly. “Perhaps this man is indeed a charitable sort, and wishes to help Mary-Jane with her dreams, perhaps not. But he would be a fool indeed to cause you trouble. After all… are you not able to crush him one-handed, if you wish?”

“Oh Aditi, don’t tease me.” She found herself smiling, her troubles momentarily forgotten. “Though I guess that’s true. Did you ever wonder just why we get stronger the more we fight?”

“Of course. It puzzles me greatly.” Aditi answered. “I do wish Arjuna had been more clear with me, but I thought I was dreaming at first, and then… well, I was terrified. Me, chosen by such a famous hero that I thought mythical. But I do remember, he did say that only through battle shall you gain the strength to survive. It is very like a game, no?”

“A game? I suppose so.” Eleanor was hardly an avid gamer, though she was not so sheltered as to not understand her point. “I played a few as a child, Final Fantasy, Zelda, that sort of thing. It does seem that we Level Up as we defeat enemies. But life isn’t a game…”

“Maybe not.” Aditi agreed. “But we have fought monsters that could only exist in stories, and we are clearly growing stronger. I can think of no other explanation, other than we seem to be drawing something out of the foes we defeat. After all, we gather that energy, that ether, and it is drawn into our Avalons, creating strange wonders. Remember how mine repelled those fish-creatures with bright blasts of energy?”

Eleanor nodded, remembering. They had fallen back to safety, and then the press of merfolk slammed into the mysterious barrier that protected them, before being blasted apart by volleys of brilliant light from the strange towers that had sprouted in Aditi’s Avalon. I guess it does make sense, as much as anything does. Really, what we need more than anything is knowledge. I know grandmother has tasked the Prime Minister with setting up a diplomatic corps to deal with foreign nations regarding this… even so…

Talking to Aditi was relaxing her, and fortunately everyone else was keeping their distance. From time to time she felt the gaze of people on her, but not being alone, it was far more bearable. Next time… next time we’ll reach the Palace. We grow stronger, and Sir Arthur says we are more skilled, so… next time, we won’t fail!


Side Eighty-Five - Princess Claira Vi Du Palludia - ??????


“Push forwards! Hold the Lemures back!”

“The Metalguard is with us, we cannot… argh!”

“Mercy, I don’t want to die…”

“Die, foul Demons, back to…”

“Mother…”

“Help me, it burns, it burns!”

Dozens, no, hundreds, thousands of voices were blending together in a howling tide of pleas, curses, shouted orders and cries of agony, yet they were almost drowned out by the screaming of the endless Demon tide that was pouring through the plains, throwing themselves against the beleaguered defensive forces, trying to tear down the Astral fortresses that blocked their advance time and time again.

Under the blue skies above, that also glittered with glimmering rainbow stars, the Astral bleeding into the land, expanding the plains significantly, allowing ingress from the spiritual realms, two armies were clashing. And the mortal one was being forced back, step by painful step, each inch paid for by the deaths of thousands of the vile Lemures, the endless shock-troops of the Demon horde that had been attacking these lands for generations.

I hate the Lemures most of all. Vile abominations. They were weak and compared to other Demons were no threat individually, each Lemure perhaps only as strong as an average warrior. Even so, it was their hideous parody of humanity she hated, the endless, needless sacrifices they made to try and break the defenders.

“Bloom, Frozen Flowers!” Claira declared, the ancestral energy of Ice that had been concentrated within her bloodline for generations sparking to life. As her glorious golden-blonde hair blew behind her in the wind, a contrast to the white dress made from enchanted fabric she wore, she breathed out, her breath frosty despite the heat of the summer day.

Ice exploded in the packed ranks of the Lemures, their pale, fleshy bodies, often lacking armour and even weapons, began to freeze, great flowers of ice metres across bursting to life, sucking them in. Petals formed of delicate clear ice, which soon turned a vile shade of green, soaked with the blood of the numerous Lemures the petals cut apart with their razor-sharp, magically hardened edges.

“That’s it, keep up the assault!” A cry came from the mob of warriors fighting in the gaps in the walls of the once-mighty fort. Time and time again the Demons had returned, and each time the fortress was besieged it suffered more and more damage. Even so, it still stood proud, extending through the Material into the Astral.

Towers made of shining metal and glimmering crystal unleashed bursts of light, balls of fire and forks of lightning smashing into the horde, while more mundane weaponry, numerous banks of ballista, catapults and pots of boiling oil were discharged. Even so, it did little to stem the seemingly inexhaustible tide.

“No backwards step!” another voice roared, and Claira looked down to see a heavily armoured champion crashing through the packed ranks of the Lemures, massive halberd more than twice the height of an average person sweeping through the horde, sending bodies tumbling away. Davian, one of the Metalguard. Even so, he can’t hold alone…

Raising her hand, she unleashed a hail of icy javelins down on the foe, piercing dozens, then hundreds. Corpses burst apart, some disintegrating to ether, and the defenders desperately drew it in, trying to bolster their strengths as much as they could. On the battlements and towers, archers and those who had elemental talents were also pouring down firepower, and gradually the tide of Lemures slowed, before reversing, leaving behind a carpet of the dead. A cheer went up, but Claira knew it was premature.

The Lemures are just to drain our reserves, the Demons care nothing for their pathetic shock troops. As if to illustrate her point, the next host was forming up, even as the more powerful Demons made sport of killing many of the retreating Lemures, forcing them back into some semblance of order, ready for another charge.

This wave was taller, bulkier humanoid creatures, with green skin and long, ape-like arms, and vaguely reptilian faces. Unlike the poorly armed Lemures, these Demons were clad in armour, even if it was mostly ragged chain and leather, and they were equipped with long brutal maces, spears and axes.

But before that… Claira was no stranger to the war, so she was already forming a shimmering shield of ice in front of her and the archers and mages on the battlements around her. It was not a moment too soon, as from the distant shadows of the Astral, where the Demons were marshalling, bright flashes could be seen, dark, sooty reds and oranges flaring to life, barely visible even with her incredible kinetic vision.

“Engage the barrier!” came the cry, and the presiding General, safe in the highest tower, must have done something, as the first impacts were stopped before the walls, the air shuddering, shimmering rainbow and silver sparks cascading downwards. It was a pretty sight, but a dreadful one too. The barrier has barely recharged since the last engagement. It won’t last long…

A second wave of projectiles struck, massive hunks of crudely hewn metal, shimmering with flames, bouncing off the barrier. One flew back, slamming through a straggling group of Lemures, crushing them to paste, but then the barrier failed. A chunk of battlements was carried off, stone and bodies scattered over a wide area, and a Defensive Emplacement shattered, energy boiling free.

Her shield of ice was struck, and the air was filled with motes of diamond dust, like a brief snowstorm. Still, she had no time to admire the sight, strengthening the wall and expanding it as far as she could, as more and more shells were launched by the distant artillery. The Emplacements tried to strike back, but other than a couple of them, they didn’t have the range, only able to take out some of the massing Lemures and Dregs.

This is… unpleasant. Her face twisted into a bitter grimace, her blood chilled and the crenelations around her freezing over, stone starting to crack, turning brittle. “Frozen Lotus!” At her cry, energy rushed from her once more, the deep lake of power she held within finally noticeably depleting. The incoming balls of metal were caught in overlapping petals of blue and pink ice, harder than steel. It was enough to knock them off course, and after several more volleys, the firing stopped, a great cry coming from the Demon lines.

“Here they come…” Claira muttered, watching as the host of Demons flooded forwards. Hair blowing behind her in the breeze, she raised her hand once more. “Bloom, Frozen Flowers!”
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“White Universe!” At Claira's desperate cry, the world around her stopped. The spider-like assassin Demons that had emerged from the shadows, wreaking havoc on the beleaguered defenders, cutting through archers and mages with their vicious multitude of bladed limbs, simply turned to frozen statues, as did a number of fleeing defenders.

One tower nearby shattered, collapsing under its own frozen weight, and the battlements were also starting to splinter, ice spreading through the weakened stone like veins and arteries.

There was no choice. Sacrifices had to be made… Her most powerful ice attacks were not targeted, merely indiscriminate assaults, and there was no time to call upon anything more subtle. Telling herself that the allied troops who died would have been slaughtered by the assassin Demons anyway, she turned her attention to the melee below.

This was the fourth wave, and hopefully was the last. Lemures and Dregs were few and far between, most of the Demons now significantly stronger ones, and the vista below was one of Hell. Fire, lightning, acid, poison and more constantly discharged, the screams of the Demons merging into the cries of the dying and desperate calls to rally, to hold, to somehow push the enemies back.

Davian was still fighting there, his halberd continuing to reap a great toll of the enemy, but even as he fought, a mob of Barbarites, Demons who looked like wizened, crazy old men, with wiry, filth-choked beards, moved in to engage him, cleaving down several noble defenders with their own spears, glaives and hooked polearms.

Despite their unassuming looks, Barbarites were some of the fiercest common Demons, and when their own blood was spilled they quickly went into a berserk frenzy. Regardless, Davian should be able to hold. Though I wish Demera was here. It would be reassuring to have her immovable presence. Immovable…

Winged Demons were coming now, a flock of them blotting out the setting sun overhead. The moons were rising, the shimmering dark-light of the Astral that was seeping into the world illuminating the pack. Arrows and the Defensive Emplacements began to strike them down, and dozens of the small, gargoyle-like creatures started falling from the sky. In return they began launching vicious barbed bolts from their tails, as well as breathing down streams of toxic filth on the beleaguered defenders.

“Nothing too dangerous, fortunately…” Claira declared, sweat from her fierce exertion already frozen on her skin, shimmering like little stars. There seem to be no greater or true Demons in this assault, so we are holding… Her breath streamed out over the frozen battlements, and the air began to chill, a fog rising. The flying Demons began to ice over, their wings heavy and rigid, and it was only moments before they began to plummet from the skies, to splatter on the battlements and ground below.

Her breath was coming fast now, her reserves of icy elemental energy starting to run dry, the bottomless frozen lake within her now more of a puddle. Even so, she could still fight. Down below, Davian was finishing off the last couple of Barbarites, their frenzied rage at their injuries making them easy prey.

Even as the last one fell, cleaved in twain by a sweep of the massive halberd, Claira was searching for targets, ruby eyes gleaming. There. Ice bloomed, freezing several more spider-Demon assassins that were creeping forwards, trying to scale the walls.

“Keep up the assault, the enemy is shattering!” Davian cried, and it was echoed by those around him. The General, up in his tower, had ordered signal flares, and as the glowing green balls of light soared into the skies, the time for a counterattack was here. Forcing her exhausted body to move, Claira sought her next target, using her dwindling power to slaughter any surviving Demon that might pose a threat…
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“Sister, you came back!” Claira was nearly shoved off her feet by the sudden appearance of her younger sister, Adoria, who came flying up out of her chair, her pink hair trailing her as she threw herself at Claira. Catching her sister, she smiled, giving her a hug.

“Of course I came back. I have fought enough battles, have I not?”

“Yes, but I was still scared. If you were to get hurt, I don’t know what I would do!” Adoria pouted. “I am the one who is always left behind, while you and eldest sister are sent out to face the Demons. If it was not for cousin Kiela, I might have gone mad from worry.”

Kiela, huh? Claira's gaze went to the quiet figure sitting in the chair, her pale skin offset by her raven-black long hair and black lace dress. Her blue eyes were quiet, contemplative, and she offered a brief smile before going back to the book she was reading. Some said Kiela was not quite normal, her head addled, but Claira wasn’t so sure. After all, the Darkness bloodline is a complicated one…

“Look, I am always careful on the battlefield. I will not end the same way as the bloodlines of Fire and Lightning.” She comforted her sister, who did not look reassured.

“But you said that the fortress would likely not survive another attack.” Adoria pouted. “So when you were called to battle again, I worried so much…”

True, I did say that. But… “The situation was in our favour. The enemies that attacked were merely the least and lesser Demons. And we had support from the re-risen, and one of the Metalguard was there.”

“The re-risen…” Her sister shuddered. Even Kiela flinched a little, as well she might. “Are… are they as frightening as the rumours say?”

“Hardly. Most of them are as normal as you or I.” Claira disagreed. “We and our allies, we do not use the soulless. The re-risen are different. And without them we would not have enough troops to weather the dreadful losses we take each battle.”

“I heard…” Kiela spoke suddenly, looking up from her book. “That sometimes they remember.”

Remember? Yes, I have seen it. Brief flickers of memory, or personality traits that are distinctly… human. “The tales of them becoming who they used to be are just myths. I have never seen that.” Claira disagreed gently, unwilling to talk about it. “And I have fought on the front lines enough now where the re-risen are deployed. Yes, some have strange traits and habits, but most of them are fresh, blank slates when they return.”

“So, not the dead coming back?” Adoria insisted, and Claira patted her head gently, starting to feel relaxed, the cold fury of the battle, the ice in her veins, starting to thaw. With a gentle smile she shook her head.

“No. The re-risen aren’t the dead. They are created shells, who quickly become their own person, as real as any of us. It is surely coincidence that they sometimes resemble those who perished.”

“I wonder, what do the Elements think of that? Is it not blasphemy?” Adoria voiced, uncertain.

“Hardly.” Claira shook her head in denial. “After all, just like the power of our Elemental Bloodlines, are not the Astral Fortresses and their devices, such as those that create the re-risen, their gifts? Why would they condemn us for using their providence to fend off the Demons? No, if anything, it is the Demons that should be condemned by the Elements.” She let out a bitter sigh. “Well, the re-risen aside, we triumphed, though the border fortress was ravaged again, Emplacements and other fortifications lost. But the Demons bled, oh how they bled.”

“Tell me about it, sister. Please! I hate being left out! I am seventeen, I could be sent to the battlefield any day now. You were younger when you first took to the field!”

“Well, my gift is more offensive, and I am a prodigy.” Claira smiled teasingly.

“I would like… to hear as well.” Kiela slowly muttered, closing her book. “My mother doesn’t tell me… anything.”

“I guess it can't hurt.” Claira agreed. Since it was a victory, no matter how bloody a one. Though things might have been different if greater or true Demons were present, especially ones who control Domains… “I was positioned on the walls above the gate, where I could command the battlefield. My breath streamed cold, and as the enemy approached, a packed, endless horde of Lemures, I bloomed flowers of pink and blue ice. It was beautiful but deadly, and…”
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“Mother, sister, I have returned triumphant.” Claira declared, after leaving her curious younger sister and cousin behind. “The border holds, though further ether will need to be deployed to patch up the walls and replace the destroyed Emplacements. We need some way to combat their artillery, it continues to take a heavy toll on us.”

“Welcome back, daughter.” Her mother replied, her face an expressionless mask. Her older sister, Elenya, gave her a slight smile, her green eyes dull. Well, it is not like I don't understand her current predicament…

“So, we held. That is good news, and we sorely need it. As for resources… I doubt we can spare much. Ether is running low everywhere, and the Demons continue their advance in other places, to brutal effect.” the Queen shook her head.

At that there was a reaction, her sister flinching, which Adoria didn’t miss. “What happened? Is it our allied kingdoms?”

“No, not an ally.” Her mother denied that. Luckily the Chancellor wasn’t present today, for Claira found him terribly trying. To say nothing of his toad of a son. At least the Chancellor has served my mother and the country well, even if he is rather conservative. But his son… talent can make one rot, it seems…

“Then…?” she asked, only to receive a surprising response.

“The Noble Elves were attacked. A delegation they were sending us to request … no, demand… our allegiance, fostered by marriage. Your father was due to meet them to escort them here, to meet Elenya, but…”

“…but? Is father all right?” Claira said in a panic, quite unlike her usual cool exterior. Like her, father was often on the front lines, but his abilities were more in martial arts and command, so he was far more vulnerable.

“It is all right, Claira.” Elenya spoke up, an unreadable expression on her face, a gleam in her deep green eyes. “Your father came upon the aftermath. He returned safely, but had to depart for another front soon after, just before you returned.”

Oh, thank the Elements. Claira slapped her chest in relief. “So, the Noble Elves? They are all powerful warriors and elementalists, what happened?”

“A massacre. Perhaps while we were dealing with numerous weaker Demon assaults on the Astral Fortresses, a number of powerful Demons crept though our lines, striking at where we were vulnerable.”

I see. It makes sense why there were only lesser Demons in the attack I faced… “So, what happened?”

“Thirty Noble Elves dead, including two of the Elven Windmasters, including the grandson of Keldruin. A tragedy. Noble Elves are so few…” the Queen, her mother, shook her head sadly.

“But he was the candidate for you, Elenya. How … how do you feel?” I know she never met the Elf, but even so, there had been some correspondence between them, and at least he would be better than Barbro, even if we would have to give her up to the Elves in exchange for the Bloodline’s continuation…

“It does not feel real yet, sister.” Elenya spoke calmly. “We exchanged letters but a fortnight ago, and now this… I find it hard to believe they went down easily though. Two Windmasters and a Watermaster, dead. Plus many fine warriors. A Noble Elf is worth a hundred of our soldiers…”

“It is worse than that. Keldruin was isolationist, wanting to wait this storm out, more fool him.” Her mother was angry. “But in the end by offering my precious daughter I was able to entice him out of his forests, and now this. Messengers are not even allowed past his borders now. The grief-maddened fool. By the time he sees fit to relent, everyone but the Elves will be gone, Demon food, or worse.”

“I do not see what a few Demons that evaded our fortresses could do.” Claira mused. “Unless… no, surely not. One of the Four Great Demons? Or Domain users?”

“It seems so. Elves are powerful, but with Water and Wind turned against them, their end was assured. Damn it all to the Elements!” She slammed her fist down on the armrest of her throne. “This is a disaster!”

“My Queen, calm yourself!” Elenya soothed, earning a displeased look as she went to check the hand of her mother. “Injuring yourself achieves nothing.”

“I told you to call me mother.” The Queen protested, but Elenya shook her head, stubborn.

“No, now more than ever I must remain formal. After all, is not my betrothal cancelled? That means…”

My poor sister. No, I have no time to worry for her. My marriage will be soon. There are several candidates already from other allied kingdoms, I believe. What matters is…

“Domain users are the most hated of the Demons. Why, a single Metal or Stone domain can cripple our armies. To think that they would have an Air domain and attack the Elves. It seems… rather too much of a coincidence?” Claira thought, a sudden prickling feeling at the back of her mind.

“You are not alone in thinking that.” Her mother allowed Elenya to tend to her bleeding fist. “Keldruin’s last message practically screamed that we had betrayed him. What a fool. Who would work with the Demons? There is no benefit in it. Even she would not be such a fool. And I would believe her capable of any evil. No. I suspect infiltrators.”

Infiltrators? Demons who can appear as one of us? That is… terrifying. Meeting the deep green eyes of her sister, Claira shuddered. If so, who can we trust? If even the person next to us could be a Demon…


Afterword


Hi, it’s me again, Ship Teaser! Thanks for reading Book 5, which concludes the rather lengthy Arc 6! As always, mild spoilers for the volume ahead, so be sure to read the story first! This arc was all about consolidating Akio’s place and power in Japan, both in terms of his Territory, and in terms of Material world political and financial power.

And what use power if it can’t be used to help those he loves? Hence why he used his influence to push through very self-serving laws on Polygamy lol. It might not change people’s attitudes quickly, but at least his relationships are not going to be unlawful!

In terms of the volume… first I should say people were asking me to include recaps in newer releases, so I’ve added one here. I’ll only be doing ‘last volume’ recaps, rather than ‘the story so far’ as nobody wants chapter length recaps each time, heh.

Anyways… yes, this one is not particularly combat heavy. It’s more political and relationship building, though there are a couple of notable fights, which show Akio’s increasing power, and one in particular against an old foe shows the difference between then and now.

Of course, numbers still go up a lot this volume, as it’s not just combat that can strengthen them.

Anyway, our cover girl Shiro gets her time in the spotlight, and some mysteries are revealed. It was a challenge to write that section as it was rather emotional, but I hope you enjoyed it, as I think it’s immensely satisfying in terms of payoff. As for what’s next for On Astral Tides…

We finally move onto Arc 7, the long-awaited Conclave! Kana should be stealing the cover, since it’s to do with shrine maidens and faith, and she’s been eager for her chance! In terms of plans… I’ll probably combine Arc 7 and Arc 8 and split it into three more books to finish the first act of On Astral Tides, but don’t take that as gospel, I have to work the splits out for best effect first, so plans may change.

As always, you can find me beavering away on more On Astral Tides on ScribbleHub, or come chat on r/Haremfantasynovels, or in OAT’s discord https://discord.gg/4dm5WrHsHD.

Anyway, hopefully book 6 should be up for pre-order not too long after the launch of this book, and I hope to see you there, for a different flavour of politics, and some surprising and frenetic action!
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BOOK FIVE: FORGING ALLIANCES
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